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CHAPTER ONE
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She’d never gotten used to the taste. Even with the life and strength that teemed in every molecule, the russet fluid always went down heavy and crude. Like swallowing a fistful of thin mud that had been lifted from the bottom of a river.

There was a time in the early years of her life—this second life—when she was forced to mix the liquid with soup or tea, or to stir it into the batter of the sweet confections and pies that even today she took pleasure in baking. She had experimented relentlessly with temperatures and combinations—using ingredients she wouldn’t have otherwise fed to a cockroach—hoping to create a formula that, if not tasty, was at least palatable enough to override the involuntary rejection by her mouth and throat.

But she’d had little success, and soon began believing the more she tampered with and diluted the delicate recipe, the more the regenerative effects were diminished. Her nails and hair didn’t seem to grow quite as quickly, and her teeth, though they were restored, felt as if they had just a bit less length and severity.

Of course, it was plausible she was entirely wrong about the effects of the tampering, and she accepted the possibility that her observations were paranoid inventions of an overprotective mind. But she also wasn’t taking any chances, and over time she had trained herself to drink the mixture straight. After all, it took mere seconds for the solution to make it over her taste buds and down to her belly. After that, it was ecstasy.

The mixture usually began its rolling boil within seconds of reaching the acid that lined her stomach, before shooting into her blood stream and picking up the platelets in perfect stride. From there the journey through the body took less than a minute, administering almost instant relief to pains both bitter and dormant alike. There was a sense of rejuvenation in the bones and ligaments that went beyond simply where they joined. It was cellular.

The feeling in those first few moments was literally indescribable. On the rare occasions she had tried to explain it aloud, she always found there was simply no adequate experience with which to compare it. The benchmark didn’t exist. Sex—usually the standard by which all great feelings were measured—didn’t come close. Though it had been decades since she’d had a man, and in her lifetime had little experience with them generally, she knew even with the greatest lover in history, sex was a laughable comparison. As was the feeling elicited by any other potion, and potions she knew. What she lacked in bedroom prowess, she made up for in a long resume of chemical experiences.

But the physical feeling, as glorious as it was, was inconsequential. A minor side effect of the greatest treasure the Old World had ever produced, and one that she had captured and preserved in the Northlands for centuries. Whether she alone was in possession of the knowledge she couldn’t be sure; it certainly wasn’t impossible that another had been given the precious gift to which she had clung so tightly for the last three hundred years. But if she did share it with another, she would likely never know; her isolation had become almost absolute. The Age of Transmission had transformed her existence from that of a private villager—having few social connections other than in passing and commercial exchanges—to one of complete withdrawal. There were no neighbors to speak of, and any mail or necessary supplies were delivered to the receiving station she had built for herself just over a half-mile from the cabin.

The woman picked up the large, stone container and swirled the liquid into a clockwise vortex, careful not to lose any of it over the top—though caution was mostly unnecessary, since what remained of the potable would have fit easily into a jigger.

This sip was different, however, and her careful attention was not without cause. This swig was the last of her batch. It was the final priceless ounce. She knew in her core it wasn’t really enough for full revitalization; it would replenish for another year if she limited her energy, even two if she did nothing but sleep. After that she would decline quickly. And since the elixir didn’t spare her from the necessary provisions of all human beings—food, heat, and so on—languidness and hibernation were no more a possibility for her than they were for the woman she was in her old life. In fact, she would need to exert more energy than most people, since she was not surrounded by the accommodations of a modern world. She would need to farm and gather, and even hunt if the harvest didn’t last through winter, as well as keep an ample supply of kindling and wood. And she wasn’t the youngest maiden in the court when she began the regimen—certainly past sixty years as she recalled—so though the potion sustained her and kept her strong, what was done was done: the contaminations of time did not reverse.

The woman raised the stone cup, which was little more than a small bowl, careful not to breathe the rancid aroma. As it reached her lips, the woman hesitated. This was it, she thought, this last drink would drain her supply, leaving her cabin empty of the fluid she’d come to worship over the many decades.

She willed a pragmatic moment into her addicted mind. Maybe she could hold out for a few months longer. Just a few, until she identified the source of her next supply. There really wasn’t the urgency to drink today, she still felt strong and capable. Why, just this morning she had restocked the wood pile after several hours of brisk chopping. And besides, it had only been fourteen months since her last dose. Certainly she had gone without for much longer.

All of that was true. But the reality was that the effects had diminished over the years, and she needed larger doses now than in the past. As it was, her last drink had been meager, having been divided in half to leave today’s swallow. No, she needed it today, all of it, and if it was enough to sustain her until the end of summer, she would be lucky. The woman figured by June she would need to be blending.

She pinched her nose and drank slowly, relaxing the pharyngeal nerve at the back of her throat to prevent gagging. The sickening warmth lingered on her soft palate, and then descended the length of her windpipe. The woman could feel the pulp of her victims organs catch and then release in her esophagus, and she lamented that, although she’d always spent days pestling, she had never been able to thin out the concoction completely. This part had always been the hardest—in the early days often inducing violent spasms of choking and expectoration. What she had coughed up over the years! The amount could have sustained her for another generation.

But those reactions had subsided long ago; aside from the taste, she had mostly gotten used to the process. Like the gypsy sword swallowers she had seen as a girl, so nonchalantly on the backs of their wagons immersing those giant blades, inconceivably, down into their bellies and back up again, before packing up and quietly moving on to the next village, she had learned to ingest the pungent broth with little effort.

But there was still the taste. She could never get used to the taste.

She placed the ceramic cup on the edge of the cast iron stove and gently walked to the lone wooden chair that occupied her kitchen. She sat wide-eyed and rigid on the edge of the seat, anticipating the impending experience of which she never tired. Then the slight hint of a bubble began in her abdomen, and a smile formed on the ancient woman’s face.

***
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WHEN SHE AWOKE IT WAS just before dawn, and she could hear the first whistling of the woodcocks as they began to pester the sun. Spring had arrived weeks ago, but the chill of the morning stung the back of her neck and prompted an exaggerated shiver. She reached instinctively for covering, and instead created finger tracks in the thick dust of the wooden floor. She grasped her hand again in a slight panic and was now quickly awake.

This wasn’t the first time she had gone black—it had happened several times over the years—but those incidences had occurred mostly in the beginning, and never lasted this long, apparently, judging by the position of the sun, almost a full day. She was weaker than she thought, and the truth, which she had numbed her mind to, was that the mixture was old and diminished. Perhaps even toxic. She thought back to when the batch was originally concocted but couldn’t recall. Forty years perhaps? Certainly well past the period for which she could reasonably expect it to remain fully viable. What if it had become inert and didn’t deliver the effects this time? That seemed unlikely, since the immediate burn and thrill in her abdomen was just as magnificent as ever, but the unusual side effect of unconsciousness suggested a serious problem.

She tried to stand and was prostrated to the floor by a stab of lightning to her back. In disbelief, the old woman tried again, this time using the seat of the chair as a crutch. She was able to rise to her knees before the pain delivered another bolt. A scream attempted to escape her mouth but was immediately intercepted by phlegm and sickness. She laid her forehead on the chair and took deep, panicked breaths. It hadn’t worked! This couldn’t be happening! She lifted her head and glanced frantically around the room searching for the empty stone cup, hoping beyond reason that whatever trace amounts remained at the bottom of the urn would somehow be enough to release the magic. Maybe one last drop was all she needed.

She spotted the cup. It had rolled to the door of the cabin, the rim edging against the jamb as if waiting to be let out. She got down on all fours and crawled slowly toward the door, exaggerating every lift of her knees for fear of the returning agony to her back.

The woman reached the cup, took a deep, labored breath, and assumed a sitting position, leaning her back against the door for support. She sat that way for several moments until her breathing slowed and her thoughts leveled, and then closed her eyes in an extended blink. She then lifted the cup gently, cradling it from the bottom with both hands as if preparing to offer it in sacrifice, all the time feeling its cruel emptiness. She didn’t bother to look inside, and instead placed the cup softly beside her before pushing herself forward and resting tall on her knees.

She closed her eyes again and bowed her head, thankful for the clarity that had presented itself. Her survival would not be dependent on whatever residue remained at the bottom. It would take faith and action. It was time again to accept what is and move on.

Of all the lessons she had learned in her long life, this one had come most grudgingly. But it had come, eventually, and once she embraced it, once she’d moved beyond just repeating the words to herself and had finally felt the power and truth of the phrase, it had been the greatest lesson of all. In the past, her reaction to this ruined batch of potion would likely have sent her into some uncontrolled rampage, screaming maniacally for hours, cursing the universe and destroying what few possessions she had. And then, once the fury subsided, she would conclude the episode by erupting into wild tears of self-pity, and then spending the rest of her precious day thinking of suicide and vengeful murder.

But that was in the past. Those futile thoughts of injustice and revenge were pollution to her mind and, for decades, had only weakened her. They were antithetical to what Life craved. She was still somewhat envious of those who had come to realize this fact in the span of a normal lifetime, but she was thankful it had eventually come to her. And thankful for her secret of immortality.

“I’ll find it,” she said softly.

She lifted her chin and stared out the window, as the sun’s first rays provided just enough backlight to silhouette the multitude of lush trees that formed the spring forest. It was going to be a beautiful day. The sky would be clear, and the cool nip of the morning promised relief from the unseasonably warm days of the past week. It was perhaps a harbinger of a new start, she thought. The pain had vanished from her back, and her mind was as clear and unpolluted as ice. And silent. She reveled in the stillness, allowing every sensation of the surroundings to wash over her and soak into her skin. Yes, it was time to begin anew.

The old woman smiled widely, unleashing the large, jagged incisors and canines that crowded the front of her mouth. They were in need of replacement, but they were serviceable.

She stood from her kneeling position and walked to the makeshift wardrobe that anchored the rear wall of the small cottage. The wonder of faith now overwhelmed her, and she had no doubt that renewal loomed. It was only a matter of time—though time was leaking.

She removed the only piece of clothing that hung from one of a dozen wooden hooks that lined the back of the wardrobe’s interior. The garment was a moth-ridden wool cloak, heavy and dark—a piece of clothing designed for frost and survival, from an era harsh and bygone. She placed the coat effortlessly over her torso and raised the oversized hood. She would undoubtedly be uncomfortable while the sun was up, since the day was likely to be warm and dry. But the cloak would protect her skin, which had become sensitive to direct sunlight—a thing she rarely received through the canopy of the forest—and if she were forced to camp overnight, the wool would keep her warm in the evening chill.

But such an adventure shouldn’t be necessary, she thought. There was still time. Perhaps plenty of time. Going black was simply a sign that her moment had come to awaken and begin identifying the fresh source. To reconnoiter the landscape for the new point of supply. She had done it dozens of times since that first night so long ago, and, in fact, had become quite adept at tracking viable sources.

But identifying meant travel, a practice about which she had always been anxious and leery. Even as a young woman, before the Discovery, the unknown wilderness had always invoked feelings of dread and tragedy. By seven or eight years of age, her mother had so often explained the seemingly unlimited evils of men that she couldn’t imagine any woman stepping off her property without being raped or beaten or enslaved. And she soon learned that the tales, though perhaps exaggerated, weren’t simply cautionary. She had seen the truth of them first hand, and, indeed, had performed many of the cruel acts herself. Had those women she tortured been as cautious as she, they would have not been in that position, she often rationalized.

Yes, it was the quality of caution that had served her well and preserved her existence since The Enlightenment. But as always, caution was always overruled by necessity. It was time once again to hunt.

She stepped down gingerly onto the crude stone landing that served as a porch and settled for a moment without moving. She listened as a distant breeze pushed through the green of the forest, moving deliberately past each leaf and limb, before finally catching her in its wake. Yes, this would be a fine day. She lowered the cloak’s hood, deciding she would begin the journey exposed to the wonders of the woods, figuring the sun would not be a factor for several miles, and the chances of encountering another person were remote.

She took another step on the porch and immediately recognized the adrenaline that had surged during her earlier moment of clarity was now waning. She could already feel the weakness of her joints and muscles returning. The sting of old age, a feeling she had forgotten, or perhaps never known, billowed down her spine and limbs, and the pain choked in a breath as she tried to exhale. Alarmed, she moved quickly toward the edge of the porch, convincing herself that by reaching the boardwalk at the bottom of the steps and beginning her journey on the overgrown pathway that led into the forest, she could somehow outpace the inevitable.

She reached the ledge of the stairs, barely, her legs giving out on the last stride, and narrowly avoided tumbling to the bottom. Only the stone wall that bordered the descent saved her from catastrophe. She held the barrier in a comic clutch, as if trying to keep a battleship from leaving port, and looked out at the seemingly endless timberland before her. She laughed aloud at the idea of venturing ten yards from home, let alone the ten miles or so it would require to reach the nearest source population. It was impossible. And rest was not the answer. Rest meant time and time meant decay. What the woman needed was help, and help—even more than companionship—had always been the greatest price of her isolation. The lack of companionship, or even the sound of another’s voice, could certainly be brutal realities, but there were ways to deal with those. She had come to consider the trees and animals and insects important companions in her life and addressed them with respect and appreciation. And she had long since shed any embarrassment of speaking aloud or taking on different character roles. This, in fact—along with her baking—had become one of the few joys in her life, invoking the characteristics of women from her past that she had always envied or admired, playing the roles of huntress or princess or whore. Early on she had discovered that for even the most primal of human relationships there were always alternatives, as any thirteen-year-old boy could attest to.

But there was no substitute for the strength of men to remove an old iron stove, or fell a dying tree before it collapsed and demolish a house. Or for hands to help gather and hunt when the crops have failed and starvation is no further than a bad snowstorm away. She had paid for help in the past—and even kept slaves when the social climate allowed it—and though these servants had certainly alleviated many of the normal personal and practical burdens, the threat of loss had been too strong, and they never stayed on for long. Most of them she killed while they slept. Many were buried on this very property. Sadly, none of their innards were used for blending.

And now isolation would cost her immortality. The motif of so many legends and religions would evaporate with her last breath, as it may have done, for all she knew, with hundreds of other possessive hermits in the past.

She lowered herself down to a sitting position on the first step of the porch and rested her elbows on her knees. She coughed several times as if she had just finished a brisk winter walk and her lungs were struggling to adjust. She hung her head between her knees and watched as the wooden planks beneath her began to blur. She was about to go black again, perhaps permanently this time. Instinctively, she slid her buttocks to the next step down and continued this movement on to each lower tread until she reached the bottom. If she were going to die, she decided, it wouldn’t be from a broken neck. There was one last impulse to get to her feet, but the message was never conveyed from her brain to her legs. Defeated, the old woman rolled onto her back and spread her arms wide, encouraging the world’s embrace. She took in the bright blueness of the sky and wished that she could feel the wonder of rain one last time.

The blue canvas above her turned shadowy, not from the arrival of clouds, she assumed, but from her brain’s lack of oxygen. She smelled the warm air rising from the ground, and tried to appreciate the last of life’s sensory experiences. Surely this was death. She had escaped it for so long, but now here it was in front of her. The brew of life on which she had relied since the early times of the Northlands had finally failed her. Or she had failed it. It was true she trusted a source would come—her dreams had told her of its delivery—but it hadn’t come, and she’d waited too long to move on. She’d trusted in her dreams and they had betrayed her, but it was her life, her responsibility. She had become careless and complacent. The supply was larger than ever these days, and she needed only to pull from it.

If only there was more time. A week. A day.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.” She closed her eyes and slowed her breathing, as that relentless resistance to death which had dictated the bulk of her life now turned to acceptance. Without contention, she awaited sleep.

And then she heard the voice.

***
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ANIKA MORGAN WAS COLD, and the mud that had gently cushioned the soles of her feet when she set out now enveloped her ankles and threatened to swallow her shins. Every step felt like someone was pressing down on the tops of her knees. She thought of quicksand. Was that a possibility? That this was quicksand? She knew—or at least had heard the stories as a child—about quicksand existing in the jungles of Africa and places like that, but not in the Northlands. Truthfully though, she couldn’t be sure where it was found. Or if it was real at all. Was she really going to die such an improbable death as drowning in quicksand?

Anika cleared her head and focused. If she wanted to avoid death today, she figured it wasn’t quicksand she had to worry about. Besides, quicksand was absurd, the forests of this territory were infamous for their swamps and mud; she had waded through much worse in her life. She had to stay on task.

“Just go,” she scolded herself.

She wanted to scream the words, but her overworked lungs wouldn’t allow it. Anika slowed her breathing and down-shifted her effort to an easy walk. The depth of the mud was making her progress comically slow, and trying to run through it was doing nothing but edging her closer to exhaustion. Adrenaline had its limits, and hers was almost reached. She would have to rest soon. In a few hours, the early morning chill would be giving way to the warmth of a typical spring day, and Anika could see the sun beginning its morning stretch upward. The sky was almost staggering in its clarity and blueness, and she was thankful at least to be dry; though had it been raining, she reasoned, she would never have attempted the forest to begin with, and probably would have been rescued by now.

But she had chosen the forest, and at the time had done so quite casually.

But why?

Why would she have made such an unconventional decision? Such a bad decision? She was normally much more conservative in her approach to problems, and the woods in this country, even on a clear spring day, were risky to explore for the most well-conditioned of men, let alone a thirty-eight-year-old mother of two. So why hadn’t she just walked the road? Or waited for help at the place where the car drifted off the shoulder? It was true she wasn’t thinking clearly after the accident—everything had happened so quickly—but she hadn’t suffered any trauma to her head. In fact, she was miraculously uninjured.

So the question remained: why?

It didn’t matter now, she thought, the decision was made; all that mattered now was finding shelter and a telephone. Besides, with her car nestled at the bottom of what must have been a fifteen-foot embankment, with little hope of being seen from the road, it seemed somewhat reasonable that finding a place to call for help on her own was a safer play than standing alone on the side of a quiet road in the southern Northlands. Not that this part of the territory was particularly dangerous, but one could never be sure.

Anika spotted a log about forty yards in the distance and decided it would be a suitable place to rest. She wanted to keep going, but she knew forty yards was about all she had left in her. If she pushed beyond that, she might not come across another place to stop, and would end up having to rest in the mud she was desperately trying to escape.

And she was getting scared. And fear, she knew, would only make her judgment worse.

She needed to stop and think, try to orient herself with what little she knew of the land here, and get out of these woods and back to her family. She could only imagine the fears they would conjure if they didn’t hear from her soon. She should have been home by now, and it wouldn’t be long before they started to worry. Soon they would call to check on her and learn that she had left ahead of schedule and should have been home even earlier. And that would be bad. She loved Heinrich, but for all his pretensions of strength and masculinity, he was emotionally weak. And combined with his injuries, he would be in no condition to comfort and reassure the children.

She reached the large log and climbed atop to a sitting position, throwing one muddy leg to the far side to straddle it. She sat this way for a moment, legs dangling while she caught her breath, and finally lay down on her back, bringing her legs together and linking her hands behind her head for support. Under the circumstances, it felt strange to be assuming such a relaxed position, and she imagined that someone looking in might conclude that she was on some spiritual journey—albeit one that was oddly messy—and had come to the forest to contemplate the meaning of life or something.

If only.

It was still early and she’d only been up a few hours, but the grueling hike had tired Anika and she had to be mindful to stay awake. She had to keep her eyes wide and her mind active. She thought of her children and how they must miss her. She realized now it was the longest she had ever been away from them, only a little over a week, but it was eons compared to what they were used to, and, with Heinrich in his condition, it came at a time when she was needed at home most. They were both wonderful, mature children, exceptional for their ages, but they had no business carrying the responsibilities she had left them with this past week. Why hadn’t she just waited by the road?

Anika sat straight on the log and took the last remaining bite of a stale candy bar. It had been in her car for days—weeks maybe—and she was thrilled now to have grabbed it before setting out. At least she’d made one good decision today.

She swallowed the chocolate and then laid back down to fully replenish her lungs and examine her options. She supposed she could try to retrace her steps and get back to the original point where she had entered the forest, and then wait on the shoulder of the road until someone passed by. The roads were certainly desolate on the stretch where she’d swerved off—in fact, she couldn’t remember passing a car once in her short trip from Father’s house—but surely someone would eventually motor by and help. Even if it took several hours. At this point, the fear of some lascivious stranger with devious motives paled to the fear she had of still being in these woods come nightfall.

But the truth was it was too late for the road, at least at the part where her car now lay abandoned and invisible. Whatever it was that had compelled her into the wilderness had now taken her beyond the point where she had the will to make it back. It would be a disheartening trek of over an hour through the now detestable mud, and at this point she wasn’t sure she would even be able to find it. The turns she had made along the way to avoid the deeper swampy areas and larger thickets had disoriented Anika, and though she was fairly confident that she could head back in the general direction she had come, with fatigue and fear now a factor, there was no certainty she would reach the road at all.

Her other option—only option really—was to continue on. She realized she may only immerse herself deeper, but eventually she would reach a boundary. This was the Northlands, not the Amazon, after all. She had to keep going and cling to the fact that possibility rested in every new clearing.

She stood up on the log and slowly surveyed the forest in each direction, hoping by some wonder of the universe her eyes would focus past the camouflage and spot something other than trees. It wasn’t a particularly dense woodland, so even with the lush spring leaves there was quite a bit of visibility. But she saw nothing. She jumped down off the log and searched the forest again, this time at ground level, figuring she may have more luck at a different angle. Nothing. She climbed the log again and this time stood tall, straightening her back, and cupped her mouth with her hands. She breathed deeply and screamed as loudly as possible.

“Help me! Can anybody hear me!”

The words seemed to float through the trees, echoing off the branches and carrying downwind. With the additional height of the log, her voice felt forceful, and the decision to yell now seemed less an act of desperation and more of an actual rescue strategy. She paused and listened, not expecting a response, and, of course, getting none. She screamed again, this time feeling a strained burn in her throat. She couldn’t remember ever having yelled this loud as an adult. Still nothing, and the subsequent silence was stark, only reinforcing her desertion. She couldn’t know that the sound waves of this particular bellow deflected at just the proper angle, avoiding perfectly the large oak trunks and dense clumps of leaves that should have absorbed them forever, traveling instead just far enough from their source to reach the auditory canal of an old woman who lay dying on a weathered terrace less than four miles away.

Anika moved down to a sitting position on the log, broke off a dying branch, and began clearing as much mud as possible from her shoes and pant cuffs. It was a futile exercise she knew—they’d be covered again in a matter of paces—but she needed whatever boost she could get. At least she hadn’t worn a dress today, she thought. It could always be worse.

She placed her feet back down on the damp dirt floor and was startled by a rustle beneath the log. She stifled a gasp and watched as two chipmunks ran past her and headed up a nearby tree. Anika unconsciously cataloged the vermin as a potential food source; though if it came to that, how she would trap such small, fleeting creatures she had no idea. She watched the tiny animals disappear into the camouflage of the tree’s top branches and then continued her upward gaze to the clear blue sky. It was indeed a marvelous day, she thought, and then she started walking.

***
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THE OLD WOMAN OPENED her eyes and searched her surroundings with the vibrancy of an infant seeing the world for the first time. The voice was faint—perhaps the faintest sound she had ever heard—but that she had heard it there was no doubt. It may be the voice of Death, she thought, but if it was, he was incarnate. That sound had come in through her ears, not her imagination. She replayed the words in her mind. Over and over. The voice was feminine—beautiful and distressed. Strong. Alive. Not the voice of Death. The voice of Life. Delivering again.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Anika!”

Gretel Morgan flinched violently at the sound of her father’s voice, somehow managing not to drop the ceramic plate she had been drying over the sink. He was awake, and, as was usually the case lately, unhappy.

“It’s me, Father, I’ll be right there,” she called, turning her head slightly toward the back bedroom, trying her best not to sound aggravated. She certainly sympathized with his condition but had grown tired of the demands it came with.

Gretel sighed and placed the dish on the sideboard. She had hoped to finish the cleaning before he woke since her tasks seemed to multiply when he was conscious. Cooking his meals alone was a day’s work; add in laundering his clothes (including ironing) and general fetching, and the assignment was barbaric. Thankfully, Mother would be home today, at least to bear some of the constant attention, if not the heavy lifting.

Gretel walked the ten or so paces to her father’s room and paused at the door, softly clearing her throat and assuming the statuesque, confident posture her mother always seemed to have when she entered a room. At fourteen, her shoulders and hips had begun to forge, and early indications suggested she would have her mother’s shapely body. She had no delusions of striding in and conquering her father’s petulance in the same effortless way her mother did, of course, but hopefully she could disarm him if only for a moment.

She formed what she believed was a serious, business-like look on her face and entered the room. She could see that her father was sitting up slightly in his bed, but avoided his eyes and walked briskly to the end table, feigning irritation at the crumbs and empty glasses that littered its surface.

“Where is your mother?” her father grumbled, his deep, accented speech at once both intimidating and divine. “She was to be home by now.”

“She’s probably not coming home,” Gretel replied casually, letting the words drift just to the edge of uneasiness. “I wouldn’t blame her. If I was her I would have changed my name and run away to a village in the south.” She kept her eyes down, serious, staying excessively focused on her father’s mess.

Her father frowned and stared coldly at his daughter. “Perhaps I’ll send you to a village in the south.”

Gretel stopped sponging the table in mid-motion, and stared up at her father with a look of both disbelief and anticipation. “Would you? Please! Promise me, Papa!” She held his gaze for as long as possible before losing control of the charade and erupting into a snorted laugh.

Her father shook his head slowly and grinned. Gretel could see the flicker of joy in his eyes, proud of how quick his daughter had become with her banter. Yet another gift inherited from her mother.

“How are you feeling, Papa?” Gretel said, now straight-faced, unable to conceal her weariness. She sat on the edge of the bed and examined her father’s bandages.

“Better than I look.”

“Well, you look terrible.”

“So better than terrible then.” He waved an absent hand and began shuffling to get on his feet, having reached the extent of how much he wanted to discuss himself or his maladies. “Get me up.”

“You need to stay in bed, Papa. You’re not ready.”

“Then you had better be ready with the piss pot.”

With that, Gretel stooped and leaned in toward her father, offering her shoulder as a crutch. She could see him size up her position, and with a soft, guttural grunt he threw an arm around his daughter’s neck, embarrassment no longer the palpable element it had been six weeks ago. His white bedshirt was badly stained with some type of red sauce, and his ever-growing belly extended over the elastic of his tattered long underpants. It had amazed Gretel the short time it took for a man with such a long-standing trademark of pride and masculinity to concede to the often cruel circumstances of life; in the case of her father, those circumstances had come most recently in the form of three fractured ribs—not exactly the bubonic plague in the hierarchy of ailments, but painfully debilitating nevertheless. Particularly for a man nearing sixty.

Gretel boosted him from the bed and shuffled him slowly to the threshold of the washroom, grimacing throughout the process, and from there left him to his own maneuvers. The doctor had explained to her mother that the injury would likely cause a decrease in appetite, since even automatic bodily functions like swallowing and digesting could be painful, and limited activity would reduce his need for the same amount of nourishment he was getting before the accident. The opposite, however, was proving true; he ate constantly and, as a result, had become quite heavy. She couldn’t be sure, but Gretel guessed that her father had gained at least forty pounds in little over a month.

“So where is your mother?” The voice from behind the bathroom door was less demanding now and contained the subtle hint of concern. Gretel had lingered outside since she would have to bring her father back when he was done.

“Delayed, I guess. But she must have left Deda’s already or else she would have telephoned.”

“Then why didn’t she phone to say she would be delayed?” His pitch was now higher and layered with obstinance.

“Perhaps she was delayed on the road, I don’t know Papa.” She paused and asked, “Are you going to be in there much longer?” Gretel was now annoyed, both at her father for his current weakness and at her mother for being late. There were still dishes remaining in the kitchen, and she needed a break—if only for fifteen minutes—to sit and rest. Not working or helping or talking. Just to rest.

“Maybe you should bathe,” she suggested, offering the words in the tone of a helpful reminder so as not to offend him. “You’ll call Deda’s when you’re out.” Her father mumbled something inaudible from behind the door, and then a grain of joy arose in Gretel at the abrupt sound of water being released from the tub’s faucet.

She sighed with relief and walked back toward the kitchen, her desire to finish housework now dwarfed by the urge to rest. She averted her gaze from the sink as she passed it, and headed quickly for the back porch, where she collapsed forcefully in a white, weathered rocker. She tilted her face up toward the ceiling and closed her eyes, thankful for the chance to relax, but understanding that what she really needed was sleep. Sleep had now become the default thought in her mind throughout the day, and, in fact, had become of such value since her father’s accident, that over the past three weeks Gretel had started her mornings by staring at herself in the small nightstand mirror by her bed and listing in her mind the things that she would be willing to give up for an undisturbed day of slumber. A full day. Not one chore. Not one knock. Not even a voice. Just complete serenity. Of course, she possessed virtually nothing of her own, so this exercise basically involved the sacrifices of treasures she would never see and powers she would never have, the latest offering being a horse that could fly. Later, in the throes of the day, she would scoff at how little value she would have gotten from her imagined trade-offs; but she was convinced that, at the time, she would have made the deal.

Gretel could feel herself drifting, and decided not to fight. The dishes remained, but her mother would be home soon, and though she would be in no mood to finish her daughter’s chores after a long day of travel, Gretel concluded that as a parent she would recognize when her child was spent. If her father needed help back to his bed she would help, but aside from that, she was done for the day.

***
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“SHE’S NOT HOME, GRETEL.”

Gretel opened her eyes and was greeted by the orange glow of the twilight sky above her. She was momentarily disoriented, but smelled the oil from the lamps and remembered she was on the porch. Her late afternoon catnap had metastasized into solid sleep. By her estimation, she was out for at least four hours.

Her thoughts immediately went to her father, whom, for all she knew, was in the tub dead, a victim of immobility, hypothermia, and a neglectful daughter.

She got up quickly from the rocker and felt the effect of her sleeping position in the form of a dull stiffness at the back of her neck. No question she would be dealing with that misery for the rest of the night. Tentatively, Gretel turned back toward the house and screamed at the sight of her father sitting at the porch table, dressed and shaven, his elbows propped up and his head buried in his hands. He looked as if her were in a library reading—the way one might read a dictionary or an atlas—but there was nothing on the table below him.

Her initial thoughts were of relief, that her father was alive and that she was not a murderer. Then, registering his condition, her thoughts became more selfish, assuming his apparent improvement meant she would now get real relief. Physical relief. More sleep.

She stood staring at him, waiting for him to speak, but he sat in position, silent.

“Papa?” she said, “What’s wrong?” Gretel spoke softly, but her tone had no sympathy and was one demanding an explanation. Her father didn’t move and she became uneasy, then scared. “What’s wrong!” she said again, this time louder, panicked and quivery, the film of sleep and the surreality of her father sitting upright in a chair on the porch, functional, now completely wiped away.

“She’s not home, Gretel.” Her father lifted his head from his hands and looked out through the trees at the small narrow lake that lined their property.

Gretel could see where the tears had been on his freshly-washed cheeks and she noted that this was as close to weeping as she’d ever seen from either of her parents.

“Something’s happened,” he said, “I know something’s happened.”

Her father’s words caused Gretel’s legs to wobble, and she sat back down slowly in the rocker. She couldn’t speak, and looked off in the same direction as her father, as if they were both trying to spot the same object on the water. “Did you call Deda?” she asked finally, in a whisper, already knowing the answer.

“Of course I called him. She left even earlier than she had told me she would. She should have been home long before we expected her.” There was no anger in her father’s voice, only defeat.

“Perhaps there was traffic then. A very bad accident...and the road is closed.”

“I’ve called The System. There is no report of any accident along the Interways.”

Gretel could hear in her father’s tone that the bases had been covered. Heinrich Morgan was a man of routine, as was his wife, and any break from that routine would immediately incite him to make it right again. To look at all the possibilities and rule them out, one by one, until the answer to the problem emerged. And if the remaining answers were out of his control, and he couldn’t reset the routine to its proper function, he shut down. This was the point he had apparently reached.

The tears in Gretel’s eyes seemed to be dripping to the floor before she even felt the sadness, and her face flushed with hate for her father’s weakness. Nothing was wrong! Her mother was fine! He should be ashamed, a grown man crying in front of his teenage daughter because her mother is a few hours late. For a month he had contributed nothing to the house—NOTHING—other than dirty plates and whines of discomfort. Gretel and her mother had worked the fields for six weeks while he moaned over a few broken bones in his belly. If only that horse had kicked his head! And now, when strength was needed—when he was needed—he was a clammy dishrag, like a woman who’s just watched her son leave for war.

Gretel erupted from the rocking chair and ran toward her room, ignoring the sharp pain that burned through her neck the whole way. She stumbled in and fell face down on the foot end of her bed, nearly crashing her head on the bench of the small white vanity that sat only inches away. Almost immediately, she stood back up and strode defiantly back to the open bedroom door, slamming it harder than she thought she was capable of. For that split moment she felt better than she could remember in weeks, as if the suppressed grievances of her fourteen-year-old body and mind were instantly alleviated.

She went back to her bed and took a more conventional position, curled fetal-like at the head with her cheek flat on the quilt cover.

The heavy sobs finally ended and Gretel lay still until her crying stopped completely. She rolled to her back and gazed vacuously at the brown wood that made up the cabin ceiling. Her thoughts became clear as she studied the evidence of the situation and soon became hopeful. This is all certainly an overreaction, she thought. Papa’s condition has unsettled him and I’ve let it influence me. There’s a good chance—better than good—that Mother is completely fine. In fact, there was a much higher likelihood that her mother was stranded on the road somewhere waiting for help to arrive, than lying dead on a river bank or in a landfill. True, she should have been home hours ago—if she left early, then at least six or seven hours to be more accurate—and she had taken the trip up North dozens of times over the past four or five years since Deda had become sick, so she wouldn’t have become lost. But none of that evinced tragedy. Gretel reasoned that if something truly terrible had happened, someone would know by now and the family would have been contacted.

But her father’s words bore the texture of truth; if not because of the sure somberness of his words—“Something’s happened”—than for the possible explanations available. Even if Deda had suddenly been rushed away in an ambulance and died suddenly en route to a hospital (which, of course, hadn’t happened since her father had spoken with him earlier), Mother would have called as soon as she reached the hospital. Mother always called. If she didn’t call, there was a problem. In this case, Gretel proposed, that problem may simply be a blown tire or some mechanical malfunction in the car. But the Northlands were no more than two hours away on a clear spring day, so it was unlikely she wouldn’t have found a telephone by now if it were something so benign. There was no logical reason she could think of that Mother wouldn’t have called, other than reasons she didn’t want to imagine.

She began to cry again softly, and her mind became overwhelmed with thoughts of never again seeing her mother. It was unimaginable, and physically nauseating. Her mother was everything to her. Everything. Gretel’s image of herself as a good young girl—exceptional even—was due solely to the woman she had studied thoroughly and tried for as long as she could remember to emulate. Though Gretel rarely noticed it in the environment which they lived, her mother had a finesse and dignity about her that always astounded Gretel, and only became evident—almost embarrassingly so—when it was contrasted with the tactlessness of most women in the Back Country. She avoided the crude speech that most of the Back Country wives used in an effort somehow to endear themselves to their husbands’ friends. Instead she maintained an easy poise that seemed almost regal and out of place. Consequently, of course, her mother stood out among her peers, earning the attention of the men and, Gretel supposed, the backstage scorn of her fellow ladies. She was far from what most people would describe as beautiful, but despite the physical advantages they may have had, other women always appeared intimidated by her mother’s confidence.

Gretel got to her feet and walked to the vanity, where she sat on the bench and looked at her distraught face in the mirror as the day’s last few rays of sunlight entered her window. It was almost dark and there was no sign of Mother. She turned on the lamp and examined the framed picture of her parents that sat on the vanity top. Her father had gotten very lucky, she thought, and Gretel became sad for him. He was twenty years older than his bride, and in his marriage had always been decided in his ways, insisting on the traditional roles of husband and wife: provider and caregiver, tough and understanding, et cetera.

But in that tradition he had never shown anything but respect and love for her mother. When choices of importance had to be made, concerning her and her brother, or otherwise, Heinrich Morgan always insisted on his wife’s opinion. He knew between the two of them she was the smarter one, and he never pretended otherwise.

And though Gretel couldn’t remember a time when her father was what she would describe as ‘sweet’ toward Mother, he certainly never gave her any reason to be docile or frightened around him. He never complained about a meal—whether overcooked or late or for any reason—and he always thanked her when it was over, even offering compliments if he found it exceptional. And if Mother needed to leave him for a day or a week—as in the current situation visiting her ill father—there was never a sense of trepidation when she told him, and the news was always delivered as a statement, with the full expectation that it would be received without protest, if not encouragement. “I’ll need to leave for the North tomorrow,” her mother would say. “Father’s doing poorly. Gretel will handle the house while I’m gone.” And father’s replies would be nothing other than words of concern for his father-in-law.

The memory of these exchanges suddenly awakened Gretel to the fact that she was not ready to assume this position of authority. The surrogate role of housewife that Gretel had taken on for the last nine days, and that she had begrudgingly admitted to herself was, on some level, enjoyable, was beyond her capabilities. Well beyond. She couldn’t do this for five or ten more days let alone years!

Gretel was startled by the muffled sound of the cabin door opening and then closing. She sat motionless, not breathing, and looked at nothing as she shifted her eyes in amazement around the room waiting for the next sound to decipher. Mother! It was definitely Mother. It had to be. Tired and with quite a story to tell, no doubt, but it had to be her. She waited for the booming sound of her father’s voice, joyful and scolding, to ring through her room. She wanted to rush out and verify her belief, but she was paralyzed, fearing that somehow by moving she would lose the sound and her hopes would evaporate.

At the tepid knock on her bedroom door, Gretel smiled and lifted herself from the bench, banging her knee on the underside of the vanity and nearly knocking the lamp to the floor, catching it just before it fell. The door cracked and began to open. Gretel looked toward it, waiting for the miracle, holding her awkward lamp-in-hand pose.

It was her father.

“No!” she said, the word erupting from her mouth automatically, denoting both fear and authority, as if she were repelling a spirit that had ventured from hell to inhabit her room. Her father looked at her with sadness and acceptance. “Is she dead?” Gretel said, surprised at the bluntness of her question.

“I don’t know, Gretel, we’re going to look for her. Your brother is home.”

***
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GRETEL LET OUT A RESTRAINED sigh as the family truck pulled in front of her grandfather’s small brick house, amazed they had made it. The truck, she guessed, was at least thirty years old, and probably hadn’t made a trip this far since before she was born. And each time her father had made one of his dozen or so stops along the way, exploring the considerable land surrounding every curve and potential hazard that the back roads offered, he turned the engine off to conserve fuel. She was sure with each failed effort to locate her mother, the key would click ominously in the ignition when her father tried to restart the engine, and they too would disappear along the road. But it had always started, and here they were.

She looked across the bench seat at her father and was disturbed by the look of indifference on his face. Her brother lay between them asleep.

Her father opened the door and said weakly, “Stay in the car.”

“I’m seeing Deda,” Gretel immediately responded, opening the door quickly and storming out of the truck, taking a more defiant tone than was indicative of how she actually felt. She had every intention of seeing her grandfather though. It had been months since she’d seen him, and even though she often felt awkward around him lately, more so now that he had worsened, she loved him enormously, and still considered him, next to her mother, the most comforting person in her world. If there was one person she needed right now, other than her mother, it was Deda.

She ran toward the house and as she reached the stoop she saw the tall, smiling figure of Deda standing in the doorway. She screamed at the sight of him. He looked so old, at least twenty years older than the seventy-five he actually was, and his smile was far from the thin-lipped consoling grin Gretel would have expected. Instead his mouth was wide and toothy, as if he had been laughing. He looked crazy, she thought.

“Hi, Deda,” she said swallowing hard. “How are you feeling?”

At the sound of Gretel’s voice, Deda’s face lit up, morphing to normalcy and becoming consistent with that of a man seeing his beloved granddaughter for the first time in four months. “Gretel!” which he pronounced ‘Gree-tel,’ “my love, come in! Where is your brother?”

“He’s in the car sleeping,” she replied, and with that her brother came running into the house and into Deda’s arms, which Deda had extended just in time to receive his grandson.

Deda held Hansel’s shoulders and pushed him away to arms length. “Ahh, Hansel, you look so big!”

“You look really old, Deda,” Hansel said, as respectfully as an eight-year-old could say such words.

Deda laughed, “I am so old, Hansel! I am so old!” He placed his palm on the back of the boy’s neck and led him to the small sofa which was arranged just off the foyer. Deda sat down and lifted Hansel to his lap; Gretel followed and sat beside him on the cushion.

“Hello, Heinrich,” Deda said, not taking his eyes from the children.

Gretel’s father stood at the door, silently watching the interaction between his children and his wife’s father. “Marcel.”

“Why don’t you sit?”

“We won’t be staying.”

Over the years Gretel had grown used to this style of conversation between her father and Deda, terse and factual, completely devoid of style. It wasn’t that they disliked each other exactly, but more that they had failed to reach the level of trust normally achieved between two people at this stage in a relationship. Her parents had been married almost twenty years.

“Have you contacted The System?” Deda asked.

“Of course. They won’t do anything for days,” Gretel’s father replied. And then, “Unless there’s evidence of a crime.”

Deda nodded in understanding. “Gretel,” he said, “why don’t you and your brother explore in the cellar for a while. I’ve some new books you would both like, just at the bottom of the stairs, on the first shelf there. You’ll see them when you go down.”

Deda stood and led the children to the cellar door, opening it and pulling the ribbed metal chain that hung just at the top of the stairs, unleashing a dull orange glow of light. The cellar was an obvious suggestion so that Deda could speak to her father alone, but Gretel didn’t mind, and played along for her brother’s sake. Besides, they were going to discuss her mother—and the possibilities of what might have happened—and she didn’t have the emotional stamina to handle that right now.

As she and her brother reached the bottom of the cellar, Gretel saw that the books Deda referenced were the same ones he had had for at least two years now: Reptiles of the Northlands, Sea Life, and a few others containing topics Gretel had long since lost interest in.

“These books aren’t new,” Hansel complained. “I’ve read these a thousand times.”

“Your Deda’s old Han, he doesn’t remember” Gretel replied, “And, anyway, you still like them.”

“Fine.”

Hansel opened the sea creature book absently and slumped heavily into a dusty club chair, once the centerpiece of Deda’s living area but now in exile, having been replaced by a chair more conducive to Deda’s frail condition. The dust from the chair puffed into the dim light and then dissipated. Normally Gretel found places like Deda’s cellar repulsing—the dust was as thick as bread and seemed not to be spared from any section of furniture; and the scurrying sounds that clattered from the corners of the dark room conjured in her mind pictures of things much larger than mice. And she was sure that the spiders she had seen over the years had to be as large as any in the world.

But for all the impurities, Gretel had no memory of ever fearing the cellar. Lately, in fact, she felt drawn to it, mystified by the shrouded hodgepodge of books and tools and bric-a-brac that coated the surface of every shelf and table. There were candles and candle holders next to decorative plates and stemware; prehistoric preserve jars being used as paperweights for pictures of men and women Gretel had never seen in person; and dozens of other trinkets and curiosities that as a small girl she had considered junk—nuisances that cluttered up what might otherwise have been a play room for tea parties and dancing and such—but that she had recently come to admire.

The cellar, however, for all its antique charm, was also dark and difficult to explore. There was no window, and the one low-watt bulb that hung by the door illuminated only the area a few feet past the base of the steps; beyond that, a flashlight was required to make out any details of an object, if not just to walk. Gretel never asked Deda why he hadn’t put a working lamp in the area, and now assumed it was to discourage her and Hansel from playing back there, though he had never explicitly forbade them from exploring that part of the house. Besides, as large as the cellar was, certainly large enough to convert into an apartment if Deda had ever decided to take in a boarder, most children didn’t need to be warned about what may lurk in such a place.

But by eleven, and certainly now at fourteen, the illicitness of the “dark areas” only enhanced Gretel’s curiosity, and, frankly, made the jaunts to Deda’s bearable. What enjoyments she got at eight or nine were now almost completely nullified by her grandfather’s health and her own adolescence. So the cellar had become her entertainment, and specifically the magazines.

Gretel found the flashlight that always sat on the seldom-used workbench and turned it on in Hansel’s eyes.

“Stop, Gretel!”

Gretel chuckled. “I’m going to look for something in the back, I’ll be right here, okay?” Gretel knew to be playful and delicate with her brother; he hadn’t yet fully accepted that something bad might actually have happened to his mother, and if it occurred to him now, she thought, she was in no condition to help.

Hansel didn’t respond, but looked up from the sea creatures book and followed Gretel with his eyes to the far end of the cellar, making sure the light was always visible.

Gretel felt her way to the antique bureau she was looking for and found the knob of the right-side drawer of the middle row. She could feel the weight of the magazines as she pulled, careful not to force the drawer and tear one of the covers. She pulled the top issue off the stack and thumbed through it, suddenly feeling nervous at the sight of the smiling, underclad women flipping past her. She leafed through to the end and put the first issue in the stack face down on the surface of the bureau so as to keep them in order when she put them all back, and took out the next issue, passively thumbing through it, staring at the women who were pretty much all the same. They weren’t nude, but they were certainly there to provoke men and not to sell undergarments.

Gretel wasn’t exactly sure why the women fascinated her. She didn’t like girls in that way—at least she didn’t think so—she certainly didn’t get the same feelings looking at these women that she got when talking with certain boys at school. It was something else, something about their expressions. The way they smiled so easily for the camera when, Gretel had to assume, they felt ashamed and sad the whole time. She wanted to hug them, befriend them, let them know that she was fascinated by them, by their strength to do what she could never imagine. And that they were beautiful.

“Gretel, what are you doing?” Hansel called from the stairs.

Gretel flinched, nearly dropping the magazine, before fumbling it back to its proper place in the drawer and stacking the first one on top of it. “Nothing Han, looking at some old magazines. I’m coming.”

She shut the bureau drawer and turned back for the stairs, and as the flashlight turned with her, the beam strayed wildly, just drifting over the thick black spine of a book. The book.

There it was.

The thick hardcover tome had presided from the top of Deda’s tallest bookshelf for as long as Gretel had a memory of the house, which was from about age four. At that time, of course, the book was as mysterious and out of reach as space, and she hadn’t the slightest clue as to what it might contain. But its sheer size and blackness had fascinated her even then.

The cover was absolute in its darkness, with no shine or reflection, as if it were overlaid with black wool. And there was no text or pattern on the spine—which was the only part Gretel would ever see for many years—and she imagined that someone looking up casually at the shelf could easily have mistaken the book for emptiness, a large gap in the middle of other books.

By age seven she got up the nerve to touch the book, which was no easy task given the height of the shelf and the book’s position. It required delicate stacking of furniture and the tip-toe balance of a ballerina, but Gretel was determined, and soon became quite adept with her scaffolding.

During those years Gretel visited Deda’s house regularly—at least once every other month—and with every visit she made a point to feel the book, to physically touch it, rubbing her fingertips on the exposed area. It was always cold—as were all of the books in the cellar—and its lack of any real texture, Gretel believed, gave an indication as to its age.

But she didn’t touch the book because of any particular enchantment, or even because she thought it was magic, she did so more as a gauge, testing when she would be able to move forward on her stalled curiosity. As she grew taller, and as her level of comfort on the far ledges of stacked stools and empty milk crates increased, she began trying to flip the book out of its snug resting spot, placing her index finger at the top where the spine met the pages and then pulling backwards. At seven it never budged, as if cemented down, and the effort only enhanced Gretel’s wonderment. It would be two years later when she would finally free the massive text and learn a word that would eventually come to hold a high place in her lexicon forever.

Gretel turned and faced the bookshelf and centered the beam of the flashlight on the book, which was no longer in its normal far left position on the top shelf, having moved to one center-right. In ten years it was the first time she had ever seen it out of place, other than when she was perusing it of course. Had it been in its current position when she was seven years old, she noted, it would have been a much easier endeavor to pull the book down, since this particular side of the shelf was far easier to access.

Now, at fourteen, the trick was to grab the book without attracting her brother’s attention.

Gretel could see Hansel sifting through some boxes on the shelves near the stairs, and knew that his boredom would draw him to her soon; but the book was just out of her reach, and she didn’t want to risk arousing his inquisitiveness by struggling and groaning on her tiptoes. Careful not to make any sudden motions, she pulled a large bucket from under the old wash basin and tossed aside a crusty towel that had dried crumpled and deformed inside, probably sometime in the last decade.

Gretel then placed the flashlight on the workbench, beacon down, reducing her visibility to a small halo of light on the table surface, and blindly flipped the bucket on its rim.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Hansel cried, his voice dripping with suspicion.

“Hansel, don’t come over here, you’ll trip on something,” Gretel replied, trying to sound casual.

The sudden darkness had alerted her brother and Gretel silently cursed herself. She could hear him making tentative steps toward the bookshelf and Gretel quickly stepped up on the bucket, nearly missing the bottom brim and toppling to the floor. She began feeling for the black leather. She couldn’t even make out the shadowy forms of the books without the flashlight, let alone any of the writing, but there was no doubt she would know her book by touch.

“Gretel?” Hansel again, edging closer.

“Han, I’m very serious, there are a million things that you could fall on and hurt yourself.”

“I’ll hold the light for you so you can see.”

“I don’t need the light, I’ve got it.”

Gretel continued to feel for the book knowing she must be close. If it were in its proper spot she would have gotten it already and been done with it, now all this commotion would force her to make up some story about it. It didn’t matter, he couldn’t read the book anyway. She couldn’t even read it. In fact, she couldn’t even read the letters.

Gretel moved her hand over from a thin laminated book, and as instantly as the forefinger of her left hand brushed the cold, dead leather, she knew she had found it. By now Hansel had reached the shelf and was looking up at Gretel on the bucket.

“Han, shine the light up here,” she barked in a loud whisper. “I don’t want to knock anything off.”

Hansel placed his hand on the flashlight, but before he could lift it to aid in his sister’s search, a large beam of light shone in from the stairs, illuminating her face and the goal of her quest.

“Ah yes,” her grandfather said, pointing the hanging bulb toward Gretel, “that book. It fascinates me, too.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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The first bite of chill came down just before the top of the red sun slipped behind the tallest cedars. Darkness was less than an hour away, and the waking moon was already visible, waiting to take its post in the night sky.

Anika Morgan hunkered in a small, weathered-out cavity that had formed in a hill bank and covered her face with her hands. She was lost and had not the faintest concept of where the treeline might be. The hope that had carried her through clearings and creeks, over countless bluffs and damp wastelands, was gone.

At least for today.

Her will had shut down and the prospect of death was now lodged tightly in her brain. What had she done? To her children? Her husband? Her life? In her unruliest imagination she wouldn’t have seen herself like this! Dying in the woods of the Northlands. She lamented once again her decision to plunge unprepared into these strange woods, knowing full well that map reading and orienteering were a glaring weakness in her skill set.

But her instincts to survive—if not to navigate—seemed to be properly aligned. She knew she hadn’t the skills to trap or make fire, but early on Anika recognized the unlikelihood of escaping the forest in the daylight, and had wasted no time seeking shelter. Hunger had come calling hours ago, and she had kept an eye out for anything that could pass for food. But the elements, she knew, were her biggest threat, even in the midst of a mild spring day.

And she had been fortunate to find the ‘cave,’ which was how she thought of it, though it was really nothing more than a deep indentation in the side of a hill she’d been following for the last several hours. It was barely deep enough to sit in, let alone lie down, but it was shelter, and it would protect her from the cold night wind that was sure to come. The breezes she so welcomed during the heat of the day now terrified her.

A shiver scurried the length of Anika’s back, the night again teasing what lie ahead, and Anika tucked her arms into the sleeves of her thin cotton blouse, gripping the bottoms of her elbows, her forearms layered across her abdomen below her bra. This was a bad sign, she thought: the sun had not fully set and the early stages of hypothermia had already begun. If she made it through the night, it wouldn’t be without the help of God. Somewhere in the back of her mind she considered that her faith would help, but she would conserve her prayers for now, knowing the worst of the cold was still to come. What she wouldn’t give for a blanket.

Anika drifted to sleep but was awake within minutes, the result of another short, epileptic shiver. She was wide-eyed and focused for a minute, and then drifted away again, repeating this cycle on and off for what may have been an hour, with her shakes each time becoming increasingly violent, as her muscles tried desperately to create warmth. She needed to move.

She crawled from the cave and stood outside in the open of the forest. It was dark, but not as dark as she would have imagined this far from civilization; the moon, thankfully, doing its part for her on this night.

She got to her feet and forced herself to run, at first in place, and then occasionally in short bursts to about a ten-foot radius, making sure not to lose sight of her shelter. She lifted her knees as high as possible, feeling the blood in them resist, and then start to come alive. The short naps had been frustrating and alarming—with death being the result of any deep sleep, she feared—but they had momentarily revived her, and Anika suddenly felt she could sustain the exercise long enough to get warm again. After that she wasn’t sure, and she knew running around wasn’t the long-term solution to her situation—after all, she was hungry, and her energy would fail soon. But for now running felt good, and she went with it.

The crunch of her shoes on the leaf litter and dry twigs sounded abrupt and panicky in the stillness of the forest, and the noise evoked in her some long-forgotten sense of urgency, the primal need to continue even under dire conditions and the harshest of circumstances. Though being lost in the woods in early spring, Anika conceded, hardly qualified as the ‘harshest of circumstances.’

She felt suddenly energized, and desperately wished it were daytime so she could continue her lonely journey, ill-fated though it may be. She even considered, with the brightness of the moon, moving on at night; but her hunger, which was manageable now, wouldn’t stay in the shadows for much longer, and if delirium was coming, she’d rather it arrive in the relative safety of her new burrow or in the light of day and not in the open of the forest darkness. Besides, if she did brave the forest tonight and was unable to find a cabin or some other artificial structure, it was unlikely she would again find natural accommodations like those she had now and would almost certainly freeze.

No, for now she would stay awake and keep her body moving as long as possible, conserving her water and resting when necessary. The night had a long way to go, but she felt she could make it.

Anika continued her pattern of light jogging, followed by short bursts of sprints, and then rest. As her legs began to tire, the jogging and sprint sessions became indistinguishable, and the rest periods became dozes. She resisted the urge to lie down, or huddle back in the cave, but sleep was inevitable.

***
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THE LOUD CRUNCH OF feet startled Anika, and with semi-cognizance she chuckled to herself, realizing she had fallen asleep while somehow walking in place. Wouldn’t that be a great ability to have right now, she thought, and then realized she was doing it now, which inspired her in a groggy, abstract sort of way. Maybe she could figure out how to harness this newfound talent and sustain it.

The dreamlike concept turned to alert curiosity, and Anika opened her eyes to find herself lying in darkness on the ground in her “resting” spot. She wasn’t sleepwalking, she was just sleeping. Mud and branches stuck to the side of her nose and lips, and something insectile quickly crawled its way up from the hairline at the back of her head toward the top of her scalp.

She scrambled to her feet and looked around, frantically ruffling her hair, trying in consternation both to rid herself of the parasite now nestled in her hair and to identify the potentially larger threat on the perimeter. Anika’s slumbered eyes adjusted slowly to the night, and the once-bright moon had temporarily withdrawn behind a stray cloud cluster, making even the black forms of the trees virtually invisible. She was blind, and something was stalking her.

Her first thought was to climb, to locate the closest tree—fallen or otherwise—and get as high as possible. She was no great athlete, but she trusted her abilities given the situation. Besides, running was out of the question, since virtually any animal that she could think of would catch her easily before she took more than a few strides.

But if she were to get some height, Anika thought, maybe she could buy some time. Jab at whatever was after her with a stick or something and frustrate it until it gave up. Anika thought of wolves. Wolves couldn’t climb trees could they? She’d heard somewhere that bears could, but were there really bears in these parts?

These initial plans and imaginings ran their course in a matter of seconds, and were quickly replaced with calmer, more reasonable thoughts. Anika now thought it much more likely that whatever was prowling her space was something more common and less deadly than a wolf or bear. A deer or fox perhaps. Maybe a moose. She stood her ground, motionless, now listening with conscious ears for the sound of steps to repeat.

She waited for what seemed like several minutes and then: Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

The patient steps moved to Anika’s left—perhaps ten yards away, maybe less—and then stopped.

Her guess of a deer now seemed most likely; the steps were heavy and deliberate—not the scurrying movements of a squirrel or rabbit—but not threatening either, secretive and apprehensive.

Anika breathed out for the first time in what must have been a full minute, and the passing thoughts of small game now made her stomach moan in hunger. She felt only slightly relieved, however, knowing the ‘deer’ could just as easily be one of a dozen other, less docile things, ready to pounce at any moment.

Anika slowly stooped down, blindly feeling for the largest stick in her immediate confines, which turned out to be a stray branch, two-feet long at most and no thicker than a billiard cue. She grabbed it and stood back up without moving her feet.

“Hello,” she said softly, mildly aware that she was attempting to talk to what she had convinced herself was a deer.

The night answered back with only the distant chirping of crickets and the light rustle of the trees’ topmost leaves. The moon had returned to the black sky, and Anika’s eyes adjusted. She could now see the silvery reflection of the branches and rocks that crowded the area. If something large was still there, she would certainly see it when it moved.

Keeping as still as possible, Anika shifted her eyes from right to left, turning her head just slightly upon reaching the limits of her periphery.

Crunch! Crunch! Crunch!

This time the sound was plodding and aggressive with no pretense of stealth. Terrified, Anika turned toward the sound, and saw only a glimpse of something curved and dull smash down on her forehead, catching her brow above her left eye and splitting it like a grape.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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It was almost dawn when the Morgan truck pulled back onto the gravel road that led to their cabin, and Gretel’s doubts about seeing her mother again had grown stronger.

To this point she had been scared, and had concentrated this fear and directed it toward her father in a projection of overdue frustrations. But she hadn’t really believed her mother was gone forever. Forever. She was too tired now to start adjusting to exactly what that meant to the rest of her life. And as much as her body pressured her to cry, there were simply no more tears.

The drive home from Deda’s had been agony. Her father had stopped at every curve and intersection, every hill and possible hidden entrance, forcing her and Hansel out to wander the shoulders of the highways with him, branching off in opposite directions until he called them back with a barking “Let’s go.” They were the only words he spoke the entire drive.

And the searches were pathetic and hopeless in the vast darkness of the countryside, with only the narrow beam of the car’s headlights to guide them. The only way they would have found their mother was if she happened to be sitting in the eight-foot wide stretch of light at the exact place where her father had pulled over. The ridiculousness of it made Gretel despondent and she cried nearly the whole time.

But as her father now pulled to a stop in front of their home, her sobs had been replaced with a more reserved depression and self-pity. If she had indeed lost her mother, then her loss, she knew, was greater than anyone’s. Including her father. Whatever his weaknesses were as a man, he was an adult and was innately better built to deal with such losses. It was part of what separated adults from children, Gretel thought. She was sad for him, of course, but husbands lost their wives every day—or the other way around—it was an eventual fact of life. And with a home and a fair amount of land, he could marry again if that’s what he wanted. Men with property rarely died alone in the Southlands.

There was Hansel, of course, who was a child, and Gretel did not discount the enormity of the loss her mother would be to him. Because of his age, he was more vulnerable than she was, and she knew there was no worse thing an eight-year-old boy could imagine than losing his mother. It would be devastating for her brother, of that she had no doubt. But she also knew that compared to virtually any girl born in the Southlands, a boy’s life was charmed. And though his sadness would be deep and prolonged, his future would arrive unscathed. He would grow into a teenager and then a young man, and as he grew, so too would the respect of those in the community. Not that he would be any great pillar of society (it was the Back Country, after all)—or even a leader of men, she guessed—it’s just the way it was here. Eventually Hansel would inherit the farm from their father, marry a girl, of which there would be several to choose from, and live as the Morgan men did for generations before him: long and average and in relative happiness. And it would go that way with or without his mother.

But it was different when a girl lost her mother. A girl truly needed her mother. It was true a girl’s father protected her from physical harm, but her mother was her defender in the community, which, at fourteen, Gretel deemed far more important. And her mother was special, particularly suited for the task of raising a girl to womanhood. How brilliant she was! Having the ability not only to navigate the common pitfalls that consumed most of her friends’ mothers, but also to float above all the ridiculous rules that most women accepted without protest. That role of an indentured servant, mothering unlimited offspring at her husband’s command: that was never to be her mother’s lot in life.

And until this moment, Gretel didn’t think it was hers. She had anticipated and depended on her mother encouraging and reinforcing these values as she grew, molding her into something proud and independent. Not to lead armies into battle or found nations, but to become her own woman. And Gretel wasn’t there yet. She wasn’t ready to lose her mother.

She had, of course, considered another possibility: that her mother wasn’t dead. That she had instead left them, fed up with domestic life on the farm. Perhaps she even had the intention of retrieving her and Hansel once she was settled into whatever new life she’d found, one that had been blueprinted and dreamed of for years. It wasn’t an impossible scenario; her father was no prince, and though he was by no measure evil or abusive, charming and inspiring he was not. It was no great stretch to imagine a woman like her mother trading up when the opportunity arose.

But this prospect, though obviously a better, happier one, didn’t fit, and provided little comfort to Gretel. Somewhere within her, she knew the news was grim.

Her father turned off the truck’s motor and left the keys in the ignition. He opened the door of the truck and walked to the front door of the cabin where he stood motionlessly, his head hung, staring at the ground in front of his feet.

“We’ll go again tomorrow,” he said, “when there is light.” He then opened the door and walked inside quietly.

Gretel sat in the passenger seat of the truck and stared bleakly through the open car door at the spot where her father had stood just seconds before. The thought of another day combing the emptiness of the Interways was unbearable right now, and she pushed the thought aside. She could only pray that he would change his mind by tomorrow morning and let The System do its work.

But what her father said wasn’t as dispiriting as how he was behaving. For starters, he had left Hansel sleeping in the back of the truck, having made no effort even to wake him, let alone carry him inside: something he had done without thinking dozens of times in his life. Her father was still ill, Gretel realized, and his injuries were far from healed and were probably flaring as badly as ever right now, but he hadn’t even looked at his son. Hansel was certainly no toddler, of course, he was in fact rather tall and stout for his age, having always been a hearty eater and eager farmhand. But her father had always relished carrying his son to bed, whether from the truck after a long road trip or the large sofa in the den where Hansel liked to sit and read his magazines. It was something Gretel had observed in her father with great interest, even early in her brother’s life, since the act was so out of place within her father’s overall character.

But she was being too hard on him, perhaps. His wife was gone, and whether through force or by choice, the result for the rest of his life was essentially the same.

Gretel reached down and picked the book off the floor. In the context of the dirt road that made up the front yard of her cottage, the black tome now seemed somehow smaller and incomplete, losing some of its fascination to Gretel. But not all.

The blackness and sterility of it were still mesmerizing—appearing as shadowy in the dim light of the truck as it did on Deda’s shelf—and the feel of it, that leathery coldness, remained.

Deda had allowed her to take the book home, and she had only asked to do so because she had seen the look in her grandfather’s eyes when he saw her with it, struggling to reach it from the precarious edge of the work bench. His face had burst into the same smile she had seen when they first arrived, only this time his eyes were alert, craving. Instinctively, she had asked for it, feeling that doing so was a preemptive strike of sorts, though what exactly it was she was preempting she didn’t know. She had always wanted to take it, of course, but knew on some level that it would be out of place with her outside the realm of the damp cellar. And that now seemed true.

Deda had told Gretel that the title of the book was Orphism, and according to him it was older than The Bible; how he knew that fact was unclear, since he claimed to have no idea what the word ‘Orphism’ even meant or what the book itself was about.

“But your grandmother treasured it,” he had told her while they both sat in Deda’s small kitchen, having exited the creepiness of the cellar. Deda’s smile had been warm as he reflected on his deceased wife. “And it’s one of the few possessions of hers that remains. So I have come to treasure it as well.” It had seemed so strange to Gretel to be openly discussing the book that for so long had held such mystery, and she felt a bit silly that she had never asked her grandfather about it before. It was only a book after all.

“Why did she love it so much?” Gretel asked.

Deda paused and then said, “It was special to her.” His smile waned slightly as he looked away from his granddaughter, appearing disappointed that she had posed such a question. He forced a cough and rose from the table, making his way to the stove and picking up the teapot that sat on the back burner.

The awkwardness of the silence that followed Deda’s non-answer was striking, and Gretel had been relieved when her father entered the room. His face was stern and tired. And he had made no acknowledgment of Deda.

“Gretel, we’re leaving,” he said. “Your brother is in the truck.” He turned and walked out, and the subsequent sound of the front door opening and closing had been deafening.

The ride back to the Southlands would be tortuous, Gretel knew, but she had been glad to be leaving.

She’d grabbed the book—Orphism—with both hands and stood up from the table. “Bye Deda,” she said and turned to leave, not really expecting a reply. She had come to accept these periods of moodiness and depression in her grandfather over the years, and though her feelings were often hurt by them, she mostly felt sorry for him.

“Your grandmother was an amazing woman,” Deda said, his voice crisp and loud, as if he was standing right behind her.

Gretel turned back toward the kitchen and saw Deda standing at the stove, casually firing up the teapot as he was before.

“You, Gretel, would have loved her. And she you.”

“Okay, bye,” Gretel had managed to stammer, and then quickly walked from the house and into the front seat of her father’s truck, which her father had wasted no time shifting into park and driving away.

Deda’s words had been eerie and out of place, Gretel now thought as she tried gently to stir her brother awake. But they were somehow comforting. She had never known her grandmother—she died when Gretel’s mother was just a girl—but her mother had always spoken fondly of the woman, and that had always been important to Gretel.

Her mother. Gretel’s eyes filled with tears once again. “Hansel.”

“We’ll never find her like this,” he whined. “I want to go home!”

The fruitless searches had clearly traumatized her brother, and Gretel suspected there would be something akin to a revolution tomorrow morning when their father told him the plans for the day.

“We’re home, Han. Let’s go.”

***
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THE NEXT MORNING HANSEL woke first, followed by Gretel, and they both performed their daily tasks as minimally and quietly as possible, making every effort to ensure their father continued sleeping. And he had, almost until lunchtime, before he finally ventured out to the main area of the house, clumsily fixed a plate of eggs and toast, and retreated back to his room. No mention was made of a search effort, and neither child reminded him.

But Gretel was now torn. With a full night’s sleep, in the clarity of the day, she thought her father had been right last night: they had to look for their mother. Who else if not them?

Gretel had been exhausted after the ride from Deda’s, and it had made her selfish, but if her mother needed help, and if her father was right about The System not doing anything for days, then of course they had to go look for her! Were they to let her die in a ditch somewhere in the Northlands? No, they had to go.

But go where?

The truth was they had looked in the only place they knew—along the Interways—and though the daylight could certainly be the difference between spotting a footprint in the mud or a stray piece of fabric lingering on a branch, Gretel didn’t suspect this would be the outcome. By now, if her mother had crashed the car along that stretch of road—not a major thoroughfare, to be sure, but not empty either—someone would have noticed. Certainly there would be some indication of an accident. She or her father would have seen it. On the way back from Deda’s it had been dark and impossible, but driving to his house there had been plenty of light, and they had stopped everywhere it seemed. And had found nothing.

What Gretel also knew was there was little chance of getting help from anyone personally. Her father had already made all the calls to friends and family, including even the most fringe members of both sets, and according to him no one had heard anything or was in any position to help. Of course not.

Her mother’s extended family consisted of Deda, who apparently offered nothing new during her father’s conversation with him (though her father hadn’t told Gretel any of the specifics), and the few members left of her father’s family were either far away, feeble, or on less-than-stellar terms with her father. In some cases it was all three. The Morgan family—that is, her father’s kin—as far as Gretel was concerned, did not extend beyond her family’s cabin’s walls.

And then there was The System of course, who Gretel, like most children in the Southlands, rarely, if ever, saw. Her father had told her they never patrolled the Back Country unless there was cause or summons, neither of which, if it could be at all helped, occurred here. The land policed itself for the most part, and this value of self-reliance was well-met by The System, who preferred to stay tight to the cities where their oversight was much more condensed and efficient. Whether they were respectful of Back Country rules or indifferent to the plight of its people, The System stayed away.

But they weren’t completely foreign to Gretel. She had, in fact, seen their cars on two different occasions, and one of those times had been in the Back Country when the Stein farm had caught fire and Jonathan Stein’s grandmother was killed. Gretel recalled the sight of the blood red car racing past her cottage, its siren blazing loudly as the black ghost of the exhaust lingered in the coupe’s wake. Gretel had been struck most by the car’s color and its stark contrast to the Back Country landscape, and the dark black tint of the windows. She had never actually seen a System officer, but had been told they were men of enormous size.

The reputation of The System was one that inspired fear in the general citizenry, but The System itself kept itself in the shadows as much as possible. They relied on local law enforcement—and in the case of the Back Country, the people—to deal with the lower crimes and complaints, focusing instead on the more serious, complicated situations. This enforcement formula had given The System a somewhat mythical quality for Gretel, as it did for most of the residents of the Southlands, particularly in the Back Country. And Gretel understood very well that this was kind of the point.

But as far as Gretel was concerned, The System was also corrupt and inadequate, and she knew of no incidences when they had actually helped anyone she knew. In fact, if there was one thing she believed about The System, it was that they did not exist to help her, her family, or anyone in her community, though she had come to realize years ago that most of her viewpoints about it were based on her father’s beliefs and not her own experiences.

And there was one other thing she now believed about The System: that ultimately she was counting on them to bring her mother home.

So Gretel clung to hope in The System and their rules, which apparently required at least another full day for her mother to remain missing before they began a search. And when they finally did, Gretel guessed, they would do so under the assumption that their mother had left them for bluer skies and a new life, and not that she was in trouble or dead. Okay. That was fine. At least they would be looking. It was more than she and her family were doing now.

Gretel’s hatred for her father flared with this thought and again she became disgusted with his lack of masculinity and fortitude. She knew her mother would be doing more for him if the situation were reversed, and even if he was hurting physically this morning—which no doubt he was after the chaos of last night—his wife was missing, and he should never give up.

As if on cue, Heinrich Morgan opened the door to his bedroom and walked out, passing through the kitchen to the porch where Gretel had first heard the news of her mother’s absence only yesterday. Yesterday. It seemed like weeks, and Gretel’s spirit was momentarily buoyed by the brief time span.

Heinrich put on his boots, still muddy and wet from last night’s search, and walked toward the door.

“Where are you going, Papa?” Gretel’s voice was calm, sympathetic.

“Check on your brother in a few minutes, Gretel. He’s in the fields.”

“Where are you going?” she repeated, this time with more urgency.

“You know where I’m going. Check on your brother.” Her father opened the door and walked out toward the truck, Gretel right behind him.

“I’ll come with you, Papa. Let me help. Last night it was too dark, but today—”

Gretel’s words were interrupted by a voice Gretel hadn’t heard come from her father’s mouth in quite some time.

“You will stay and check on your brother as I’ve instructed! That is what you will do!” Heinrich frowned and opened his mouth as if to say more, then gingerly stepped up into his old pickup and drove off.

As Gretel watched him drive away, the tears came again in force, though this time in silence. She watched until the truck was out of view, confirming that her father was indeed heading north to the Interways, and then walked back to the house where she sat down on the porch again and began to thumb slowly through her dead grandmother’s book.

It was a rather ridiculous waste of time, she thought, looking through the book, since she couldn’t read a word of it. But it comforted her and made her feel more connected to her family somehow.

According to Deda, the symbols and letters that made up the text were similar to Ancient Greek, and the book itself contained the practices and mythologies of a religion hundreds of years older than Christianity. How he knew all this without being able to read it was still a bit unclear to Gretel, and her grandfather had deflected the question during their powwow in his kitchen. Clearly he had some familiarity with the language, or perhaps her grandmother did, and had explained it to him. Either way, as Gretel now reflected, he had been holding something back.

Gretel tried once again to decipher the sentences, recognizing that many of the letters in the book were the same as they were in English—the ‘A’s’ and ‘N’s’ and ‘T’s’ and such—but it was all gibberish, and her light-hearted stab at amateur cryptography left her brain sore.

Still, the age of the words and the feel of the book kept her rapt, and she looked through the pages slowly, as if actually reading. The book kept her mind off her mother—and her father for that matter—and she suddenly felt very grateful that her grandfather had encouraged her to take it.

Orphism.

She would research the subject the next time she went to town and could stop in the library. Or maybe she would ask some of her teachers when she returned to school, though she doubted any of them would be familiar with such an exotic text.

If she and her family had still gone to church she would have asked one of the nuns, or perhaps the preacher after Sunday service; certainly they would have some knowledge of a book older than The Bible. But the routine of church-going had come to an abrupt end several years ago, with little forewarning or explanation, and though it was something that Gretel welcomed at first, she had grown to miss church, if only for the gathering of friends.

Gretel read for an hour or so and then closed the book and placed it on her lap. She sat meditatively for a few moments, staring out the window toward the elms in the back, before deciding she had better check on Hansel. Her father had become far too overprotective of her brother lately, Gretel thought, but today she understood.

She took a deep breath and walked outside to the front stoop, leaving the book behind her on the chair. The air had quickly thickened with the emergence of the afternoon sun and the humidity stung her lungs instantly. Gretel looked off toward the fields and saw Hansel sitting in the dirt, playing with one of his many stick creatures that her father had made for him over the years. He was still such a young boy, she thought, and her eyes filled with tears.

Gretel cupped her hands around her mouth and lifted her chin, and as she inhaled to call her brother in from the fields, she noticed the cloud of dust that was rising from the end of the half-mile road that led past the fields to their cottage. It seemed to appear spontaneously, as if suddenly erupting from beneath the ground like a geyser of powder. The glare of the sun reflecting off the particles made it impossible for Gretel to see the source, but as the cloak of earth dissipated she saw the unmistakable red metal explode from the dust and go speeding insanely past Hansel toward the house. It looked as if the devil were coming, Gretel thought. But she knew better.

There was no mistaking it. It was The System.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Anika fidgeted and grimaced, then rolled to her back and screamed. Reflexively, her left eye opened and the scream devolved into heavy breathing. She stared searchingly at the beams that ran along the ceiling above her, trying desperately to get her bearings. The daylight shone in from a small lunette window over her bed and illuminated the room, but nothing was familiar.

She touched her head where she had been struck and thought absently that it was probably a good sign of her condition that she even remembered the attack. The feel of her forehead made her dry heave. Her right eye was swollen shut and felt enormous; the entire area around it having the texture of a ripe plum, and probably looking about the same, she imagined. Anika pulled her fingers away from her head and looked at the white doughy substance that caked her fingertips. It had the consistency of batter, and she guessed it to be some type of moist medicinal powder.

Lying on her back, Anika surveyed the room and took note of the accommodations. They were far from charming, or even sterile, but they appeared fairly adequate—the wool blanket, sheeted bed, and apparent medicine on her wound even suggesting she was being nursed. It was a pleasant thought considering the attack she had received. Perhaps whoever assaulted her had done so mistakenly and was now atoning, believing perhaps that Anika was the wild creature she herself had imagined was lurking in the dark of the forest. Or maybe Anika had been unconscious for days and had already been rescued from her assailant.

Neither scenario seemed quite right to Anika, but whoever brought her to the comfort of the bed in which she now lay was certain to reveal himself soon. Her scream moments ago had been wild and echoing and, judging by the sounds of movement and clanging pots outside the door, there was definitely someone else in the house. And smells had begun to seep into the room, incredible smells that filled Anika’s mouth with saliva and churned her stomach.

Despite the pain and fatigue gripping her head and muscles, she was eager to get up. Anticipating a rush of pain to her head, Anika lifted herself gently to a sitting position in the bed and pulled the wool blanket off of her lap. Surprisingly, there wasn’t much protest from her body, though her head hurt badly, both inside and on the surface. But Anika was now confident she could get to her feet.

She swung her legs toward the floor and immediately felt the jolt of resistance on her right foot. Anika shrieked, immediately thinking someone had grabbed her from beneath the bed. But as she looked down to her feet she saw the black oval links running between the wall and the mattress before ending in a thick metal tube around her right ankle. She was chained.

She kicked her foot once, but there was little slack in the chain, and the effort was feeble. Now in a panic, she quickly cleared the blankets entirely from her legs and grabbed at the metal around her ankle. The clasp itself was fairly loose, but the metal was thick and appeared impenetrable to Anika.

She followed the chain from her ankle to the balled up quilt that had collected at the wall by her feet. She moved the quilt aside, looking down through the gap between the wall and the bed. There she could see a large metal plate with six thick bolts connecting the chain to the floor. She scooted down toward the foot of the bed, gripped the chain tightly with both hands and pulled up, again having no success as the length of the chain offered little leverage. The cold dark metal in her hand conjured thoughts of slavery and brutality, and only some primal sense of survival kept Anika from screaming again, though it was obviously no secret to her captor where she was being held.

A rush of pain shot through Anika’s head, and she lay back down, supine, again feeling her wound and the mushy substance that coated it. It then occurred to her that she was indeed being nursed, but she was also a prisoner.

Suddenly the sounds outside the door—’kitchen sounds’ is how Anika would come to know them—stopped, and Anika could hear the approaching rap of light footsteps followed by the creaking of her door as it opened slowly. The knob on the door rattled as it turned, and when the door finally opened, Anika could see the flat edge of something black and heavy—cast iron perhaps—emerge through the portal, followed by the white deformed hands that gripped either side of the object.

With only one good eye, Anika first marked the object as some kind of blunt weapon, different than the one that had put her in her current state, but just as medieval and menacing. Her heart began to gallop, and she instinctively got to her knees, raising her arms to shoulder height and width in defense, fingers spread, as if prepared for a Roman wrestling match. And then she began to scream.

Anika’s one working eye stayed fixed on the shape in the doorway and, as it began to focus, she realized the object being carried was not a weapon after all, but was, in fact, a tray. With food. A large plate of food.

It was a meal.

With some effort, Anika forced herself to look up from the tray to the face of the person carrying it, but his head was shrouded in a dark hood that was much too large for the figure underneath. He looked like a monk, she thought, and the slow, silent movements through the room only reinforced the image. Anika could only see the tip of the nose and lips—she couldn’t identify a face—but as she studied the shape in full, there was no doubt about it: the figure in the robe was a woman.

Anika let out a sigh, if not of relief, at least of the pressure built up in the previous few seconds over the prospect of being raped and tortured. Something bad seemed certain to be looming of course, but at least a sexual assault and murder didn’t seem to be in the cards. At least not for now. Instead, it appeared, she was about to be fed.

“Where am I?” Anika asked as sternly as possible, “Why am I chained?” She kept her eyes riveted to the cloaked figure and watched intently as the woman walked toward the corner of the room opposite the bed and set the tray on a thin black wrought iron table.

The woman paused for a moment at the tray, making sure everything was just so, and then stood erect, turning toward Anika and lowering her hood. “Which question would you like answered first?” she said pragmatically, without emotion.

Anika was surprised at the normalcy of the woman’s features, expecting something closer to a stereotypical hag from the fairy tales, decrepit and grotesque, slightly green perhaps. In fact, Anika guessed the woman was maybe only twenty years older than she, though her skin appeared more weathered-looking and hardened than that. Anika supposed she would have described the woman as homely, and rather unremarkable in every way, though with a little effort she would have probably cleaned up decently. She did notice, however, her mouth seemed a bit large for her face.

A glint of recognition flashed in Anika’s mind, but it was subtle, and Anika hadn’t the luxury to pursue it at the moment. “Why am I chained?” she answered.

Without hesitation the woman responded, “You are chained because I don’t know you. And though, admittedly, you don’t look like much of a threat, I have been robbed by nicer-looking creatures than yourself. With no intended insult of course.”

Anika detected an aged quality to the woman’s voice, and perhaps an accent that had diminished over time. “So you keep an anchored chain in your bedroom—just in case you meet any strangers?”

The sarcasm wasn’t lost on the woman and she smiled, picking up the plate of food and carrying it to Anika’s bedside. “This room was at one time used as a slaughterhouse. Some of the instruments remain.”

Anika was skeptical of this answer, but decided she would be well-advised not to challenge it; besides, the approaching plate of food quickly became the main subject of her focus. She had literally never been this hungry before, and tears filled her eyes at the prospect of eating.

The woman set the tray down at the foot of Anika’s bed and then turned and walked toward the door as if to leave the room.

Anika’s eyes were locked in on the three small pies that sat neatly on the tray, the smells arising from them suggesting a combination of both meat and fruit. Anika’s throat convulsed in hunger, but as the door opened, she resisted her desires for a moment and said, “Why did you hit me?”

The woman stopped at the threshold of the door, as if surprised at Anika’s restraint, and turned back toward the bed. This time the woman did not smile, but instead looked sympathetic, caring. “We all need to eat,” she said, and then walked out.

Anika watched her leave, and then dug her fingers into the pie closest to her, shoving irregular pieces into her mouth, barely swallowing between bites. The tastes were delicious, and though Anika realized her hunger probably clouded her judgment, she could think of nothing else she had ever eaten that tasted quite this good. Moments later, before Anika had devoured the last pie, the cloaked woman entered the room again, this time carrying a large black pot.

“Your toilet,” she said placing it beside the bed. “Summon me when it needs emptying.” The woman turned to leave.

“Wait.” Anika shoved the last piece of crust into her mouth. She swallowed the last morsel without chewing it, and then, “Thank you, these were delicious. You’re quite talented.” Anika was still unsure of the woman’s motives, but she figured flattery couldn’t hurt. And the pies really were amazing.

“You’re welcome.”

“I’m feeling much better. Food and rest: what better medicine is there?” Anika paused, waiting for some reciprocation to her attempt at rapport. The woman stayed silent. “Perhaps you could show me back to the road.” Anika looked down at the chain around her ankle. “Clearly I’m no threat.” She snorted a laugh at this last notion.

“You’ll need more rest; and your wound will need another application.” The woman’s tone suggested there would be no further discussion, and she walked quickly to the door, opening it and then pausing. “And the road,” she said, “you can see it from here.”

***
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THE NEXT MORNING ANIKA woke to the sound of wood being chopped just outside her window. There was a deliberate, grotesque nature to the sound that she had never noticed before, no doubt now occurring to her because of her current circumstances. Her first thoughts were of her children, and then her ankle, and she immediately thrust her leg away from the wall to reveal what she already knew: the chain remained.

The fresh smells from the kitchen continued to drift into her room, and once again her appetite was activated, the memory of last night’s pies momentarily nudging its way into her mind. But Anika had eaten heartily only hours ago, and now that her hunger—along with the other necessities of warmth and sleep—had been appeased, the idea of escape strengthened and quickly positioned itself to its proper place at the helm of Anika’s concerns. It was clear the woman intended to keep her; what her intentions were beyond that was still the question.

Geographically, Anika was close to the Interways, that much the woman had revealed. In which direction she could find the road she didn’t know, but working on that mystery was putting the cart before the horse. As long as she remained chained to the cabin floor, she might as well have been on the moon.

She had already assessed the thick clasp of metal that was wrapped around her leg, and it looked on its face that the only way out of it—other than cutting off her foot—was with a key. Or else an extremely hearty tool, which she doubted would be conveniently resting somewhere nearby.

Instruments from a slaughter house.

Anika knew her share about slaughtering animals, she had been killing chickens since she was younger than Hansel and had never seen anything like the set up in this room. And it wasn’t just because of the furniture. A slaughterhouse attached to the main living area? Who would ever design such a thing? What type of person would allow the gore and filth and violent noises that accompanied the killing of animals to be only paces from her kitchen and sleeping quarters? And there wasn’t even an entrance to the room from the outside. Why would a woman want to herd filthy pigs and goats through her home when a door built into the wall was a much easier solution? Anika told herself it was possible that the room was originally intended as a bedroom and was later converted to a slaughterhouse, but on some level that theory was even more frightening.

Anika’s mind leaped back to the current situation. She needed to get her bearings and plan out what to do next. Was it two days since her accident on the road? That seemed right, but she couldn’t be entirely sure. She’d taken a blow to her head—a considerable one—and it was possible she’d been unconscious for longer than a day. Either way, Anika figured the longer she stayed locked in the room, the more her chances of escape diminished. She had to figure something out soon.

She suddenly realized her vision was improved and once again felt the area above her eye. She was astonished at how small it felt, shrunken and compressed and immediately reconsidered the length of time she had been out. She’d received her share of shiners after all—they were an accepted part of life on a farm, particularly as a child—but the injury she’d sustained in the forest was blunt trauma, a deliberate strike with a weapon. And this injury appeared to be healing in a fraction of the time of any normal black eye. She couldn’t see her eye, of course, so there was probably still some discoloration, and judging by her fingers, the white paste was apparently still being applied while she slept, but the swelling was virtually gone.

There was no longer any question in Anika’s mind that she was being nursed back to health, so perhaps the woman’s intentions weren’t sinister, just incredibly cautious. Why else would she be healing her? Maybe she really was harmless. Mad and harmless.

Either way, Anika thought, she was being held prisoner, and whether it was for the rest of her life or a few more hours, she had a right to know why. No more stalling or cryptic answers: the next time the woman came to her room, Anika was going to find out what was going on.

A surge of replenishment suddenly filled Anika, and she felt the need to get on her feet. The chain on her ankle was too short for her to dismount and stand beside the open side of the bed, but she thought if she were able to push the bed away from the wall and create a small gap there, she might be able to stand on the inside.

Anika could tell the bed was sturdy and well-made; there was very little wobble in it when she shifted, and it felt dense to the touch. But it also wasn’t very big, and she figured with some effort she could scoot the legs just enough.

Anika wedged her right foot in between the wall and the frame of the bed, and with less force than she had expected, was able to leverage her body enough to pry the frame from the wood of the cabin wall, creating a small space between the wall and the thin mattress. She wiggled her foot down toward the floor, the metal clasp just clearing the gap, and moved her body upright.

She was now standing on one foot.

She nudged the bed further away with her right knee and dropped the other foot to the floor. She now stood erect against the wall, the chain snaking limply on the floor at her right foot.

Anika felt the ecstasy in her legs, as well as the weakness and atrophy, and a sudden sense of claustrophobia nipped at her nerves, as though she would lack the strength to regain her position on the bed when the time came. With all the strength in her unbound leg, Anika drove the foot of the bed away from her, pushing out with her left foot and sending it toward the middle of the room. She let out a long steady breath of relief and gave an internal prayer of thanks.

There was now enough space for her to squat and get some stretch in her muscles, so she did this several times, limbering her arms simultaneously with wide, rotating movements. The burn in her thighs and chest was both harsh and relieving, and Anna could sense the blood flowing throughout her body, giving her the alertness and energy she was chasing.

She stooped down again, and this time grabbed the iron hitch that connected the chain to the floor, wriggling it to test its permanence. The fastening was as she suspected, heavy and tight, sturdy in its feel and look, and the eye bolt that connected to the chain was as thick as her finger. She studied the wooden floorboard to which the hitch was connected, judging whether or not—over time of course—she would be able to pry it up, and with it the iron attachment. Anika figured if she could secure any type of tool—a spoon perhaps that the woman didn’t notice missing from her empty meal tray—she could hopefully work up the plank. She would still have the problem of a chain around her ankle, but at least she would be mobile. She just needed to reach the road.

But the floorboards seemed solid as well, and even if she were able to get hold of some kind of instrument, with her ankle bound, she wouldn’t have the range necessary to jimmy the boards at the proper angles. It was as if the contraption were built for just this purpose, she thought, and with that image Anika gripped the chain tightly with both hands, her knuckles bulging taut and white. In a controlled panic, she began to pull up on the chain, hoping to summon the extraordinary strength that she had always heard existed in everyone, but only erupted at just the right moment during times of crisis.

Her biceps strained as she desperately tried to hold her hands stable around the metal links and lift the chain from its anchor. Or at least bow the floor board slightly, just to give her hope. Her effort, though, was feeble, as her palms, sweaty and slick from both exertion and fear, kept sliding up the metal cable. She needed leverage.

Anika sat down on the floor and faced the wall, her back straight, straddling the square bracket. She wedged her ankles at the juncture where the floor and wall met, the soles of her feet flat against the wall and her toes pointing to the ceiling. She wrapped the chain once around her right wrist and grabbed it with both hands near the anchor. It was a bit awkward with her ankle bound, but she now had the strength of her thighs. Anika pushed her body out with the last of the stamina that remained in her for now.

Nothing. She felt not the slightest movement from the anchor or wood boards.

Defeated, she leaned her head back gently to the bed which was now behind her and closed her eyes, fighting back the tears. The woman would be in soon, would see the bed in the center of the room and the exposed eye bolt, and she would know Anika was trying to escape. Perhaps she already assumed that, but this would be the proof. Maybe the woman would kill Anika right there on the floor, or maybe she would explain everything first, and then kill her. Or let her leave. Either way Anika would know her fate soon.

As if her thoughts had been screamed aloud, Anika heard the chopping sounds outside her window suddenly stop. She waited in fear, breathless, hoping for the sickening thump of metal on wood to resume, having not calculated exactly what the next step in her plan would be.

Other than to survive.

She wasn’t ready to die. She thought of her children again, this time less abstractly, conjuring their faces in her mind. Hansel was only a baby, he wouldn’t understand. And Gretel. All of the obligations that were Anika’s, formed by decisions that she had made willingly since she had left home at seventeen, and that had ultimately shaped her life to this point, would fall to Gretel. It wouldn’t just be unfair, it would be an atrocity. Her daughter’s future promised value, significance; it wasn’t to serve her elderly grandfather in the Back Country, or to spend the remainder of her youth as a surrogate mother to her brother and servant to her father.

This old woman seemed reasonable and lucid, Anika thought, though she was obviously a little askew. If she could maybe evoke some more information from her, possibly find some common ground with the woman to build on, she could buy a little time and figure an escape. Maybe convince the woman to let her go. Anika again thought of the accent. There was something familiar in it, the way the woman cut off the ‘Rs’, rolling them slightly. It wasn’t a sound heard often in this country, but Anika was sure she recognized it, from her childhood perhaps. The memory, however, was faint and seemed to dissolve before she could approach it.

The cabin door thundered closed and the sound rang through Anika’s room like a gunshot. She needed to arrange the room back to normal. She wasn’t ready to die. Not yet. If she hurried she could pull the bed back to the wall and the woman would never know she was up, scheming.

The usual sounds of clanging pots and plates that seemed never to stop for long rattled outside Anika’s door. The woman was cooking again, probably Anika’s breakfast. There was still time. From her knees, Anika stretched her left arm toward the right rear post of the bed, and was able to grab it, wrapping her fingers around the adorning iron bulb. The chain on her ankle limited her reach, but Anika was able to use it for leverage to pull the bed back in. The bed was heavy on its return, but she was able to slide it slowly on the wooden floor, being careful not to make too much noise.

The sounds in the kitchen stopped, and the ensuing silence unnerved Anika, as if someone was waiting, listening. She had five or so more planks to navigate before the bed would be back to its original place, though even if she had all day she wouldn’t have the leverage to get it flush against the wall again. She would have to leave a gap to get out and back on the mattress, and she certainly couldn’t push the bed while on top of it. That was fine, it would be close enough.

The lull from the kitchen suddenly erupted into one last Clang!, as if a dozen dishes were dumped in a heap into a basin, and then the now familiar footsteps began to click quickly down the hall. Anika didn’t have the bed repositioned yet, it was still slightly diagonal, and there were more planks to go; if the woman walked in now, the crookedness would be obvious to her.

Ignoring the noise it would make, and with her full effort, Anika yanked the top of the post, pulling the bed toward her like a rower on a Viking ship. It slid with less resistance than Anika had anticipated, leaving her off balance, and making it impossible for her to offset the effect of the clawed foot at the bottom of the right post catching on a slightly raised floor plank.

The bed almost turned entirely over on top of Anika, but instead rocked back to its side, forming a trench-like barrier in front of her, as if she had taken cover in preparation for a bomb blast.

Anika felt a fearful laughter well up inside of her, but resisted it, pushing the bed back on all fours, and missing by only inches the woman who now stood in front of her.

Anika screamed and recoiled, her back slamming forcefully against the solid wall.

The woman stood staring at Anika for a moment, expressionless, as if watching fish in an aquarium. There was no detectable sense of anger in her face, and Anika stared back at her, keeping eye contact and trying to gauge her next move.

The woman smiled slightly at Anika, and then made a peek over the bed, making sure Anika was still bound and hadn’t somehow escaped the shackles. The look was warm and playful, and Anika felt a compulsion to smile back, but resisted. Instead she said, “I have to go. My children are—”

“What are their ages?” she interrupted. “Your children, what are their ages?”

Anika paused, weighing the consequences of revealing this seemingly benign fact. “Fourteen and eight,” she replied. “My daughter is fourteen and my son is eight.”

“Only two?” The woman looked away as if annoyed at this answer, and then rhetorically asked, “When did women stop having children?”

Anika was well past feeling insulted, and instead experienced a twinge of encouragement from the common ground they seemed to have found. “How many do you have?” she asked.

The woman’s eyes seemed to flicker at the question, and Anika noticed the slightest downturn at the edges of her mouth.

“Certainly you have children?” Anika was almost challenging in her tone and knew it was a gamble; but the woman showed interest in her children, and whatever wound Anika may have opened on the matter she figured she could sew up on the back end. She wanted to keep the woman talking.

“I don’t,” the woman responded, clearly not interested in telling her own story.

“Really? When did women stop having children?” Anika forced a laugh, hoping to convey a sense of camaraderie and not insolence.

The woman turned back toward Anika, her eyes wide and focused, a slight smile forming at the edges of her mouth as if amused at Anika’s boldness. “At one time I had six,” she said. “They’ve all been dead many years.”

Anika felt the blood rush to her face, a reaction indicative of both fear and embarrassment. Her stomach convulsed and she felt like vomiting.”I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean...” Wide-eyed, Anika watched the woman’s face, hoping she would say something—anything—to fill the empty space where Anika’s words should have been, thereby letting her off the mat.

But there was only silence, and the woman continued her cold stare, forcing Anika to drop her gaze to the floor.

Finally Anika looked up and said, “Are you going to kill me?”

The woman considered the question for a moment, seeming to give it sincere thought, and then said, “Why are you here?”

Somewhat relieved, Anika digested the question, took a deep breath, and replied, “I was attacked...you attacked me and...”

“No!” the woman yelled.

The word was shrill and reflexive, causing Anika to flinch, and for the first time since she had been here, Anika saw in the woman the first real evidence of derangement. She’d assumed from the beginning it was there, of course, waiting restlessly underneath all the properness and hospitality, waiting for any imbalance to release it. And now here it was surfacing, from little more than a wrong answer.

“Why am I here?” Anika asked.

“No! No! I asked you, ‘Why are you here?’ Answer the question!” The woman was screaming now, enraged, her lips curling back from her teeth with every word, revealing the huge, dirty gray and brown triangles that clustered in her gums.

Anika coughed nervously and began to cry softly. She could feel the nausea again rising in her throat. What were those teeth? she thought. Oh my God, they were inhuman!

She felt hysteria coming on and realized she had to get control. Panic would just feed into the woman’s outrage and that might just wrap things up for good. Anika thought again of her children. What answer was the woman looking for?

Anika took another deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment, and then opened them and said, “I was in a car accident.”

She said the words stoically, looking directly into the woman’s eyes, as if she had known all along this was the answer the woman wanted. She felt empowered on some level, though she couldn’t have said why.

“My car went off the road,” she continued, “and I went for help. I got lost in the forest.”

Anika measured each word, each syllable, as if writing a sonnet, careful not to get the meter wrong. It was working. The woman was riveted, as if she were a child listening to a knight’s tale. But there wasn’t much more to tell without getting into the details, and somehow Anika didn’t think the woman was interested in her muddy shoes.

What else? Just give the facts, she thought, and then said, “So I screamed for help.”

The woman’s eyebrows perked up at this last bit of the story, and a broad smile curved up her cheeks. Anika again shuddered and stopped talking. She felt lucky to have said this much without upsetting her captor. She didn’t want to push it.

The woman’s eyes softened on Anika, and she tilted her chin down slightly, cocking her head to the side, as if sympathizing with a petulant child who needed only to sleep to be right again. “You need more rest...” she began and then paused, “Angela?”

“Anika. How...how did you know my name?”

“Evidently I didn’t.”

“Yes, but...you were very close. How did you know?”

“I’ll be in shortly with your breakfast. If you displace your furniture again, I will cut off your hands.”

Anika felt a chill from the threat, but realized she had little to lose now. “You never answered my question. Are you going to kill me?”

“The proper word is ‘Slaughter,’ Anika,” the woman replied. “One does not ‘kill’ an animal, one slaughters it.”
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CHAPTER SIX
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Gretel finally exhaled, and then began to hyperventilate. She knew instinctively the car was not headed toward any fire this time: that car was headed for her.

“Oh my God,” Gretel managed to whisper, and her eyes shifted desperately from the approaching red machine to her brother. “Oh my God! Hansel!” she screamed, “Hansel come in now!”

Hansel jerked up quickly, and Gretel could tell by his posture that he recognized immediately the panic in her voice. She regretted frightening him, but if she had been casual in her summons, she would have surely wasted time arguing with her brother about staying out for just a few more minutes.

Gretel wasn’t quite sure why she was so afraid for her brother—after all, it was the police that were heading toward them, not a herd of buffalo—or why she wanted him to come home to begin with; if the approaching System officer was a real threat, Hansel would have been safer staying in the fields. But Gretel wanted her brother with her, instinctively, as a mother would her child.

Hansel watched in awe as the speeding blaze of metal passed him, barely slowing as it turned toward the house. He heard his sister’s voice again and the spell was broken; he was now running with frenzy toward Gretel, leaving the homemade toys behind him in the field.

Gretel watched as the car pulled to a stop about twenty yards from the front of the house where it sat idling for several minutes. She realized she had never seen a System car from the front before, or from such a close distance, and she was mesmerized by it. It seemed massive to her. Not in its length or height, necessarily, but in its bulk, the way a cow doesn’t look very large from the road—it’s only when one stands next to it that its size is appreciated. And the headlights were like nothing she had ever seen, they were huge and elliptical, with the organic quality of staring eyes that Gretel guessed must have been the intention of the engineer. The grill was cased in solid black with silver plates running vertically along the front where, again, the resemblance to teeth on a living face was undeniable. The car reminded Gretel of a squinting dragon.

She stood motionless on the porch staring wide-eyed at the hulking red machine, only raising her arm slightly to take in her brother as he finally lumbered up beside her. The size of the car and the deep rumbling of the idling engine made Gretel think of a bull sizing up a bullfighter, only instead of the confidence of a matador, Gretel was frozen with fear. The System was there to help—to find her mother—that was their job; but it all felt wrong, and Gretel couldn’t help feeling terrified.

“Who is that, Gretel?” Hansel asked, not taking his eyes off the car.

Her brother was fairly composed, Gretel thought, given the menacing mass of metal that loomed in his front yard.

“Is it The System?”

Gretel cleared her throat. “Yes,” she replied with a feeble attempt at confidence.

“We should get Father. Is he awake?”

“He’s gone. He went to look for Mother.”

Hansel glanced toward his sister, who intercepted his look before he could draw some horrible conclusion.

“He’ll be back soon. He just wanted to search again in the daylight. You saw how impossible it was last night.”

This seemed to assuage whatever worry was brewing in Hansel, and he focused again on the current circumstances. After a moment he said, “Maybe they know something about Mother.”

Gretel knew The System had come there about her mother, obviously, but she assumed it was to get information. A photograph, a description of what her mother was wearing, who her friends were, things like that. Information to help them in their search. Admittedly, Gretel even had a thought while she stood gawking at the car that they had come to question Father about his role in her mother’s disappearance, though his alibi was indisputable. What she hadn’t considered, however, was that they had come with news. “Yes. Maybe.”

The prospect of answers turned Gretel’s fear into tempered anticipation, though she realized that if the car was indeed bringing news, it almost certainly wasn’t good. Otherwise, she figured, they would have called. Or brought her mother home. Wasn’t that how it was done? She had seen bad news delivered that way in movies after a soldier had been killed in battle or a child had gone missing.

The eagerness for closure was now strong, and Gretel considered approaching the car. It was parked on her property, after all, and she would have been in her perfect right walking up to the cloudy black driver’s side window and knocking delicately on the glass.

But that didn’t feel right. It seemed rather dangerous in fact, and Gretel now imagined her face pressed down in the dirt driveway with the barrel of a pistol digging into the back of her skull. No, she would stay put for now. Even her father, Gretel suspected, wouldn’t have been so bold as to approach a System car without being ordered to do so. If The System sent a car this far out to the Back Country, they obviously did so for a reason, and it wasn’t for the purpose of parking outside her house to do nothing. Whatever they had to bring—whether it was questions or news—they would bring it eventually.

“Let’s go inside.”

Gretel put her arm around her brother’s neck and led him back into the house, glancing over her shoulder at the snoring metal beast as she did so. Hansel clucked softly in protest but followed his sister, and once inside immediately dashed to the front window to continue his surveillance.

“Hansel! Get away from there,” Gretel scolded.

Ignoring his sister, Hansel pressed his face against the glass and cupped his hands around his eyes. “Why are they not coming out of the car? What are they waiting for?”

“They’re probably gathering papers and things,” Gretel replied, “and reviewing our case. So they know what questions to ask.”

Hansel pulled his face from the window, as if detecting a tone of insincerity in his sister’s voice, and stared at Gretel. “Is she dead, Gret?”

Gretel could see the welling of tears in Hansel’s eyes and the large lump that formed and then disappeared in his throat, and she knew this was the first time her brother had accepted the possibility that his mother was not coming home. She felt remorse at having triggered this truth in him, wishing her acting had been a bit better. But ultimately she knew this acceptance would help to soften the slamming news if it was indeed coming.

She reached out to her brother, beckoning him and took him into her arms, holding him as the muffled sobs erupted into her belly. “No, Han,” she said, “I don’t think she is.”

Gretel closed her eyes and rested her cheek on top of her brother’s head, rocking him gently as his tears poured into her shirt. She shushed him halfheartedly, but only to convey her compassion, not in any way to stifle his crying. She wanted him to cry as long as he needed.

The siblings stood embraced by the window for several minutes, and Gretel temporarily forgot about the mysterious officer watching their home. She considered instead the answer she had given Hansel: that her mother wasn’t dead. Did she really believe that? Was her mother alive somewhere, unharmed? She had no reason to believe that, but in the pit of her heart, she knew it was true. No scenario had emerged in her mind over the past twenty-four hours to logically support that belief, but she believed it anyway. And if she was wrong—and the longer her mother stayed missing, the likelihood that she was wrong grew—then she’d be wrong. But until then, she’d go with her instincts and keep hope close.

Gretel opened her eyes and gasped at the figure walking toward her house. He was coming. Finally. She released Hansel from her clutches and placed her hands on his shoulders as he turned toward the focus of his sister’s stare.

Gretel and Hansel inched closer to the window for a clear view and watched as the man approached slowly, almost leisurely, seeming to take inventory of the surroundings of the house. He was a law officer, of course, an investigator, so his interest in the house wasn’t by itself unusual, but the insouciance of his mannerisms were so unlike anything resembling ‘official’ that if Gretel had seen this man walking on the street somewhere, or in a park, she would have guessed him drunk.

The two children watched the man disappear from view as he neared the front door and then waited in silence, listening to his footsteps on the porch stairs. The two loud raps on the door that followed, though expected, were startling, and Hansel couldn’t suppress a yelp.

“Stay here,” Gretel said, as she walked to the door, turning back to her brother before opening it. “Remember, he’s here to help us.”

Hansel nodded meekly to his sister, and then Gretel lifted her head, threw back her shoulders, and opened the door slowly. For the first time in her life, she stood face to face with The System.

The officer stood with precise posture in the doorway, respectfully distant from the entrance. He wasn’t particularly large in stature, certainly not to the degree that the myths perpetuated System officers—Gretel guessed he was probably shorter than her father. And neither was there anything in his dress that inspired fear; in contrast to the car he drove, his clothes were rather customary. In fact, his overall appearance had a rather retroactive quality that was comforting.

“Good afternoon,” he said smiling. “My name is Officer Stenson.”

The words came out quietly, but unmistakably clear, as if he were disclosing very important information in the stacks of a library. He presented a small metal shield—which might just as well have been a dead fish as far as Gretel was willing to question his authority.

“I’m looking for Heinrich Morgan,” the man continued. “Does he live here?”

“Yes,” Gretel squeaked, somewhat pleased with herself that she was able to manage even a word.

“May I speak with him?”

Officer Stenson stood casually now, leaning slightly forward with his hands clasped behind his back. He was clearly making an attempt at coming across friendly, and Gretel thought he was doing an excellent job.

“No,” Gretel replied. She stared unblinkingly at the man, on some level expecting him to eventually morph into the robotic giant that she had envisioned since her earliest memories.

The System officer held his smile and raised his eyebrows slightly, as if humored by the precociousness of the adolescent girl in front of him. “No?”

“I mean, he’s not home. He left.”

Officer Stenson frowned and stared to his right, as if thinking about what to do with such a perplexing answer. He turned back to Gretel and said, “May I ask your name, young lady?”

Gretel paused, and then with a bit of a defiant stare said, “Yes.”

The officer stood waiting, and then realizing she had answered his question, threw back his head in laughter.

There was a glowing sincerity to the officer’s face and movements, and Gretel couldn’t help but smile herself. Something about this man she liked instinctively, but there was something deeper she remained cautious of. Perhaps, she considered, it was just his position as a System officer.

Officer Stenson composed himself, exhaling the last few chuckles from his chest, and then, nodding approvingly, said, “You’re a smart girl. I should think you’ll have all the boys under your command very shortly.”

Gretel blushed.

“In fact, my son is about your age, perhaps I should drag him out of the car so you can help get him under control. I certainly can’t seem to do it.”

He laughed again at the answer the girl had given, and Gretel peeked behind him, amazed at the fact that there was both a boy her age in that devil-car in her front yard, and that this man in front of her was old enough to have such a child. He looked half her father’s age.

The officer took note of Gretel’s stare. “Ah yes, my son. That’s why I was so long outside. He’s had some trials lately.”

Gretel detected a flare in the officer’s eyes, but it evaporated as quickly as it rose.

“Now, more directly this time, young lady, what is your name?”

“Gretel,” she replied with a smile of satisfaction. “Gretel Morgan.”

“Gretel. Morgan.” The officer wrote each name down with great concentration, maintaining a very formal demeanor, and this made Gretel laugh out loud. “Well, Gretel Morgan, do you know when...” Officer Stenson caught himself this time. “When will your father be back?”

“I don’t know.” Gretel frowned. “He went to look for my mother.” Gretel looked away from the officer, suddenly flooded with the reminder of why he was here.

Gretel looked back toward the man, who had now assumed a slightly crouched position, bringing himself to her eye level. “Gretel,” he said solemnly, “may I come in?”

Whatever fear Gretel had for the officer was now all but gone, and she figured that if he had come to hurt her, he could have done so at any time. She opened the door wide and stepped aside, and Officer Stenson entered, immediately catching sight of the anxious boy standing statue-like in the kitchen.

Gretel walked quickly toward her brother, framing her arms around him. “This is my brother Hansel.”

Officer Stenson gave a delicate nod toward the boy, looking him squarely in the eye. The man reminded Gretel of someone who has encountered an unfamiliar dog and is trying to gauge its temperament based on the slight signals of posture and expression. There was an inferred tension in the silence, and Gretel could feel the distrust in her brother’s body.

“It’s all right, Han. This is Officer Stenson.”

Hansel looked at his sister, and then back to the man. “Why is Officer Stenson all right?” he replied, maintaining the stare of a gunfighter, if not the confidence.

“Because he’s here to help us,” she replied, but immediately realized that the officer had not yet actually stated his reason for being there, and she was ready to get to the matter. “Isn’t that right, Officer Stenson? You’re here about our mother?”

The officer looked toward Gretel and then back to the boy. “I am,” he said. “Is there somewhere we can sit down?”

***
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PERCHED PATERNALLY on a weathered leather ottoman, Officer Stenson sat opposite the two children, who waited anxiously side by side on the sofa in the living room. Gretel recalled how she and her brother had sat this way countless times over the years, listening to their father’s stories—or, occasionally, his scoldings—and Gretel felt a sort of comfort in this reverie. This man in front of her wasn’t her father, but he was a protector by trade, and that was important right now.

The officer clasped his hands together and frowned, and then looked down at the floor, gathering his thoughts before beginning. “Normally I would wait for your father, but you both seem to understand the situation at hand, and I’ll need to leave soon.” Officer Stenson paused. “First of all, we haven’t found your mother.”

He stared intently at the children’s faces, waiting, and Gretel could see the uncertainty in his eyes, realizing the news could be taken either way. Gretel instinctively reached over and grabbed her brother’s hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze.

“We’re searching the portion of the Interways that lead to your...” the officer lingered on the ‘r’ and pulled a small notebook from his breast pocket, flipping it open to the proper spot, “...grandfather’s house. If something happened along that stretch, we’ll know.”

“You mean an accident?” Gretel said.

“Yes, an accident.” And then, “Or if the car was abandoned.”

“You mean like if the car broke down and she left it there? Why would she do that?”

“I don’t know Gretel, she probably didn’t. It’s just a possibility that we need to think about.”

“Do people do that a lot?” Gretel hadn’t really thought about this as an explanation, but now that the officer had mentioned it the hope she’d kept ablaze flickered higher.

“No,” Officer Stenson said without hesitation, “not a lot. But on that stretch of road there is very little traffic and there have been instances of people leaving to look for fuel or a phone to call for help.”

The hope fire rose higher.

“But honestly, Gretel, we’re not hopeful of that being the case with your mother. We’ve driven the route—I drove a large portion of it myself—we would have found the car.”

Gretel closed her eyes and frowned. The scenario of her mother leaving for help wasn’t completely unthinkable to Gretel. Her mother wasn’t exactly what Gretel would describe as hearty, but she was a survivor, and if walking the countryside for help was the practical solution to a situation—like being stranded on the road—she would have pursued it. On the other hand, the officer had a point: if she had left the road for help, where was the car?

“Maybe the car was towed away?”

“The car would only be towed from the Interways under System direction, and no request was put in. Look, Gretel, we know what to look for and we’re looking for it.”

Gretel detected a hint of agitation in Officer Stenson’s voice, and she blushed, embarrassed now that she had presumed to know more than the man in front of her.

Officer Stenson grabbed Gretel’s hand. “You’re obviously a very smart girl, Gretel, and I do need your help to find your mother. So perhaps I can ask you the questions and you can give me the answers?”

Gretel smiled weakly at the compliment and nodded.

“And Hansel, I’ll need your help too.” The officer took a masculine tone with the boy, curt and direct. “Will you help me?”

Hansel nodded bravely, seriously, eager to play a role in solving the puzzle.

Before the officer uttered the first syllable of his question, a voice boomed through the house, thunderously, as if God Himself had spoken. “Hansel, go to your room.”

The voice was calm, even-toned, but the energy in the words nearly knocked the wind from Gretel’s chest. It had come invisibly from somewhere behind the walls of the kitchen.

Father.

He appeared slowly in the entryway, locking his eyes on the stranger holding court with his children. He stood tall and still, his eyes narrowed. There wasn’t quite rage in her father’s face, Gretel thought, it was something closer to disgust. The way one might look at a person who has once again violated a recently regained trust. She was thankful that his hands were unclenched and visible at his sides; if there had been a gun in one of them, it wouldn’t have surprised her.

Officer Stenson smoothed the creases in his pants and stood, and Hansel scuttled off to his room. Gretel shifted her eyes between the two men and began to follow her brother toward the back of the house.

“Gretel,” her father barked, “stay here.”

Heinrich Morgan stuffed his hands in his pockets and walked toward Officer Stenson, a passive-aggressive casualness in his demeanor, stopping only inches from The System officer. Gretel’s jaw hung loosely at her father’s boldness, both by his irreverence toward The System and the contrasting display of masculinity as compared to the withering he’d shown the day before. He had perhaps gone over the edge, Gretel thought, and this frightened her. She sat back down on the couch, a spectator to whatever would unfold.

“Mr. Morgan,” the officer began, “my name is Officer Stenson. I’m with the fourth division of the Southlands System. I’m here about your wife, Anika.”

Officer Stenson’s voice was deep and clear, unaffected by the intrusion. The leisurely softness he had shown toward the children was now a sterile recitation of business. He stared directly into the eyes of the man before him, never blinking, and his mouth showed not the hint of a smile. This, Gretel thought, was The System of which her father had spoken.

“Really?” Gretel’s father replied sarcastically. “You’re here about my wife?” He laughed. “No doubt it was the first case on the docket this morning.”

“Mr. Morgan...”

“Why are you here?” Gretel’s father growled.

“You called us, Mr. Morgan.”

Gretel recognized her father’s smile at this response as one of sincere amusement.

“I was born in the Back Country, Officer Stenson, have lived here my whole life, and I’ve seen The System here maybe four times in those years. System officers don’t show up to a person’s home lightly—anywhere in the Southlands—never mind in the Back Country. I called you only yesterday because my wife went missing—not from here but from along the Interways—and yet here you are at my house speaking to my children? So I’ll ask you again, why are you here?”

Gretel sat riveted as she watched Officer Stenson hold her father’s stare and then look away, frowning. Clearly, there was more to tell.

The officer smiled sympathetically. “I understand how upset you must be Mr. Morgan, so perhaps this isn’t the best time. And anyway, I haven’t the time tonight to do a proper interview. I’ll be in contact with you in a day or so—by phone. I’ll show myself out.”

He walked toward the door and then stopped with his hand on the knob, turning back toward the living room. “And Mr. Morgan, I may have some questions for you concerning the nature of your relationship with Mrs. Morgan. Domestic problems. Things like that.”

“Leave my house, Officer Stenson.”

Officer Stenson opened the door, looking past his newly-acquired enemy to the flabbergasted girl sitting on the couch. “Goodbye Gretel,” he said. “You’re a very charming young lady. I hope to talk with you again soon. Maybe you’ll meet my son one day.”

He left and closed the door behind him, the uncomfortable silence that lingered finally broken by the sound of Heinrich Morgan walking slowly toward his room, holding his side as he went.

The burping eruption of the engine starting outside made Gretel lurch: Officer Stenson awakening the sleeping dragon. Gretel examined again the mismatch between the demon car that approached her like a deranged Visigoth and the rather even-mannered man that controlled it. The opposition was almost comical. The officer had spoken to Hansel and her with such consideration and ease, without even the hint of an angle or condescension, while at the same time maintaining an authority that was without question. But Gretel had also glimpsed the nettles beneath the placidness, and intuitively knew to remain skeptical of anyone who could change his demeanor with such little effort.

She sat motionless on the sofa, waiting anxiously for the diminishing sounds of gravel crackling beneath rolling tires indicating the car’s departure. But the idling rumble of exhaust endured for several minutes; evidently more business with the delinquent son. Or perhaps a transmission was being sent requesting backup for the arrest of one Heinrich Morgan. Gretel hoped it wasn’t the latter for the obvious reasons, but also because she knew her father wasn’t well, and jail was the last place he needed to spend the night.

The soft knock on the window above the sink made Gretel shriek, and she covered her mouth with her hands. Her nerves were threadbare, and she momentarily doubted the prism of a face in the window over the sink. She stood and walked cautiously to the window, where the face of a dark-haired boy, frowning, came into focus. He lifted his hand to the window and pointed to the door.

Gretel walked toward the door and she could see outside that the boy was following her lead. She was more curious than apprehensive, and so opened the door, instantly meeting the eyes of, unquestionably, the most exquisite looking person she had ever seen in the flesh.

It wasn’t just his face, which as far as Gretel could tell was flawless, it was that the boy seemed to be a perfect amalgamation of all the qualities one calculates in defining a person’s attractiveness. His cheekbones and shoulders were high and broad, and the shape of his mouth and nose seemed to be transposed from a Roman statue. Even the way he stood was just right, with his feet shoulder width apart and hands behind his back, his head tilted slightly forward in cool humility. Even his clothes fit him perfectly. Only in magazines had she seen people of such beauty.

The boy gave a shy grin and rolled his eyes, embarrassed. “Sorry, hi,” he said, “my, uh, Dad sent me to get his binder. He says he left it on the floor next to the ottoman.”

“His binder?” Gretel remained locked on the boy, and her words came out robotic like she had been bewitched by an evil master and was repeating a benign test phrase to make sure the spell had taken.

The boy was her age, maybe a year older, and the exotic combination of dark curls and cold blue eyes were the stuff of key-locked diaries, so atypical in this land of straight blond hair and pink cheeks. She was transfixed.

“Yeah, you know, like his notebook thing.” The boy mimed his hands in the shape of the object.

“Oh. Okay.” Gretel opened the door. “Come in.”

The boy shifted his eyes and looked back at the waiting car, and then stepped through the door; clearly he had expected the girl to just bring him the binder. Gretel noticed the action and blushed, but it was too late to rescind the invitation.

He took a tentative step inside the house and, spotting the ottoman in the next room, walked quickly toward it, recovering the binder and tucking it under his arm. He lingered a moment in the living room and looked at Gretel. “It obviously isn’t any of my business or anything, but was he able to help you?”

“I’m sorry?” Gretel responded automatically. It was more a delay tactic than a misunderstanding of the question.

“My father. Did he help you with whatever he came here for?”

Gretel considered the question a moment. “He helped me feel a bit better, I suppose, but my mother’s gone missing, and there’s been no sign of her since early yesterday.” Gretel glanced toward the back bedrooms and lowered her voice, “And my father told him to leave.”

The boy nodded thoughtfully, and Gretel could see him mentally catalog her case. As the son of a System officer, Gretel supposed stories like hers were as common as the sunrise.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

The words were unexpected, and they hit Gretel like an iron pan. They were the first true words of sympathy she’d heard since her family’s recent implosion, and it took every bit of composure not to run to the boy, throw her arms around him, and pour her tears onto his shoulder.

“Thank you,” she murmured instead, clearing her throat much louder than she’d intended. And then, changing the subject to thwart any oncoming wave of emotions said, “Do you ride with your father often?”

The question was a perfect change of pace, and a proud surge of butterflies danced in Gretel when the boy smiled. It was an adult comment, something her mother would have said.

“Almost never. And certainly not if I can help it.” He paused, and his smile flattened. “I’ve had some trouble with schools lately...always really, and my parents are sending me off in the fall. Boarding school. Outside the city.”

The boy shifted his eyes around the house, as if indicating its simplicity and rusticness.

“Not quite this far off, I guess, but near the edges of the Back Country. There’s an academy for boys there—The Hengst Academy?”

Gretel shook her head and shrugged. Never heard of it.

“Well, anyway, I’ll be starting there in the fall, I suppose. If my interview today was acceptable.”

He stopped for a moment and looked at nothing, seeming to consider his life after the summer.

“So anyway, my father said he’d gotten a new case that was out this way and he needed to stop here before we went home. Though, truthfully, your house is quite out of the way.”

That was the second jab the boy had tossed at Gretel about where she lived. The first she ignored, but now she was suddenly insulted and angry at the implications. That this land was somehow outside the borders of consideration. And how could anyone possibly survive in such territory? It was an attitude that was by no means new to Gretel—condescension toward Back Country folk, if not outright discrimination, was routine behavior from Urbanists. But she was in her own house and she’d be damned if she would take it here and—especially—now.

“What is your name?” Gretel’s voice was steel, though her face showed no sign of bitterness.

“Petr,” the boy replied, “Petr Stenson.” He flashed his perfect smile at Gretel, pleased she had asked.

Gretel countered with a sarcastic half-smile of her own and said, “Well now that you’ve gotten your father’s things Petr Stenson, please leave my home.”

Petr’s face twisted into an expression of confusion and humor, not quite sure if the girl was serious. “Did I say something..?”

“You don’t know better, none of you do,” Gretel clipped. “Goodbye.”

Petr stepped past Gretel out the door, and Gretel followed him onto the porch, standing defiantly with her arms crossed as she watched the boy descend the porch, a look of bemused bewilderment on his face. He took a few steps toward the waiting car and stopped, looking back at Gretel.

“Just so you know, Gretel,” he said in a way that Gretel could only describe as sad, “and I’m not sure why I’m telling you this.” Petr paused, “but I don’t think he’s here to help you. I know he probably seemed that way. He does that very well.”

Without hesitation, Gretel snapped back, “Well what is he here for then?”

Petr scanned Gretel’s body, starting from her feet and working his way up. He then moved his head in a slow arc from left to right, up and down, studying the house and its surroundings, letting his eyes drift over each wooden beam and crooked branch and lowly piece of gravel, suspicious of everything, as if the answer to her question might be found in any one of the millions of insignificant objects that composed the Morgan property.

“I don’t know,” he said finally, shaking his head slowly, pausing for just a moment in the event the answer appeared at that last moment of surrender. “I don’t know.”

Gretel opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t invoke a word, and she stood that way as she watched Petr Stenson walk back to the car and the red metal rocket speed down her driveway toward the Interways.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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“You’re looking much better Heinrich, but now it’s time for rest.”

The young nurse walked from Heinrich Morgan’s room and gently shut the door, the smile on her face evaporating instantly. Gretel had witnessed this transformation in the woman’s look almost daily since her arrival almost two months ago, and it made Gretel wince every time. It wasn’t a cruel gesture—the frown—Lord knew that if anyone could sympathize with the woman’s duties it was Gretel—but there seemed to be something beyond fatigue and frustration in her face, something measured. Maybe it was hate. But if it was, Gretel couldn’t even say she didn’t understand that.

Odalinde Merth had come to the Morgan house as a part-time nurse and had stayed well beyond the time Gretel originally imagined. She was certain her father would have improved to normal health by now, since that day Gretel had found him sprawled on the kitchen floor clutching his belly, blood streaming from his mouth. And though Gretel obviously appreciated the care Odalinde was giving her father, it struck her as unusual that the nurse remained with them. Not only had her work proven ineffective in recuperating her patient—a sign that it’s probably time to move on—as far as Gretel could tell, she also wasn’t receiving any pay for her work. As it was, the money wasn’t enough for food to sustain the three of them, let alone pay for the services of a private nurse. Since their mother had vanished, Gretel and her brother usually went without at least one meal a day, and occasionally two. Perhaps a deferment arrangement had been made and Odalinde would collect payment for her nursing activities when times improved, but it was simply impossible that she was being paid now.

Heinrich Morgan’s previously damaged spleen had flared and lacerated the first day Gretel and Hansel had returned to school after their mother’s disappearance. Gretel had arrived home that day to find her father collapsed in a half-naked ball of flesh at the threshold between the kitchen and porch, and on first glance, seeing only the back of him, Gretel would have sworn he was dead. His motionless body was contracted, fetal-like, his arms clutched around his torso as if trying to stay warm. Gretel had stood staring at the lifeless heap on the floor, and almost instantly began preparing for her new life as an orphan, which she supposed would play out in the Northlands with Deda. It would be a hard adjustment, and Gretel knew that though he would take them in, Deda would be reluctant to assume the burden of children so late in life. But they would survive, and Gretel would take on the duties of raising her brother. There were worse lots in life to be sure, particularly for orphans in the Back Country, and Gretel swelled with an unlikely feeling of gratitude. She would take care of Hansel and Deda, and that would be the way it was.

The moan from the floor had frightened Gretel back to reality, and she quickly re-focused. Her father wasn’t dead. She ran to him, stepping over his body and kneeling down to examine his face, which was bloated with pressure and contorted in pain. He was struggling to breathe, not because of any blockage in his windpipe, but because of the agony that breathing induced. Gretel could see the dried blood on his lips and chin, and when a weak coughing breath finally escaped his lungs, she could see the blood was coming from somewhere inside her father’s body.

Gretel’s next thought was that Hansel would be home soon, and she would have to mitigate the trauma caused by seeing his father in this condition, so vulnerable, sprawled unnaturally on the floor. Looking back on it now, she remembered that her instincts had been sharp that day, clear and unhesitating, and she was proud of the perfect steps she had taken: dialing the doctor’s number from memory, repositioning her father and covering him with blankets, encouraging him to breathe. Hansel was certainly scared when he finally saw his father that day, but Gretel was all smiles and stoicism, and easily calmed him with the promise that everything would be fine.

And it had turned out fine, with Gretel the hero. The doctor later credited Gretel with saving her father’s life through a combination of quick action and shock reduction. But, truthfully, she hadn’t really surprised herself at all: the world had unleashed upon Gretel the most lethal of blows—taking her mother—and Gretel had endured. She had thrived, in fact, and the scar tissue of the wound now insulated her from both terror and hysteria. It was her role now, she realized, to be nurturer and parent, and what she had been consciously unprepared to do a few short months ago when her mother first vanished, nature had activated within her.

And that had been the difference: the newly-nested concept that something else in the universe was in control of such important matters.

Odalinde glanced up at Gretel and then looked away immediately. “Gretel,” she said, the smile on her face unable to cloak the disdain in her voice.

“Hello, Odalinde,” Gretel replied in a similar tone, keeping her eyes on the woman as if challenging her to a conversation. The exchanges between the women had devolved to become strictly perfunctory, and if the nurse remained much longer, Gretel knew they would cease entirely.

But Gretel had considered that end unacceptable—Odalinde had become far too friendly with Father in such a short time, and there were too many unanswered questions. “How’s he doing?”

Odalinde looked up to meet Gretel’s stare, a look of defensiveness in her eyes. She blinked slowly a few times and nodded, resetting her demeanor, and with a smile said, “Much, much better.”

“Really? So not just much better today, but much, much better?”

Odalinde’s smile straightened and Gretel felt her own stomach tighten. The words had escaped Gretel’s mouth immediately, automatically, but it certainly wasn’t an unusual thing for her to say. There was a new combativeness to Gretel that had started that day with The System officer’s son, the day after her mother had gone missing. Gretel had become unrestrained with her challenges and often looked for a confrontation where none existed. And she needed—needed—to have the last word in any debate, no matter how explicitly her point may have been tested and discredited. This new quality had already resulted in more than one afternoon home from school, and kids who had previously spoken to her in class or on the walk home started avoiding her entirely. If she was honest, there wasn’t one person—other than Hansel—whom she could truly call a friend.

At first she blamed it on a perceived awkwardness from others about her mother and Gretel’s needing space to cope, and to some extent she thought that to be true; but those same kids spoke with Hansel quite easily, and even when they did speak with her, it wasn’t with sympathy or deference, but rather with an abruptness that indicated a certain disapproval and hostility.

But that was a price Gretel had been willing to pay. She owed it to her mother to become the woman she was meant to be, that her mother had always envisioned. Strong and confident, controlling the situation when it was necessary and appropriate. Gretel knew that she still had a lot of refining to do, and that her mother certainly wouldn’t have approved of her occasional rudeness or insubordination in school and otherwise. But if she had used her mother as an excuse to pity herself, to disappear into a tent of silence and demureness, that would have been altogether dishonorable.

There had been no official recognition of Anika Morgan’s death. The System had instead ‘Suspended’ the case three weeks into the investigation. But according to the opinions of most, suspensions were rarely taken up again without the emergence of obvious evidence.

Similarly, Heinrich Morgan’s dedication to his wife’s disappearance lost momentum. He had driven the Interways for the few days following her disappearance, but his poor health, as well as an increasing build up of hopelessness, had left him spending most of the ensuing days in bed. Thankfully, he had been self-sufficient in the basic necessities, and Gretel had mostly avoided him. It wasn’t until the day she found him on the floor that she realized how bad his state was, and Odalinde had shown up at the house only days later.

Gretel held Odalinde’s look without blinking. If Gretel had been able to retract her last words, to erase the last few seconds of this scene, she would have. But it was said, and she would let the words play out. And besides, that feeling of instant regret had become typical to Gretel, and on some level it was comforting.

“Do you have schoolwork, Gretel?” It was a common play of Odalinde’s to take the role of the mother. “Your father isn’t been pleased with how it’s been slipping of late.”

And there the line was crossed. For the most part Gretel had not resisted Odalinde periodically slipping into the character of the maternal head of the house. She was the adult, after all, and performed most of the duties that role required—less one, Gretel hoped and assumed. But Odalinde had increasingly used her own intimacy with Heinrich as a weapon against Gretel, becoming the filter through which any expression of her father ran. “Your father is ready for you” or “Your father wants you to know that he loves you.” And so on.

And indeed, even the disciplining and disappointments were now being contracted out. Of course, Gretel knew that Odalinde had to be lying in some of the cases, but Gretel had confirmed too many of the reports with her father to dismiss them out of hand.

Gretel clenched her teeth and glared at Odalinde, holding the look for a long moment before walking away, muttering as she left, “My mother would have hated you.”

She spoke loudly enough that Odalinde certainly could hear her voice, though Gretel couldn’t be sure she could understand the words. If she did, she didn’t reply.

What Gretel was certain of, however, was that the words were true.

Gretel hurried into her room and closed the door, and immediately snatched the book from the top shelf in her closet, holding it to her chest as she lay down on her bed. She hadn’t learned any of what the bizarre symbols meant since the day she brought the book home from Deda’s, and she hadn’t been able to find anyone who could translate it. Gretel had hoped that Deda would be able to tell her more about it, but she had seen him only once since that night, and on that occasion he had been distant and cold. The other candidates whom she had hoped would at least have knowledge of the book didn’t, and, in fact, had never even heard of the term ‘Orphism.’

But the book had become a security blanket for Gretel, and even though she didn’t know what it was about, she always felt better with it in her hands.

Gretel lay still with her eyes closed and took deep breaths, imagining what she usually did during the quiet periods: her mother walking through the door, weary from her unbelievable ordeal, a wry smile of relief on her face. Occasionally, the image made her hopeful, but mostly it made her cry.

The creak of the bedroom door shattered Gretel’s vision, and she turned to see Hansel slump in, his mouth slightly open and eyes half-closed. Gretel frowned at him and turned her body toward the wall. “What do you want Hansel?”

“I’m hungry,” he whined.

“Odalinde is finished with Father; ask her to make you something.”

“I did. She said there’s no food.”

Gretel turned back toward her brother, slightly alarmed. “No food? Is she sure?”

Hansel shrugged. “I haven’t eaten today, Gretel.”

Gretel’s heart began to race, and she soon realized she hadn’t eaten either. She, however, had gotten used to not eating much, and to share her portions with Hansel when she could stand it. But never had she not eaten all day. And Hansel! Hansel needed his food. He was a growing boy!

Gretel put the book aside and lifted herself from the bed, suddenly aware of her empty stomach. She left Hansel standing by the door as she exited her room and crossed the hall, opening her father’s door without knocking. She heard him groan in his sleep as he shifted in his bed.

“Father,” she whispered loudly. He moved again but didn’t turn to her. Gretel registered the bowl on the side table, half-filled with soup. “Father,” she repeated, her voice booming this time, commanding attention as if in preparation to scold him.

Heinrich Morgan raised his head with a grunt and turned wide-eyed toward his daughter. “Gretel? What is it?” His voice was raspy and slow, his eyes cloudy and disoriented.

Gretel got right to the point. “There’s no food, Father. Hansel hasn’t eaten today. Nothing.” She paused, debating whether to say her next line. “But I see you have.” She stared at the bowl on the table. Heinrich followed her stare and studied the bowl, confused.

“No food?” The words came out clumsily, as if Heinrich were repeating a nonsense phrase, mimicking what he’d heard to make sure he’d gotten it right. Heinrich looked back toward his daughter and over her shoulder to the door. “Odalinde?”

Gretel turned to see the nurse standing behind her at the threshold, a smiling look of mock sympathy on her face, the way a mother might observe a crying toddler who has fallen after trying to take his first steps.

“I’ve only to go to the market, Heinrich. There’s been so much to do around here, what with the children and your condition, that I’m afraid I’ve gotten behind on the shopping. There’s not much money left, but enough.”

“And the crops? Has anything come in?”

Odalinde looked away from her patient and down to the floor, embarrassed for him. There would be no harvest of any kind this year, and even she didn’t have the stomach to say otherwise.

Why would father think a harvest was coming? Gretel thought. There had been no one to work the fields since his injury and mother’s subsequent disappearance, and he couldn’t possibly think Odalinde was tending them. As it was, their crops had been in decline for years, and without severe attention and care, it would have been impossible to keep them bountiful.

“Not yet,” she said, and a more serious look enveloped her face. “But Gretel has no reason to worry.” Odalinde placed a hand on Gretel’s shoulder. “I’ll head off now for some rice and bread, perhaps some sweets. I’ll be back shortly.” She flickered a glance at Gretel as she began to walk out, and then turned back toward Heinrich. “Oh, and I’ll take Hansel along.”

The back of Gretel’s neck tingled at the nurse’s words, and for the first time she suspected Odalinde was more than simply unpleasant and coarse. Perhaps, Gretel thought, she was malevolent.

“I could go, Father. I can drive the truck—”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Gretel,” Odalinde interrupted. “It’s part of my duties. And you’ve yet to do your schoolwork. Now let your father rest.” She grabbed the knob of the door and shut it, corralling Gretel out to the hall in the process.

Gretel would have put up more resistance, but she saw that her father had laid back down and was again drifting toward unconsciousness. She would be surprised if later he even remembered the conversation. Something wasn’t right with him lately, and it was more than his spleen.

“Hansel’s staying here!” Gretel snapped after they were out in the hall, and she immediately walked over to her brother who had migrated to the living room. She stood slightly in front of him, protectively.

Odalinde raised her eyebrows, “Really? Perhaps we should let him decide.”

Hansel locked eyes with his sister; there was defiance in his stare. “I’m going with Odalinde, Gretel. She’s going to buy me a sweet bun with jam.” A meager smile drew across Hansel’s face as he looked timidly toward the nurse. “Right Odalinde?”

“That’s right, Hansel. Or whatever you want.” Odalinde turned to Gretel, “I’d ask you to come along too, Gretel, but what with your father’s condition and your schoolwork and all.”

Gretel looked away from Odalinde to her brother. She could see the fear on his face, but it acted only as a backdrop to his hunger, and she was suddenly glad he was going to town. Gretel knew Odalinde wouldn’t hurt him—in fact, she was pretty certain that the nurse would buy him the treat that was promised. And if not, at the very least he would be offered a sample of fresh breads or pastries from one of the stalls at the markets.

But there was an obvious motive underneath Odalinde’s gesture; whether it was simply to win Hansel’s favor and divide the siblings or something more nefarious, Gretel couldn’t be sure. As far as today was concerned, however, Gretel knew her brother was safe.

Gretel watched as Odalinde unlocked the cabinet beneath the sink and fetched her bag, squatting insect-like in the opening as she sifted through the satchel, inventorying the contents. The cabinet, tall and narrow in design, had previously been used as storage for household cleaning items and canned goods; but Odalinde had requested her own private depository when she arrived—’one that was secure from children’—and Heinrich had obliged her and cleared out the cabinet, customizing it with a lock. The reorganization had made for a messy kitchen at first, but as the canned goods and supplies dwindled, counter space was no longer an issue.

Gretel had kept a close watch on Odalinde’s trips to this private space, and in particular to the time she spent huddled by the opening. As far as Gretel could tell, the bag was the only thing in the cabinet, or at least the only thing she tended to. And Odalinde always squatted, never sat, so as to always keep her bag completely covered and hidden while she shuffled and rechecked the contents. When she did finally take the bag out, it was always double-zipped and clasped, and clutched tightly to her breast or rib. And it was never left unattended—never—which for Odalinde’s sake was a good thing. Because Gretel was waiting.

Odalinde shepherded Hansel out the door and down the porch stairs to the truck. Gretel followed them to the bottom of the stairs, leaving her brother with a look that said ‘stay aware,’ and then watched as the truck crept slowly away, disappearing over the hill toward town.

Gretel could feel the time until her family completely fell apart was short. They were starving and sick, their mother was missing and presumed dead, and now a stranger had come from nowhere and taken control of the household. Things were dire indeed. In the past, these realities would have overwhelmed Gretel and brought her to tears, but she now looked at them with pragmatism, prioritizing them as problems needing to be solved.

The first of these problems was, of course, her mother. Though she had promised herself never to give up on the possibility that her mother was still alive, there were few actions Gretel could think of taking to help find her. The System officer had never again come calling on her for help—help for which he had told Gretel in no uncertain terms he would need from her. Perhaps her father’s invasion that night had dissuaded the officer. Or perhaps he’d never intended on returning, and had only told her that to make her feel useful.

And then there was the problem of her father, who apparently was not as far along as Gretel had believed. Or else his recovery had slipped. She knew nothing of medicine, but the doctor had prognosticated her father’s recovery weeks ago, and indeed, based on the immediate signs, seemed to be accurate in his assessment. But there had been a slide in his recuperation—not in terms of his actual internal injuries, but in his overall energy and clarity. Even his intellect, Gretel thought. She didn’t know what to do about the problem of her father, other than to wait it out.

As for Odalinde, this problem was becoming increasingly formidable, particularly after today’s exchange. At the very least she was not to be trusted; at worst, she was a danger. Her threats were only passive at this point, however, and there was nothing specific Gretel could say or do to fix this problem right now. She would have to let that play out a bit more as well. And if the opportunity arose, she would get into that cabinet and see what mysteries lurked there.

That left the problem of food. It was the most pressing problem and the one that Gretel felt she had the most control over. Gretel didn’t know where Odalinde’s money had come from to buy the food for which she was now on her way to purchase, but it obviously couldn’t be counted on to feed Hansel and her. With two children in the house, the nurse had let the supplies dwindle to nothing, having not fed either of them all day. But yet there had been a bowl of soup for Father. Had that bowl been from today? Or even last night? Gretel admitted to herself that she couldn’t be sure, though she was fairly confident that if there had been enough for only one person, Hansel and Gretel would have been the last two names on the meal list. For the time being, and perhaps from now on, it would be up to Gretel to figure out where the meals would come from for her and her brother.

She mentally ran through the names of friends and neighbors in the Back Country, some of whom had helped out in one way or another since her mother’s disappearance. Since most were poorer than Gretel’s family, the help had come mainly in the form of labor and childcare. But since the arrival of Odalinde, it had mostly stopped, with the occasional visit of obligation to “see if there was anything they could do.” There was certainly nothing in the form of financial help, the perception being, Gretel assumed, that anyone affording a private nurse could certainly afford food. Gretel could never quite follow this line of thinking though; after all, they were a farming family, their income depended on selling crops, and if no crops were being harvested and sold, how could they be taking in any money?

But Gretel didn’t judge them too harshly. She supposed people had their own problems and usually looked only as deeply as necessary to satisfy their consciences. There may have been life insurance, after all, or a family grant to see the Morgans through. It wasn’t the burden of neighbors to ask how they were making it with no crops or occupation to speak of—questions like those might easily be construed as nosy and intrusive. Apparently they were making it and that’s all that mattered.

Besides, Gretel had always been taught it was the job of family to help navigate the straits of life, and Gretel’s family was nothing short of conspicuous in their absence. Her father’s side of the family had never been close to begin with, and they had drifted even further when Anika disappeared. And Deda, whom Gretel had barely seen since her mother vanished, had become, according to her father, ‘a bona fide hermit,’ and now refused to take calls or visits from anyone, including his own grandchildren.

Gretel walked around to the back of the house and continued into the small clump of trees that divided the rear of the house from the small lake that formed the back of the Morgan property. She walked to water’s edge, absently picking up a small stone and tossing it in. Across the lake, Gretel could see the trees of the Klahr orchard approaching full bloom, the apple and pear trees perhaps a week away from perfect ripeness. In a few days the extended Klahr relatives and a dozen or so other workers would descend on the trees like caterpillars, furiously climbing and picking until the last of the fruit was sifted through and basketed, ready to be sold at market, or further processed into jam, bread, and wine.

The Klahrs were what passed for wealth in the Back Country, having a small stable of horses, a tractor, and two trucks, as well as, by all accounts, a profitable business. They were an older couple—Gretel imagined they were on the other side of sixty by now—and as far as Gretel knew they had no children of their own. At least none Gretel had ever seen. Presumably if they did have heirs, they were now grown men and women—men and women who had perhaps decided to see their land only as a future inheritance, pursuing instead a career more sophisticated than farmer. But Gretel didn’t think this was the case. The Klahrs had lived across the lake from her family since before Gretel was born, and she had never heard of any Klahr children.

There was nothing at all ostentatious about the couple, but by all measures they were deeply proud of their farming operation, and ran it with great organization and efficiency. They kept to themselves for the most part—Gretel couldn’t remember her mother or father ever engaging them in conversation—with her only interaction coming in the form of the occasional wave from across the lake. They seemed friendly enough, dealing with merchants in town or whatever, but work was always the order of the day, the exception being Sunday, of course.

So Gretel had no illusions that what she was planning was acceptable, and she justified it only on the most practical of levels: Her family needed to eat, and there was food in her sights.

Her decision made, Gretel walked back through the trees to the house. She wasted no time on preemptive regret or future plans of atonement, figuring those would only distract from what was required. If her family was to eat, focus and will were all that mattered.

There would be no school tomorrow. Tomorrow Gretel would become a thief.

***
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GRETEL AWOKE JUST AFTER two o’clock in the morning, feeling well-rested and sparked with adrenaline. She had gone to her room just before Hansel and Odalinde returned from the market and had stayed there, forgoing whatever dinner had been brought home for her. More than food she had wanted to sleep, knowing she would need to be fully rested to take on the task ahead. And since Hansel hadn’t come to her, Gretel assumed he had been fed, and that was her main concern.

As she had done dozens of times in her life, Gretel quietly slid open her bedroom window and slipped out, easing herself down the four-foot drop to the ground below. The sound of her feet in the overgrown garden bed was amplified in the serenity of the night, but Gretel didn’t anticipate anyone investigating it. In a place where nocturnal animals were as common as weeds, rustling sounds outside your house rarely caused alarm in the Back Country.

She ran slowly on her toes until she was through the tree clump to the lake edge, and then stopped to get her bearings. It was darker than she’d expected; the light she had hoped to get from the moon was swallowed up by clouds. But her eyes would adjust, and she had the lantern.

After she’d made her decision yesterday, Gretel spent the rest of her time alone preparing for the early morning raid. She had fetched the lantern from the shed, checking the battery twice to make sure it worked. And the canoe, once a fixture along this sliver of beach, Gretel had untarped in the yard and dragged down to the shoreline. The skeleton of a mouse had welcomed her when she first pulled the covering from the small boat, and the accompanying oars had long been broken and discarded, but otherwise the craft seemed in decent condition. As long as it didn’t sink, Gretel thought, that’s all that mattered. If she had had to paddle with her hands she would have—the distance across was short enough that she could have swum it—but Gretel had been able to find a hollowed-out guitar among the ever-increasing junk in the yard, a fossil from merrier Morgan days when things like music were a part of their lives. It would do fine as a replacement for an oar.

Gretel now stood on the shore beside the boat and slowly scanned the water. She felt inside the hull of the canoe and found the lantern, lifting it out and lighting it. It was so bright! She was aware there wasn’t a way to adjust the intensity of the lantern, unlike the oil lantern they’d owned when Gretel was younger, but in the daylight that hadn’t seemed to be an issue. In fact, if she had any concern it was that the light wouldn’t be enough. But now, in the cape of Back Country blackness, it seemed the light must have been visible for miles, as if a star had been born from the union of water and trees.

Gretel breathed deeply, trying to relax. The truth was there was no one out to see the light at this hour. These were farming folk, early risers; the only potential witnesses were likely to be either philandering or drunk—or most likely both. No one to worry about, Gretel thought. And in any case, witnesses or not, she was crossing the lake. Crossing the lake now. Life would decide her fate from there.

She moved the light over the canoe and checked again that both the guitar and buckets were intact. Gretel had decided on four buckets, figuring that four would hold enough fruit to last her and Hansel—and her father if necessary—for at least a week, more if she could keep it cool. She hadn’t considered exactly how to store and preserve the fruit yet, or how to explain their origin if her father—or God help her, Odalinde—were to ask, but there were more immediate concerns at the moment.

With everything in order, Gretel placed the lantern in the front of the boat and shoved the canoe easily into the water, dexterously avoiding wetting her shoes as she grabbed either side of the stern end, and bounced in, landing in perfect sitting position at the stern seat. She moved the lantern to the bow, picked up the guitar and gently began to row across the lake toward the Klahr orchard.

In the daylight, the lake looked like hardly more than a large pond, but now, under the shroud of night, it seemed larger, frightening. There was a quietness to it that implied undisclosed secrets and demanded trepidation. Gretel thought she would have preferred raging rapids under sunny skies to the lake at this moment.

She distracted herself by trying to remember when she’d last been on the boat, but she couldn’t recall, imagining it must have been when Hansel was just a toddler, and their father would row them past the entire Klahr orchard, down to the Stein mill where the lake ended. Gretel remembered being mostly bored by the trips, other than seeing the joy it brought to her brother and father. She would have given just about anything to have such stability and leisure in her life right now.

The canoe nudged into the silty bottom of the lake just a few feet off the shore of the Klahr side of the lake. Gretel was already across! She let out a breathy laugh at how quick the ride had been; she’d barely paddled the guitar more than a few times it seemed.

So far the plan was working as well as she could have hoped.

Gretel pulled the lantern and buckets from the canoe, and was now grateful for the lantern’s brightness; she was completely unfamiliar with the landscape on this side of the lake, and began to imagine bottomless pits and angry dogs waiting for her just outside the circumference of the light’s rays. She walked slowly up the slight slope of the muddy beach, focusing on the two or three feet that were illuminated just in front of her steps. Soon she crossed a threshold into a patch of wild grass and then saw the first of the trees planted closely together in the perfectly manicured row of dirt that formed the back of the Klahr orchard. She was there.

Gretel exhaled and then breathed in deeply, taking the clean, candied air into her lungs and holding it there, savoring it, before releasing it to the breeze. Her stomach reacted instantly, awakening from its slumber.

She lifted the lantern branch-high and her eyes were overwhelmed with pears. There were pears everywhere on the tree, bulbous and perfectly shaped, nestled in clusters, clinging to the leaves like giant green raindrops. There were dozens, maybe hundreds on the one tree, and Gretel’s mind conjured a picture of the entire orchard, which ran as long and deep as human eyes could see, even from across the lake in the clear of day. She began to extrapolate out how many pears and apples there must be in the entire orchard and realized it was inconceivable. Millions, she thought.

Gretel’s impulses stirred and she scrambled for a bucket. The trees were taller than she’d imagined, and Gretel would certainly have needed a ladder to pick one clean, but she only had four buckets to fill, and the low-hanging fruit would be just fine. Besides, there were hundreds—maybe thousands—of trees to choose from.

The buckets were filled quickly, and as Gretel began the first trip back to the canoe—one hand holding the lantern, the other lugging a bucket of pears—she lamented not bringing more than four. She could imagine sitting with Hansel and devouring all the pears in a single morning, and the Klahrs would miss four buckets of pears no more than the beach would miss four buckets of sand. But four was all she had, and she needed to stay on task. Besides, she could always come back for more.

With three buckets secure in the canoe, Gretel made her last trip back to the orchard for the remaining bucket when she heard a dull metallic click. She knew instantly it was the unmistakable sound of a round of ammunition being loaded into the chamber of a shotgun.

“Place the bucket on the ground,” a voice commanded. The man’s voice was neither loud nor aggressive. In fact, Gretel thought, there was a soothing, instructive quality to it.

Gretel did as she was told and now stood frozen, suddenly realizing the vulnerable position she was in. She had been caught trespassing and stealing—no small offenses, particularly in the Back Country—and was now being held alone by a man with a gun, a man who, Gretel assumed, was either going to kill or rape her. Or both. Property crimes in the Back Country were not turned over to The System—and they never went unpunished. She had never associated the Klahr family with anything other than piety and work, but the truth was she didn’t know them at all. For all she knew they could have spent the bulk of their days offering sacrifices to Satan himself.

“Hold the lantern up to your face.” The steady voice was coming from in front of Gretel, maybe ten or fifteen feet away.

Gretel obeyed, closing her eyes to avoid the glare of the light.

“Gretel Morgan.”

Gretel opened her eyes in surprise, narrowing them, trying to force her vision through the darkness. She listened with both fear and anticipation as the heavy footsteps approached.

Finally, the figure came into view, but the light only illuminated his torso. The man was tall, and Gretel lifted the light over her head to try to see his face.

“It’s all right, Gretel, let me have the lamp,” the voice said, wrapping his long fingers around the handle. Gretel released her grip and dropped her hands to her sides, assuming a tall, penitent posture, as if waiting for a scolding.

The stranger lifted the lantern to his face and stooped to Gretel’s height, revealing his face. It was Georg Klahr. “Let’s go,” he said.

***
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AMANDA KLAHR PLACED the soup gently in front of Gretel, who instinctively grabbed the sides of the bowl and raised it just slightly off the table. She caught herself in time, but Mrs. Klahr had seen her, and Gretel immediately imagined how appalled her mother would have been.

“Here Gretel,” Mrs. Klahr said, placing a spoon beside the bowl. The woman hovered for a moment, frowning down at Gretel. “I know the face of hunger child, and it’s been many years since I’ve seen it as I do on your face right now. Eat the soup as you like; your bread will be ready soon.”

Gretel’s eyes filled with tears as she picked up the spoon and began ladling the soup into her mouth. “Thank you, Ma’am,” she choked out between swallows, but the warm broth and the smell of the bread from the kitchen overwhelmed her, and the gratitude she felt yielded to eating.

The front door opened and closed, and Gretel looked up sheepishly from her bowl as Mr. Klahr walked into the kitchen.

“Anyone there, Georg?” Mrs. Klahr inquired, setting a steaming plate of bread beside the soup bowl.

“No,” he replied, “seems not.” Mr. Klahr placed his hat on the table and sat down across from Gretel, watching her as she dipped her bread in the soup and shoved it in her mouth.

Gretel kept her eyes on her bowl, afraid that lifting them and making contact with Mr. Klahr would somehow end the magic that was happening in front of her.

“You’ve a brother,” Mr. Klahr stated. “Greener than you as I recall.”

Gretel met Georg Klahr’s eyes and hesitated. “Yes, sir.”

“Did he eat yesterday?”

Gretel looked at Mrs. Klahr and then back to the man across the table, suddenly feeling guilty at her newfound bounty. “My father’s nurse took him to town. She told him she would buy him something to eat there. I was in bed before they returned, but I guess she did.”

The uncertainty in Gretel’s voice was obvious, and she did nothing to disguise it. There was no point pretending things were just dandy at home when you’ve been caught stealing apples at four o’clock in the morning. The tone was not lost on George Klahr, and he glanced sideways at his wife.

“Mrs. Klahr will pack some food for you to take to your brother. Make sure it gets to him.” Georg Klahr frowned and looked away, clearly disgusted at the abject position of the poor girl in his kitchen. Still looking away he said, “Is your father going to marry that woman?”

“No, sir!” Gretel snapped her head up from her plate and stared wide-eyed at the side of Mr. Klahr’s face. Her voice was louder than she’d intended, and she repeated the words, this time more softly. “No, sir. She’s his nurse, that’s all.”

Gretel hadn’t known the Klahrs were even aware of Odalinde, never mind that she’d been with them long enough to ask such a question. But that’s how it was in the Back Country: news about the arrival of strangers traveled with the speed of electricity, and often with greater detail than one would expect.

The thought of her father marrying Odalinde had frankly never occurred to Gretel, though now that the question had been posed it seemed like a legitimate possibility. Likely even. Gretel’s stomach turned slightly and she put her hands to her mouth to suppress the nausea.

Mercifully, Mrs. Klahr quickly changed the subject. “How is your father?” She shot her husband a dirty look and Mr. Klahr looked away unruffled. “I know he was very ill for a while there. A mule kick, was it? To the gut?”

Still wallowing in the dreadful idea of her new stepmother, Gretel looked at Mrs. Klahr as if she had asked this question in Latin. “Ill? Uh...yes ma’am,” she replied finally, “except it was a horse.”

“Ah yes, a horse. But he’s doing better?”

Gretel considered the question for a moment. “I don’t really know. It seems sometimes that he is. Like he’s fully recovered, though perhaps a bit sore still, and then later he’s in bed for days. And sometimes when I talk to him it’s as if he hardly knows me.”

At this revelation, an awkward noiselessness enveloped the kitchen, and Gretel blushed at having disclosed so much in her answer to what was, more or less, a rhetorical question.

Mrs. Klahr had cleared her bowl and Gretel now sat with her hands hanging by her sides, suddenly feeling like a prisoner undergoing a soft interrogation who has just been coerced into willingly revealing everything about herself, without so much as a harsh word from her captors. These were her neighbors, yes, but as she reminded herself again, she didn’t really know them at all.

She picked up her spoon again and began to scrape the bottom of the bowl.

“So what should we do about the apples you’ve stolen?” Mr. Klahr asked flatly.

Gretel glanced up at the man across the table from her, a look of regret in her eyes, though secretly she was thankful to be done with the personal questions and back on the topic of why she was sitting in the Klahr kitchen to begin with.

“I don’t know, sir,” she replied, and then thought a moment, her eyes glancing toward the ceiling. “I have no money to pay for them. I suppose my father will have to make amends.” Gretel paused, perhaps dramatically she would later consider, “Unless you’re to call The System.”

The words blurted from Gretel’s mouth with the tone of a hopeful alternative, and Gretel blushed immediately. It was true she was no longer afraid of The System, and in the context of the situation, she would have much preferred discussing this matter of the apples with Officer Stenson than with George Klahr.

But it was ludicrous to think The System would handle such a relatively petty crime as the one at hand. So why would she have made the suggestion? It wasn’t to do with her mother’s disappearance, Gretel thought. If The System did take the time to respond to this apple complaint, they would focus on the crime at hand—not on giving information about another case to the accused!

And Gretel knew in her bones that there was nothing about her mother for them to offer anyway. At least nothing they were willing to share.

So what then?

But Gretel knew the answer, of course. There was only one reason The System would have popped into her mind, and it was a reason Gretel had thought about on and off for weeks. It was The System officer’s son. Petr.

George Klahr formed a quizzical smile at Gretel’s suggestion of The System and sat studying her for a moment, as if he’d missed something in the story. “I think that might be a bit excessive. Don’t you?”

Gretel shrugged shyly.

“And I’d also prefer not to involve your father...or that woman. What is her name?”

“Odalinde. Odalinde Merth.”

“Or Odalinde Merth.”

George Klahr rose from his chair and walked to the cupboard, taking out a ceramic mug and pouring himself a cup of coffee, mumbling to himself something about not going back to sleep.

Gretel frowned at the hint of blame.

“Instead Gretel,” George Klahr continued, “I’d like you to repay me another way.”

Gretel’s eyes widened, and she eagerly followed Mr. Klahr as he paced back toward the window and looked out past the orchard to the first glint of morning sunlight. His words scared her slightly—Gretel wasn’t naive to the deviant wishes of some (maybe all) men. But she also didn’t sense evil in Mr. Klahr, neither in his tone or his character generally. And the fact that his wife stood not eight feet away comforted Gretel further (though she was not naive to the perversions of certain women either).

Gretel waited for the proposition silently, steeling herself not to speak, afraid that she might blurt out an offer beyond what was to be pitched—though what she would have volunteered she couldn’t have said.

“As you obviously know,” Mr. Klahr started, smiling and nodding toward the bucket of apples beside the table, “the orchard is just about ready for harvest. Starting Thursday in fact, I have men coming from across the Back Country, some even from the Northlands, to pick the fruit. They’ll be here for the next several weeks.”

Gretel sat riveted, still not quite sure what was coming.

“These men will need to be fed, and their clothes and linen will need to be cleaned. They’re a quiet, respectful bunch generally, not very fussy, but there is still a lot to be done in regards to their care. It isn’t easy work.”

Mr. Klahr paused.

“Mrs. Klahr has been insisting on help with these duties for, what is it now dear, twenty years?” George Klahr looked at his wife and gave the same quizzical smile Gretel had received only minutes before.

“I lost count somewhere around year ten,” Mrs. Klahr replied without looking up.

Mr. Klahr continued. “So...I’d like to offer you a job, Gretel, assisting Mrs. Klahr with these duties.” He paused to let the offer penetrate. “You can work after school and on Saturday, even before school if you like. I’ll pay you by the hour, the same wage as the pickers, and you can work as much or as little as you like, though if you say you will be here on a particular day I’ll expect you to be. And you’re not to miss school.”

Tears began to form behind Gretel’s eyes before Mr. Klahr had finished speaking. Her stomach knotted nervously and she couldn’t contain the smile that fought through her pursed lips and spread as wide as her face. She couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing, and said nothing in response, waiting for a ‘catch’ to the offer.

“So?” Mr. Klahr said, “Will I see you Thursday?”

Gretel cleared her throat and sat up straight in her chair. “Yes sir, you will,” she said professionally, “Thursday. I’ll be here before and after school. As early as I can.”

Mrs. Klahr spoke up, “As long as it isn’t as early as you showed up today.”

Gretel blushed again, but her excitement instantly transformed it into a glow of joy. “Yes, ma’am.”

With the deal in place, the Klahr’s began hustling Gretel back home before the sun rose completely, so as not to raise the eyebrows of Odalinde. Generally, Odalinde didn’t give much thought to Gretel’s comings and goings, which would make her newly-gained employment not much of an issue, but there was no point inciting unnecessary suspicion. To be safe, Gretel and the Klahrs developed a believable story for how Gretel acquired her job, just in case anyone should ever ask. Though, truthfully, the only person Gretel could imagine caring much at all about the story was Hansel, and he would believe whatever his sister told him.

Gretel confessed to the Klahr’s about the three buckets already in the canoe, and Mr. Klahr told her to keep them, along with the one by her side. “We’ve more apples and pears than we could ever sell or process in a season,” Mrs. Klahr said, “Better you eat them than the pigs. And I want you to give that bread to your brother as soon as he’s awake.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Gretel raised the wrapped hunk of bread to show she’d remember, and then thanked the Klahr’s for what must have been the thousandth time as she stood in the doorway, the bucket of apples in the other hand. She soon realized this was the best night she’d had since her mother vanished, and she wanted to linger in it.

Finally, she turned from the house to leave when Mr. Klahr’s voice struck her like an iron bar. “I’m sorry about your mother, Gretel,” he said.

Gretel stopped but didn’t turn back.

“We wanted to come so many times but...” his voice drifted off to a whimper, “...well, I’m sorry. We both are.”

Gretel closed her eyes and sighed. “I’ll see you Thursday,” she said, and then walked away.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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For weeks following that night in the Klahr kitchen, Gretel was as busy as she’d ever been in her life, and that included those weeks her mother had gone to care for Deda.

Each day, except for Sunday, began at five o’clock in the morning and ended close to eight o’clock at night. Ten o’clock if you included homework. And Gretel loved it. All of it.

She was learning new things every day from Mrs. Klahr, mostly about cooking, but other, less tangible things as well. And, most importantly, Gretel was making money. Mr. Klahr paid her in cash every morning for the previous day’s work, and she was provided a meal for each shift worked, which basically meant breakfast and dinner every day, and lunch on Saturdays. Admittedly, Sundays were a blessing, and Gretel more or less stayed in her room and slept all day, but she was as enthusiastic and eager as a shrew come Monday morning, and often arrived at the Klahr house before Mr. and Mrs. Klahr had even dressed for the day. On these mornings, Gretel gave her sincere, albeit pride-laced apologies, but the Klahrs always dismissed them, rebuking themselves instead for their sluggishness.

Gretel’s only apprehension about her new job was how it would play out at home and the effect it would have on her brother. Naturally, Hansel had become both dependent on and protective of his sister since their mother’s disappearance and Gretel feared he would take her new schedule badly. He didn’t have many friends to begin with, and the last thing Gretel wanted was for her brother to experience any additional feelings of loneliness on top of those which already gripped him. But he had been surprisingly calm about the news—nonchalant even—the buckets of ripe pears and apples no doubt contributing to his casualness.

And her father hadn’t uttered a word of protest either. He was in fact relieved, both that his daughter was exerting her independence through the healthy outlet of work, and that desperately needed money would now be coming into the household. He hadn’t asked about her salary, and Gretel hadn’t offered to tell him, but the shine in his daughter’s eyes had revealed to him that their worries could subside for a few weeks. In this exchange, which Gretel was determined to keep fresh in her mind for as long as possible, Gretel saw a glimpse of the man her father was before their mother went missing, before his injury even, and she laughed boisterously in his arms as he hugged her and told her how proud he was.

Gretel didn’t know what would happen when the harvest eventually ended, or how they would continue to survive, but she wasn’t ready to submerge herself into that concern just yet. She had done as she set out to do that night in the canoe: feed herself and her brother. Certainly, her goal hadn’t been realized quite the way she’d intended, but that’s how it usually went. Knowing what you wanted and then doing something—anything—about it was a big part of the battle.

And in this case, it turned out a hundred times better than she’d ever dreamed. She was now able to feed her entire family, keep some of her family’s creditors at bay, and, since most of her meals were provided by the Klahrs, which meant less money was needed for food, she could even buy a few ‘luxuries’ like new dinner plates for the house and shoes for Hansel. To Gretel, it was all a miracle; two weeks ago such a scenario seemed far beyond impossible.

Even Gretel’s school work had improved. Her grades, which had been dropping steadily, quickly began to trend upwards, and the combative behavior which had shortened so many of her school days over the past couple of months suddenly became agreeable and helpful. Gretel even became somewhat amicable with her classmates, and though her schedule allowed little time for outside socializing, she had made one or two friends.

Of course, she recognized many of these changes were due to her fear that any news of mischief in school might find its way back to the Klahrs, but it was also more than that: for the first time in months, Gretel felt happy. And it wasn’t that fleeting kind of happiness which arrives seemingly from nowhere and then evaporates with the same lack of reason. It was a consistent happiness—that underlying peace that seems always to flow beneath the surface of certain people, subliminally repeating to them throughout the day that everything is okay. That no matter what happens, everything is okay. Those people who have never been without the feeling might label it ‘contentment,’ but Gretel was new to the feeling, and it was one she was now dedicated to for life.

“Gretel, the pies!” Amanda Klahr barked her raspy command at Gretel as she carried the oversized platter of biscuits out the front door to the waiting table of hungry pickers.

The men were mostly quiet and undemanding, particularly when it came to Mrs. Klahr, but she was as adamant as any city restaurant manager about having their meals to them hot and on time. Gretel surmised this came from a combination of pride and motivation, figuring the men would work hard for her if she worked hard for them. Plus, as far as Gretel could tell, the picking months were the only time of the year the Klahrs had company, and Mrs. Klahr enjoyed the entertaining part of the whole thing.

The Klahrs had long ago moved the daily meals of the workers outside where cleanup would be easier and space wouldn’t be an issue. Georg Klahr had constructed a large wooden table for the purpose, with permanent benches on either side and a flat patio area made of clay brick. The giant table ran the entire length of the patio and was quite a marvel of construction. She had never measured it, but Gretel figured the table must have been twenty feet long. It was the length of a table that kings might dine at, Gretel thought, though its impurities and unfinished design made it suitable only for the environment in which it now stood. The whole area was actually quite beautiful, though Gretel couldn’t imagine that the space was used much at any other time of the year. But it served its purpose well, and the scene of men seated around the table resembled something closer to a family reunion than a migrant worker lunch hour.

“I’ve got them, Ma’am! I’m right behind you.” Gretel slipped on the oven mitts and took two pies from the oven, setting them on the stove top and grabbing the remaining two from the back of the rack. She placed the four pies on a large serving board and followed Mrs. Klahr through the door which, mercifully, she had left open.

Saturday: Gretel’s favorite day of the week. And her busiest. She’d been at work for five hours now and it was only eleven a.m.

Gretel set the first pie at one end of the huge table and continued down toward the other end, spacing the remaining pies evenly so as to make them accessible to everyone. Gretel could feel the eyes of the men—not on her, but on the food. With great restraint the men sat sturdy, watching, waiting for the women to finish their roles and signal for them to begin. And when the signal came, the men wasted no time moving in.

They were courteous, of course, taking one biscuit at a time, or one spoon of potatoes or chili, and then passing the dish on. But when they began, they ate everything. Soup pots were bone dry when the hour was up. The boards of roast beef or game hens or whatever main course was served that day were cleaned by the workers as if they had come from the wash bin. The tea pitchers, the greens, and the seemingly never-ending bowls of apples and pears were drained without pause.

And then there were the pies.

Amanda Klahr’s pies were staggering and had become so popular among the men that Gretel had suggested to Mrs. Klahr they be served first. Mrs. Klahr put up a mild protest at first but came around after testing the idea and receiving applause from the men when she placed them on the table at the beginning of the meal. From that point on, pies had been the appetizer at each lunch and dinner, whether they were made with fruit, meat or potatoes.

Gretel placed the last pie on the table and stepped back, placing her hands properly in front of her, waiting as a servant in a mansion might for any further requests. Gretel loved to watch the men as they began the feast. She reveled in it. There was such joy in that first moment, and the moments just after the first bites, from men who spent most of the day looking stoic and grim. The ear-touching smirks and agreeable nods that sprang up around the table when Mrs. Klahr finally said ‘enjoy’ in her ironic, understated manner made Gretel glow inside. She wanted to clap for the men, encourage them to ‘take more, there’s plenty!’

Of course, she said nothing and waited for Mrs. Klahr to flap her back to the kitchen for the next task.

“They’re not children,” Mrs. Klahr scolded amusingly. “You shouldn’t watch them like that.”

Gretel smiled, nodding toward the table. “I don’t think they mind. In fact, I don’t think they would notice if I was standing here naked.”

Mrs. Klahr laughed and put her arm around Gretel, leading her back to the house where, once inside, Gretel went right for the kitchen and began cleaning the floors and range top. She worked fast, knowing that the dishes that awaited her after the men finished would take up most of her time until dinner, which she would need to help Mrs. Klahr prepare.

“Pace yourself child! My goodness! You’ll be an old woman before you become a young woman!”

Gretel smiled conspiratorially and continued scrubbing. “With all the food I eat now, I’ll get fat if I don’t move this fast.”

“Well I can’t afford you getting sick, so don’t overdo it.”

And this was a truth Gretel had come to accept.

For the Klahrs, Gretel had evolved from a charity case to a necessity in only a few short weeks. She didn’t know how they ever got through a harvest without her, though Gretel assumed they must have hired some kind of temporary helper, perhaps the wife or daughter of one of the pickers. The fact was: this day was a typical day for Gretel, and Mrs. Klahr’s cautions to take it easy were simply courtesies. The work Gretel had been given was hard and heavy, and the pace at which she moved was what was required for it to get done. And Gretel was naturally suited for it.

At first, of course, the hours and work seemed impossible, particularly during those first two or three days; but Gretel’s body adjusted quickly, not just in terms of her stamina, but also in her physique. The carrying of pots and baskets, as well as her newly-discovered love for rowing (the Klahr’s had gifted Gretel a set of old oars), had quickly transformed her biceps and shoulders and thighs into those of an athlete. Gretel was accustomed to hard work on her land and household, but those duties had mostly been limited to feeding livestock, cleaning stalls, and mopping floors. The work she was doing now had made her lean and wiry, and she even seemed to have grown an inch or two.

She was becoming the woman her mother had always envisioned.

“Hi Gretel.”

Gretel paused at the sink, trying to place the voice before turning around. It was young, male, and definitely one she had heard before. Not one of the workers—they rarely spoke to Gretel except to say ‘please’ or ‘thank you.’ Certainly never to engage in idle kitchen talk

Gretel flipped the dishtowel across her shoulder and spun toward the voice. A smile reflexively spread across her face at the sight of the boy in front of her. It was Officer Stenson’s son.

For the moment, Gretel couldn’t recall his name, which was odd considering she had replayed her encounter with the boy virtually every night for almost a month following their whirlwind meeting.

But so much had changed since then. She’d quickly began to rebuild her life—thanks almost entirely to the Klahrs—and had spent as little time as possible on the ‘what ifs?’ of the past few months. What if The System had found her mother? or What if Petr was her boyfriend? There was no room for fantasy in Gretel’s life right now. Her actual life was working, and she wasn’t going to waste it wishing she were somewhere or someone else.

Even with her mother, whom she still thought about several times a day, Gretel refused to descend the path of ‘if only Deda hadn’t gotten sick and mother hadn’t gone to take care of him and...’ She had learned at fourteen what most people never did: regrets were a waste of time.

But now, months later, here was the mysterious son of The System officer. Petr Stenson. That angelic face from the window was now appearing to Gretel in the center of the Klahrs’ kitchen, as if in a dream, looking as beautiful as she’d remembered him.

Gretel forced down her smile and shook her head quickly, blinking in confusion. “Hi,” was all she could manage.

“It’s Petr,” he said, recognizing that perhaps his name had escaped her.

“Right, Petr. Are you...here with your father? Is there news about my mother or something?” There was only the hint of hope in Gretel’s voice, mostly the tone was bewilderment.

“No, no, nothing like that. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to...I’m actually working here during the final weeks of the harvest. The academy agreed to accept me for the fall, with the condition I enroll immediately. They wanted to see if I’m suitable, I suppose. Anyway, the spring session has ended and the summer session doesn’t start for a few weeks, and my father wanted me to work during my time off instead of staying home. I guess he thinks it will keep me out of trouble.”

“So your father knows the Klahrs?” Gretel asked.

“I don’t think so. But my roommate this spring at Hengst worked for them last season, and he told me they always need workers to finish up the season.”

None of this sounded plausible to Gretel, but she continued with the conversation. “This isn’t too far out for you?” she asked.

Petr laughed, “Of course it’s too far, but what am I to do? I don’t make the decisions.” He bounced his gaze around the kitchen before his eyes landed back on Gretel. “Besides, I kind of like it out here.”

Gretel blushed and looked away, swallowing hard, the sting of the boys piercing blue eyes lingering on hers. She composed herself and met the boy’s look again, quickly running through the circumstances of this meeting, none of which added up, of course. That she had met Petr at all that first day was unlikely—he’d happened to be with his dad, and his dad had happened to leave his notebook behind in her living room?

And now she was expected to believe that this same kid had been referred to the Klahr orchard by a schoolmate at some snooty academy? Most of the workers in the orchard had never made it past grade school, let alone been to private secondary schools.

With these calculations, Gretel’s defenses rocketed to the surface, with anger leading the way. She had little patience for lies—especially from teenage boys—and even less patience for those who looked to take advantage of the people she loved.

“What is his name?” Gretel asked.

Petr’s smile dipped slightly and his eyes widened for an instant. “Who’s that?”

“Who’s that?” she repeated, mimicking the look on Petr’s face and tone of his voice. “You know damn well who I mean! What is the name of your roommate? He worked here last summer, did he? Don’t you think that’s an easy enough thing for me to check?”

Gretel was close to yelling now, and had taken a step forward. She was now only a foot or two from Petr’s face.

“What is his name?” she asked again, enunciating each word in staccato jabs.

“Gretel!” a voice barked.

Shaken from her hypnotic attack, Gretel turned to see Mr. Klahr standing tall in the foyer, his chiseled face expressionless and his eyes locked on hers. He had called her name the way a parent might to a disorderly child in a public place, whispery, with jaws clenched.

“Yes, sir,” she whispered. She was breathing heavily now, her eyes blurred with a mixture of fear and anger.

“What has gotten to you, Gretel?” Mr. Klahr’s voice contained more concern than anger. “This is how you speak to our workers now?”

“No, Mr. Klahr, but—”

“That’s enough then.”

Mr. Klahr walked slowly to Gretel, his eyes softening as he extended his arms and placed his hands on her shoulders.

“That’s quite enough, Gretel. I want you to go home now. You’ve worked far too much lately, and with all of your schoolwork, I fear you’re exhausted.”

Gretel had plenty of words to come back with—how this outburst had nothing to do with work or school, and that Petr was suspicious, and that she needed the money—but she knew speaking them would be a waste. When Mr. Klahr made his decision, it was made.

Besides, she was tired, and a day of rest wasn’t the worst thing she’d ever been told to do. She silently slid the dishtowel from her shoulder and placed it over the basin and then walked toward the door, glaring once more at Petr Stenson before turning the knob.

“His name was Francis,” said Mr. Klahr.

Gretel looked over her shoulder at her employer.

“Petr’s roommate, his name was Francis.”

***
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PETR’S FIRST WEEK HAD come and gone with him saying little more than ‘Hello’ to Gretel, and she now regretted her tirade. It was more than just the scolding she’d received from Mr. Klahr, she’d completely overreacted, showing no grace in her behavior.

She still believed Petr’s employment at the Klahr orchard to be an unbelievable coincidence, but apparently coincidences did happen, as was confirmed by Mr. Klahr himself. And now the result was that she’d alienated a potential friend. And maybe something more.

But what did it matter really? The harvest was ending soon and Petr would return to school. And Gretel had far more pressing thoughts to consider, the most important of which being her plans for after the harvest. Her family had come to depend on the money she was earning—for food, for medicine, for everything—and though the end had always been in sight, there was nothing in place for the future. But why was this her concern anyway? Gretel was just fourteen after all, and yet the primary adult in her life, her father, had become reliant on his daughter’s temporary, part-time job. It was despicable to Gretel, and she had all but shed any remaining sympathy for his sickness. His recovery had plateaued, apparently, and though Gretel had been able to pay a doctor to reexamine him, he hadn’t found any real reason for her father’s lack of progress. ‘Some people just recover more slowly,’ the doctor told them, ‘there’s not much that can be done.’ But he was bed-bound twenty hours a day, and Gretel began to regard him, fairly or not, as just plain lazy.

And frankly, Hansel was Gretel’s only real concern now, though she saw very little of him lately; he certainly must have missed his sister just as she did him. But that was a consequence of necessity, and they would all be better off for it. In fact, her being gone was probably good for the boy’s development, not having his sister around all the time to impart feminine softness into his personality. He needed to become strong, male, and, with an invalid as a father, Hansel would need to learn this from the world. And, indeed, Hansel was slowly making friendships with other boys in the community—not all of them Gretel’s first choices, but safe enough. There certainly hadn’t been adequate dedication and follow-through on his schoolwork—Gretel could only do so much—but Hansel had always been a solid student, and as long as he stayed away from trouble, she figured that part would work out fine. And so far, as much as Gretel could tell, her brother was keeping his nose clean.

It was Odalinde Gretel most worried about. She’d kept out of Gretel’s hair for the most part, as it concerned her work and other things, but the longer she stayed on, working for free, the more Gretel distrusted her. The Morgan farm was no great land treasure—in fact it was slowly becoming ruinous—but it was property, and if Odalinde had her sights on it, who knew what intentions she had ultimately.

Gretel had been saving though, putting some cash away after each day’s wages, leaving only enough for Odalinde to pay the creditors and feed herself and her father. Gretel had splurged some in the beginning, but she’d been frugal otherwise, and had saved up a decent stipend. When the Klahr gig was up, she would offer it all to Odalinde, with the condition that she leave quietly. She wasn’t sure what she’d tell her father, or how she would care for him, but she needed that woman out of her house. Of course, Gretel had no illusions the payoff would work—she was old enough to understand that if Odalinde was the evil figure Gretel imagined her to be, the woman could have robbed them long ago—but maybe a lump payment was just what she was waiting for, and Gretel had to try.

Gretel finished her dinner duties and after the dishes were cleared and cleaned—and she herself had finally eaten—Gretel said her goodbyes to the Klahrs and rowed back across the lake, deciding to forego her normal routine of canoeing down to the Stein mill before going home.

She walked inside and instinctively put on a pot of coffee before checking on a sleeping Hansel, and then unpacked her schoolbooks and walked out to the porch, where she piled the considerable stack on the table. Among a few other assignments, she had her final biology test tomorrow. It would be a late night.

She dove right in, opening to a chapter on Mendel and his discoveries in genetics. She read the first page and then thought better of it, figuring such dry reading should wait until the effects of the caffeine had been fully realized. Instead she just sat quietly, reflecting on her day in the orchard and Mrs. Klahr’s kitchen, feeding and cleaning and bantering with the Klahrs and the pickers. And Petr Stenson, with whom she guessed she should try to make amends.

The thoughts started well and then began to careen again into the darkness of her future once the harvest ended. Gretel had visited the outskirts of this topic in her mind for weeks, but always backed away, not ready to face it. Everything had happened so quickly! The Klahr’s, the job, the sudden abundance of food—it was all so wonderful that she hadn’t really made any plans beyond. But it would come to an end when the last pickers left the orchard, and Gretel didn’t know what she would do then.

The pot on the stove began to percolate, and Gretel walked to the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee. She immediately drank half of it—black—and then refilled the mug, flavoring it now with milk and sugar. Before her work at the Klahr orchard, Gretel had occasionally drunk coffee in the morning, usually on a lazy Sunday or holiday, but now she drank it habitually at night, and thanked God that He had blessed the Earth with such a miracle. She’d have never lasted the first week on the job without it.

The caffeine hit Gretel almost immediately, and the energy made her feel a notch better about the future. She was determined to maintain this life she’d made over the past few weeks, and if she had to knock on the door of every farmer in the Back Country to find work, she’d do it. She had experience now, and an apparent talent, and the Klahrs would certainly give a good reference to any potential employer. It wouldn’t be easy, but that she would find work she had little doubt. She would make herself irreplaceable to the family that took her on.

Gretel now surged with inspiration and decided a row on the lake was exactly what was needed. She would study the biology chapter later; right now there was too much inside her to focus on the inherited traits of pea plants. Her canoe excursions were peaceful and cleansing and helped to untangle the thoughts that had silently built up during the day but which Gretel had not been able to tackle fully. She seldom missed a night on the lake, as she had done tonight, and now, with her mind overrun with thoughts of the future, she knew why.

When Gretel first started at the orchard, Mr. Klahr had offered to pick her up in the mornings and take her home at night—offers which Gretel had politely refused. At first she had done so because she didn’t want to burden her employer or be bound by their schedules—she wanted to arrive as early as possible and leave when it was time to go. But eventually the rowing had become the reason. She cherished it. Every part of it. The smell of the wood and the water, the air on her face and neck as it drafted past her, and, of course, the results of her efforts, both on her mind and muscles. The short canoe ride home had become such a pleasure to Gretel that by the third day she had expanded her commute, rowing down to the Stein mill or up toward the abandoned cannery. Some nights the paddling was leisurely and calm, other nights it was as fierce as a slave galley. Tonight would be the latter. Gretel felt the need to be strong.

Gretel poured the last swallow of coffee into the sink and washed the cup out, turning it face down to dry on the towel next to the basin, and then walked to the front door.

“Gretel,” a voice said from somewhere in the house.

It was her father, and though the words were calm and measured, they bit into the back of Gretel’s neck as if they had been screamed.

Gretel stepped away from the door and walked back through the kitchen to get a view of the family room where it sounded like her father had spoken. And there he was, sitting on the couch smiling, Odalinde next to him with a similar look on her face.

“What’s going on, Papa?”

“Sit down,” her father said, pointing at one of the chairs that sat opposite the sofa.

Gretel walked slowly to the chair, never taking her stare off the couple sitting across from her. Her father looked misplaced on the couch, artificial, like a mannequin strategically positioned to showcase the couch in some bizarre showroom. Tears welled in Gretel’s eyes though she couldn’t have said why at the time.

“Gretel,” her father said, “Odalinde and I have some news.”

Gretel said nothing, waiting.

“We’re getting married, Gretel.”

There was a feeling in Gretel’s body of collision and nausea, and she stifled a gag as her hand reached reflexively for her stomach. She had the sudden urge to release her bowels. Her face flooded with blood and adrenaline; somehow—incredibly—she kept her tears at bay.

Gretel immediately thought of Mr. Klahr’s question that first night, and the look on his face at the time. He knew this was coming and had felt sorry for her. How naive she was! Of course they were getting married! It was obvious even to Mr. Klahr, a stranger at the time, a man who saw her family only occasionally from across a lake. And yet Gretel hadn’t seen it coming!

Instinctively, protectively, her thoughts went to the lake. She wished more than anything that she was drifting on it now, listening to the groan of the bullfrogs and the light plop, plop of jumping fish. Why hadn’t she rowed tonight instead of coming straight home? Ultimately it wouldn’t have made a difference, the revelation she’d just heard would have been told eventually, but maybe it would have been put off for the night.

“Married?” Gretel finally said, not able to manage even a trace of joy in her tone or expression.

“I proposed this morning and Odalinde accepted.” Heinrich Morgan managed a dull smile and looked to his fiancé. “The wedding will be in the winter. Just after Christmas perhaps.”

Her father’s words seemed to be coming from somewhere in Gretel’s imagination, as if she were playing a game in her mind, conjuring the most horrible scenes that could possibly occur in her life, just so that she may better appreciate what her life actually was. Her stomach tightened further and Gretel prepared to run for the bathroom, but the wave subsided.

“I’d like you to be in my wedding, Gretel,” Odalinde said flatly, though with a mock formality that was appropriate for the occasion.

Gretel ignored her and said to her father, “Is she pregnant?

“Gretel!” her father snapped.

Gretel finally looked at Odalinde, stunned, realizing the hurtfulness of her question. But the inquiry wasn’t meant to be mean-spirited; it was the only genuine reason Gretel could come up with for the engagement.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and with those words the tears finally came.

Gretel ran from the family room and out the front door down to the lake. Tonight she would row as she’d never rowed before.

***
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THOUGH SULLEN AND SPIRITLESS, Gretel rose the next morning and, as usual, arrived early for work. She tried to keep things to herself, but the morning chaos had hardly begun before Mrs. Klahr uncovered the source of her young apprentice’s mood.

“Surely you must have suspected this could happen, Gretel?” Mrs. Klahr said. She spoke softly, in a tone intended to diminish the impact of her recent upset, not to point out Gretel’s naiveté.

“Yes ma’am, I suppose I did,” Gretel replied. “That first night, in this very kitchen, Mr. Klahr asked me if those were my father’s intentions, so I must have had some idea. I tried not to think of it, I guess. I just wanted to go home one day and have her be gone.” Gretel looked at the ceiling as she spoke, as if the feelings inside of her were suddenly organizing themselves in a way that made sense. “She doesn’t love my father.”

Mrs. Klahr let Gretel’s words resonate, being in no position to confirm or deny the statement.

The two women sat without speaking for several moments before the sound of Mr. Klahr’s boots striding thunderously in from the orchard fractured the silence. He sensed the mood instantly, and Mrs. Klahr filled him in on the relevant facts. He nodded thoughtfully, his discomfort palpable. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I...I know how you feel about her.”

Gretel mouthed an inaudible ‘thank you’, and sat frowning with her elbows splayed on the kitchen table and her fists screwed into her cheeks.

Mr. Klahr shot his wife a glance. “Gretel, we need to talk to you about something else,” he said.

Gretel felt her stomach tighten and her eyes flicked up wide to meet Mr. Klahr’s. “Yes? What is it?” She guessed maybe it was to do more with her behavior toward Petr and braced for admonishment.

“As you know, the harvest is ending. By the end of next week, we’ll be done.” Mr. Klahr paused for a moment and stared at Gretel intensely. “When we took you on, it was temporary, with the understanding that when the season is over, your work would be done here.”

“I know,” Gretel said. Her voice wobbled, pitching upwards on the word ‘know.’

She sat up straight and closed her eyes, focusing whatever restraint remained inside her on not shedding tears. She’d done far too much of that lately. She felt a tear creeping over her bottom lashes and quickly caught it with her thumb. She squeezed her eyes tight and shivered once to clear any remaining sobs, then smiled weakly at Mr. Klahr, embarrassed at her fragility.

“Gretel, you don’t understand.” Mr. Klahr grabbed Gretel’s hands. “We want you to stay on with us.”

The words hung in the air, drifting around the kitchen like ghosts.

Gretel’s smile fell straight. “What?”

It was Mr. Klahr’s turn to smile now. “In case you hadn’t noticed Gretel, we’re old.”

“You’re the strongest people I know,” Gretel said absently, irrelevantly.

“We do fine, Gretel, and we don’t complain much. But we ache as much as the next people, and we aren’t beyond needing help.” He squeezed her hands tighter. “We’d have never made it through this harvest without you.”

Gretel sat staring, stupidly she imagined, and as the reality of the offer set in, she couldn’t restrain herself anymore, and the sobs came out in huge coughing waves. Her mother would have been mortified, but Gretel didn’t care.

Then, as if possessed, she launched herself toward Mr. Klahr and threw her arms around him, his eyes widening in reflexive fear. He caught her and briefly held her at a distance, before bringing her into a full embrace. “It’s true! You’ve been a godsend!”

Gretel pulled away and looked at Mr. Klahr quizzically, wiping her nose with her sleeve the way a five-year-old might. “But what will I do?” she said, almost panicking, “when the harvest is done?”

Amanda Klahr laughed. “Oh, my dear, there are plenty of things in your life to worry on, having enough work to do around here is not one of those things.”

Gretel laughed at this and then stopped abruptly, suddenly awestruck by the strong, plump woman that sat before her. Gretel walked around the table to Mrs. Klahr and gently wrapped her arms around the old woman’s neck, making a silent vow to take care of her for the rest of her life. “Thank you,” was all she could manage.

“You’re very welcome, love,” Mrs. Klahr said, “but you don’t seem to understand that this is not charity. We really do need you.”

“Thank you anyway, both of you.”

“And this also doesn’t solve the problem of your father.”

This fact sobered Gretel only slightly. “No, it doesn’t. But one thing at a time. Right now I’m too happy to care. Besides, I haven’t even started on breakfast and I hear the men mulling around outside already.”

“Oh please,” Mrs. Klahr said, “they’re glad to wait. It only means they get to start working later. They get the same wage either way. But I imagine you are right, we should get going.”

Mr. Klahr stood to leave. “Welcome to the family, Gretel. For good.” And with that he walked out.

The rest of that day Gretel worked with an energy she’d never felt before. She took no break at lunch, instead grabbing a roll on the fly and a slice of pie while she waited for the dishes to come in. At dinner, she playfully teased the pickers as she placed their food on the table, and after, when the final plate was cleared, she alone wiped down the huge table and swept the patio clean (a chore that usually waited until morning). And when Saturday evening arrived, and her week was down to its final hour, the fierceness of her work endured, as she scrubbed the cabinets to a shine.

“I want you to take next week off,” Amanda Klahr stated flatly, continuing to dry a bowl and not looking at Gretel.

Gretel giggled, wiping the pantry door down. “Yes ma’am, thank you. Perhaps I’ll fly off to the tropics and catch up on my sun.”

“I’m not joking, Gretel, I want you to rest. I’ve spoken with Mr. Klahr and he agrees.”

Mrs. Klahr caught Gretel’s stare, hardening her face to demonstrate the seriousness of her words.

“There’s not enough work in the field for all the pickers anyway, so I’ll put some of them to work in the house. Most of the meals have already been prepared so the cooking will be easy. It’s just a matter of heating the food.” She softened her tone. “Listen, if you’re going to work here, you’ll need to establish some balance in your life, and we’re both concerned that you aren’t focusing enough on being a young girl. I don’t think I’ve ever even heard you mention friends.”

This wasn’t what Gretel had in mind with her new duties, and was speechless. And scared at the prospect of a week without pay.

As if reading Gretel’s mind, Amanda Klahr said, “We’ll pay you of course. It’s our decision, not yours, so of course we’ll pay you.”

“I couldn’t...” Gretel said weakly, still dazed by the order.

“You can and you will. I don’t want to see you anywhere near this property until next Monday. We will give your regrets to the workers since most of them will be gone by then.”

“Most?”

“Petr will stay for a few weeks longer, as a favor to his father.”

Gretel tried to think of more reasons to protest her hiatus—some necessity the Klahrs hadn’t considered perhaps—but she came up with nothing, and as the reality of a vacation slowly took hold in her imagination, she quickly warmed to the idea. Not only for the much-needed rest, but school was coming to an end, and with her final tests looming at the end of the week, time off would be an invaluable gift.

But perhaps the best part was she could finally reconnect with Hansel—at least enough to find out if there were any major problems that needed tackling. From afar things seemed fine with the boy, but a closer look wouldn’t hurt.

And she could spend extra time rowing as well, perhaps take the canoe past the cannery one day and picnic in Rifle Field. Because of her schedule at the orchard, her leisure rowing was always done at night, in complete darkness or the gloam; and all her plans for Sunday jaunts to explore the lake always disintegrated into more sleep. Not this week. This week she’d row in the light of the sun every day.

Of course, time off from work also meant more chances to clutch horns with Odalinde. The two women had spoken very little since Gretel started working, and though to an outsider that might have appeared to strain them further, in Gretel’s mind this was a mutual benefit. The edges of their relationship had sharpened severely in the days just prior to Gretel starting at the orchard, and time apart was needed medicine.

But if storm clouds did start forming this week, Gretel figured she had enough outlets to keep away from the nurse.

She also made the promise that this was the week she’d get into her future stepmother’s cabinet beneath the sink.
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CHAPTER NINE
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As she did most Sundays, Gretel spent the bulk of her day in her room sleeping and reading. But by Monday afternoon, with the school day over and her body rested, she was eager to begin her vacation.

She was still struggling with the idea of so much free time, and all that was still to be done for the final week of harvest, but the order had been given to take the time, and she was determined not to waste it.

An appreciable relief had filled the room when Gretel relayed the news to her family—including Odalinde—regarding her newly-gained permanent employment, and she was proud to have provided that relief. Her father had wept at the news, as did Hansel (no doubt because his father had), and her soon-to-be stepmother gave a wide, quizzical smile that Gretel found unusual, almost as if she were reassessing Gretel, that she had perhaps underestimated her.

The other part of the deal—that Gretel would spend the upcoming week free from her duties (and would be paid for it)—Gretel decided to keep to herself, figuring it was no one’s business but hers and would only result in requests for her time. She had a lot to do this week and she couldn’t be bothered with other people’s concerns.

Gretel’s first order of business was figuring a way inside Odalinde’s cabinet beneath the sink. This was, she reasoned, her house, and now that she was providing for the house, including paying for the food that filled the cabinets, she had every right to know what else was inside them. Even that one.

And if it turned out not to be the repository of danger and mystery that Gretel suspected it was, the nagging curiosity of the whole thing would at least be settled.

Odalinde’s only routine outing each week occurred on Thursdays, when she left precisely at four in the afternoon and returned sometime around eight; this according to Hansel, who hadn’t a clue where she went. Gretel mentally added the uncovering of that mystery to the list of things she would attempt to tackle this week.

But that was a problem for later. Gretel’s concern now was to discover the contents of the cabinet, and how, if at all, they affected her family. If, in the end, it turned out Odalinde was only storing photos of her dead grandmother, or some ancient love letters from a teenage sweetheart, then so be it. But Gretel knew instinctively it was more than that.

The current lock on the cabinet was formidable, and, in fact, was a replacement for the one Gretel’s father had put in originally when Odalinde first arrived—Odalinde declaring that lock to be ‘perfectly unsuitable.’ She had made some reference to ‘Back Country burglars,’ but Gretel had never heard of such a thing and concluded ‘Back Country burglars’ was just code for ‘Hansel and Gretel.’

Gretel’s first idea to access the cabinet was to go in through the side of one of the adjoining cabinets, removing it, or even cutting a small hole that could be glued back once the contents were known. But the walls of the cupboard were solid wood, oak probably, and to go through them would have required more destruction than she’d be able to cause and repair in one short evening.

Her other idea was to go in from the top, through the sink above the cabinet; but, similar to the walls, the basin was heavy, and would have been far too difficult for her to remove, especially with all the attached plumbing. And she hadn’t the time to find someone with the skills to deal with all that. No, the only way in, she decided, was through the door. And that meant she needed the key.

This conclusion sat well with Gretel, and she was filled with hope. Getting the key would surely prove difficult, but not impossible, and she’d have to plan the thing carefully. But that it could be done, she was more than hopeful.

Gretel ruminated on the framework of a plan for a while before dropping the subject entirely and spending the remainder of Monday rowing on the lake, clearing her mind of any plans or plots or fantasies of the future. She’d only recently learned the sacredness of quiet, and the cleansing properties of it, and considered this new exercise in nothingness—she thought of it as having a ‘white mind’—to be no less valuable than engaging her brain in the throes of work. The natural marvel of trees and water and untarnished air that had surrounded Gretel since birth were suddenly awakened to her, and she now basked in their stillness whenever possible. There was a time for designing and scheming, obviously, and she took pride in her industrious and conspiratorial inclinations, but she also had no doubt that peril awaited the unrested mind. And, in fact, it was often in the times of total clarity and peace that the ideas she needed most came to her.

And here it had come again, just as she began to turn the small boat that had become her sanctuary back toward home: the keys to Odalinde’s cabinet were always kept in her bag, and her bag was never left unattended. If Gretel could pull her away from the bag, distract her for just a minute, she could grab them.

She had an idea, and she would need Hansel’s help. It was by no means an infallible plan, but it was something.

***
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THE NEXT DAY GRETEL decided to walk with Hansel from school, which was something she hadn’t done since she started working at the orchard. She needed to discuss the newly-devised plan with him, and this, she figured, would be the safest time. Other than her erratic shopping jaunts, and the Thursday night outing, Odalinde always seemed to be around, and had a knack for appearing from the shadows of a tree or the back of a dimly-lit room during a conversation, or entering a room just when the gist of a thought was being spoken. She was sneaky—it was always the first word that came to Gretel’s mind when she thought of her future stepmother—and she, Gretel, was taking no chances of being overheard.

But Gretel also regretted the pretense of ‘catching up’ with her brother as the reason she was walking with him today, and despite her eagerness to construct the plan, and the reasonable explanation that she was off work for the week, she aborted the discussion for the time being. She realized the time together should be used to catch up with him, to rediscover Hansel’s life; the plot against Odalinde could wait a few hours, even a day if necessary.

“Are you going to try for any teams next year? Soccer maybe? You like soccer, right?”

“I’m not good at soccer,” Hansel replied flatly, “I’m not fast enough.”

“What? That’s silly! You’re plenty fast for soccer! And besides, you don’t need to be fast for all the positions.” Gretel was giving it a go, but it felt forced. Clearly she was rusty at engaging her brother. And she really did want to encourage him to go out for a team!

“I don’t like it anyway,” Hansel said, and that was the end of that. The boy was going to play or he wasn’t, and what she said wasn’t going to change anything.

The siblings walked the road in silence for several minutes.

“Do you like her, Hansel?” Gretel finally said, “Odalinde, I mean.”

Hansel looked over at his sister, trying to gauge the answer she wanted. But Gretel kept her face as casual and neutral as the tone of her voice.

“I don’t know. Sometimes, I guess,” Hansel answered.

Gretel nodded, maintaining her breezy air.

“I know you hate her though.”

Gretel stopped walking and Hansel followed suit, sheepishly avoiding his sister’s eyes in the process. She scrunched her forehead and smiled weakly at Hansel. “What? No. I...I don’t...I don’t really hate her.” She glanced at the sky. “No, that’s not the right word. I just...I guess I just don’t trust her. And that’s only because I don’t know anything about her.” Her voice became shrill. “And now, all of a sudden, she’s marrying Father, moving into our house for good, and we don’t really know anything about her.”

Gretel stopped, and then dropped her voice to its normal pitch and slowed her tempo.

“I know that Odalinde and I have had our conflicts, but we’re both women, Hansel, and sometimes...I don’t know, sometimes women take a little longer to get along. It doesn’t really make sense, but it’s true.”

Gretel felt she was losing control of the conversation, and in doing so making Hansel feel more insecure, which was the opposite of her intention. If she wasn’t going use this time to pitch her brother on being an accomplice to some future cabinet raid, she wanted at least to restore some stability to his psyche. Maybe even make him laugh a time or two. What she didn’t want was to get him thinking that his future stepmother was out to steal their home and Father, and that she couldn’t be trusted. And that seemed to be right where the conversation was headed.

They both started again toward home and Gretel stayed quiet the rest of the way, disappointed at her clumsiness. She decided she may not ask for Hansel’s help at all. It meant she would have to come up with another idea since her original plan called for his diversion, but so be it. If he wasn’t ready, then it wasn’t fair to involve him. But either way, Hansel or not, Gretel still had every intention of finding out what was in that cabinet.

The children reached the long, dusty driveway that led to the Morgan house when Hansel finally spoke. “I know something about her,” he said.

From the tone of her brother’s voice, Gretel could instantly tell this ‘something’ was not insignificant, and she stopped quickly, grabbing Hansel’s arm lightly and turning him toward her. She studied his eyes and could see that he had struggled with this knowledge for a while now, and probably had more than one internal debate about whether to share it. Gretel felt a bit angry at first—that he hadn’t trusted her with this information—but the feeling fell away as quickly as it developed. The truth was if he had known this thing two months ago—this secret—there was no doubt he’d have confided in his sister. But Gretel’s work at the orchard had abruptly snatched her out of his life, and with the new figure of Odalinde now tending to Hansel’s daily needs, as cold and neglectful as that figure may have seemed to Gretel, Hansel’s loyalties had become less defined.

“Is it something you want to tell me?” she replied.

Hansel nodded.

Gretel was careful to take it slow. “I understand if you’re scared, Han, and if you don’t want to tell me, whatever it is you know, or you want to tell me some other time, that’s okay.” She placed her finger under her brother’s chin and lifted it to meet his eyes with hers. It was a move her mother had perfected with both her children. “But no matter what,” she said, “I’ll never let anything happen to you. Okay?”

Hansel nodded again, this time more contemplatively. “What about you though? I don’t want anything to happen to you.” He looked away, embarrassed.

Gretel gave a sad smile and sighed, a glaze of tears suddenly blurring her vision. She pulled her brother close and hugged him, resting her cheek on his dirty blond hair. Finally she said, “Do you still think about Mom?”

Hansel paused for a moment, thoughtful, and then said, “I used to think about her every day, “but now sometimes I don’t.”

“That happens to me too. That’s okay. But then I remember to think about her and I get happy. So it’s important that we don’t forget her, okay? She loved us very much. So very much.” And then, “And she wanted us to be happy.”

Hansel let this sink in. “But what if thinking about her makes me sad?”

Gretel squeezed her eyes tight and the tears began to drop on Hansel’s head. “Just don’t forget her, Han,” she said, and used all her will to stifle the sobs forming inside her.

The children stood silently embraced for a moment in the openness of the faded gravel driveway, like two figures holding on for their lives in the eye of a raging storm.

Hansel finally pulled away from his sister and stared coldly into her eyes. “I want to tell you what happened, Gretel. But I don’t want to tell you here.”

***
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RIFLE FIELD RESTED just past the Weinhiemmer Cannery and derived its name from the late afternoon sounds of factory workers, ostensibly drunk, finishing their shifts and then honing their marksmanship skills on those containers deemed unsuitable for market. The cannery itself, once a Back Country pillar of capitalism, had long been abandoned as a result of short-sighted management and a debilitating class-action lawsuit brought about by the families of dozens of botulism victims, several of whom had apparently died.

These days, in addition to being a blot on the landscape, the cannery, with its surrounding fence and sprawling rusted paneling, acted as a barrier to Rifle Field. And with the winding lake that swept past the opposite side of the large swath of land, the field could really only be reached by water.

When Gretel was younger, the Morgan family often picnicked in the field, and occasionally had even kept the name relevant by taking target practice at the side of the cannery. At one point, Heinrich Morgan had even taken steps to maintain the landscape of Rifle Field, hauling the mower out on the canoe to level the grass as well as by planting shrubs and flowers. The constant demands of the farm, however, saw this practice die quickly.

And now, after remaining deserted for so long, Rifle Field had been resurrected as an asylum for Gretel, her own private hideaway from the demands of family and employer. She had, in fact, only taken to land there twice since she began her rowing excursions (she usually couldn’t spare the time and preferred to be on the water anyway), but she considered the field ‘hers’ now, and by all accounts, she was the only person to step foot on it in years. Until today, when her brother disembarked from the canoe and helped lay down the tarp on which they both now sat.

“It was a couple of Saturdays ago.” Hansel began. “Not that long after you started working at the orchard.” He paused. “I think it was Saturday...I know it wasn’t Sunday because you weren’t home.”

Gretel smiled, struggling not to pressure Hansel to the point. He was only eight, after all, and she didn’t want to hurt his feelings or embarrass him by pointing out irrelevancies. They were in no hurry, and if it took all day, Gretel had every intention of letting her brother meander his way to the crux.

“Anyway, Odalinde was getting into her cabinet like she does; you know how she gets into that creepy stoop in front of it?”

Gretel smiled and nodded. Oh, she knew all right.

“I was on the porch watching her, and she knew I was there but she didn’t know I was watching. But she was still covering everything up and staying really close to the door. And then when she was done looking at her stuff or whatever she does, and she was about to lock the door, right at that second Dad called out to her, loud, like he was hurt or scared or something. Right when she was about to lock it.”

He stopped for a moment and his eyes widened. “It was like it was supposed to happen. It was weird.”

Gretel was rapt with attention, not at all surprised at the timing of her father’s call. “And then what?” she said gently.

“And then Odalinde jumped, and almost fell off her heels onto her back. But she caught herself, and then got up and ran to Dad’s room.”

Hansel stopped and looked at Gretel, waiting for the revelation to sink in.

Gretel stared back and finally said, “So?”

“I didn’t think she locked it, Gretel. I could tell, just the way it happened and how she got so surprised. After Dad’s scream, she took the key out of the lock, but I could tell she didn’t turn it to lock the door. I could just tell. And then when she came out of Daddy’s room, she rushed out the front door and drove off in the truck.”

Gretel felt a pang for her brother whenever he regressed to ‘Daddy,’ but she kept silent and her expression fixed.

“I don’t know if she went to get medicine or food or what,” Hansel continued, “but she didn’t say anything. Or even look at me.”

Gretel could see where the story was going, and she hoped more than gold it arrived there.

“So I looked inside, Gretel. I opened it and looked inside.”

Gretel couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Was this true? A grin the length of the lake formed on her face. She was so excited she wanted to grab her brother and squeeze him until he popped. All the elaborate thoughts of taking apart the cabinetry, and her plan of using Hansel as a decoy to pull Odalinde away from her bag so that Gretel could somehow steal the key and...and do what? She didn’t really know, and it didn’t matter! Hansel. Beautiful Hansel!

But Gretel had to be realistic and temper her enthusiasm; what Hansel found only mattered to the extent that he could relay it to her. “What did you find, Han?”

Hansel focused his stare in concentration, trying to get it all right. “I thought there was going to be all kinds of junk inside,” he said, “like loose papers and stuff. But when I opened the door, all I saw was that huge brown bag. You know the one?”

Gretel nodded slowly, hanging on every word.

“So I undid the clasp and started to open it, but then I saw the bag wasn’t all that was inside the cupboard. Behind it, all the way against the back, there was a book. A black book.”

Gretel stared at her brother in astonishment.

“It was your book, Gretel,” he said flatly, “except it wasn’t yours. I checked, yours was still where you always keep it.”

Gretel’s throat tightened and a true fear took hold of her senses. She was terrified, speechless, trying at once both to understand how what Hansel was telling her could be, and what was to be done about it. Finally she managed, “Are you sure?”

“I checked Gretel, your book was there. I know I’m not supposed to know where you keep it, but I...”

Gretel cut him off, “I mean are you sure that it’s the same book? Maybe it just looked the same. Maybe it was just another big black book. About something else.”

“Orphism, Gretel, I read it on the cover. And all those crazy letters inside. It was the same book.” He stopped for a moment, remembering. “But there was something different about hers.”

“What do you mean? Different how?” Gretel was losing her poise now and the shrillness in her voice was returning. She caught herself. “What was different, Han?”

“There was lots of writing in her book—like handwriting, with pencil and ink. It was all over the pages, on every page, in between the sentences and at the tops and bottoms. Everywhere.”

“Writing? Could you read it? Was it English?”

“I could read most of it. It was definitely English, but a lot of it was sloppy and I didn’t really pay that much attention to what it was about. I just flipped through some of the pages—a lot of the pages—and the writing was everywhere.”

It took a moment—longer than she would later admit—to occur to Gretel what it all meant, but when it finally did sink in, she gave a throaty giggle and then started laughing. It could only be one thing. A translation! The words had to be a translation!

She quickly stood up on the tarp and walked off it into the tall grass where she began pacing in short laps, staring at the sky in wonder. Virtually every day for months she’d been looking at this book, trying to decipher a word here and there, hoping to get some idea what it was about. And had been utterly dreadful in doing so. And it turned out, apparently, that she’d been walking past the knowledge every time she entered or left the kitchen. Unbelievable!

Gretel’s head was spinning with the fact that her father’s nurse—whom she trusted no further than she could toss her—was somehow in possession of the same book her grandfather had given her, and which had fascinated her for years. But even that mystery was superseded by the idea of finally knowing what the book was about, and Gretel quickly paced back toward the tarp.

“Did you see at all what it said, Han, anything at all that might have told you what the book was about?”

“I told you, I just flipped through it. I was scared and I...I’m sorry, I...”

“It’s okay, Han,” she interrupted, sensing his fear that she was disappointed in him, “you did great.” Gretel stepped toward her brother and stooped down to his level, taking his head in her hands. She smiled at him and repeated, “You did great.”

Gretel stood up again and walked back onto the grass, this time continuing through the field toward the cannery. She needed a minute to consider everything. The plan was back on: she would still need to get into the cabinet—now more than ever. Whether Odalinde found out that she’d been snooping was less of a concern now that Gretel had probable cause; but at the same time, it was perhaps even more important to be discreet, and she revisited her plan, mentally tweaking the details. Hansel. A diversion.

After a few more moments, Gretel walked back to the tarp where her brother sat cross-legged, his face scrunched in his palms and his elbows propped on his knees. She stared at him a moment and detected a sadness in the boy that she hadn’t noticed before. “Are you okay, Han?”

The boy looked up at his sister and sighed, catching her eyes for just a moment before looking away.

“What’s the matter? Are you upset about the book? This is good, Han. I’m just excited to know what it’s about, that’s all. It doesn’t mean that Odalinde is bad. I mean, it is strange that she has the same book that Deda had, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. It could just be a coincidence.”

“There’s more, Gretel.”

Gretel’s face twisted into confusion. “More what? You said you didn’t know what the book said.”

“I’m not talking about the book.” With that Hansel met his sister’s stare and held it. “I’m talking about the bag.”

The bag. Odalinde’s bag! It was the main reason Gretel wanted to get into the cupboard in the first place, and now she had completely forgotten about it. She’d gotten so excited—elated—about the book she’d forgotten there was anything else in the cabinet and assumed the book was all Hansel would have cared about as well.

Gretel sat down next to her brother slowly, mimicking his Indian-style posture, and scooted close to him, resting her hands in her lap. She saw the seriousness about him and wanted to offset it by assuming a relaxed manner.

“What did you find in the bag, Hansel?”

Hansel looked down into his own lap and then looked over at his sister. “I found another book, a smaller one, with names and stuff on it. Like a phone book, but one you write your own numbers and names in.”

Some type of organizer, Gretel got it. “And did you see a name in there that you knew?” she asked.

Hansel nodded.

Gretel waited for it, deciding to let her brother reveal the name without any further questions.

“There were lots of names on the pages in the book, and I didn’t know any of them at first. Why would I, right?”

“Right.”

“But then I was closing it, to put it back in the bag and be done with it, and I saw a name written on the inside cover, down at the bottom.”

Hansel stared warily at Gretel, preparing her for the name.

“Officer Stenson, Gretel, that officer from The System who came out here.”

“What?” Gretel’s reply was a reflexive whisper, her mouth lingering wide, her eyes alert. Clearly not a name she was expecting.

Hansel nodded in confirmation. “I saw it written there, Gretel, with no first name either, just Officer Stenson. And there was a phone number next to it.”

Hansel paused as his sister digested this latest morsel.

“I guess it could be another Officer Stenson, but I don’t think it is.”

Gretel didn’t think so either. It wasn’t impossible, of course, but neither was a spaceship landing on the roof of their house.

She conjured the image of Officer Stenson now in her mind—not the breezy, affable man she’d first met at the door, but the cold-mannered lawman that walked out of it, so completely unaffected by her father’s demeanor and subtle threats. Amused by them almost.

And she also recalled Petr’s words that day as she stood on the porch watching the boy walk away admonished: I don’t think he’s here to help you.

“Why do you think Odalinde has Officer Stenson’s name in her book, Gretel?”

Snapped from her reverie, Gretel stood quickly, giving the indication that it was time to leave. “I don’t know, Hansel, I haven’t one clue,” she said absently.

“Are you going to ask her?”

“No!” Gretel replied sharply, “and neither are you!” For the moment, Gretel was done with any fragile emotions still brewing in her brother. “Let’s go.”

Hansel helped Gretel fold up the tarp and they carried it back to the canoe before pushing the boat back into the water and paddling away from Rifle Field. It was the last time Hansel would ever set foot on that particular piece of land.

Gretel was quiet until they reached the shoreline of their property. “Hansel,” she said finally, “I’m going to need your help.”

***
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GRETEL STOOD WITH HER hands stuffed in her pockets, the key on the tips of her fingers, and watched casually as Odalinde scurried about the kitchen, double-checking that she had all her things in order before her mysterious Thursday excursion. It was just as Hansel said: she was leaving for the evening, and the urgency of the woman’s movements led Gretel to believe that the outing was not unimportant. She was shallow-breathed and fidgety, all the time having a whispered dialogue with herself as she glanced at the clock about every thirty seconds.

It was strange to see her in such a fuss, her default demeanor being one of such weariness and indifference, and Gretel played mentally with the possibilities. A lover was certainly not unreasonable—perhaps she had a standing tryst with some young ram from town, a weekly roll in the field to satisfy nature’s insistence. Maybe it was even Officer Stenson who was on the receiving end.

But if that were the routine, Gretel would have expected Odalinde to be a bit more adorned than she was at the moment. She wasn’t an ugly woman by any stretch—in fact Gretel thought she had the natural makings to be rather pretty—but there was a vacant, weathered look to her, and she always wore her hair and face with such plainness. And since her arrival, her wardrobe had gradually descended into outright sloppiness, with tonight being no exception. There was little to distinguish her appearance from any regular day around the house, her clothes wrinkled and large on her frame and her hair and face in need of washing.

The other possibility Gretel played with was that Odalinde was off to meet her lawyer or accountant, or perhaps some business-minded partner who would aid her in snatching the Morgan farm out from under the shoes of its familial heirs—namely Gretel and Hansel. It certainly fit with the impression Gretel had of Odalinde as cold and ruthless.

But that fantasy didn’t quite make sense either. Odalinde and her father were engaged after all, and once they were married, the farm would essentially be Odalinde’s anyway. And after father died, which he most certainly would before Odalinde, she would have full authority and ownership of the property. Why would she risk all the fighting and legal tanglings for something that would more or less belong to her in a matter of months?

But then again, patience didn’t appear to be Odalinde’s most renowned characteristic, and the more Gretel considered conspiracy as the back story behind her rendezvous, the more it felt like the truth.

The whole business of staging a diversion to steal the key from the satchel was far easier than Gretel had imagined, and all the planning she and Hansel had done for that purpose now seemed laughable. Odalinde had been so anxious and intent on leaving for the evening, that Hansel’s scream from the bathroom, and the subsequent appearance of a two-foot garter snake in the tub, was more than enough to engage her long enough for Gretel to raid the bag and secure the key.

The only real issue had been the timing: Hansel had to be sure that Odalinde had already taken the bag from the cabinet before sounding his alarm, and Gretel had to be out of the room when it happened, since it was unlikely the woman would have left her alone with it.

But in the end it had all been synchronized perfectly, and by the time Hansel and Odalinde finally wrangled the reptile and secured it in an old hat box, Gretel had the key at the bottom of her pocket and was back outside watering the flowers.

“Will you be gone long?” Gretel asked.

Odalinde gave a measured look toward Gretel and held her eyes, all the time continuing with the details of her departure.

“I only ask because I’m usually not here at this time and I wanted to know if there is anything I need to do for Father while you’re away. Medications and such.”

“He’s fine,” Odalinde replied flatly, dropping her gaze and focusing it on Hansel, “and your brother knows what to do if he has any pain.”

Gretel noted that Odalinde hadn’t answered her original question and decided not to arouse further suspicion by pushing it. She’d really only asked because she thought it might appear suspicious if she took no interest in Odalinde’s outing, being that Gretel had yet to see the woman ever leave the house for any reason other than to shop. Besides, Hansel said she was usually gone for several hours, and Gretel figured that if the answers she sought were to be found in the cabinet, she’d need less than a half hour or so to discover the real story of why the nurse had invaded her family.

“Have you and father set a date yet?” Gretel asked, silently cursing herself immediately after for continuing to engage Odalinde. It was in her own best interest to let the woman get on with her evening, but Gretel couldn’t help herself. Her displeasure and suspicions about the marriage had been on full display over the past week, and she rarely missed an opportunity to highlight them with a snide remark or probing question. In this case, the question was innocent enough, but the suggestion of accusation was unmistakable.

“We’ve got a few in mind,” Odalinde replied tersely, “I’ll be sure to let you know the moment we decide.”

The quick smile on Odalinde’s lips was contrasted by the uneasiness in her eyes, and Gretel grinned, proud at the jab she’d landed.

Gretel stood tall in the kitchen and watched her stepmother-to-be glance at the clock one last time and then shoot a reflexive peek at her before leaving without another word. Just to be sure, Gretel loped to the bedroom window and watched the truck drive off. She was taking no chances.

Once the old Morgan truck was out of sight, Gretel immediately raced to the kitchen and found Hansel waiting eagerly next to the cabinet.

She had some concern that her brother’s feet would get cold about what they were doing, that he would feel he was somehow betraying Odalinde and would then be saddled with this secret throughout his childhood. But his posture and expression indicated only that he was ready to get on with it.

Gretel fished the key from her pocket and kneeled in front of the forbidden cabinet. She slid the key gently into the lock and turned it clockwise. The click of the latch sounded refreshing in her ears, and she looked up at Hansel and flicked her eyebrows conspiratorially.

The light from the kitchen flooded the inside of the cabinet and Gretel saw instantly that it did not contain anything resembling the bulky tome that was Orphism. In fact, the cabinet was empty except for a small address book, presumably the one described by her brother.

Hansel stood behind Gretel, his head nearly resting on her shoulder, and he became immediately defensive by the book’s absence. “It’s not there!” he cried. “It’s not there! But it was! I swear!”

“Of course it was,” Gretel replied, “I believe you. She obviously moved it.” Gretel couldn’t hide her disappointment, and even though it obviously wasn’t Hansel’s fault the book was gone, she was annoyed at him.

“It was there.”

Gretel had to bite her lip to keep from snapping at her brother to forget it and was glad when he didn’t add on further to his deflated words. Besides, all was not lost. There was still the address book. It wouldn’t be the Rosetta Stone to Orphism she was hoping for, but it might answer some questions about Odalinde and her business there.

Gretel’s first observation about the book was that, though apparently well-traveled, it was rather new, certainly newer than she had imagined. Gretel had envisioned something more exotic—a homemade piece with a leather jacket and filled with parchment paper perhaps—something more closely resembling her Orphism book. But this book was ordinary, cheap, the type found in any dime store.

She flipped through the thin pages and found nearly every line filled with names, with only a few blank pages scattered throughout. She stopped randomly on several of the pages and scanned them, looking for any name that she recognized, but found none. There were, of course, several familiar names, but they were common surnames and no matches with first names that she could see.

Gretel finally dropped the wad of pages to the back cover and stared at the name “Stenson” on the inside of the front cover, just as Hansel had said. But it wasn’t exactly as Hansel had said. There was the name ‘Stenson,’ and there was also a phone number, but instead of the word Officer, only an ‘O’ was written. It was understandable her brother would have made that connection, but it was possible there were other possibilities.

“Hansel, get me a piece of paper.”

“For what?”

“Just do it! Hurry!”

Hansel fetched a small leaf of notepaper from the porch and handed it to Gretel, who checked twice the phone number of O. Stenson and then transcribed it to the sheet. She flipped through the organizer one last time and then placed it back in its exact location in the cabinet, checking one last time to see if, perhaps, Orphism had magically appeared in the meantime, which, of course, it hadn’t. She then locked the cabinet and stuffed the key back in her pocket where it would rest until later in the evening when it would reappear for the presumably more difficult trick of being returned to Odalinde’s bag.

But this first task was done. Easy enough. Gretel wasn’t completely satisfied, of course since she still couldn’t decipher her book, but something about seeing the inside of the cabinet and the seeming innocuousness of it made her feel better.

“Gretel?”

Gretel let out a yelp and snapped her head toward the deep rasp that blasted through the kitchen. It was Father, standing hunched in disbelief at the threshold.

“What in God’s name are you doing?”

Gretel was silent and looked to her brother, as if he alone held the answer to their father’s question. But Hansel only looked to the floor.

“Answer me, Gretel. What are you doing?”

Gretel closed the cabinet door and locked it, and then rose to her feet, locking eyes with her father, trying to gauge his anger and lucidity; but his face implied only a jumble of emotions which resulted in something closest to confusion.

He wasn’t right—still—after all these weeks of convalescence from a common spleen injury—a serious injury to be sure, but certainly not one which normally resulted in such lethargy and feebleness. He looked as old and disoriented as the days following his collapse, as if he were healing from a stroke or some other brain trauma. Something was perverse about her father’s recovery, and the lingering doubts that Gretel had about Odalinde’s culpability in the matter were now erased.

“Nothing father,” Gretel replied, “Odalinde let me borrow her book and I’m just returning it to her. Go back to bed.”

“How did you get into that cabinet? You shouldn’t be in there. I prepared that space for Odalinde, and you and your brother were never to go in there.”

Her father’s voice was low and weary, but far from calm, and Gretel saw that patronization wasn’t going to work with him.

“I’m suspicious of her, father, and you should be too. Aren’t you at all curious as to why you aren’t getting better? You should be back working by now. Or at least not spending your entire day in bed. What’s wrong with you?”

“I’m getting better,” Heinrich Morgan replied, and then looked at the floor, unconvinced of his own words.

“You’re not! And every time I mention it to Odalinde she says, ‘All he needs is more rest.’ Well, rest isn’t making you better, and I’ve got money now. I’ll take you into the city. Tomorrow. We’ll have real doctors examine you. Good doctors that can run tests and...”

“No!” her father interrupted, “No more doctors, Gretel. Heinrich Morgan closed his eyes and took a deep breath, and then reached for the wall to crutch his stance. When he finally spoke again, his voice was barely more than a whisper. “You can’t go into her cabinet, Gretel,” he said. “You just can’t.” He paused again, as if he’d momentarily fallen asleep, and then said, “And that goes for you too.” He nodded toward Hansel, his eyes still closed, and then turned and staggered back to his bedroom.

Gretel’s anger at her father’s weakness and her amplified hatred for Odalinde combined to brew the beginning stages of tears and fury, but she contained her emotions. It was a skill she hadn’t yet mastered, but one she’d been working on daily.

In truth, she wanted nothing more than to run down to her boat and shove off into the lake and row for hours, sweating off the frustrations of her home while building her muscles in preparation for some impending showdown. Perhaps she would even dock at Rifle Field and spend the rest of the evening on her back staring at the stars, developing her strategy for making her life right again.

But none of that would be possible tonight. There was still the matter of returning the key, an operation that would require two people, and one that, even if it could be done alone, was too serious to delegate to someone as young and vulnerable as Hansel. Besides, Gretel would need to talk to her brother about what had just occurred with their father, assure him that although he was still sick, he would get better at some point, soon probably, and that he still loved them. And that he would keep to himself what he saw in the kitchen. Gretel couldn’t really be sure that any of these things were true, of course, but reassurances like these were required of her now, and she accepted this responsibility with less reluctance as each day passed.

It was after ten o’clock when Odalinde finally returned, and though Gretel would normally have been sleeping at such an hour, especially on a school night, she was instead sitting at the kitchen table when the nurse walked in. Odalinde gave Gretel a curious look and grumbled her name in weary acknowledgment. Gretel saw this as a good sign that she was none the wiser about the key missing from her bag.

Now for the tricky part.

“Odalinde,” Gretel said, rising from the chair, her eyes fixed on the woman, “I have something to show you. I realize it may upset you, and if it does, I would just like to say that I’m sorry in advance.”

Now Odalinde’s attention was rapt on Gretel, and she followed the girl’s hands as she brought the figurine from behind her back into the light of the kitchen.

“I’m not quite sure how it happened, but...”

As if the script had been rehearsed for weeks, Odalinde placed her bag on the floor and took the porcelain swan from Gretel, cradling it delicately and holding it up to the light.

“What is it?” she asked rhetorically, without any of the alarm in her voice Gretel had expected.

Odalinde turned the fragile piece over gently with her fingers, squinting desperately to find the flaw, and as she examined the piece, Hansel appeared silently behind her, stooped with assassin-like grace, and nestled the cabinet’s key down into the bottom of her canvas bag.

Gretel shifted her eyes to Hansel’s squirrel-like movements, gave a slight grin, and then focused back on Odalinde and the figurine. It had, in fact, been Hansel’s idea to use the swan as a diversion, and only to pretend that it had been broken, as opposed to actually breaking it, which had been Gretel’s suggestion. Frankly, Gretel had barely noticed the figurine’s appearance on the mantel, though apparently it had been there since the day Odalinde arrived; that the piece was important to Odalinde, Gretel hadn’t the slightest idea. Whether it had any real value Gretel wasn’t sure either, but Hansel insisted she cherished it, and had witnessed her take special care in cleaning it, even speaking to it on occasion when she was in one of her more airy, carefree moods.

“I knocked it to its side while dusting this evening,” Gretel lied. “I’m sorry, but I think I’ve cracked it. Just there.” Gretel pointed to the base of the swan’s neck, placing her fingernail in a thin crevice at the point where the wing joined with the gray collar of the bird.

“There?” Odalinde squinted her eyes tighter.

“Yes. There, at the neck.”

“That’s no crack, silly girl! Those are its feathers, separated on the wing!”

Gretel took a deep breath and smiled, feigning relief, though in fact the smile reflected pride in her performance.

“Thank goodness!” she said, “I’ve never seen the figure close up before. I really thought I’d cracked it.”

“Perhaps you should leave the dusting to me from now on.” Odalinde sighed and walked the figurine back to the mantel and placed it in its proper spot, noting the dirty mantel. “Been dusting have you?”

“Yes, well...” Gretel snorted a laugh, “as you say, I should probably leave that to you.”

With tragedy averted, Odalinde’s fatigue returned, and she slinked back to the kitchen and grabbed her bag from the floor, fishing the key from the bottom. Gretel watched anxiously as the woman opened the cabinet door and went through her routine of restocking the space. But instead of simply shoving the bag in and locking the door as Gretel had seen her do dozens of times, Odalinde paused, suddenly, as if noticing something slightly off. It was only for an instant, the pause, and there was no suspicious glance back toward the kitchen, but that she paused was without doubt. Did she know? How could she know? Gretel had put the book back exactly as it had been. And there was nothing else in the cabinet to be moved.

At last, Odalinde closed the door and locked it, keeping the key in her clenched fist, and she walked slowly back to her bedroom. She opened the door, and just before she entered she turned to Gretel. “Gretel,” she said stoically, “if you have any interest in my things, please don’t be afraid to ask.”
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CHAPTER TEN
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The concoction was coming along, but slower than the woman would have liked. The extractions proved painstaking—much more difficult than she’d remembered—and required every bit of the training she’d received in the Old Country. She had the book of course, which gave every detail of the procedures, but she still had to be precise with every slice and suture. No amount of instruction could correct for a shaky hand or poor intuition. Acquiring fluids from such delicate organs without killing was difficult, and the woman, to say the least, was rusty.

But she remained focused and disciplined, methodical with every incision and took only what was absolutely safe to keep the Source alive. The Source would die in the end, of course; once the liver was removed and the bile taken there was no chance of survival, but all the acids had to be just so, and that meant she would have to eat the pies for another week or so. If the Source was slaughtered too early, everything would be lost. It was always better to wait too long.

The woman re-read the instruction from the book that rested on the tray, and added the precise number of drops to the mixture, stirring slowly as she did so, folding the red liquid into the mash with a thin piece of flat steel she called a ‘Fin’, a tool she’d designed long ago for just this purpose. She was careful not to over-mix, and used a wooden spatula to gently scrape the excess potion from the Fin, sliding the utensils back and forth against each other until all the mixture was off. None of it could be spared.

Once properly combined, the woman placed a glass covering over the bowl and then draped a white cloth on top of the glass. It didn’t need to be kept airtight, but the mixture couldn’t afford the additions of dust or large insects either. Or, God forbid, mice. The white cloth prevented her from having to look at the vile broth all day.

A dull scream bellowed from the back room, signaling to the woman it was time for the evening feeding. She’d been expecting it would come soon. She’d learned by now to differentiate between the screams of sleep and those of confusion and fear, but either way they affected the woman’s nerves little more than a clock striking on the hour.

The ‘real’ screams did mean, however, that the drug was beginning to wear off, and it was important the Source was kept as tranquil and unruffled as possible. The woman was convinced that adrenaline and hormones affected the potency of the mixture, more so even than the drug itself.

She filled a small cup with water and dropped in a pinch of the powder from the saucer next to the stove. She placed the cup on the feeding tray, which she’d already loaded with two small pies, and then walked with them back toward the bedroom where her victim lay chained. She opened the door quickly and entered, and was immediately hit with the smell of fresh urine. Again. An irritating side effect of the drug. She could only hope the Source had found the pot this time, as she was getting tired of cleaning and replacing the sheets. But that was just another part of it: she also couldn’t risk the Source being defiled from lying around in her own piss all day.

“Breakfast,” the woman said coldly, not looking up.

The Source groaned and attempted to talk, instead only managing garbled nonsense. The drug made intelligible speech virtually impossible, since one of its functions was to boggle the part of the brain controlling syntax and tenses. It was amusing at first, the blathering, but now it just frustrated and annoyed the old woman, and she had wasted too much time already trying to elicit meaning from the subconscious ramblings. ‘Hansel’ and ‘Gretel’ came up a lot—no doubt the names of the Source’s children—but the other words and names always stopped short of significance. Except for one.

It was tempting for the witch, living in such isolation, to ease up on the drug and allow some sort of dialogue with the girl, but the old woman knew nothing good would come of it. It wasn’t that she feared feeling sympathy for the girl—she’d long since shed the ability for that emotion—but she was old, and she wasn’t foolish enough to think she was incapable of being tricked by a mind more nimble than her own. She didn’t know if this creature had such a mind—in fact, she doubted it—but there was no point in taking chances.

It had been months since the young gift lying before her had appeared, miraculously, as if fused from air and earth, a flower planted in the wood waiting to be plucked and drained of its nectar. Life had responded to her on that horrifying morning, almost instantly. Now it was her task to complete the work.

And that task would need to be completed soon. That morning on the stoop, when ‘death’ had been so close, had turned out to be nothing more than a bout of withdrawal, and it was only the hope and anticipation of a continued long life—and a new focus—that had seen her through it. But hope alone wasn’t enough, and death would eventually come. She was tiring again, and she would need to drink soon.

The old woman rolled her eyes at the girl’s garbled words and placed the tray on the end table, harder than she’d intended, almost spilling some of the powdered water.

The Source had figured out almost immediately after her capture that it was the water which was tainted, and at first had refused to drink it. But the slightest singe of a hot nail just below her left eye, along with the promise that the next time she refused it the nail would go an inch higher, had quickly reversed her resistance. There had been no ‘next time.’ The stress wasn’t good for the hormones, of course, but a necessary evil to establish the rules.

“You’re to drink first, then you eat.”

The woman grabbed the chamber pot—which was full—and opened the door to leave.

“Tonight I’ll take more,” she said and slammed the door behind her.

***
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ANIKA WATCHED THE WOMAN leave through a cloud, and then registered the slam of both the bedroom and front doors. Two doors closing, she was positive.

The drug or poison or whatever it was, was wearing off, but it still lingered, and she had to be definitive in her thought process. The woman had left her room and then the house. That made sense. That had been her usual routine just after bringing the meals.

Anika figured out months ago that it was almost always the water that was drugged, but she also suspected it may sometimes have been the food as well, and as she lay staring at the knots of wood in the beams above her, she decided there would be no drinking tonight. She would have to eat—there was no real way to hide the food—but water was something else. She was banking it was in the water this time, and she needed to sober up.

In the beginning, the woman had sat like a barn owl from the vanity bench, ensuring Anika drank every drop of water and ate every crumb of pie. But it had been weeks since she’d last waited in the room for Anika to finish a meal, and after the tattoo had been branded on Anika’s face, she hadn’t needed to. The scar beneath her left eye and the memory of the pain kept Anika obedient to the regiment.

But Anika could sense the time left was short. Any day—any moment—could be her last. Something had to change. Soon.

As she recalled, her shackles were last removed only days ago after she’d wet the bed, but Anika was barely conscious at the time and had only a foggy memory of it now. She had a drowsy recollection of sitting against the wall naked, rubbing her legs with a wet cloth as the old witch changed the bed covers. But she couldn’t remember changing into the clothes she now wore, and probably wouldn’t have remembered the episode at all if it hadn’t been for the hag’s screaming. She assumed the scolding was directed toward her, but it didn’t register that way at the time. In fact, Anika vaguely remembered laughing, which meant she was at the apex of the drug’s effects.

But Anika swore the next time the shackles came off the scene would be very different.

Anika glanced over at the tray beside her and the waft of plum hit her immediately. The smell disgusted her. All the pies disgusted her now. She wasn’t sure if it was a reaction to the drugs or what the food now represented—or perhaps the recipe for the pies she found so delicious in the beginning had changed—but her stomach now immediately lurched even at the sight of them. The ones with meat were the worst. She ate them, she had no choice, but Anika promised herself if she was still alive at the end of this ordeal, she would never again eat another piece of pie.

She scooted to the end of the bed, threw the chain over the post, and pushed herself over the foot and onto the floor. Her legs wobbled a bit, but she steadied them quickly. They were getting stronger, at least compared to a month ago.

Anika stood still for a moment, feeling her muscles adjust to standing and focused her mind again. She took a deep breath and bowed her back, forcing her legs and spine to stretch as far as they would go. The cracking of joints and tendons reverberated through the room, adding to the exhilaration of the maneuver.

Following that first day on the floor, when the old woman had caught Anika testing the room for weaknesses—and told Anika about her morbid intentions—Anika was reluctant to leave the bed; and, in fact, she had not gotten out of it for several weeks. But her body’s craving for motion had eventually won out over her fear, and she now got up at least three times a week. Sometimes for only a minute of two, but usually closer to an hour.

The movements were a blessing and seemed to be making her stronger, though with the shackle on her ankle she was mostly limited to stretching and isometrics. And, of course, Anika did this only when she was certain the woman was gone, though truthfully she began to doubt the necessity of that. On the one other occasion, the woman had caught her up and about she had only given Anika a mild scolding. Anika reasoned the woman needed her to stay healthy, and healthy did not include atrophied muscles and bed sores. But still, she didn’t want to push it.

The other thing Anika figured was that the woman meant to eat her.

She had never told her this explicitly, but the fact that she considered Anika an animal to be slaughtered was as obvious a clue as one could expect to gather. As was the constant supply of pies. Too much food was better than starving, Anika supposed, and she couldn’t have cared less about her appearance, but Anika could feel herself getting fat, particularly in her legs and feet, though she probably singled out those extremities because those were the parts of her anatomy she was forced to stare at most of the day. She wasn’t anywhere near obese, but she was significantly heavier than the day she arrived. She labeled this fact as bad, since she needed to maintain some level of fitness on the off chance a window of escape opened. At this point, knee bends and back stretches weren’t keeping her weight down, and she felt a lot like a turkey the week before Thanksgiving. And unless she did something soon, she’d end up like one.

Anika laced her fingers together and raised her arms over her head, pressing her palms toward the ceiling. She raised herself up on her toes and lowered her head with her eyes closed, holding that position for as long as she could.

When she opened her eyes, she saw a red patch of gauze attached to her gut and blood pouring down her side. Another incision. By her count, that made a total of five that she could see, and she was almost certain there were at least three on her back, near her spine between her shoulder blades. This one was fresh though—from when she couldn’t say for sure—but it was probably from early this morning. The drugs had hit her hard this time and now she knew why: they’d been dosed up to serve the purpose of both anesthetic and pacifier. Anika recognized the feeling from the other times.

The patch of gauze was about the size of a cracker and was taped to the side of her abdomen just below her ribcage. It was bright red, but not entirely soaked through, which meant the sutures had probably just opened during her stretches. Quickly Anika climbed back on the bed and, on her back, gently pushed her way back toward the head next to the night table. She had to stop the bleeding before the woman returned. If there was one thing Anika had learned about the woman since her capture, it was that she disliked instability. On the occasions that she had lost her temper, either with Anika or otherwise, it stemmed from things not working out just as she’d planned. Anika ruminated that this was probably the source of most anger in the world, but a deranged person’s anger was a bit more to deal with.

Anika picked up the napkin from the tray—the old witch usually forgot to include it, but not today—and dipped it in the water. Looking at the glass, Anika now realized if she didn’t drink the water the unnoticed cut on her belly would be all too noticeable to her in a few hours when the anesthesia wore off. Hopefully, she thought, the stuff works as a local anesthetic as well.

She reclined slightly and then placed the wet napkin on the incision, wiping away the excess blood. The cut was relatively small, about three inches she guessed, and the stitchwork looked precise. She’d need to be more careful with her stretching.

Anika sat up and reached to dip the napkin again, but this time froze, her eyes locking in on the large black book lying next to the pies. She’d completely missed it before. Even now, as she focused on the form, it looked more like the shadow of a book than an actual book, and she considered the drugs may still be working their charms.

To be sure what she was seeing was real, she reached over and touched the tome, feeling the dull, cold leather. Certainly real.

She turned the tray toward her, hoping to get a better look at the cover, but whatever words or symbols may have been etched during the original printing had long since faded. She had to restrain herself from instantly picking up the book and opening it. The woman may be back any minute, and who knew what the punishment would be for snooping. And there remained the more urgent matter of her cut.

Still, this seemed like some form of an opportunity, if not for an escape, then at least to gather information which could help her.

Anika moved the pies from the tray to the night table and as she did, spotted a thin piece of straw sticking from the top of the book. A bookmark. She wedged a finger between the pages on either side of the straw and pulled the book open, gravity thumping the weight of the first three-quarters of the book down to the tray, nearly spilling the glass of water. Anika clenched her teeth and whispered a curse.

She stared wide-eyed at the pages and instantly saw that the writing was foreign to her—Greek perhaps—and that the surrounding margins were littered with handwritten notes. In fact, she noted, all of the white space was taken up with pencil and pen marks, including above and below the type. The space between the lines was wide, so the letters were perfectly legible, and as Anika studied the text further, she saw this writing was in English. Cursive, sloppy, and grammatically atrocious, but definitely English. In some instances there were just single words, often capitalized and underlined or with exclamation points. But most of the words seemed to be a translation of the text and not the aimless writings of a lunatic. And as Anika continued to read, she now realized one thing was certain: there wasn’t much time left.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Gretel’s first week back at the orchard was bittersweet; she was happy to be with the Klahrs again, working and feeling productive, but there was an anxiety that nagged, lingering in her belly, reminding her that things at home were tenuous and unresolved. That her father may be dying. Perhaps being murdered slowly.

She thought of Hansel almost constantly, imagining the unbearable guilt she would forever live with if anything happened to him. There hadn’t been any further mention from Odalinde concerning the swan figurine, and apparently father had kept the cabinet breach a secret, but Gretel perceived a difference in Odalinde since that night in the kitchen, a new sort of quietness that implied restraint and plotting.

Still though, it was nice to be back at work, and compared to the madness of the weeks during the harvest, Gretel had it easy. All of the workers were gone, having migrated to further corners of the region where various other crops were about to be born, so Gretel’s work mainly consisted of cleaning the Klahr house to the point of sterilization, dividing the newly picked fruit for their various uses, and helping prepare the meals for Mr. and Mrs. Klahr.

Petr was staying on for a few weeks more, but apparently would only be making appearances on Fridays, as well as the weekends. So in addition to not being particularly busy, Gretel’s first week back was also quite lonely.

But she worked hard and tried to stay occupied, and Mrs. Klahr, bless her heart, seemed to make the point regularly to Gretel that her presence was critical to keeping the Klahrs out of the graveyard and the house from crumbling to splinters. Still, she wasn’t used to the downtime and boredom that filled much of her day, so when Friday finally came and Gretel saw Petr standing on the bank of the orchard as she eased her canoe to the shore, she couldn’t help but smile and wave. She was instantly embarrassed by the act, of course, and was still blushing when she walked up to the boy, who himself wore the look of giddy unease.

She’d barely spoken to Petr since that day in the Klahr kitchen—she’d been so focused on her work and the harvest—but she had always been keenly aware of his presence at the house and felt a nervous comfort whenever he smiled at her or offered to help with a chore, only to be told “No, thank you” in a way that implied everything was exceedingly simple to Gretel and in her complete control.

Now, though, having spent a mostly restful week away from the orchard and returning to find the feverish regimen of the place substituted with an almost placid routine of thorough maintenance, Gretel regarded Petr as an old friend, a domestic soldier like herself, who’d fought beside her in some recent battle and now waited for her in the clearing dust.

“You’re here early,” Gretel said, arching her eyebrows to show she was mildly impressed.

“I got in last night. Something came up and it was the only time my father could drop me off.”

Gretel nodded, still smiling, and stared at Petr, measuring him, until finally he looked away, embarrassed.

It was strange. As beautiful as Petr was physically, Gretel was not at all intimidated by him. Of course, she didn’t really know him well, so there was still a certain self-consciousness she felt around him; but whenever they met, within a minute or two she always felt like she had the upper-hand. Even on that first night in her kitchen, when she first collided with those sky blue eyes and dark curls, she had been more stunned by his looks than threatened by them. Not that she normally came unhinged in front of boys anyway, but she would have thought a boy like Petr would have made her far more uncomfortable than he did.

“It’s good to see you, Gretel.”

Gretel’s smile widened with this brave revelation, as if she was proud of Petr for his boldness, and she let out a good-natured laugh. “It’s good to see you too, Petr. Are the Klahrs awake?”

Gretel and Petr split the chores evenly that day, with Petr taking on most of the outdoor duties and Gretel minding the interior of the house. But by Saturday, the two children decided the work could be done in the same amount of time if they tackled the tasks together, and they would enjoy the added pleasure of companionship. Mrs. Klahr met this suggestion with a thin smile, and then an exaggerated nod signifying the resourcefulness of the idea. Petr and Gretel both knew what she was thinking—that love was blooming or some such thing—but they initiated no corrections to this assumption, as they were both just happy to have a friend to work with and conversation to fill the day.

And if love blossomed, that was fine too.

“What do you do on your days off?” Petr lifted a full bucket of pears onto the flatbed of the Klahrs’ truck, wiping the sweat from his forehead.

It was an unseasonably hot day for the Southlands, even for early summer, and though he’d only worked two full days that week, Gretel could see the boy was tired and looking forward to Sunday. Unlike Gretel, Petr technically had to work on Sundays, but the work was laughably light, and even he understood his pay for that day was mostly charity.

“I sleep mostly. And row. That’s the bulk of it. The two things that keep me away from my...my father’s nurse.”

Petr stared at Gretel for a moment and then heaved another full bucket to the unhinged tailgate. “Is she cruel?” he asked bluntly. “Your father’s nurse, that is.”

Gretel glanced sideways at Petr, not really wanting to get into her home affairs. She liked Petr, and they seemed to have enough in common to become real friends, if not more, but her instincts told her it was too early to fully trust him. Especially with his father’s name (maybe?) etched in Odalinde’s address book.

“Maybe,” she offered, “I’m not sure yet.”

Petr nodded as if understanding not to push it further, and then changed the subject. “Well, I was thinking...if you...if you are going to be around tomorrow...I only work until noon, and my father won’t pick me up until around four.” The boy looked away and swallowed hard. “So I was wondering if you wanted to have lunch tomorrow. With me. A picnic maybe.”

The corners of Gretel’s mouth turned up slightly, reflexively, and she cocked her head in a move indicating both flattery and delight. “I...sure...I would love to.”

“Okay! That’s great! Do you want to meet somewhere here in the orchard?”

Gretel thought for a moment and then said, “Do you know Rifle Field?”

Petr shook his head.

Gretel was suddenly embarrassed for Petr, and realized she had just hijacked his plans by inserting Rifle Field into the date. “I’m sorry,” she said, “it doesn’t matter. The orchard is fine.

“No, it’s okay. I’m not sold on the orchard. What’s Rifle Field? It sounds great.”

Gretel smiled and recognized a new sweetness in Petr. She saw a mature quality, one that just wanted happiness for the ones he cared about and didn’t need to control the feeling or be credited for bringing it about.

“It’s just on the other side of the cannery. From here you can only get there by boat. If you want I could pick you up and we could go there.”

After the suggestion had left her mouth Gretel realized how forward she must have sounded, but she felt comfortable in the offer. “Or, again, the orchard’s fine too. Wherever.”

“No! No, it’s fine. Rifle Field sounds perfect. I’d really like to see it.”

“Okay then, I’ll pick you up at noon.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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Anika’s mind spun as she read the gruesome recipe in front of her, the matter-of-fact tone in which the steps and measurements were explained only adding to the horror.

She frantically began to investigate her incisions and scars more closely, desperately craning her neck over her shoulders, trying to figure out what had been taken already. And what surgeries were still to be performed. Surely she wouldn’t survive these procedures much longer! Specifically the removal of her liver, which, apparently, judging by the bookmark and what she could decipher of the markings, could occur any day. Maybe this day. The woman had said she’d ‘take more tonight,’ and though Anika didn’t get the sense that the ‘more’ she was referring to would be the death blow necessarily, she simply couldn’t risk waiting any longer. Even if the woman ‘only’ tapped her spine for a few driblets of fluid, she could easily sever a nerve or crack a vertebra. And what good would survival be at that point? She had to get out of there today.

As Anika read further, she saw that the book also contained ingredients for the pies she’d been eating.

As she suspected, those pastries indeed seemed critical in making the final product (which is how Anika now thought of herself) and contained a bizarre assortment of things. Some of the ingredients hadn’t been translated, and others Anika had never heard of, but even the sounds of them had a sinister quality. Goose Proventriculus. Aged Lynx Bladder. Baneberry. Not exactly the stuff of Christmas desserts, she thought. And where this crazy old woman even found such things or knew where to look for them, baffled Anika.

But really, what was the difference? The ingredients could have been candy canes and jellybeans for all it mattered. The planned conclusion was for Anika to die, painfully, and if she wanted to thwart those plans, she had to move soon.

Anika closed the huge black book, poured the glass of water into the bedpan, and began on the pie.

As she ate, her thoughts surged with the idea that this was the last pie she would ever eat in her life, whether that life ended today or fifty years from now.

The taste of the thing was horrible, of course, but she took down every shard of crust and sludgy finger scoop of black saucy meat, using all her will to suppress her constant gags. As she finished and wiped her mouth and hands on the bed sheets in long streaks, Anika mentally finalized her plan.

The inside of the bowl was still slick and hard to hold, but she resisted cleaning it—when it dried it would become sticky and create the perfect grip. She placed the heavy ceramic bowl by her hip beneath the sheet and waited. The woman would be home by nightfall, Anika presumed. There was nothing left to do but wait.

***
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THE OLD WOMAN HAD WAITED for just such a morning to make the journey. A cool day at the end of a long dry spell. It had been eleven days since the last rainfall, so the floor of the forest was well-parched and navigable. With her strength as it was, long morasses or wide creek beds would have been impassable. But on a day such as this, she felt confident about the trek. As long as she could find what she sought quickly.

Most of the signs that her Source traveled these parts only recently had long since eroded or been covered by leaves. But one clue had endured, miraculously, to quite literally light the way. A food wrapper, small and rectangular, used for enclosing something store-bought and processed. The casing was silver, highly reflective, and like a beacon it flashed just a glint as it caught a renegade ray of sun that had maneuvered past the canopy. It winked at the woman, beckoning. The woman considered it afterward and determined there must have been two hundred feet between her and the small discarded foil, but it had pointed the direction exactly, and without backtracking a step, the haggard woman found the abandoned car.

Life again delivering.

There were no signs that the car had been discovered by anything other than Northland fauna, but the old woman opened the passenger door warily anyway, as if suspecting a trap had been set. But if indeed they were responsible for sending her Source, certainly there’d be no point in trapping her. It was she who made the potion. Not them!

And there was no trap. Instead the door creaked lazily open, and the leaves which had perched between the door and the roof frame fell harmlessly to the ground. The woman stood back from the car and stared inside, searching.

There wasn’t much, other than an empty mug and the balled remains of what appeared to be an old newspaper. Cars had certainly changed quite a bit since her last experience, but the compartment below the dash—the glove box they called it, for storing a driver’s gloves in case the day was cold—remained.

She pulled the lever and dropped open the door of the small box, and was instantly greeted with a stack of papers, along with a set of miniature tools and a near-empty container of what appeared to be some type of lotion. The woman fished out the papers and shuffled through them, tossing those she found useless to the floor until she found what she was looking for: Anika Morgan’s identification card.

Anika Aulwurm Morgan.

The Source had given her first and last name on that first day in the slaughter room, when she still held a small level of trust—and even gratitude—for the old woman. It was a common enough name, Morgan, and not one she could attach to him in any way.

But another name had emerged, six nights ago, in the fever of poison, during the woman’s routine room inspection. The young Source had let slip the name Aulwurm. She’d said the name twice, groggily yet distinctly, but had attached it to no other name. The old woman had frozen at the sound of the word, and the tingle in her eardrums had cascaded down her back.

Aulwurm.

It was a name the old woman knew well: a surname that formed branches not far from her own on her family’s tree.

And beyond just her recognition of the name, Aulwurm was unusually distinct. It was the maiden name of her grandmother and, as the old woman recalled, her Aulwurm uncles and aunts had taken great pride in the rarity of their name, claiming that it was born and existed in only a very segregated section of the Old World.

She’d heard the name only once since she’d been in the New Country—during that one night over a year ago when the men had come. Other than that time, over the centuries now that she’d been alive, the old woman couldn’t remember ever hearing the name outside of her family. And certainly never in the New Country.

But just as the woman suspected, upon hearing the name ring from the lips of her Source only nights ago, Aulwurm was the middle part of Anika Morgan’s full name—as it had been the middle name of her mother, no doubt—having been passed on through generations to all girls born to the family, by parents who wished to keep Old Country traditions and birthrights alive not only in their male offspring, but in the females as well. Certainly young Gretel’s middle name was no different.

The moment she’d heard the name the woman wanted to wake her Source immediately, and use all her means to coerce the girl into revealing her family’s full history. But since learning of her fate, the Source talked very little now and was explicitly silent on the issues of her personal life. She asked and answered only those questions that dealt with her most basic needs, and there was little doubt in the old woman’s mind that her Source would die before exposing her children any further. She had considered torture again, another branding to the face perhaps, but she was too close now and didn’t want to risk an infection so close to the end.

And besides, she wanted to explore for herself the truth of what happened. If indeed this was the Source of her dreams. If the memory was real. If the men had indeed come to her—in the flesh—and not in the dementia of her mind. She wanted to know if they had sent the girl—as her imagination dictated. She wanted to know if it was time for her to pay.

She recalled it all again: it was evening, cold, and the old man had sat relaxed in her kitchen, with the younger one beside him, anxious. The old one had explained how it would happen: there would be an accident, and a woman would be delivered to her. She would need to trust in the powers, allow them to guide her, but the Source would come to her, and she needed only take in the prey.

And then prepare it. Perform the blending which she had mastered.

How they had known of her cabin—or even her own existence—was a mystery to the woman, and she uttered not a word that night, feigning feebleness and madness, as well as a language barrier. It was the first men she had seen in ages, and she was terrified by the intrusion and aggressiveness, particularly of the older one, as well as the overall surprise of their arrival.

But the older one had been undeterred by the woman’s condition, and he had simply laid out his plans—as well as his expectations—as she stood quivering, panicked, hunched by the window which overlooked the cabin porch.

And as quickly as they arrived they were gone; the sound of the departing car engine had roared in her head for days.

But then the weeks passed and the encounter faded, until soon the woman believed it hadn’t happened at all, but was instead a dream, or one of her many fantasies she played out in the absence of intimacy. It was a strange fantasy to be sure, but so were many of them.

But then Aulwurm brought it back to reality.

This strange, surreal meeting had taken place, and now, as the old woman stood beneath the huge Northland trees breathing in the warm autumn air, the entire one-sided conversation flooded back to her, and she knew her time was even shorter than she thought.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Gretel was on the lake by eight o’clock the next morning, which was two hours earlier than she’d been awake on a Sunday in as long as she could remember. Her lunch with Petr wasn’t for several hours, and though she’d get some rowing in on her way to Rifle Field, the type of rowing she’d use for that excursion wasn’t the effort Gretel was accustomed to on her day off. Sunday was her day of rigor on the lake, the day she sweated out those frustrations and grievances that couldn’t be expressed through words or work. On some days the brutality of her catharsis was so severe that Gretel imagined any onlooker would think she was in the midst of some desperate escape, fleeing the bonds of slavery or the eager jaws of a crocodile, perhaps.

But to Gretel the feeling was nothing short of wonderful, and once she finally reached exhaustion, usually somewhere just beyond the last scattered stretch of the Klahr orchard, a substitute feeling of peacefulness slipped into her body, as if filling the gap left by her concerns. Gretel would drench herself in the feeling, at once studying and devouring it, always knowing on some level that she was experiencing the sensation of normalcy: the natural state of being where God had intended humans to dwell.

She dipped the blades of the oars into the water and gave a long exaggerated pull, propelling the boat forward down the middle of the narrow lake, closing her eyes to experience the full pleasure of the draft on the back of her neck. She repeated these long, slow strokes, gradually building up speed while stretching the muscles of her chest, shoulders and back. She focused on the strain of each tendon, visualizing as they stretched and contracted, slowly unloading the buildup of anxieties from the previous week.

And then the fury began.

Gretel thrust the shafts of the oars from bow to stern, pivoting them at breakneck speed on their fulcrums, the blades slashing the surface of the water in hypnotic ferocity. She puffed her cheeks with each exhalation, and focused the air back into her lungs with every breath, watching absently as the banks of her property diminished. She was two hundred yards or so when the film of sweat began to form on her cheeks and forehead, and the world of confusion and problems began to drift steadily away. How laughably easy it was, Gretel thought, to simply leave a situation, to simply turn away and run, or row, as the case was here. When she was home, chest-deep in the chaos and responsibility of what her life had become, constantly being forced to decide on this and argue her points on that, she seemed utterly trapped, hopelessly surrounded by walls so tall and thick they could never be scaled or penetrated. But from the distance of only a hundred yards or so, surrounded by the vastness of earth and water, the truth was uncovered. The walls were a mirage. Escaping her world was no more difficult than thrusting a rowboat down a lake and leaving, and then watching with cold detachment as her house and property faded around a bend. She could never actually leave it of course, there was too much at home that she loved and needed to see through, but if she really wanted to, if she could ever summon the boldness and courage, she was free to just keep going.

The other part of rowing that Gretel had grown to love was the utter blindness of it—that feeling of never being sure, not entirely, what lie in wait. Of course, after all these weeks, she now knew this lake as well as anyone on earth probably, but there was always that possibility that some unknown log or critter had surfaced just up ahead, or even that another boat, heading just as blindly in the opposite direction, was on course to collide with Gretel and plunge her unconscious into the water. And when those fears didn’t satisfy her adventure, Gretel would create other fantasies: imagining hazarding some exotic river perhaps, all the time being watched by cannibals; or unknowingly bounding toward the shelf of some plunging waterfall.

She watched as the trees in the orchard began to diffuse, signaling the end of the Klahr property, and she summoned what remained of her reserves, ferociously clenching her jaws while ignoring the burn in her triceps and thighs. When her muscles had nothing left to serve, Gretel stopped abruptly and unleashed a scream that started deep in her belly and ended in a fit of hoarse, violent coughing. The burn in her chest was cold and harsh, but it lasted only a second or two, and her breathing steadied quickly.

Gretel flexed her biceps and stared down at them, rubbing them with her open palms, the sweat and oil accentuating their definition. She loved the thin, wiriness of her body now, and she figured she was at least as strong as any boy she knew her age, including Petr. She thought of her mother and how she would be in awe of Gretel if she could see her now. Gretel stared at the sky and thought of what that encounter might look like. Her mother would first hug her desperately, of course, but then she would push her to arms length and examine her, laughing incredulously at the transformation that had taken place in her daughter. Gretel looked at herself in a mirror everyday and couldn’t believe the change; imagine what her mother would see!

Gretel turned the boat around and headed back for home, this time taking the long easy strokes one would normally expect to see from a Sunday morning oarsman. As she reached the plush, perfect lines of the orchard, she heard the sounds of light work from somewhere beyond the treeline. Petr, no doubt, passing the morning with busy-work.

Gretel was tempted to pull to the bank and visit, but it would only be a few hours before their lunch date, and even though she imagined Petr would be more than happy to see her beforehand, she didn’t want to seem pushy. She liked the boy, he was friendly and funny, and certainly he was handsome enough, but she wasn’t ready for the complexities she imagined would accompany having a boyfriend. And she wasn’t even sure she liked him in that way. She had always remained fairly demure in his company, but she never felt that nervous, chest-gripping sensation that she’d had around a handful of boys in the past. Maybe she’d been hardened by the loss of her mother and the unnatural burden of taking care of her family, but Gretel felt instinctively it was more than that. It was him. It was Petr. She couldn’t pinpoint the component exactly, but some chemical or current that naturally combined to form that swell of passion wasn’t being properly received by her or transmitted by him. Maybe it was that ever-elusive component of trust, she thought, and figured this might be her lot with men for the rest of her life.

Gretel drifted into the bank behind her home and hopped out of the rowboat, pulling it up far enough onto the shore to keep it from floating away. She then turned and sprinted toward the house, burning off the last of the energy that remained in her from the morning.

As she reached the porch stairs leading to the front door, Gretel dropped her head in concentration, placing her feet on each step just right, so as not to tumble during her ascension. And as she reached the top of the steps, Gretel plowed the top of her head into the center of Odalinde’s chest, barreling her over as a bull might do to an overconfident matador.

Gretel’s first thought was that she had just run over Hansel, the force of the impact was so solid and the body had put up such little resistance, but when Gretel looked to see Odalinde on the ground at her feet, staring back at her with such astonishment and fear, Gretel couldn’t hold back the grin on her face.

“What...Gretel watch where you’re going!” There wasn’t anger in Odalinde’s voice; her tone was more instructive, as a mother teaching manners to her child.

Gretel’s grin flattened, though it was hardly replaced with the look of concern. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

“Well, I should hope you didn’t see me! You could have killed me!”

“I think that’s a bit of an exaggeration. Are you all right?” Gretel didn’t wait for the reply as she stepped over the fallen woman and past the threshold into the house.

“It’s not an exaggeration! What if I had been knocked down the stairs?” Odalinde asked rhetorically. There was a shrillness now to her voice that teetered on yelling, but it remained motherly, as if combating the petulance of a child. “You need to pay attention when...”

“I said I’m sorry!”

Gretel now stood back on the porch at the woman’s feet, staring down at her as a fighter would to his fallen opponent. It was a posture of intimidation and warning.

Gretel waited for a response from the nurse and, receiving none, walked back into the house. She wiped the sweat from her face with a towel and poured herself a drink of water, and then began making the lunches for the picnic. She listened attentively for the opening of the truck door, signaling Odalinde was leaving, or else the sounds of her coming back into the house. Several minutes passed with no movement from the porch. Finally the front door creaked open and Gretel heard Odalinde walk slowly into the kitchen. Gretel didn’t look up.

“Gretel?” Odalinde said softly, as if waking her from a nap.

Gretel looked up.

“I’m leaving for the market. I’ll be home in an hour or so.” Odalinde paused for a moment and looked down at the floor before raising her head again and making eye contact with Gretel.

“I’m sorry for my tone on the porch. It was an accident, I know that, and my screaming at you was uncalled for.” She paused again. “While I was outside I was thinking, perhaps we could talk later. There are some important things—very important things—I’ve been wanting to tell you. You and Hansel. And I think now is the time.”

Gretel looked at Odalinde suspiciously and then returned her attention to the picnic lunch. “I suppose that will be okay,” she said casually, “but I’ll be having lunch with a friend today, so I won’t be home until this afternoon.”

“A friend?

Gretel glanced at the nurse and dropped her eyes quickly, as she wrapped a loaf of bread in a damp towel. “Yes,” she said, “a friend. You know, someone whose company you enjoy and they enjoy yours.”

Odalinde didn’t respond to the jab. “Is it that boy from the orchard?” she said flatly.

Gretel ignored the question. “As I said, Odalinde, I’ll be back this afternoon.”

Gretel placed the remaining items for the picnic into a shallow woven basket and left it on the counter by the door, and then walked toward her room to begin changing for lunch.

“If Hansel is around later, I’ll be happy to participate in that wildly important talk.”

“He’s The System man’s son, correct?”

Gretel stopped frozen in stride.

“That officer that was looking for your mother, right?”

“How do you know him?” Gretel whispered. “The System officer, how do you know him?”

Gretel had mentioned to her father that a new boy had come to work at the orchard and, as she now tried to recall, had perhaps even told Odalinde. But she had never mentioned his name, and certainly had never told them that he was Officer Stenson’s son. In fact, Gretel had never told either of them about that first night when Petr had come to the door for his father’s binder. She had even kept it a secret from Hansel. She couldn’t have said why exactly, but Petr’s cryptic statement on the porch that night, as well her general instincts, impressed upon her to keep Petr in the shadows. After all, if she had remarked to her father that next morning that Officer Stenson’s son had stopped by just after he’d gone to his room, and oh, by the way, implied that his father, whom Gretel’s own father had bounced only minutes before, was less than genuine about his intentions to find their mother, that may have pushed her father over the edge. He may have even tried to find Officer Stenson, or filed a complaint to The System itself, which certainly wouldn’t have improved the chances of finding her mother.

“I don’t know him,” Odalinde replied, “not really. But I did meet him. He stopped by one day when you were at school, not long after you began working at the orchard.”

Gretel was floored by this revelation. “What did he want?” Her breathing was now frantic and labored. “Was there something found?”

“No, no, nothing like that. It was more of a courtesy visit, I suppose. He said his son worked at the orchard, just like you, and since he was in the area he wanted to see how all of you were getting on. He asked for you.”

Gretel said nothing as she digested this news.

“He left his number with me and wanted you to call him if you felt up to it. I wrote it down. Stenson, I believe his name was. I wanted to tell you, I had every intention in fact, but your father forbade it.”

“Did father talk to him?” Gretel asked.

“Your father was in a very bad state at that time. He had no idea the officer was even here.”

“Well, what did he say? Was there any news at all on my mother? He had to have said something?”

Odalinde frowned and her look softened. “I’m sorry, Gretel, he didn’t. He just wanted to know how you were getting on.”

Gretel searched the room with her eyes, trying to place the meaning of this revelation.

Odalinde watched Gretel silently, until finally she said, “I should have told you sooner.”

“Yes,” Gretel replied, “you should have.”
	[image: image]	 	[image: image]

[image: image]





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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The rustling of leaves snapped Anika to attention; despite focusing all of her will to stay awake, she’d drifted off to sleep.

But early on in her captivity the sounds of the forest nestled in her subconscious, and now, after...months (?)...she could detect the nuances distinguishing the crackle of the witch breaching the treeline and the sounds of a deer trepidatiously grazing outside her room.

The old whore was back. Finally.

The crunching steps quickly turned to clicks as the ancient monster reached the boardwalk and made her way toward the porch steps and front door. Anika’s mind suddenly flooded with doubt. The woman would sense her plotting. Smell it maybe, or taste it on her tongue like a snake. If nothing else she would notice the bowl missing from the tray, or even see the bulge beneath the sheets. And then what?

Anika reached beneath the blanket for the bowl she’d stored next to her hip, but felt only linen. She felt lower, down to her thigh and past her knee, but still nothing. She spread her fingers wide and pressed the mattress around her frantically with both hands on either side of her legs. Where was it! She arched her back and felt under her torso. The sugars from the pie had cemented on her fingers and palms, and the sheets stuck to them as she hunted the bowl, making the search more difficult. The bowl was nowhere!

She sat up in fear and lifted the sheets over her head, hoping that the ceramic container had just rolled to a blind spot in her grasps, but she saw nothing.

She was now overcome with panic and her vision began to blur with tears. How could she have let it go? After having it in her grasp for so many hours! Waiting. Preparing.

Anika steadied her mind and made the rational assumption that the bowl had to be close. Perhaps it had rolled to her feet. Or off the bed. She slowly leaned her head over the side of the mattress, closing her eyes as she did so, sensing the importance of what she might see when she opened them: the bowl shattered on the floor would mean it was all over. It would mean she was to die in this room at the hands of a madwoman—this woman who intended to harvest Anika’s body for some demented concoction. It would mean she had botched her last chance.

It meant she would never see her children again.

Anika opened her eyes and exhaled, seeing nothing other than the bedpan full of poisoned water. There was still a chance. For another day at least. For another plan to be formed. She couldn’t give up now.

The door of the cabin closed with a gruesome thump, and the hurried steps of the witch marching toward the bedroom were immediate. There was no more time to look for the bowl.

Anika twisted her body into a sleeping posture, her back to the door, making one last fruitless search beneath her pillow in the process. She closed her eyes and prayed silently.

The bedroom door creaked open and Anika could sense the witch hesitate before slowly walking in. She listened carefully to the woman’s steps, trying to gauge her location as she stalked the room surveying the scene. The woman had been gone for longer than she’d ever been before, and Anika could sense her uneasiness at what may have transpired in her leave. But other than the missing bowl, Anika was pretty sure she’d kept things as they were.

“Get up!”

The scream was deafening, and Anika’s eyes shot open in panicked surprise.

“Get up now you filthy pig! This will not do! This will not do at all! Filthy, filthy pig!

Anika’s mind erupted in terror, and tears filled her eyes as she braced herself for the weapon—perhaps the same one used to hunt her in the forest—to plow down upon her. The woman’s rage certainly meant the end this time. She must have seen the bowl (and the book! Anika had forgotten about the book!) and was finally going to kill her.

“I leave you alone for only a few hours, a few hours longer than usual, and you...you scat yourself! Filthy pig! Get up. Get up now and get off the bed. I will not have you lying around in your own filth!”

At first Anika had no idea what the woman was screaming about, but as she turned to the woman and obediently started off the bed, she looked down at the sheets and saw the long brown streaks. The pie stains where she’d wiped her hands. The woman thought Anika had foregone the bed pan and defecated on the bed.

“Get up!” the woman shouted once again, this time hunching toward the bed in short quick steps, her eyebrows sloped at a cartoonishly angry angle.

Anika slowly but deftly scooted to the front of the bed and pushed herself off, almost catching her chain on the bedpost in the process. She should have still been groggy from the poison, incapable of such a move, but the woman made no sign of noticing, focusing instead on the mess of linen before her.

“There can be no impurities for the last step,” the woman murmured to herself, carefully removing the pillows from the bed as she assessed exactly what she had in front of her. “It’s almost ready. Almost ready and look at this filth!”

Anika stood statue-like, removed from the scene, watching the old hag lament as she began to strip the sheets. The words “almost ready” didn’t sound promising.

The woman shuffled the wool blanket to the dusty floor and then snatched the top sheet from under the bed corners, gathering it into a ball and walking it back to the door.

And Anika saw it immediately, resting in the crease between the mattress and the wall.

The bowl.

With the woman’s back still turned, and without thinking, Anika grabbed the ceramic hollow off the bed and shoved it beneath her gown, holding on to it through the fabric, trying to appear as casual as possible.

Did the woman notice the move? Or hear it? If she did, she didn’t care, and without looking at Anika, the witch walked back to the bed, still grumbling about the mess. There was still the bottom sheet to contend with, and that contained the lion’s share of the clean-up challenge.

Starting at the foot of the bed, not twelve inches from where Anika stood frozen in uncertainty and anticipation, the woman began to remove the fitted corners of the bottom sheet. It was a struggle at first, the sheet perhaps a bit small for the bed, but eventually she released it and moved toward the head of the mattress to unbind the other end.

And then, at the midpoint of the bed, she stopped.

She didn’t look back at Anika, but instead looked down at the brown streaks that marked the white sheets. With barely a turn of her head, the witch peeked back toward the tray with which she now stood parallel, and then back to the mattress again. Casually she placed two fingers from her left hand on the edge of the brown stain and then brought them to her nose, smelling the mistake she had made.

The witch never saw the girl fumble frantically beneath her gown, nor did she hear the whispered word ‘Die’ as the clay bowl smashed onto her left cheekbone. She did, however, feel the collapse of her eye socket and the ensuing rattle of splintered bone in her sinus cavity, as well as the stiff, mercilessness of the wooden floorboards on the back of her skull.

She had felt it all before she blacked out.

***
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THE OLD WOMAN WOKE in a panic, coughing and gasping for air. Her windpipe was blocked with what had to be a shattered piece of her own skull.

She tried to stand, but her legs had been bound at the ankles and thighs, and her arms at the wrists and behind her back. She fell back to the floor face down, her eyes bulging, wheezing in terror. She tried again to stand, using the leverage of the bed, and this time made it to her knees, desperately trying to take air into her lungs. The lack of oxygen began to fog her head and blur her vision. She was dying.

Behind her she felt the bed frame brush her back, and she reached for it with her elbow, trying to gauge its exact position. With a last act of will and survival, the old woman leaned her torso forward, almost touching her head to the floor, and then rocked back violently, slamming her upper back against the steel of the bed.

There was a simultaneous flash of pain and light as the bone shot from the witch’s throat like a prehistoric bullet. She closed her functioning eye and collapsed back to the floor, now lying on her side, replenishing her cells with precious gasps of air.

She lay in that position for several minutes until her breathing steadied and then focused on her body as the pain set in. Her face was destroyed. The left side felt as if someone had removed her cheekbone. She had no sight in her left eye and had to assume she would never regain it. That was okay; it was her weaker eye anyway.

The throbbing ache that now filled the space between her shoulder blades where she’d smashed her back to the bed added slightly to her misery, but it was the mildest of her physical problems at the moment. It was the sickening looseness in her head that concerned her most, and she feared that without the attention of a skilled surgeon her brain would begin to leak from its cavity. She could deal with the pain—that would go away in time—but she needed to know that her body was stable and that she wasn’t going to hemorrhage slowly over the next few days.

The potion. If she could complete the last stages of the mixture, she reasoned, adding the liver parts, specifically, she could mend enough of her body to carry on. It wasn’t quite perfect yet, the mixture, there was perhaps another week of aging and feeding that needed to be done to get it exact, but it was close enough. She’d never tempted it before, always fearing the worst if it wasn’t precise, but certainly the recipe allowed for slight degrees of error.

As for her permanent injuries, she could always find a doctor later to fix her face—if not her sight—and continue living for a hundred more years. Longer.

But first she needed the Source.

That the young girl left her alive didn’t surprise the witch. She’d met very few people in her long life that could kill mercilessly unless it was in direct defense of themselves or their children. It was no small feat to slice the throat of an old lady lying unconscious on the floor, or even to chain her and leave her to starve, even if it that old lady’s intentions were to harvest your organs.

Undoubtedly the Source hoped the blow she’d struck would kill her captor, but if it didn’t, she hadn’t the will to make sure. And for that she would pay.

The woman wiggled her way back up to a sitting position and leaned gingerly against the bed. She tested the strength of the rope on her wrists and could tell the girl had done a competent job with the knotting. The witch pushed her back hard against the bed now and screamed, extending her knees out and sliding her shoulders onto the mattress. She took three heavy breaths, accepting the pain in her back, and then slithered the rest of her torso onto the bed. She was now able to stand.

There was enough slack at her ankles that she could shuffle to the kitchen, and once there she began looking for something to slice through the cords at her wrists.

There was nothing accessible that she could see immediately, but if she could open the front door, there were plenty of items in the yard that would serve the purpose. With the height of the doorknob, however, that would be a challenge all its own.

As the witch’s mind began to construct a way to wedge a butcher’s knife between a drawer and the counter, her eye caught sight of a brown shard of pottery at her feet. Her heart raced, and as she stumbled too quickly past the kitchen counter, nearly collapsing from her bound ankles, she instantly saw the rest of the pot along with the soupy mixture splattered across the floor.

The potion.

It was destroyed.

***
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THE ROAD WAS INDEED close to the cabin and Anika found it quickly. Thankfully the witch hadn’t been lying about that. Anika was coughing and wheezing as she reached it and collapsed hard on her buttocks, her back finding a tall, roadside evergreen to lean against.

She’d not stopped running since leaving the cabin, and despite the relatively short distance, her lungs—and legs—were exhausted. Anika was frustrated by her fitness level and wanted to continue farther down the road, but will alone wasn’t going to overcome months of muscle atrophy. She would only rest a minute though, and then would start walking; she wasn’t going to risk being missed by a passing car. If she had to, she thought, she would strip naked and run to the middle of the road.

She rubbed her lower leg just above her ankle where the chain had been clasped. The gesture was part massage and part reassurance that the shackle was really gone. The sensation that it remained was still strong and Anika imagined she’d be feeling it for some time. Maybe for the rest of her life.

She replayed the events of the last hour in her head, wondering if she’d killed the witch (she doubted it) and thought of all that could have gone wrong. What if Anika hadn’t seen the pie bowl in time? What if the blow hadn’t knocked the woman unconscious? What if the woman didn’t have the keys with her? This last thought was most frightening, since Anika would have been forced to kill the old woman—if she hadn’t been killed already—and then solve the puzzle of escaping the chains before starving to death alone in the slaughter room. Perhaps she would have gnawed off her foot, though what good that would have done she didn’t know since she was still in the middle of the forest and she doubted there was a phone in that cabin.

But none of these thoughts occurred to her at the time—at the time it had all been instinct. Even her decision to slide that bowl of unspeakable broth to the floor was impulsive, though one she was now glad she’d made. Had the cauldron not been sitting out in the open, so easily accessible, Anika wouldn’t have risked the time to find it.

She stood gently, unsure of her thighs’ ability to make such a movement, and was encouraged by the result. They seemed to relish the motion, aching for long steady movements. Well, they would certainly get them, Anika thought, maybe for the next several hours, though she hoped it wouldn’t be quite so long.

She began to walk the Interways toward the Southlands. With any luck, she’d reach the Back Country by nightfall.

***
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ONCE THE ROPES ON HER wrists were free the woman dropped to her knees, leaned forward on her elbows, and began lapping the liquid from the floor like a cat. The ropes, it turned out, were old and brittle, and escape had been fairly easy. Four or five strokes against an exposed wall beam and she was free. The adrenaline induced by the sight of the wasting concoction drying at her feet didn’t hurt either, and her sawing motions had been frantic and fearless.

Much of the soupy mixture had congealed, forming a protective, awful, skin-like film. But the hag didn’t have the luxury to care, and she scooped the broth up indiscriminately, splashing it into her mouth like a wanderer in the desert who’s just stumbled upon a lone puddle of water.

The taste was far from good, but nothing like it had tasted in the past. Perhaps it was the bile that gave the potion its putridity, she thought, or maybe the direness of her situation was muffling her taste buds.

It didn’t matter; as it was, there was no guarantee that drinking it would render any benefit at all. In fact, it was more likely to sicken her, she thought, since all of the ingredients weren’t included.

But she had nothing to lose. She could feel herself slipping. It was a feeling similar to the one she had that morning, just a few months ago, before Life had brought her back.

The woman stopped drinking only to breathe, the burgundy mess slogging down from her chin in thick webs. She leaned in to drink again, and as she pooled her hands together to scoop she felt the first tingle. It was like the sprinkle of water from a distant splash, tickling the left side of her skull where her former prisoner had shattered the empty pie bowl. It was slight at first, the tingle, and then quickly crescendoed into something nearing an electrical surge. Initially, there was only the feeling, and then the old woman recognized an ease and slowness to her breathing. It was as if her nasal passages had suddenly doubled in size. She gluttoned for the air, taking giant, vacuumed breaths through her nose and exhaling through her mouth, the huge swallows of oxygen as refreshing as any drink she could ever remember tasting.

She took another deep breath and then stopped in a gasp when she spied the open door to her left. The front door to the cabin. Wide open. Had it been open this whole time? Or was her Source back to finish the job, deciding she had the will to kill after all, and was now hiding somewhere in the room, armed and cocking some organic weapon?

Confused, the old woman turned suspiciously toward the door and jumped as the kitchen and back hall suddenly appeared in her periphery. And it was then she understood what was happening.

The door had indeed been open all along—open at least since her Source had escaped—it was just the woman hadn’t been able to see it. Until now. Until the potion. She could see. From both eyes.

She was being healed.

The old woman untied the knots at her feet and moved slowly, delicately, to the lone chair in her cabin, afraid any jarring movements might impact the potion’s effects. She sat upright in the chair, stiff, anticipating what was to come, just as she had done only months ago in the same spot. This time, however, she knew instinctively there would be no blacking out or painful contractions; this combination was fresh, beautiful (perhaps with the bile it would be perfect!), and it was going to make her whole again.

The electric tingle moved from her skull to the space between her shoulder blades, tightening the muscles there and then loosening them to just the right tension. From there it moved swiftly past her legs to her feet—drained from so much hiking through the restrictive forest—and lavished them with warmth and health and nutriment.

The old woman sat for what must have only been an instant, basking as the potion stormed everything from her complexion to her toenails, inundating her body with minerals and magic, cleansing each cell of decades of decay and pollutants, to regenerate a physique many generations past its intended time and purpose.

Nausea entered her stomach briefly but was quickly invaded and tamed, the potion not allowing any form of discomfort or disease to sustain itself. From her gut the magic formula flowed downward, stimulating her between her legs, moistening her crotch and evoking a smile and shiver. It rushed the length of her body to her teeth, at once filling cavities and filing incisors. The feeling swarmed upward through her newly-repaired skull and rippled over her scalp, vaccinating each follicle and patch of dander. Reflexively, the witch finger-combed through her hair and closed her eyes in ecstasy at the ease in which her hands glided through. Her tangled locks had existed for so many years she’d forgotten what healthy strands felt like.

This feeling was different. All of it was different. She’d taken the potion for close to two hundred years, she guessed, and had never experienced anything like what was happening today. It was as if decades of mixture had been concentrated into one pot, accelerating and magnifying all of the potion’s wondrous effects.

She’d heard of this before—this exceptional regeneration—eons ago in another world and language, when knowledge of the potion itself—if not the ingredients—had been known by many, and witchcraft and magic weren’t the metaphors and caricatures they were today. And though few ever had the will and stomach to explore it then, there were plenty of stories from The Ancients that implied its truth.

Even the book, of which she was told several still existed in the world, did not mention this rumored secret, for reasons even the old hag could understand on some level. It was said, she recalled, that the fluids of a kinsman could produce what she was now experiencing. That the closer the relation of whose blood and fluid was being extracted, the more magnificent the effects would be to the one ingesting it. It was obvious now; she understood it all. Life never failed its end of the deal.

Aulwarm.

Anika Morgan was her blood.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Gretel was late meeting Petr at the orchard and had considered not showing up at all. Odalinde’s news about the visit from Officer Stenson—Petr’s father—had left her melancholy, and though she didn’t necessarily feel required to act bubbly for Petr’s sake—they were just a pair of friendly co-workers meeting for lunch after all—she also didn’t want to be a downer.

But by the time noon rolled around the walls of the bedroom started closing in on Gretel, and she decided a picnic was just the thing she needed. Besides, it was about time to push the elephant out of the room and talk about that night on the porch—and Petr’s declaration that his father was not really there to help. Maybe there was nothing substantial to Petr’s ominous words, but she felt she knew him well enough now that he owed her an explanation.

“You’re late,” Petr said, holding the boat steady as he stepped apprehensively onto the wooden bottom. Gretel thought he looked like an old lady as gingerly as he was stepping.

“You’re not afraid of the water are you?” Gretel said playfully.

“No. Not really. Not as long as I’m on top of it and not in it. I can’t really swim that well. And when I say ‘not that well’ I mean not at all.”

“Can’t swim?” Gretel was floored by the revelation. “Whoever heard of a boy in the Back Country who can’t swim?’

“I may be in the Back Country, but I’m not from the Back Country. Just in case you forgot. And there aren’t many lakes and rivers in the Urban lands.”

Petr maneuvered his way to the center of the boat and reached blindly for a seat.

“You’d better hope the Klahrs keep you in the orchard and never ask you to fish for them,” Gretel teased, gripping a single oar with both hands and launching the boat from the bank.

Petr, who now sat only a few feet away on the bow seat facing Gretel, grimaced at her and she smiled back.

Gretel liked her current position of power, helming the vessel, responsible for the life of her passenger as she gently glided them both toward the cannery. If there was ever a time to ask Petr about that first night they met, she figured now was it. “So how is your father?”

Petr held tightly to the sides of the boat and kept his stare fixed on the water, clearly uncomfortable with his current location so far from shore. “Uh, he’s fine, I guess. Do we need to go this far out?”

“There are some shallow dunes that form close to the bank,” Gretel lied. “We need to stay out far enough to avoid them.” Realistically, they could have stayed twenty feet from the bank and been just fine, but Gretel wanted to keep Petr vulnerable for as long as possible, and hopefully get some answers.

“He came by one day to check on me,” Gretel continued, “a while ago. I wasn’t there. Did you know about that?”

Petr didn’t hesitate. “Yeah, I think I remember him saying something like that.” And then, “Is it much further?”

Gretel ignored the question. “Speaking of your father, do you remember that first day at my house, when your father sent you back for his binder?”

Petr looked up at Gretel and nodded. “Yes, of course.”

“Do you remember what you said when you were leaving?”

“You mean before you kicked me out?”

“Okay, fine, before I kicked you out,” Gretel repeated coldly. Now that the subject was afoot she was in no mood for bantering, and her words were curt and focused. She kept her gaze on the boy in front of her and steered the rowboat around the bend in the lake, intuitively heading for Rifle Field.

“I don’t remember exactly,” Petr replied, this time more serious in his tone. “I think I asked you why my father was there. Why he came out to your house in the first place.” Petr’s eyes were now back on the murky water and he was shifting slightly back and forth on the seat, trying to find the true middle.

“Wrong!” Gretel barked, snapping Petr’s head to attention. She locked on his eyes and held them steady. “You actually said, ‘I don’t think he’s here to help you,’ those were your exact words.” Gretel lowered her voice and then continued. “You already knew why he was there because I had told you in the house. And then when I asked why he was there if not to help us, you said, ‘I don’t know,’ and, by the way, you looked very suspicious while saying it.”

“I...I guess I don’t...”

“We’re here,” Gretel interrupted, slipping off her sandals and hopping into the shallow water bordering Rifle Field. “Help me pull it in.”

She’d, of course, pulled the boat on the bank dozens of times by herself, but she felt barking orders would keep Petr off his guard and manageable. Gretel slung the blanket over her shoulder and grabbed the loaded basket and walked off alone while Petr finished docking the boat. He sprinted to catch up with her, and the two children silently acknowledged a spot in the field and spread the blanket.

Gretel sat on her knees and unloaded the basket, arranging the bread and fruit on the blanket in her own private categories.

“So, do you remember now?” she said finally, after several minutes of speechlessness.

“I remember,” Petr replied.

Gretel broke off a large piece of bread from the loaf and handed it to Petr. And waited.

“Okay,” Petr said, absently crumbling the bread piece as he searched for the words to his confession. “The truth is my father sent me to the door and told me to talk to you. I think he left his binder on purpose.”

“But why? What did he want you to talk to me about?”

“I really don’t know. He didn’t say anything specific. I think he just wanted me to meet you. When he came back to the car that night he described you to me and told me that you made a good impression on him. He said you were very sophisticated or something, and asked me why I couldn’t be as mature and polite as you.”

Gretel felt a flush in her cheeks. “So why did you say he wouldn’t help me?”

“I was just mad at him for insulting me, I guess, wishing I was more like some stranger he’d just met for only a few minutes.” Petr dropped his eyes and smiled. “And a girl to boot.”

Gretel couldn’t hold back a smile and she shook her head in playful irritation.

“Plus,” the boy continued, “I was already unhappy about the meeting at the boarding school. It was just a long day. And by the time he sent me to your door—and then you threw me out—I ...I was trying to scare you, I guess. I’m sorry.”

Petr gave an epiphanic sideways glance and then nodded. “My father was right, I’m not as mature and polite as you are. Your mother had just disappeared. I should have been more understanding.”

Gretel’s look was hard as she stared at Petr’s shamed face, but she wasn’t mad at him. She put herself in his position, and though she wouldn’t have behaved exactly as he did if the roles were reversed, she certainly would have acted out in some way. Not to mention that, as she recalled, he had remained incredibly cordial and sophisticated throughout the encounter.

“And I want to be honest with you about something else,” Petr said.

Gretel stared in anticipation, swarming with relief that she had finally reached this point with Petr.

“My father knew that you were starting at the orchard, and that’s why he asked the Klahrs to take me on.”

On some level Gretel knew this fact, but she was stunned to hear it admitted. “So Mr. Klahr was lying about your friend from school?”

“No! Of course not! Mr. Klahr would never lie to cover me. He’d choose you over me any day.”

This fact was so self-evident Gretel didn’t even bother disputing it.

“My roommate really did work there last summer. That was just a coincidence, and a good excuse to use for finding the work in the first place.”

Gretel stayed quiet for several moments, and then started giggling softly.

“What’s funny?”

“Your father sure thinks highly of me!”

Petr laughed. “I guess.”

“I mean, I only met him for ten minutes!” Gretel was in full-blown laughter now. “Maybe he wants you to marry me someday!”

Petr’s laughter had crescendoed to match Gretel’s.

“Maybe,” he replied “but I don’t think your father would approve!’

This last quip sent Gretel into hysterics, and the laughter and joking continued throughout the better part of lunch, at one point causing Gretel to spit out the apple she’d been chewing, nearly causing her mortal embarrassment. It was the most fun she’d had in months, and maybe longer.

Finally, when the chortling subsided, Gretel said, “I’m sorry too.”

“For what?”

“Mainly for being mean to you that day at my house—and most of the days during the harvest—but also for your dad getting you involved that day. That wasn’t fair of him.” Gretel watched the boy closely to see if he became defensive about his father, which he didn’t seem to, and she pressed him. “Why do you think he would have done that? Really?”

Petr shook his head and shrugged.

Gretel decided to let the gesture suffice, and then asked, “Do you get along with him?”

“As much as most kids get along with their fathers, I guess,” Petr answered. “I don’t see him that much anymore since the academy, and now with work and everything. Plus he’s not home much.”

Since Petr seemed open to conversation, Gretel plowed on, asking about his home and the rest of his family, what it was like to live in the Urbanlands, and the benefits and drawbacks of having a System officer for a father, of which there seemed to be plenty on both accounts. Petr was vague on the subject of his mother, who had died when he was six, but was otherwise candid about his life, and by the end of the conversation, when Gretel had formed her image of what he’d told her, it all seemed fairly ordinary. Not quite boring, but certainly nothing like she’d have guessed only months ago.

She watched his expressions throughout the lunch, recognizing the shine of pride in his eyes as he recounted the pistoleer award he’d won when he was ten; and, alternately, the devastation at the loss of his grandmother—the woman who had raised him—only the year before. Gretel was rapt by his voice, so lush and sincere, and when the discussion lagged, it seemed the most natural action in the world for her to lean over and kiss him. He kissed her back, awkwardly yet gently, and when Gretel pulled away Petr remained puckered and shut-eyed for just a moment too long, and this made Gretel giggle and Petr blush.

After the kiss, neither child said a word until time dictated they begin the process of leaving. Gretel would have stayed until nightfall if she could have, and she knew Petr felt the same.

In blissful silence the two teenagers walked back to the rowboat, occasionally stealing glances and smiling, though Petr’s smiles possessed something more than Gretel’s. Gretel had enjoyed the kiss—later, what she would always consider her first—but it was being with Petr that she enjoyed more. It was friendship that she wanted most from him right now, and though their relationship had certainly crossed into something more since this morning, Gretel wasn’t in love. At least not yet. Not in the holding hands, having babies kind of way.

The silence continued for the entire ride back to the orchard, with Petr in his same position on the bow seat and Gretel at the helm. When they finally reached the bank, Petr lingered for a moment, staring at Gretel and smiling. She thought he was going to kiss her again, which would have been perfectly appropriate, she thought, but he didn’t, and that was okay too.

“Thank you,” he said finally, “for the picnic. I had a great time. I wish I could stay longer.”

“Me too,” Gretel replied softly, smiling. And then, as if needing something to segue from the mushiness, said, “And good luck on the ride home with your father.”

“Thanks.”

Petr disembarked with a hop, displaying a confident acumen not seen during boarding, and Gretel watched with a sympathetic smile as he jogged up the bank into the first cut of grass lining the orchard.

At the tree line he turned back toward the water and called with a wave, “And good luck with your stepmother. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Gretel waved back and watched the boy as he ran on air toward the Klahr house. When he was out of sight, she shoved off toward home, pressing the oars back and forth with steady deliberation. She had considered an afternoon rowing session, but decided to pass. It wasn’t that she was tired—in fact she had more energy than she’d had that morning—but her talk with Petr had created a longing for her family—Hansel mainly, but father as well—and she decided to go directly home to see them.

She was halfway across the lake when the knot formed low in her belly, and by the time she’d reached the bank of the Morgan property something akin to panic had set in. She stepped from the boat and stood statue-like on the rocky shore, her eyes wide and searching, her breath shallow as she rummaged through her memory, replaying each of the encounters she’d had with Petr over the last few weeks: today at the picnic, that day in the Klahr kitchen when he’d reappeared like a vivid memory, the past few days in the fields and in Klahr house working as partners and forming a real friendship. She even thought about each of the dozen or so perfunctory conversations they’d had during the harvest.

And she was sure.

Gretel knew the answer to her internal question: she’d never referred to Odalinde as anything other than her father’s nurse.

She’d never mentioned to Petr that Odalinde was going to be her stepmother.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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The car presented itself to Anika first in a dream, as a low sustained thunder somewhere miles off on the horizon, a benevolent warning to an inevitable storm.

The dream itself was almost an exact replica of Anika’s current situation: she had escaped from an isolated cabin in the woods and was now desperately looking for help along the Interways. Only in her dream she was not alone, Hansel and Gretel were with her, and Anika’s desperation to find safety for her children was a burning sickness in her abdomen. And in her dream, unlike in reality (thank God), rain was apparently on the way.

On any other day the rumbling thunder would have been inaudible to Anika, or unperceived, a white noise drifting above the trees until simply vanishing into the atmosphere. But Anika’s senses were heightened, and even in her sleep her mind indexed the sound, cross-referencing it with latent experiences of the past. Her mind told her the sound was an impending storm, but the rumble was continuous and growing, unlike the crescendo and decrescendo of thunder. And, as she recalled, the sky had been clear before she’d fallen asleep.

Anika opened her eyes and glanced around, instinctively keeping the rest of her body still, afraid that moving would somehow expose a secret hiding spot in which she’d been hunkering. But she hadn’t been hiding. In fact, her position was rather exposed and precarious, less than four feet from the pavement of the Interways. She quickly got to her feet and breathed deeply, rubbing the confusion from her eyes while giving silent thanks that her children, though she missed them terribly, weren’t actually with her.

Anika realized now that her energy levels were lower than she originally thought when she first started her journey home—she’d only walked a few miles by her estimate, and already was asleep. Exposed.

She peeked toward the horizon for storm clouds and saw nothing but dusky blue clarity. She was mostly pleased with this sight, though thirst was beginning to factor in, and the thought of rain triggered a lumpy swallow in her throat.

Then, as if keen to Anika’s inquisitiveness, the wind brought forth the low rumble of thunder from her dream. But the sound, she now realized, wasn’t thunder, it was the mechanical growl of an engine—a large engine by the sound of it—and it was getting louder. A car was coming. Finally.

Anika stood and began to walk down the middle of the road toward the oncoming sound, and then broke into a slow lope, her arms hanging at her sides. She hadn’t the strength to run properly, but she needed to get to that noise and confirm her miracle. Her mind was shrouded by hope to the actual danger of running toward oncoming traffic, but she absently figured that at the long stretch of road she’d started down, any car headed toward her would see her well before reaching her.

Anika squinted in desperation, trying to adjust the lenses of her eyes to the dimming afternoon light, hoping to catch the first flicker of metal heading toward her. She knew she’d been right about the sound. There was no question it was the sound of a car motor, or perhaps a motorcycle, and it was growing louder every second. In less than a minute she could be rescued, on her way home to Heinrich and her children, beginning her life again. She started to cry and began running faster. ‘Thank you! Thank you, God!’ she sobbed.

She ran another thirty yards before the sound that began as a subtle reverie finally materialized into reality. Anika stopped running and leaned slightly forward, hands on her thighs, measuring the distance and the validity of what her eyes were seeing. It was true. A car was headed straight for her.

She started laughing hysterically and waving her hands in front of her face in a frantic, scissor-like motion. The headlights grew larger as the car neared, and Anika could hear the downshifting gears as the car began its deceleration. Exhausted, she dropped to her knees and put her palms flat on the street, her head hanging as she simultaneously laughed and coughed and spat. It was implausible that she had made it to this place, free and unbound, seemingly in good health with her sanity still intact, though this last part she knew was yet to be fully determined. At no point had she ever completely given up hope, but, if she were honest with herself, at her core, she assumed she was going to die in that cabin.

Anika tried to will the muscles in her neck to raise her head to the approaching stranger, but it was useless; her exhaustion was almost absolute. A whispered ‘thank you’ was all she could manage before collapsing face down on the street, her arms no longer able to support her torso. She listened as the footsteps quickened and she elicited the trace of a smile when she felt the blanket fall across her shoulders and back.

But the cover didn’t warm the chill that flashed in her neck and spine when her rescuer spoke.

“Anika Morgan,” the voice said confidently, “so you’re not dead after all.”

***
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ANIKA SAT QUIETLY IN the front seat of The System officer’s car and held the woolen blanket tightly over her shoulders, sweeping it across the front of her neck and chest. The constant speed and steady hum of the tires on the road caused her to drift in and out of sleep, and with each brief awakening she brought the meticulously clean blanket under her nose to inhale the scent. She’d forgotten the smell of cleanliness, so accustomed had she become to the slaughter room’s gradual descent into filth and disgrace; and now, as she held the blanket to her face, the fresh fragrance of laundered fabric made her think of summertime as a small girl.

Anika felt the car slow dramatically and then turn sharply to the left, and she woke instinctively to brace herself from toppling toward the driver. She opened her eyes and glanced at the window where a wall of daylight confronted her.

Out of the front windshield Anika could see a narrow dirt road which had been divided down the middle by an overgrowth of grass and weeds. With some reluctance, she shifted her attention to the figure on the seat beside her, expecting either to be met by a face familiar to her, or else one not quite human, signaling she was in the midst of a dream. Instead, the smiling face she saw in the driver’s seat was as normal and unintimidating as any she’d see on a busy Saturday in the local market, though she supposed a bit more handsome. And not one she recognized.

Anika sat straight on her portion of the bench seat and rubbed her palms down her face to clear the grogginess from her head.

“You’re the man who helped me I suppose,” she said, her voice sounding raspy and timid. She cleared her throat. “I can never thank you enough.”

“You’re welcome,” the man replied, not taking his eyes from the road in front of him.

Anika vaguely remembered that the man had spoken her name as she had lain in the street, just before her last memory of the blanket being draped across her shoulders. “Do I know you?”

The man smiled quizzically and finally looked at Anika. “I don’t think so,” he said, “do I look familiar to you?”

“No, it’s just that...back on the street...I think you said my name. At least I think I remember that.”

The man’s smile straightened and a serious look emerged on his face, an expression which hovered between interest and concern. He looked back to the road. “Yes, Anika, I know your name. Every System officer in this area knows your name.”

Anika flinched at the man’s words, and an icy tremble trickled the length of her nape and dispersed across her blanketed shoulders.

With her eyes now adjusted, Anika slowly surveyed the car’s interior and immediately noticed the bulbous metal switches and steep buttons, as well as the standard two-way radio, which indicated she was indeed among a man of The System. This wasn’t the first time she’d been in a System vehicle, and she was deluged with thoughts of her childhood when, as a girl of twelve, Anika rode quietly in the back of a cruiser as she was shuttled behind an ambulance carrying her father to the hospital following a rather severe traffic accident. At the time that short trip had seemed like a dream—Anika’s mind protecting her from considering all the possible fates of her father, she supposed—and she’d been unusually distracted by the car’s interior. She’d seen nothing like it in her world before, the stark leather of the seats and door panels, the chrome lines outlining every hard feature, and the various multi-colored blinking lights that spanned the dashboard. There was an alien feel to the car that made Anika feel both helpless and safe, and now, as she sat rigid and wary in the passenger seat of this more modern, yet still familiar cruiser, that same feeling possessed her again.

“The System.” Anika was suddenly flooded with hope as she recognized her good fortune, and her mouth exploded into a huge grin. “You’re from The System! But how did you know it was me? On the street?”

The officer chuckled. “I know everything about you Mrs. Morgan: your age, your hair and eye color, even how you were dressed the day you disappeared.” He glanced at her again. “Which doesn’t seem to fit with what you’re wearing now by the way.”

Anika started to respond, but held back, deciding that an explanation regarding the difference in her attire wasn’t the proper place to begin her story.

“Besides, Mrs. Morgan, how many possible women do you think one would expect to find in the middle of the road, especially in this part of the country?”

Anika processed this reasoning as sound, though slightly off, but explored that notion for only a moment before the reins on her instincts snapped. “My family! You must have spoken with my family then? How are my children?”

“We have spoken with your family, Anika, on several occasions, and everyone is fine. Though your husband was quite ill for a while after your disappearance.”

“Ill? In what way? Who’s been looking after the children?”

Anika realized the rather one-sidedness of her concern, inquiring about her husband’s condition only to gauge the impact it had on Gretel and Hansel, but at the moment her children were all she could think of.

The officer stopped in front of what appeared to be a small warehouse and shifted the car into park. “As I said, your family is fine, including your children. In fact—and I don’t tell you this to upset you in any way—but your daughter seems to have thrived since you went missing. Shall we?”

Anika hadn’t noticed the warehouse or even that they’d stopped, and she stared baffled at the officer for a few moments before finally understanding his suggestion to enter the building standing before them.

“What? What is this place?”

“It’s a place for gathering information. Yours was a very complicated case, Mrs. Morgan, and there’s a lot we need to investigate concerning what happened. You’ll just need to stay here for a while, and I promise to get you home as soon as possible.”

“A while? How long is a while?”

The officer sighed impatiently. “I don’t know exactly, Mrs. Morgan. I suppose until we have the information we need.”

Anika glanced toward the stark building and then back to the officer. “Does my family know that I’ve been found? Has anyone contacted them?”

“Yes, certainly. Of course. We had an officer visit them as soon as I was able to verify your identity. They’ve been contacted.”

Anika noticed at a fairly young age that most men of power were poor liars, she imagined it was for the simple reason that they usually reached their ends through force or intimidation, and lying wasn’t a skill necessary to master. And she recognized this lie at once. The shift of the officer’s body, the loss of eye connection, the change in pitch and excessive affirmation: all obvious signs of deceit.

She could now feel the rise inside her toward hysterics, but fought the emotion, catching it in her chest and driving it back to her belly. Her nerves had been shredded in the slaughterhouse, and her psyche going forward in life would be as fragile as butterfly eggs; but the ordeal had also assured Anika that within her was an involuntary prowess of survival, a fundamental determination to keep her heart beating and blood flowing, at least until that final moment when it was no longer hers to decide. She’d always believed everyone possessed this strength to some degree, and over the last several months it had been revealed that hers was exceptional.

“I’ll take all the time you want to answer questions,” she said calmly, “of course, every detail. I would just like to see my family first.”

The officer stared at Anika for a moment, as if considering her request, and then said flatly, “Let’s go.”

“No!” she screamed, and then as if speaking an echo, “No.” Anika sat hugging the blanket around her torso, staring forward, looking as petulant as a four-year-old who’s been told to eat her vegetables. She could sense the officer considering whether the time had come to use force, but then, with a sigh, he continued the act.

“Listen, Mrs. Morgan,” he said, “the longer we wait to get the information from you, the better chance whoever did this to you will go free. Is that what you want?”

“What makes you think someone did anything to me?” she replied, her eyes wide and crazed. “I never told you anything about another person. Maybe I was just lost.”

The officer frowned. “If you had just become lost in the woods, Mrs. Morgan, you would have died weeks ago. Only the most skilled survivalist would have been able to find food in those forests. And I assume you didn’t sew a new set of clothes for yourself while wandering through the wilderness.”

Anika looked away, slightly embarrassed at her ‘Aha!’ attempt.

“Besides, some of the injuries I’ve seen on you don’t come from tree branches or a slip on a wet rock. Or even a wild animal. A person caused those wounds.”

“Then if I can’t see my family yet at least let me see a doctor. I definitely do need a doctor.” Anika softened her tone, sensing she had struck a chord of sympathy within the man.

“Your medical needs will be taken care of promptly. Once we’re inside.”

It was obvious The System officer’s intentions were deeply anchored, and that going anywhere other than inside the building was not a possibility for Anika. And though her will was steel, she simply hadn’t the physical strength to fight or run; that would have been tantamount to suicide. Her only choice was to obey.

The absurdity of the scenario nearly caused her to erupt in laughter. It was nearly impossible to imagine: not a full day had gone by since she escaped the most atrocious nightmare she could have conceived—being slowly harvested by a monstrous hermit for some obscene recipe—and now here she was again, being held without choice, and this time by a public servant under oath to protect her!

Anika tossed the blanket to the backseat and exited the car without another word, and then walked ahead of the officer to the front of the structure. The building wasn’t much bigger than a large house, but the design and lack of windows suggested it was used for something other than living, and its modern, utilitarian appearance was in complete opposition to the rustic road they’d just traveled. The officer followed Anika to the metal door which stood at ground level and then fished a single key from his pocket, inserting it into the deadbolt above the knob. Anika had one last thought to flee, but the bleakness of the perimeter was daunting and hopeless.

With a push, the door opened to a large, brightly lit room with high ceilings, though several rows of overhanging fluorescent lights made them feel much lower. Stacks of empty metal shelves lined the side walls, which were made of unfinished concrete. The floor was wood and dusty to the point of slick, and the holes between the planks were so gaping that Anika could see through to the natural ground on which the warehouse stood. And perfectly centered in the room, a couch and two brown, leather chairs had been placed on top of an area rug, and a small table and lamp set was positioned beside the couch.

“Have a seat, Mrs. Morgan,” the officer ordered.

Anika walked to one of the chairs and sat down, the dust exploding into the air and clouding her face. At this stage she’d resigned herself to do as she was told, at least until the request became unreasonable. When that time came she hoped to still have the resolve to put up some iteration of a fight, whether verbal or otherwise. She still left room for hope that the officer’s intentions weren’t sinister, that he really did just want to ask her questions and get some answers about her disappearance. Maybe he didn’t trust her, she thought. Maybe her case had caused him to snap, and now his fanaticism was leading him to inappropriate, or even illegal, procedures. That certainly made him a bad System officer, but it didn’t necessarily make him dangerous.

But that didn’t change the fact he was being less than truthful about something. About that she had no doubt.

The officer locked the door behind them, walked toward Anika, and stood behind the couch, facing her. “Mrs. Morgan,” he said, his tone now very official, “my name is Officer Oliver Stenson. I was assigned to your case soon after you were reported missing by your family.”

Anika leaned back in the chair and placed both arms on the rests, assuming a look of comfort that contradicted the feelings inside her.

“After your father told us you’d gone missing along the Interways, a team of several officers was dispatched that day to find evidence. What we found instead was...”

“My father?”

Officer Stenson stared at Anika for a moment, confused. “Yes, Mrs. Morgan. Your father, Marcel Gruen.”

“Yes, I know my father’s name, I was curious that my father called you and not my husband. Or my daughter. My father wouldn’t have known that anything was wrong once I left him. How would he have known to call The System?”

Officer Stenson glanced away, searching, as if the explanation lay somewhere on the warehouse floor. He looked back at Anika and then smiled. It was a full, toothy smile, one Anika hadn’t seen before.

“Perhaps your husband called your father and then he called us,” Office Stenson said, “I suppose I can’t be certain of the telecommunication pattern exactly. Are you suggesting that I’m lying?”

Anika locked the officer’s gaze, resisting any displays of the fear she felt. “I didn’t mean that at all. It’s just that it’s odd to me. My father reporting me missing, that is.”

Officer Stenson dropped his stare and started walking toward a door at the back of the warehouse. It seemed to Anika to be an interior door that led to some unseen backroom of the building. The door appeared solid metal on the bottom with a framed mirrored window on top. A one-way mirror she supposed, of the kind she’d seen in police movies.

“I’ll return in a moment for questioning,” he said flatly, “please wait for me here. The door to the outside is locked securely. In case you were wondering.”

“When do I see a doctor? You said I would see a doctor. And I need to eat something. And can I at least have water?”

“Of course. I’ll bring you something now. The doctor should be arriving shortly.”

With that Officer Stenson walked into the back room of the warehouse and closed the door behind him. Within a few seconds Anika could hear talking behind the door. Though she couldn’t make out the words being spoken, the conversation seemed somewhat confrontational. There was a moment of quiet, and then the door opened slowly and a taller, much older man emerged from the back room. It was the last man she’d seen before she was seized and tortured.

It was her father.

***
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GRETEL LAY MOTIONLESS in her bed, the sheets to her chin, searching the ceiling above her as she considered the picnic and what Petr had said to her on the bank. Her mind was exhausted of explanations, and Gretel was now virtually certain she’d never mentioned the engagement to Petr. Which left only one explanation: someone else told him.

Gretel quickly eliminated the Klahrs as the source, since they had never offered any personal information about Petr to Gretel, and she couldn’t imagine them acting any differently when it came to her private affairs. On the one or two occasions when Gretel had asked something about Petr, they either didn’t know or told her to ask him. That’s how they were: very respectful of a person’s personal business.

So who? And why?

Gretel was startled by a knock on her bedroom door. “Who is it?”

“It’s me.” Odalinde. “You’ve been in there quite a while Gretel. I figured you would be on the lake by now. Are you feeling okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine.” Gretel tried to keep the irritation out of her voice but fell short. “I just didn’t sleep well last night, that’s all. I’ll be out in a minute.”

This was the price of routine and dedication, Gretel thought: once you falter even slightly, everyone’s eyebrows shoot to the ceiling.

She willed her feet to the floor and within ten minutes was twisting the knob of the front door. She made no eye contact with Odalinde, but could feel the woman shifting glances toward her.

“Do you think you’ll be on the lake long today?” Odalinde asked for the first time ever.

Gretel paused at the threshold and then turned toward Odalinde, squinting, confused by the question. “What?” she asked.

“I was just asking if you planned on spending a lot of time rowing today, or if you would be home a little earlier.” Odalinde’s voice was eager, nervous.

“Why would you want to know that?” Again, there was no bite in Gretel’s reply, only confusion.

Odalinde frowned and her eyes softened. “Remember earlier when I said there were some things I needed to tell you and your brother?”

Gretel nodded.

“Well those things can’t wait much longer, Gretel.” Odalinde walked to the kitchen table, pulled out a chair, and sat. “And if you’re ready,” she said, “I’d like to tell you now.”

***
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“HELLO, ANIKA.”

“Father?” Anika whispered.

Anika had never been one to believe in ghosts and magic, but seeing the form of her father, now, at this moment and in this setting, could only be the result of a force supernatural. Or perhaps she was hallucinating—the workings of her brain stressed to its limit.

“I suppose I’m the last person you expected to see come through that door, eh?” Marcel forced a sad smile and nodded slightly, answering silently for his stunned daughter.

“Father...What...Why are you here? Are you being held here? I think I’m being imprisoned! Again! I don’t know what’s happening. Who is that man?”

“It’s okay, Anika, it’s okay. He is who he says he is. He is a System officer.”

Anika’s father turned back toward the door and yelled for Officer Stenson, calling for him as simply “Stenson,” before erupting into a rasping cough. The episode subsided for a moment, and then continued again, this time more violently, forcing the old man to double over, hands to his knees. He stumbled around the sofa, using the back as a crutch, and then dropped to the cushion, bouncing comically and nearly toppling to one side. As if prompted by the act, Officer Stenson walked back through the door carrying a plate and a ceramic cup of water. He kept his eyes to the floor, brooding.

Anika stayed focused on her father, watching him with a mixture of concern and terror, both at his condition and his apparent knowledge of the situation. In fact, she observed, he seemed not just knowledgeable, but in control.

“This was not the plan, Marcel,” Stenson said through tightly clenched teeth, “what are you doing?”

Anika’s father tried to speak but was still in the throes of sickness, and waved a dismissive hand instead.

“What is happening?!” Anika screamed, rising like a piston from the chair. She walked to the couch and sat next to her father. “Give me the water! Now!” she barked at Stenson, reaching her hand behind the couch but keeping her eyes to her father.

Officer Stenson handed the water to Anika and she put it to her father’s mouth, gently tipping a steady sip over his lips as she’d done dozens of times over the past year.

He swallowed the water and then pushed the glass away, gulping down several frantic breaths, trying to fill his lungs as fully as possible before the coughing resumed.

“I’m dying, Anika,” he said, “and...I don’t want...” was all he had managed before the hacks started again.

“You’re okay, Papa, don’t talk,” she whispered, stroking the back of his head. She glared back toward the officer who was standing alone, away from the oasis of furniture, awkwardly watching the domestic scene play out as if he’d stumbled upon it accidentally.

“My father is not well. He should not be here!”

“Your father is here of his own will, Mrs. Morgan,” Stenson replied. “In fact, it is your father who...”

“No!” It was Marcel. He stood, precariously and with some effort, but much quicker than Anika would have thought possible given his condition, his chest bowing forward, his shoulders high and receded. “No. If she is to hear it she will hear it from me.”

“I don’t want her to hear it, Marcel. There is no purpose served by it. That was never the plan and it shouldn’t be the plan now.”

“I want her to hear it, Oliver,” Marcel said, his words soft now, a plea for understanding.

The officer shook his head disapprovingly, but remained quiet.

Anika’s father closed his eyes for what must have been twenty seconds, and then breathed deeply, exhaling comfortably, the coughing fits mercifully over for the moment. “I know what has happened to you, Anika,” he said finally. “I know where you’ve been.”

Anika shook her head in a combination of confusion and denial. “What?” The word was barely audible, and the tears in Anika’s eyes felt poisonous.

“I know all that you’ve been through. At that cabin.”

“You have no idea what I’ve been through! How could you know! What is happening here? Papa, what did he mean that you want to be here? What does that mean?”

Anika looked back and forth between the two men, hoping the pieces would suddenly come together and the answers to her questions made apparent. She watched as Officer Stenson walked toward her and set the plate on the table beside the couch. The dish contained an assortment of cheeses and surprisingly fresh-looking bread, but Anika’s appetite was lost.

Officer Stenson said nothing more as he strode to the back of the warehouse and disappeared through the interior door.

“I’m trying to tell you, Anika,” her father continued, “I’m dying. Soon. I can feel it in my chest and hear it in my cough. You know it as well as anyone. You can hear it too. And you’ve seen how I’ve rotted over the years.”

Anika cringed at the word choice.

“You know I’m dying. You do. But the problem is my girl, I am a selfish man, and I don’t want to die.” He paused, and his eyes widened just slightly before saying, “And I don’t intend too.”

Marcel sat down again on the couch, this time easily and controlled.

“I had always hoped, Anika, and at times even prayed, that as the years piled on me and my body began failing that I would accept death as everyone does, as people have done for thousands of generations: ideally, with grace, but if not grace, then at least concession.” He paused, calculating the words. “But once I learned of it, of the miracle, and the truth of what it meant, I...”

He stopped suddenly, recognizing the frenzied crescendo of his voice. The volume and tenor reminded Anika of a carnival barker.

“I could never unlearn it, Anika,” he continued slowly, “I could never not try.” He paused again, and this time stared intently at his daughter. “That is where you come in.”

The words drifted in the room, each molecule of air now saturated with the solution to the riddle of why Anika’s father was sitting before her in a warehouse at the end of the world. Anika shook her head in disbelief, the tears now streaking steadily.

“I don’t understand,” she lied, “what are you saying?”

Marcel’s look was rigid, but his voice had the tone of kindness, “You know what I’m saying, Anika.”

“But why? Why me? And how could you have...It was just an accident. I wandered into the woods. What you’re saying doesn’t make sense!”

“Sit down, Anika, the story is a long one.”

“I don’t want to sit down!” Anika screamed, now teetering on hysterics, but her father’s look was fierce, and one Anika had known since her earliest memories. It was a look that, even under the circumstances, she’d been conditioned to obey.

She moved backward to the chair and sat, waiting for her father to begin the story of why her life had been shattered.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Gretel stared at Odalinde, who was now seated in the kitchen, her shoulders and chin high, her back stiff against the chair. Gretel’s hand was still firmly wrapped around the door knob, her expression mixed with fear and confusion.

“I don’t mean to be rude, Odalinde, but I really had plans to row today. I...”

“Sit down, Gretel. Please.”

Odalinde’s stare was hypnotic, and Gretel could see in the woman’s eyes that whatever she had to say was not insignificant.

“It’s about your mother.”

Gretel relaxed her hand and let it slide from the knob, the feeling of urgency now replaced with one of anxiety. “What is it? What’s happened?”

Gretel walked to the kitchen table and sat down next to Odalinde.

“And I want your brother to hear this too.”

Gretel quickly called for Hansel, who emerged from his room moments later. Seeing his sister and guardian seated together instantly made him curious, and he too sat down, facing his sister from across the table.

Hansel and Gretel stared unwaveringly at Odalinde, waiting for her revelation. Gretel could sense the woman’s nervousness as she looked to the floor, studying her thoughts and trying to figure where to begin.

“I’ve wanted to talk to you both for quite some time now. And it’s taken me much longer than it should have. And before I begin, I just want to say I’m sorry—for many things really, but most of all I’m sorry for that. For waiting so long.”

Neither child said a word in response to this preamble, and Odalinde continued.

“I’m going to tell you why I’m here, why I came here at all, to your home.” She paused a moment, waiting for any interruptions that may come, and hearing none said, “and to tell you what I believe happened to your mother.”

“Mother?” Hansel said, the word coming off his tongue as if only generally familiar to him.

“That’s right, Hansel, your mother.”

“What do you mean ‘why you came here?’” Gretel backtracked, “you’re a nurse, our father was...is ill.”

Odalinde’s mouth turned down in a guilty frown, and she sighed deeply through her nose. “Yes Gretel, but there’s more. Much more. Now I want you both to listen to me carefully.”

She stopped and looked back and forth between the siblings, making sure she had their attention.

“What I’m going to tell you must not be discussed with anyone. Not with your friends, not with your teachers, or even the Klahrs. No one. You’d be wise even to keep it from your future husband or wife. Do you understand me?”

Hansel nodded, rapt with intrigue.

“Okay,” Gretel said, “but why are you about to discuss it with us?”

Odalinde smiled. “Because Gretel, you’re at the center of this story. You were always to know.”

“Know what?” Hansel asked.

Odalinde began.

***
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“YOUR MOTHER WAS BORN during a time of enormous upheaval and discontent in the Old Country. The kings and emperors of the assorted lands—men who had known the greatest power ever held over humankind—were abruptly and successfully being challenged by their people. The uprisings were fleet and merciless, and within a decade each had watched helplessly as his power receded to the past like broken waves. In their place chaos and strife emerged.”

Marcel was settled back on the couch now, motionless, his eyes barely slits, his mouth effortlessly and eloquently unleashing the story to the ether.

“Most in the nobility and clergy were killed during this time, or banished to the wilderness to die a much lonelier death, one filled with cold and hunger. Those of the tradesmen and peasant classes fared only slightly better though, since once their rulers fell, they were essentially leaderless and naturally distrustful of anyone who tried to assume a position of authority. And this distrust fractured not only regions and villages, but neighbor and family as well. The ultimate result was a continent of borderless nations and mob rule.”

Anika hung on every word, both fascinated by her father’s fecundity and frightened by the delusions that had apparently infected him. He’d obviously been sick for a long time—and very sick lately—she’d never been in denial about the truth of that, but it was a sickness that until now had seemed not to affect his mind. Where did this depiction of her mother’s childhood come from? Old kings and emperors? Peasant classes? He was describing a world hundreds of years before her mother was born.

“But there were other peoples in these lands,” he continued, “groups that existed outside of the classes—villages whose families could trace their ancestors as accurately and distantly as the pharaohs of Egypt. They lived beyond the kings’ reaches mostly, in the hills and forests or other grueling geographies abhorred by soldiers and uncharted on most maps of the time. These were places thought to be strategically and culturally irrelevant, and so were largely ignored by leaders and forgotten by historians. Even tax collection was considered folly in such lands, since the cost to reach them was often far more expensive than what could be seized. Those clans that made their homes in these regions were considered at the time to be primitive, tribal, unlearned in the modernity of things like architecture, weaponry and fashion; and indeed, by the standards of the ruling classes and those beneath them, they were comparatively uncivilized in those subjects.

“But in many areas they were genius, intensely curious of the world, scientifically sophisticated and meticulous in their calculations. And perhaps more importantly, they were literate, and therefore able to pass on their discoveries not only through speech and pictures, but through the invention of hundreds of unique written languages, each containing uncommon alphabets and symbols, languages that were frequently known only to the tiny society in which they were formed, where members often lived and died having never spoken a word to a person outside the territory. It was in a place like this that your mother entered the world.”

“That’s enough!” Anika screamed, rising to her feet once again. “You’ve gone mad, Papa! I won’t listen anymore!” She stifled the sob boiling in her chest and breathed deeply. “I don’t understand, Papa, your mind was well when I left you, your memory as nimble as ever. What’s happened to you?”

Marcel gave a patient look to his daughter and offered a subtle gesture for her to sit, a command she obeyed with a sigh of aggravation.

“I won’t argue that I’m not insane, Anika, to you the evidence must seem quite staggering at the moment. But what I’ve told you, and everything I’m going to tell you, is true.”

“You’re speaking of Mother as if she were born in medieval times! What...what are you saying?”

“I’m telling you now, Anika. If I may continue?”

Anika gave a permissive nod and listened.
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“I’m not here to nurse your father,” Odalinde began, “not primarily anyway.”

Gretel studied the woman’s face, which seemed now to have become softer, more innocent. But Gretel’s wariness remained, and she even left open the possibility that this conference was a trick, though intuitively she knew it wasn’t. “I don’t think I ever believed that,” she replied, “I don’t think I’ve believed most of what you’ve said since you came here.”

She could feel Hansel’s eyes on her, wide and disbelieving, but Gretel’s eyes stayed fixed on Odalinde.

“I’ve tried not to lie to you, Gretel, to either of you. I’ve been brusque at times, I realize that, but...”

“Why are you here then?” Gretel interrupted, not interested in rationalizations or anything resembling an apology.

“To put it concisely, I’m here to protect you.”

“Protect us?” Gretel snorted, her eyes wide with astonishment. “Protect us?” She repeated the phrase, as if offering Odalinde a chance to rethink her word choice.

“I know that seems odd to you right now, but...”

“No, Odalinde, it doesn’t seem odd right now, it actually seems insulting and deranged right now! Protect us. How have you protected us? By starving us? By threatening us?”

“I’ve never...”

“You’ve done nothing to protect us! Hansel and I have been protecting ourselves since the day father got sick. And every day after. And you coming here has made it all worse!”

Gretel stopped abruptly and stared at Odalinde, waiting for her to fire back with shouts of her own, or perhaps with one of her moderately concealed threats. Instead the woman stayed silent, her hands folded in front of her as if encouraging Gretel to finish.

“Why is my father still sick?”

Odalinde nodded, as if understanding this question was inevitable. “Your father is a good man,” she said, “and I’ve grown very fond of him.”

“Very fond of him? Have you grown fond of him? You’re marrying him! I should hope you’re fond of him!”

Odalinde looked away. “Yes, well, we’ll need to discuss that as well.” She looked back to Gretel and waited for another barrage, but Gretel had, for the moment, said her peace. Odalinde then leaned forward conspiratorially. “But to answer your question, I’m keeping your father sick to protect you from him.”

Gretel’s face again twisted in anger and disbelief at the woman’s brazenness, and all the blood in her body seemed to hurtle toward her head, flooding her brain with the energy it would need to defend her father from this villainous slanderer.

“As I said, Gretel,” Odalinde added, holding up an open hand in anticipation of Gretel’s eruption, “your father is a good man. A good father and husband. I know that. And so do you. And what you also must know is, that above all else, he loves you both. Very much.”

Hansel was now crying, the combination of fear and love and anger too much for him to contain all at once. Gretel put her arm around his shoulders and offered a reassuring shush.

“Then why...” Gretel could no longer arrange her thoughts into a rational sentence.

“But your father is also weak. Weak emotionally, temperamentally, and, increasingly so, physically. He would never withstand the temptation once offered. There are few men who could, and your father is not one of those men.”

“Temptation? What temptation?” Hansel asked, “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

“It’s a very long story, Hansel—centuries old—and most of it doesn’t concern either of you. Or me for that matter. But some of it does. Some of this story involves you both quite directly. So I suppose the place to start is at the beginning. Or at least at the beginning of when it matters to you.”

“And when is that?” Gretel asked.

“It’s the day I met your grandmother,” Odalinde said.

She paused a beat and tilted her head slightly forward, narrowing her eyes, making sure the children understood that what she was about to say was true, and that she, Odalinde, recognized the preposterousness of how it sounded.

“Long before your mother was born.”

***
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“BY THE TIME YOUR MOTHER was born the elixir was already discovered and, as your mother recounted to me many years ago, it was spoken of throughout her early childhood, though apparently none in her particular village knew the precise recipe at that time. Or even if the stories were true.”

Marcel seemed adrift in his chronicle of an era to which he’d never belonged; Anika thought he looked almost melancholy, sad that his experience of the time would never be more than vicarious and obscure.

“It was a bit of legend at first I suppose, the elixir, but most believed in it, believed at least that there was some truth to it, though the full extent of the power was surely doubted.”

Anika’s skepticism was unshaken, but she listened carefully, resigning herself to hearing the tale. Besides, she’d never known much about her mother’s youth, her schooling and adolescence and such, and even considering the setting in which she now found herself—imprisoned for the second time in as many days—there was comfort in the idea that even a portion of what her father was telling her might be true.

“It was not until your mother reached sixteen or so that the magic was revealed to her explicitly.” Marcel paused and stared intensely at his daughter, as if considering whether to continue with the revelation.

Anika could see in her father’s eyes that he believed every word he was saying. And that his madness was rampant.

“The magic came in the form of a book, written in a language spoken by so few people that the number could have been measured in dozens. And among those who spoke it there were even fewer who could read it. Your mother was one who could.”

The excitement had returned to Marcel’s voice, signaling the impending climax to his tale.

“It was true magic, Anika. Of the kind you’ve always read about in stories. It was, in fact, the unearthing of the most quested possession since the birth of humankind. Truly! And not one whose value was found only in the sentiment of religion or culture, like the Holy Grail or some Pharaoh’s sarcophagus,” Marcel grimaced at the insignificance of such things, “but one of true power. Life unending, Anika. Immortality.”

Anika sat stone-faced, disinterested, a complete opposite reflection of her father’s face across from her, which was alert and grinning maniacally, his eyes carefully searching his daughter’s face for the look that conveyed, due to the marvel of his story, that she now understood his motives and forgave him his actions.

“Anika. Did you hear me? There exists the formula to let me live forever.”

“So for you to live forever requires me to die?” Anika retorted. Her voice was low and clear, her expression never changing.

“Yes, well, it is...” Shame returned to Marcel’s face and he looked away from his daughter quickly. He rubbed his hands together in a nervous gesture and then covered his face with them. He sat motionless for a few seconds, and then removed his hands and soberly answered his daughter’s question. “Unfortunately, the answer is yes,” and then almost as an afterthought, “you or one of your children.”

Anika was now at full attention, but she stayed balanced and icy. “And what is it about me...and your grandchildren...that makes us so perfect for this priceless recipe of immortality? Surely the pollution that your blood contributes can’t be it.”

Marcel attempted no defense. “There is nothing about you or Gretel or Hansel that is particularly unique, for the formula that is, except that you are my blood, and therefore a necessary match for what I need.”

Anika glared hatefully now. “I don’t understand.”

“According to your mother, virtually any human under the age of sixty or so can be used to create the mixture. The measurements must be exact and the timing perfect, but those parts contained within the natural anatomy of any normal human being are all that is required. Only those with the rarest of deformities or genetic conditions are exempt. In other words, any transient on the street can be harvested for the miracle.”

Anika closed her eyes and turned away in disgust at her father’s morbid detachment, then breathed deeply and resumed her confident stare.

“If I had decided earlier in my life to participate in this evil, I, of course, would have used the degenerates of society—the criminals, the molesters—all of the monsters that feed on the weak and drag humankind toward the sewer. Of course I would have done that!’ Marcel stifled a cough and then softly said, “It is what your mother did for all those years.”

Anika wanted to interrupt, pursue this off-handed charge by her father that his wife—her mother—was in fact some kind of serial killer, albeit one utilitarian to society. Instead she stayed silent, not wanting to veer the story away from the substance.

“But I resisted, Anika. Steadfastly! I kept a vigil for my soul. I knew that even immortality wouldn’t last forever. And when that final day came, even if millennia in the future, I would face the judgment awaiting all of us and would have to answer for my actions. It is this belief that kept me unaddicted. And when your mother finally died, my sobriety was only reinforced.”

Marcel sighed, and his mouthed turned down in sadness.

“But the truth is this, Anika: when death is upon you, when the horizon is no longer an abstraction, when morbidity is no longer a passive thought but rather a place you can feel in your belly and taste in your mouth, your decisions waver. The concept of death and the reality of it are two very different things. And death is upon me now, and I plan to fight it. I...”

“You haven’t explained where I come in,” Anika interrupted finally. Her words were curt and emotionless, intended to be in harsh contrast to her father’s dramatic explanation and tacit plea for sympathy.

“The concoction is not a potion of youth; it does not undo disfigurement or trauma or disease. A man with one leg could not drink the mixture and suddenly grow a new one. Nor will a cripple walk or a dwarf grow. The potion simply feeds those healthy cells that exist, and, more importantly, arrests their natural march toward degeneration.”

Anika could tell it was the first time her father had ever explained the details of the potion, as he knew them to be, and now that he’d begun the words spilled from him with ease.

“Oh, there have always been stories of course, according to your mother there were certain additives that would strengthen bones and taper teeth, perhaps even make them grow larger. And of course there are always the vanity claims of clearing complexions and strengthening hair. But even if those rumors are true, Anika, by the measure of rumors, they’re rather benign. It is a well-accepted, centuries-old truth that the restorative powers of the potion are limited. It is not a cure for death. It is a prevention.”

He paused then, signaling the import and relevance of the words that were to follow.

“Unless the subject is close kin. In that case, there may be the exception. There the possibilities may become more variable.”

Anika nodded slowly in disappointed understanding. Then she smiled softly and shook her head. “So this is why I’ve gone through all of this? This is why my family was destroyed? My children made to suffer? My husband left to raise them alone?”

“Anika, Heinrich is...”

“Shut your mouth! Don’t you dare speak aloud the name of anyone in my family!”

Anika gave her father the chance to challenge her command, and when he didn’t, she continued.

“Not even the promise of youth? You’ll have me tortured—and my children if necessary—to live a few more decades—a century maybe—as a deranged old man?”

“Not Gretel and Hansel! I did not...” Marcel broke into a desperate bout of coughing. He stood awkwardly, attempting to get leverage on it.

“And what is it about life that you so cherish, father? Tell me. Is it the loneliness of it? Or perhaps it’s your lack of contribution to the world? And lifelong lack of ambition. Yes, that must all be it. Who would want to forfeit such a meaningful life as that?”

“I was good to you, Anika.” Marcel extended his arm and formed his crooked hand into an accusatory point. His other hand he kept pressed to his mouth in anticipation of another coughing bout.

“Yes, father, you were. But what now? Your children are raised. Your wife is gone. And even if you can be cured by my death, you’re old and frail. What will you do with your immortality other than hoard and treasure it for its own sake?” The edge had left Anika’s voice now, as if she were offering her father one last chance to recognize how horribly wrong all of this was.

“My new life will be different.” Marcel’s eyes shifted in doubt. “I will make it into something valuable.”

“Your life was valuable father. To me. To Mother. And to Gretel and Hansel. But it’s become rotted. Nothing good will come in the future. Death is necessary, father, for everyone.”

Marcel sat back on the sofa and stared into his daughter’s eyes. “No, Anika,” he said, “today only your death is necessary.”
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“But my mother is...was older than you.”

“No Gretel, she’s not,” Odalinde replied. “Not by quite a bit.”

The woman hesitated a moment and then strode the few steps to her secret cabinet behind her, simultaneously fishing something from her pouch. Without seeing it, Gretel knew at once it was the key she and Hansel had ‘borrowed’ only days ago. She plugged the key into the lock casually, with no concern of the potent little spies that ostensibly surrounded her. It was so unlike the times Gretel had seen her in the past, hunched and secretive, a compact wall of back and shoulders.

Both children sat mesmerized as they watched Odalinde reach into the cabinet, fumbling only briefly before pulling out the large black book that Gretel now recognized, without an ounce of doubt, as Orphism.

“I told you!” Hansel whispered.

Odalinde frowned and gave Hansel a narrow sideways stare, which the boy received and dropped instantly. “I suspected it was you, young man,” she said.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t...” Hansel’s tone was more pleading than whimpering, but he was teetering on tears.

“It’s okay, Hansel. It really is.” Seeming to sense Hansel’s descent toward a breakdown, Odalinde walked slowly to the boy and kneeled by him, resting her upper arm across the back of his chair, keeping her forearm raised to gently pet the back of his head with her hand. “It was never either of you I was worried about.”

It was the first act of real warmth Gretel had seen from Odalinde since her arrival, and the gesture comforted Gretel in a way she hadn’t felt since she’d lost her mother. But the scent of the ongoing mystery was strong, and she had no intention of losing it.

“How is it that you can be old enough to remember my mother being born?” Gretel asked. “That’s not possible.”

Odalinde looked squarely at Gretel and then stood straight, gripping the book with both hands so that the front cover faced forward. She framed it against her chest and said, “As I said, the story is long, but the short answer to your question is this book. This book is how it’s possible.”

“Orphism?”

Odalinde’s eyes sparkled at the sound of the word, and a sad smile drifted across her lips and then receded. “Yes, Gretel, Orphism.”

Gretel shook her head slowly in disbelief, blinking several times. She realized now that she hadn’t truly believed Hansel’s story about his discovery in Odalinde’s cabinet. Particularly after searching it herself and finding it empty. If pressed for the truth, she would have said she even considered that Hansel had made the whole thing up to get her attention, and that she was willing to entertain him, thankful for the fact that he was talking to her at all, thankful that he had weathered the loss of his mother with such courage. It was true she had hoped the book would be there, but wasn’t so surprised when it wasn’t. It couldn’t have been her same book.

“Is that...is it the same as the one I have?”

Odalinde nodded. “It is.”

“I told you,” Hansel said again, this time to no one in particular.

“How many copies are there?”

Odalinde smiled again, this time fully and warm. “It’s an excellent question, Gretel. An excellent question. There are a handful maybe. I know of at least two others. But the truth is I don’t really know for sure.”

Odalinde straightened her smile now. “Your book, it was given to you by your grandfather? Is that right?”

Gretel nodded.

“When was that?”

“The night my mother disappeared. When we drove to his house trying to find out what happened to her.”

“Before that day, the day he gave it to you, did your grandfather ever talk about the book? Or mention anything about it that you might remember?”

Gretel didn’t need to think about the answer. “No. Nothing. I don’t think he knew that I’d ever even seen it until that day. I used to look at it all the time though. Up on the shelf in the basement. And when I got older and could reach it I used to read it—well, look at the words anyway. But I never let him know that I’d found it. It always seemed like a thing to keep secret.”

At this last remark Odalinde nodded again. “Yes, it does seem like that type of thing.”

“But when he saw me with it,” Gretel continued, “that night in the basement, he just gave it to me. Like he wanted me to have it and was waiting for me to ask. So maybe he did know that I’d found it. I guess I can’t be sure.”

“Did he tell you anything about it after he gave it to you?”

“Why? What does it say?” Hansel chimed in. “What’s the book about?”

“In a moment, Hansel, okay? I’ll tell both of you. I promise.” Odalinde’s voice was calm and reassuring, and she stroked the boy’s head as she stepped toward Gretel and kneeled in front of her, waiting for the answer to her question. “What did he tell you, Gretel?”

“He just said that it was very old. That not many people could read it. And that my grandmother liked it. ‘Treasured it,’ I think he said.”

Odalinde nodded politely and then asked slowly, “Could he read it, Gretel? Did he say whether he could read it?”

Gretel immediately shook her head. “No. He couldn’t read it. At least that’s what he told me.”

Odalinde let out a sigh and stood up again.

“But...” Gretel stopped.

Odalinde froze, her eyes encouraging.

“I think he was hoping that I would be able to read it. Or that I could learn to read it. I don’t know exactly. He wanted me to have it, that’s for sure, but he was strange about it. Sad or something.”

Gretel thought back to the scene in Deda’s house and then shook her head quickly.

“But he’s sick—dying I think. He was probably just having a spell. That’s what my mother always called it when Deda acted strange.”

Odalinde nodded and let this last piece of information sink in.

“This book is bad, isn’t it?”

Odalinde’s eyes searched the room for an answer to the question, a signal to Gretel that the woman had never thought about the book in these terms. “Yes Gretel,” she said finally, “it is bad.”

“And it’s bad because...” Gretel’s eyes darted furiously as she was suddenly flooded with the rain of discovery. “...it’s some kind of black magic book, right? A book that tells how to live forever. That’s how you knew my grandmother. And how you were there when my mother was born. That’s right isn’t it?”

Odalinde gave a tired grin. “You have amazing intuition, Gretel, as I knew you would.”

Gretel said nothing, her look never wavering as she dismissed the compliment and waited for actual confirmation. She couldn’t have said exactly how she figured everything out so quickly, but she suspected Odalinde was right, she did have exceptional instincts.

“Perhaps not forever,” Odalinde admitted softly, “but yes, in essence, that is what the book does.”

“How old are you then?” Gretel asked, and saw instantly in Odalinde’s face that this question was one that tortured her, one that she fought every day to keep her mind from exploring.

“I don’t know exactly, but very old. Much older than I should ever have allowed myself to become.”

Hansel smiled, almost laughing at this exchange. He looked to Gretel for the whimsical reveal of a teasing punchline, a wink or a punch to the shoulder perhaps; but he saw only cold seriousness in his sister’s eyes.

Reflexively, he reached for his face, forming a dome over his nose and mouth as if ready to sneeze. Gretel at first took the gesture for one of shock, the stifling of a gasp, but her brother then lurched forward from his chair, his hands fixed in place as he dashed toward the front door, fumbling with the knob until finally turning it just in time to direct his cascade of vomit away from the kitchen floor and onto the porch. He stumbled a few more steps until he was fully out of the cabin and in the sanctuary of cool Back Country air. He descended the stairs until he reached the gravel driveway where he could freely release whatever sickness remained. Gretel listened to her brother wretch once again and then heard his breathing steady as he let out some hybrid of a wretch and a scream.

Odalinde retraced Hansel’s path across the kitchen floor, following it to the threshold of the open front door. She paused, submitted a brief check of the situation in the driveway, and then closed the door until it was open just a crack.

“He’ll be fine,” she said, “everyone is frightened the first time they hear about the book. It’s not an easy thing to digest.” Odalinde rolled her eyes and smiled weakly at her unintended pun.

“Is it really true though?” Gretel asked, now fully realizing the significance of what was being revealed here. She wasn’t worried about Hansel; it wasn’t the first time nerves had caused the reaction she’d just witnessed. “Is it true anyone that can read this book could live forever?”

“Well, it’s not quite that simple.”

Odalinde walked back to the table and sat across from Gretel.

“Even if you know the language, or it’s been translated for you, there are delicate skills you’d need to master—medical skills among them—and there are several quite obscure ingredients you’d need to be able to recognize and find.” Odalinde paused and then nodded. “But, yes, eventually you could figure it out. More practically though, you could find someone who already had all of these skills.”

Gretel was curious about the “medical skills,” but she put it aside for the moment.

“So then I don’t understand,” she said, “why is the book a bad thing? I mean, I know people have to die to make room for new people, but...I don’t know...life is good, right?” Gretel lingered on the last word, not sure exactly what she was trying to say.

“This is not about life, Gretel, this is about death: what happens to your physical body after it’s been born into this world and then deteriorates from time or is ravaged by trauma or disease. We are meant to die. All of us. Avoiding death is unnatural. It’s the opposite of nature, in fact.”

Odalinde spoke quickly, never taking her eyes from Gretel. She stopped and searched the girl’s face, looking for a sign of understanding that the truth she’d just heard should never be doubted. Odalinde took a slow breath and then continued, this time with less frenzy.

“Life, however, is something else. Life is always with you. Even after your body dies. Life is energy, and energy can’t be destroyed. Life is your spirit or soul or a dozen other names that have been given to that thing—that force inside of you—which lets you know you’re alive. It’s the force that comforts you and motivates you, makes you love and sympathize. You, Gretel, have a strong awareness of Life. Stronger than most. That is part of your heritage and it will never go away.”

“My heritage? What does that mean? I don’t understand.”

“The energy of the universe is available to all of us, Gretel. It flows through everyone and makes us who we are. And, if we wish, often with much trial and persistence, we can manipulate this energy to make things happen for us. To direct things toward us. For some, like you—and me, I suppose—that ability comes much easier.”

“So is it some kind of magic?”

“I suppose that’s a way to look at it, except that magic implies something otherworldly and exclusive. This isn’t witchcraft. The energy of Life is the most common force in the universe. So common, in fact, that most of us ignore it. The way we ignore sunlight or oxygen.”

“So this book, Orphism, explains this power? How to use it?”

“In a way that’s what it does, yes. But the truth is the power of Life can’t fully be explained in a book. It must be felt, experienced, individually harnessed for whatever purpose a person wishes to use it. Most people, even if they could read the language in the book, wouldn’t have the discipline or insight to understand—on the deepest level—exactly what the book explicates. But the people who wrote the book, Gretel, they understood these things quite well. They were a group very strongly aware of the world and the offerings available to them.”

“But you said the book was bad. So people can use this power to do bad things?”

Odalinde gave a tired sigh and rubbed the heels of her palms against her temples. “I don’t believe the intention of the book was bad. Not originally. It was just the result of natural curiosity and exploration. And to answer your question: Oh yes, Gretel, people can use Life to provoke a great number of bad things. Unbounded really. You see, Life doesn’t distinguish between good and bad—those are human adjectives that we assign to things based on an accepted set of social values. If a man were to inherit a family, for example, and then kill the children so that he may bear and raise only his own, we would consider that man bad, and our system of justice would likely deem it so bad he would be killed as a result. But when a lion does the very same thing—kills the offspring of other lions so that only his genes move on—we distance ourselves from judgment, accepting that the world of the lion operates by different rules. Well, in a way, Life sees the world the way we see the lion: objectively, without prejudice. If a person is knowledgeable of this Life power, he can use it however he sees fit. Even in a way that we would describe as bad.”

Odalinde stood and walked back to the door, opening it just wide enough to check on Hansel again, before walking back and sitting at the table.

“I know this is a lot to hear right now, Gretel, and much of it you probably don’t believe. That’s okay. Where this power comes from and how it’s used is not important right now. All of that is something you’ll need to explore and come to believe on your own.”

Odalinde stretched her arms across the table, her palms facing up, beckoning for Gretel’s hands. Gretel offered them freely, and the touch of the woman’s hands again awakened some hibernating memory of her mother.

“But the power of this book is real. And I have the feeling it has to do with your mother’s disappearance.”

Gretel’s breathing shortened, and she could feel the muscles in her shoulders tighten. She squeezed Odalinde’s hands tightly. “You think she’s alive, don’t you?”

“Honestly, Gretel, I don’t know, she may not be. But I think if you believe she’s alive—truly believe it—that’s a very good sign. Do you believe she is?

Gretel could only nod.

“Okay then,” Odalinde said, “Okay.”

“But how? Where would she be?”

“The whole process of creating the formula is complicated; it takes time. The source needs to be healthy and strong to start, and then it needs to be fed correctly. And the extractions can often take months depending...” Odalinde’s eyes had grown wide, and the first two fingers of her right hand instinctively went to her lips as if giving an emphasized signal to a child to stay quiet.

Hansel now stood in the doorway, frozen, listening to this impossible conversation. His mouth hung wide and Gretel thought he looked a bit like a nutcracker.

“What are you talking about?” Gretel asked, nearly whispering. “Extractions? Fed?”

“I’m so sorry...” Odalinde began.

“What are you talking about!” Gretel violently recoiled her hand from Odalinde’s.

Odalinde closed her eyes and exhaled. “The book—Orphism—is about a lot of things, much of it to do with what we discussed earlier, controlling the powers of Life and all that.”

“But it’s also about living forever,” Gretel added, her impatience brimming.

Odalinde opened her eyes. “Yes. It’s about that too. The first part—the part about Life and spirit and the ways of the universe—is not only powerful, it’s also quite beautiful. The people who wrote it were unusually synchronized with the world. These were an ancient people, untraceable to any known descendants. Perhaps as old as those of Asia and Mesopotamia.”

She paused, signaling a transition.

“But there is the other part of the book. The part on solving death.” Odalinde gave a deep, nervous swallow. “This part was written by your people, Gretel. And yours, Hansel.”

Odalinde waved for Hansel to come back and sit, which he did, reluctantly.

“This part is not beautiful. In fact, it’s quite horrifying.”

“Hansel, maybe you should go,” Gretel snapped, her tone signaling she would have no tolerance for any more weak-stomach distractions.

“I’m fine,” he replied, unconvincingly.

Gretel glared at her brother with a “you’ll be sorry if you’re wrong” look, and then immediately shot her attention back to Odalinde.

“It’s a recipe, essentially, for a potion that stops the dying process. The brew is ingested, in small amounts at first, and then gradually, over decades, the doses need to increase for the formula to continue working. I don’t think anyone knows exactly how it works, and it isn’t like it’s ever been studied properly in a laboratory.”

Odalinde stopped for a moment to arrange her words, and Gretel tried to appreciate her aim to be delicate.

“Many of the ingredients—not all, but many—are derived from the human body.”

Hansel brought a fist to his mouth but quickly composed himself. “That’s disgusting,” he said.

“Yes, it is, Hansel. It’s despicable. But what is even more despicable, and what you would correctly assume, is that people don’t usually give of their body parts willingly.” Odalinde dropped her eyes ruefully. “There are victims.”

“So they’re killed?” Hansel asked, each word coming out with a beat in between.

“The final part is always fatal. Some die sooner than others. Those are...” Odalinde stopped and shook her head as if to strike the beginning of the sentence.

“Those are what? What is it?” It was Gretel this time.

“Those are the fortunate ones.” Odalinde frowned and bounced a sad stare between the two children. “The true horror is the torture. The mutilation. It’s abominable.”

Gretel narrowed her eyes and sneered. “But you’ve done this,” she challenged, unable to pitch down the shrillness in her voice. “You are one of the people who has tortured. You are someone who has eaten people. You must be, right?! You’ve lived for what? Centuries!”

“I have killed and tortured people, Gretel. Yes, I have done those things. More times than I could ever count or wish to remember. And the shame that I feel now—not just for those deaths, but also for the lack of feeling that I had for them at the time—I will feel that shame until I am buried.”

Odalinde stood again and walked away from the table, her back to the children.

“And that time will come. I haven’t blended for several years now. And I won’t do it again.”

“So you’ve decided to die then,” Gretel stated flatly, with satisfaction. “Why?”

Odalinde turned back toward Gretel.

“For all the reasons I’ve explained. This discovery is a mistake. It’s monstrous. I understand that. I’ve always understood it but...I couldn’t stop. I just couldn’t. If Hell exists I will burn there for what I’ve done. But it has been done. And I can’t undo it. All I can do is try to help you and Hansel. And your mother.”

The fury in Gretel was rising, and she clenched her teeth, struggling not to leap at the murderer standing in her kitchen.

“So if you made this decision, why did you wait so long? Why did you not help us right away! My mother could have been saved!”

“I didn’t know your mother’s disappearance had to do with any of this. At least...I wasn’t sure. I truly wasn’t. My reason for coming here wasn’t to protect you from your father, it was just to take care of you because of a promise I made to your grandmother. A promise that I would take care of your mother—or her unborn children—if they were ever in need.”

“But you’re not making sense. You said you were here to protect us from our father,” Gretel said, quick with her challenge.

“Protecting you from your father was not the reason I came here, it was the reason I stayed.”

Gretel closed her eyes and spread her hands across her face, and then quivered her head back and forth in a short, vibratory twitch, trying to shake the mountain of puzzle pieces in her head into something flat and orderly. “None of this makes sense,” she said, “what does my father have to do with this?”

“I didn’t think anything at first. But then...” Odalinde paused and looked away.

“What?”

“On your bed, soon after I got here, I saw the book, the copy of Orphism your grandfather gave you. I didn’t know if your father could read it—I still don’t actually—but if he could, he was a danger to both of you. A sick man, in the last quarter of his life, that is the most dangerous man of all to know this secret. So I’ve kept him as he is, just sick enough to...make him weak.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about any of this? You knew I had this magic book the whole time and you never told me? Didn’t you think everything was connected? My mother’s disappearance? All of it?”

“No, I didn’t. Not necessarily. Your grandmother had a copy of the book, I knew that, so it wasn’t impossible to think your grandfather had simply handed down her copy to you or your mother as a keepsake.”

Gretel was quiet, considering the possibility there may be logic in this reasoning.

“And I don’t know if any of this is connected, Gretel, it may not be.”

“It is,” Gretel replied without hesitation, “I know it is.”

Odalinde frowned and nodded, offering no challenge to the teenager’s intuition.

“I handled all of this badly. I’m sorry to both of you. I didn’t know what I was doing. I haven’t raised a child or nursed a man in...I don’t know how long. A very long time.”

“You’re not good at it.” The words had left Gretel’s mouth before she had a chance to consider them.

Odalinde smiled. “I know I was hard on you, Gretel, and neglectful to both of you, but I didn’t want either of you to grow fond of me. When I left, I wanted you to be glad for my riddance. Plus it was how I was raised, and how I was taught to raise children, building them for survival. If your father were to...” She stopped suddenly, rethinking her words. “If he were not able to care for you, if he didn’t get better, you would have to grow up quickly, on your own.”

A lump grew in Hansel’s throat, and the first tear bubbled in the bottom of his eye. “So you’re not staying?” he asked. “You weren’t going to stay?”

“No Hansel, I can’t stay.”

“So you never planned to marry him?” Gretel asked, the sadness in her voice conveying sympathy for her father and not sorrow at the news that she was losing a stepmother.

“No, Gretel. I have another life, other commitments. People I care for. That is where I would go in the evenings on...”

“Thursdays,” Gretel finished for her.

Odalinde smiled again. “Yes, on Thursdays. But when your father asked me to marry him it was a very awkward situation. If I had said ‘no’ I would have had to leave immediately. It would have been too uncomfortable. And even though I never really knew if your father had to do with this, I believed something was wrong. And I was right, something is wrong.”

Gretel sat quietly for a moment, and then she rose slowly, locking eyes with Odalinde, her chest burning at the question she was about to ask. “And how do you know Officer Stenson? How do you really know him?”

The confusion on Odalinde’s face was instant, and Gretel trusted it.

“Who is..? You mean that System officer that came to check on you? I don’t know him, Gretel. As I said the other day, he came by to check on you and you weren’t here.”

Gretel stared coldly into the woman’s face, searching for the tell, the flicker or swallow or shift of the eyes. “Hansel saw his name in your book,” she said finally. “And I saw it too.”

Odalinde glanced toward Hansel and frowned and then looked back to Gretel.

“I told you, he gave me his name and number and told me to give it to you. I wrote it in my book where I keep all of my other numbers. I didn’t give it to you because I didn’t trust him. There was something insincere about him. I still believe that to be true.”

“You told me father wouldn’t allow it. You said that was why you didn’t tell me.”

“That was a lie. Your father never knew he was here.”

“So you never told Officer Stenson about your engagement to Father?”

“Of course not! Why would you think that?”

Gretel dismissed the question with a quick head shake.

“He was here only a few minutes, we barely spoke at all, let alone that I would disclose anything like that. Particularly that topic. I just wanted him gone.”

Odalinde’s answers were coming to Gretel quickly, logically, in a way that only the truth could. She sat back down and took a deep breath, and the buzz of nature filled the otherwise silent kitchen.

“So do you think he knows where my mother is?” she said finally, wearily. “If she is alive, do you think he knows where she is?”

Odalinde opened her mouth as if to answer, but instead took a deep breath and then pressed her lips into a thin, sad smile. “Honestly? Yes, I think he knows something about what’s happened. But if Officer Stenson is part of this, he’s only one part.”

“So who else then,” Hansel asked before Odalinde could get to it.

“You’re not going to like my answer. Neither of you.”

Hansel’s eyes widened and his mouth dropped in a short gasp. “Father?” he said.

“No Hansel,” Gretel said, her voice deep and controlled, “she means Deda.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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Oliver Stenson’s red System cruiser turned sharply down the hidden path leading to the old woman’s cabin and then abruptly stopped, its tires skidding across the dirt driveway, leaving a haze of dust that hovered effervescently for a moment, and then deflated to the ground. It had been months since he’d come here, as a skeptical neophyte on the subjects of witchcraft and magic potions, terms for which he was always chided by Marcel for using. This wasn’t wizardry or spell-casting he was told, this elixir was natural, accessible to everyone.

In the beginning, of course, at the very center of his beliefs, he doubted nearly all of what he’d been told about the bizarre brew; and the fulfillment of the promises that were made to him for his part in the scheme he accepted with equal doubt. But if it was true, even in part, even if it was something akin to a vitamin that allowed him twenty years beyond his natural life—or fifteen—his investment in the plan seemed worth it, especially if those years proved strong and healthy. After all, his role would be minimal: to monitor the case of a missing Back Country woman who would vanish along the Interways one spring morning; and then to make sure any leads in the case were steered in a direction away from certain sections of the Interways and this cabin. It sounded simple. It was simple. With his System experience and knowledge of the area, his part required little more than rigging a few clues here and there, and maybe leaving off a few more off the reports. Simple.

And in fact, as it turned out, it had been rather simple. Stenson wasn’t even needed for the actual crime. Marcel had told him exactly how it all would happen: that Anika Morgan’s car would drift off the road, and she, in a foolish search for help, would stumble directly into the clutches of the old woman. And it had happened just that way!

The poor woman, Anika, had somehow—impossibly—disappeared from the Interways and ended up in this time-forgotten, wooden shack in the bleakest part of the Northlands. Untraced. Unwitnessed. And he, Stenson, hadn’t needed to do a thing! Even the car was virtually invisible, almost perfectly camouflaged at the bottom of that embankment. Only the most basic of additional cover had been necessary to keep it from being seen by anyone walking along at more than eight or ten feet away. And when the day came that it was finally discovered—if that day ever came—the obvious assumption would be that Anika Morgan had simply wandered into the woods after an accident looking for help and then died, her body overcome by the elements before being ravaged by some hungry animal (and in a way, Stenson thought, that is what happened), her clothes rotted and buried forever beneath countless layers of mud and leaf litter. Yes, finding that car now would do no good; it was far too late to find the connection between Anika Morgan and this cabin.

But there was a problem now: Anika Morgan was still alive. Recaptured, thank God, but still alive.

Marcel had known immediately that she’d escaped—had felt it—and within hours Stenson was rumbling his cruiser up to a defeated Anika Morgan lying prostrate in the middle of the road. It was magic. It was the only explanation. If anyone else had found her, the whole plan would have collapsed. She would have been taken to a hospital or barracks, or perhaps even home, and the whole story of her nightmare would have been unfurled. And by this time, instead of standing quietly outside the door of his cruiser, debating whether to walk to the front of the cabin door ahead of him and knock, or to investigate around back to keep the element of surprise intact, he and the rest of the Northlands unit would be ransacking the old shack for clues, of which there would be plenty. Perhaps even enough to connect him to the case.

But it hadn’t happened that way. He had found Anika Morgan, just one more of an increasing number of fortuitous events that fell in his favor, and another example of why Oliver Stenson had steadily grown to become a believer in the potion. Devout. He’d yet to see any actual proof of the elixir’s life-giving effects, but still, all of what Marcel had told him would happen had, from the accident, to the capture, to the hiring of the woman’s daughter at the orchard. He hadn’t predicted the escape, of course, but even magic contained some degree of variability, Stenson supposed. Yes, Stenson was a true believer now, and over the past few months he had become vigilant in his role of protecting the secret.

But he was also ready for the payoff. He was ready for that feeling that had been described to him by Marcel as described to him by his wife. And he was ready to bring Petr home from that school and, more importantly, to get him out of that orchard for good. ‘We need to watch her,’ Marcel had told him, referring to his own granddaughter. ‘Gretel knows more than she knows.’ Stenson had no idea what Marcel was talking about at the time, and after his visit with the girl he understood even less. Gretel seemed like a typical teenage girl to him—mature certainly, but typical—naturally distrustful of authority, and devastated that her mother had gone missing. But ultimately Stenson had deferred and agreed to position Petr at the Klahr orchard to act as their unknowing spy.

But it was time for all of this to be over. It was time to become untangled from all of this villainy.

Stenson exited his cruiser and stood tall, surveying the surroundings, squinting for any sign of the old woman. “Hello,” he called out. He wanted to follow with the woman’s name but realized he didn’t know it. He wondered if even she knew it at this point. “Hello,” he called again and closed the cruiser door, deciding to take the direct route to the front of the cabin.

Stenson imagined a flurry of scenarios as he approached the front door—an exercise that, as a System officer, was automatic to him. He didn’t conjure any images that were particularly dangerous, especially since the escaped prisoner had already been caught, but the quietness made him wary. The most likely scene, he thought, was that the woman was dead, or else severely wounded. The prisoner had escaped after all, and Stenson could only believe that she’d done so using force. Perhaps the story was even known by now, revealed to Marcel by his daughter in some gleeful rage. He suddenly wished there was a way to contact the warehouse.

But what did it really matter? Stenson’s only real concern—besides keeping his own freedom—was the potion. The beautiful potion. He realized now that he was addicted to it without ever tasting a drop! Ha! That was madness, of course, but it was true. It was the first and last thing he thought about each day. Every day. He’d risked his career, farmed out his son, and been an accomplice to kidnapping, torture and attempted murder. What more evidence was needed to show he was a slave to it? And the more he thought of it, the worse the addiction grew.

And now, with months of images of the brew stirring slowly in the middle of his mind, he almost couldn’t stand it. His respect for Marcel on this matter was immense; how had he had resisted it all those years? But this respect was somewhat offset by Stenson’s hatred about the fact that the old man never learned the recipe himself, that he had never taken the path of his wife. Of course, Stenson never considered that if Marcel had known the recipe, Stenson’s role in the whole plan would have been unnecessary and he would have been left out. But that was addiction.

He forced his mind back to the top concern on the docket: The potion, and the fact that it wasn’t completed. The Source was still alive, which according to Marcel meant, at the very least, the final ingredients had not been included. Stenson was pretty sure he’d been told that piece involved the heart, but it could also have been the liver. Whichever. It was close to finished. Very close. It had to be!

He knuckled five aggressive raps on the cabin door, the thick, solid design of the structure muffling the sound into something dull and impotent, like knocking on a tree trunk. He waited a moment and then walked a few steps to the porch-level window, bending over at the waist and cupping his hands around his eyes as he put his forehead to the glass to peer in. But he could see only vague outlines and darkness, the result of decades of built-up grime and dust.

The System officer walked back to the door and this time turned the knob slowly. It twisted easily, ironically almost, considering the daunting mass of the door itself. He pushed the door open about three feet and was immediately assaulted by the unmistakable stench of flesh. Old and rotten. Dead. He turned back to the air of the porch and breathed deeply, instinctively lifting his uniform shirt to cover his nose and mouth while blinking out the film of water that had formed protectively over his eyes.

“Oh my God,” he whispered.

His mind instinctively formed a few additional, more precarious, scenarios for what might be in the cabin, and after processing them almost simultaneously, the officer pushed the door firmly with both hands so that it opened as wide as possible, offering the awful odor an undisturbed route of escape. The width of the doorway allowed Stenson to see most of the inside of the cottage from the porch, the only exceptions being the two bedrooms off to the side. And with this expansive vantage point, his conditioned brain went through the progressions. A disturbance had occurred. Violent. In the kitchen area. The escape had been through the back door (it was open). And there was something else. Something much worse.

Stenson’s breathing became rapid and his throat tightened at the sight. Something had been shattered, something ceramic—a bowl or plate—and the dark mixture that it had contained was now splattered grotesquely across the floor.

“Oh God, no!” The words came out in something resembling a whine, and Stenson raced into the cabin, now completely unaware of the foulness in the air. He reached the scene on the floor and knew instantly—not with magic or witchcraft (screw you, Marcel!), but with the knowing instincts of a seasoned detective—that his chance at immortality was finished.

Oliver Stenson stood with his legs slightly apart and his head hung, his eyes closed as if saying a prayer in front of a gravesite. He opened his eyes and stared absently at the dried black puddle, making sure to keep his boots clear, just in case...just in case it was still...viable.

With his index finger extended, he began to kneel toward the floor. He needed to touch the black sludge, to feel for himself whether there was truly power there. The tip of his finger was only inches away when a sound from the back of the cabin broke the stillness. It was rustling and quick, and Stenson’s hand instinctively repositioned itself away from the puddle to his sidearm. He knew it was unlikely to be anything too concerning, probably just an animal, lured by the sickening promise of decaying flesh. But he was cautious anyway, as he’d been trained to be in even the most seemingly benign situations, and he unholstered his weapon as he walked toward the open kitchen door.

More noises came from the back, this time heavier and more methodical, though still quick. Stenson reconsidered his original assessment and now thought the sounds were footsteps. Human footsteps. He stood in the doorway and faced the outside, his toes just across the threshold. He gripped the gun tightly and laid it close to his chest.

“Who’s there?” Stenson called, deepening his voice an octave. He waited a few beats for an answer, sensing attentive ears just outside the door. “My name is Officer Oliver Stenson. I’m a System officer. If there is anyone there show yourself or respond to me now.”

“What can I do for you, Officer?”

The words imploded the silence almost before Stenson had finished barking his commands. The voice was clear and robust, young and feminine, and for a moment Stenson felt like a child, seven or eight maybe, whose mother has just caught him sneaking sweets before dinner. It was almost comforting. But not quite. There was something else in the voice, in the tenor perhaps, something vibratory in the pitch that was ancient and unfriendly. And the words had come not from the backyard but from inside the cabin, near the front door in fact, on the opposite side of the house from where he’d heard the footsteps.

Stenson spun toward the voice and raised his weapon. His eyes were wide and locked, not with fear exactly, but something close to it, uneasiness perhaps. Enhanced uneasiness.

“And what is your answer to my question, officer.” The words were slightly playful and challenging. “Again, in case you weren’t ready for it the first time, the question was ‘What can I do for you?’”

Officer Stenson lowered his sidearm and stared at the figure which stood rigid and motionless; the dusky gray robe it wore gave it the appearance of a shadow, faded and strayed from its source. The eyes and cheekbones were blanketed by a large hood which draped forward several inches past the figure’s face; the only features Stenson could see with any clarity were the nose and lips. It was the old woman, he was sure of that, the general outline matched, and she had worn the same robe on the other occasion they had met. And besides, who else would it be?

But she was different now, transformed in some way. And it wasn’t just her voice, which had lost all trace of the off-key, aged hoarseness he remembered from the few words she’d spoken that day. She was...taller, sturdier. Imposing even. Or maybe it was just that her posture was better—perfect in fact—that she appeared taller. And from what he could see of her face she was younger, judging by the smoothness of the skin on her nose and color of her lips, by at least a decade. Maybe more.

“Were you outside?” he stammered finally. “Did you hear me call you? How did you get in here so fast?”

“I was outside and I did hear you call,” the woman challenged in a tone conveying the question ‘and what are you going to do about it?’

The woman stood waiting for a reply to her implied question, but Stenson stayed silent.

“And I’m fast, Officer Stenson,” she continued, “that’s how I got in here so fast.” At this remark her eyes flickered. “Now, one more time: What can I do for you?” The old woman’s words had lost their airy edge and were now sardonic and impatient.

“What can you do for me? Do for me?” Stenson’s voice rose considerably on the second sentence, and he opened his eyes wide, presenting that slightly crazed look signifying that a punch in the nose for asking such a question wouldn’t be unreasonable. “Perhaps you hadn’t noticed...” Stenson again wanted to address the woman by name but remembered, once again, that he didn’t know it. “The young woman who was sent to you, that was arranged for you to...blend...or whatever it is you call it, is no longer here! So maybe the first thing you can do for me is tell me why she isn’t here anymore and, instead, is sitting alive in a System holding house. And she’s there, by the way, only because I found her lying in the middle of the Interways! That’s what you can do for me!”

The old woman stood motionless for a moment, staring at him, and though he couldn’t see her eyes, Stenson knew it was a look of hate. She then formed her lips into a pleasant smile, while at the same time raising her hands and gripping the flopping edges of the oversized hood. Stenson noted again the smooth unblemished skin, this time on her hands and wrists, as she pulled the hood back slowly, revealing the truth about what the officer had thought may have been just a trick of the shadows and sunlight. She was younger. By twenty, even thirty years, he guessed. For a moment he thought he may have been wrong about his initial certainty that this was the same person; but no, it was definitely her, the woman he’d conspired with to murder a young mother in order to use her innards for his own youthful quests. But how? The woman in front of him now looked barely older than a young mother herself. If he was being honest, he would have described her as attractive. Beautiful maybe. Her skin was taut and unblemished, and the dullness of her eyes was replaced by the alert glitter of a schoolgirl’s. And her hair. Her hair erupted from the hood of the cape in a mane of auburn silk, pouring down her shoulders and chest like diluted honey.

Stenson opened his mouth to speak but stopped, not knowing exactly what to say. Then, suddenly, he made the obvious connection. It was the potion. And it was better than what he’d been promised. Younger. It could make him younger!

The woman again stood still, as if showcasing herself for the man. But Stenson stared for only a moment. He knew the woman was studying him, and he’d seen her lips, barely splitting apart, revealing the stark whiteness of her newly polished enamel. The twitch of her mouth was slight, unnoticeable by the average citizen, but to Stenson it was a common tell, and it snatched him back to the moment. He took a breath and gripped his fingers tightly around his firearm, anticipating action. He was in that stage of an encounter—he’d been there dozens of times, he figured—when a perpetrator is weighing the options of whether to flee or attack, and by what means he’ll carry out the decision. In almost every other case, Officer Stenson would have guessed correctly as to which move this perp was going to make. Given the two choices, a child would have guessed the same. First of all this was a woman in front of him, and an older woman at that (though not as old as she used to be). And, ostensibly, she was unarmed, as well as uniquely familiar with the environment having lived there for what, a hundred years? This suspect was no threat to him. This suspect was a runner (‘and I’m fast, Officer Stenson, that’s how I got here so fast’). It was System Work 101.

These calculations were processed in the mind of Officer Stenson automatically, only seconds before the witch glided across the room, as if carried from behind by a blast of sudden wind, and slammed against the torso of The System officer.

She’s flying! he thought, like a real witch. It was the last conscious thought of Officer Stenson’s life, just before the enormous fingernails of the woman entered his gut below the ribcage, piercing his stomach and severing his large intestine. With her other hand she gripped the back of his head and pulled it close, like a lover overcome by passion. But instead of a kiss, the woman exposed her fangs, newly filed and razor sharp, and tore out the left side of her victim’s neck with the ease of an African lion. She clung tightly to the man, her mouth open in anticipation of a struggle, but the attack had left the officer instantly paralyzed.

She was stronger now, much stronger, and it would take some time to learn the appropriate effort needed to kill her prey in the future. But she had time now. So much time.

She spat the hunk of flesh toward the sink and discarded the body of Officer Oliver Stenson to the floor with the care of sock tossed to a hamper. His skull popped against the countertop on the way down before joining the rest of his body in a puddle of bodily fluids—a mixture that included both his and those of the woman he’d helped capture. His chest lurched in its last few attempts to get oxygen to his lungs, but his mouth hung agape, frozen, unable to suck any air past the shroud of blood and saliva that had built up on his tongue and in his cheeks. And with his windpipe shredded, the air would have never made it anyway.

“You’re rather lucky,” the old woman said absently, “in another life I would have kept you to die much slower.”

***
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WITH BLOOD DRIPPING from her chin, the woman walked outside through the back door and looked to the place where she’d been digging. Interruptions! She’d been expecting the officer of course, especially since the girl’s escape, but she had work to do; there was no time for distractions. She needed to recapture her prisoner, somehow keep her alive and remake the potion. It would take time, certainly, and there was no guarantee the prey would survive the ordeal again. But if she didn’t, all was not lost. There were others. Others who were nearby with perfection in their blood. Other Aulwurms.

The cabin, however, was no longer safe. If only she’d sampled the mixture earlier! She’d have her prisoner without this hassle! But she knew that wasn’t completely true either. Even if she still controlled the girl, the old woman knew the extorting thieves would be coming. The mixture was overdue: she could recall the schedule perfectly now in her revived brain. And it was ‘Marcel.’ Yes, that was his name. That was the man who had sent the lovely Source to her, and she reveled in the purity of this truth. But it was she alone who could make the brew. It was she alone with the knowledge of the recipe. Not them!

And things took time. There was no patience in this modern world; everyone needed things now. And this System officer, Stenson, he seemed particularly hasty. She could see in the way he leaped for the spilled potion that he’d grown addicted to the idea of it. To the idea of immortality. It was a pattern she’d seen dozens of times in her past. No temperament to handle the wait. And as she’d also witnessed, the pursuit of the broth had caused his early expiration, an irony never lost on her.

But Stenson’s death was unimportant. Nothing more than a mess to clean. Her aims were different now. She’d found the true serum. The one she’d heard whispered of in the Old Lands by her ancestors. The myth sought by all. She could stay young. Forever. She was strong again, of mind and body. And Life. She would reconnect with It. Control It as she once had when she was young and zealous.

She walked back to the kitchen and stood over the twisted body of Officer Stenson, which now lay still, dead. The witch’s feet were planted irreverently in the remaining mixture on the floor, and she almost chuckled at the locked expression of fear and pain on the officer’s face. She kicked the left side of his body and heard the sound she was listening for—the jingle of keys—in his right pocket. She reached over and pulled the ring of keys free, and then dangled them in front of her face, smiling at the confidence she felt inside of her. It was almost impossible to believe what she was considering—no, not considering, what she was going to do. The world now seemed a platter to her, a buffet of opportunity and treasure. Every second in this cabin now seemed a waste of the eternal time she now possessed. If even yesterday she’d been granted this opportunity, the opportunity to drive off in this machine, she would have certainly hidden from it, afraid of the technology she’d shunned for so long. She’d driven a car in the past, in the days before secrecy and privacy had taken over her life, but it had been years, and she’d certainly never controlled anything like the monster parked outside. Yes, her old self would have spent days, weeks maybe, figuring out some method to dispose of the car without ever starting the engine or even getting inside. But now the machine excited her and the thought of driving released a burst of saliva across her tongue. The energy under her. The power and speed at her control. And, most importantly, the utility of the thing. There were more sources to find before this day ended, and the car would help her find them.

It was time to hunt.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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“So it was you who arranged for the Klahrs to hire me.”

Gretel’s statement came out sad and robotic, not quite a question. She kept her head still and her eyes forward, watching the pavement pass beneath the truck. They were on their way to Deda’s, and the sickening memory of the trip she and Hansel made with their father on the day her mother disappeared regurgitated in her stomach.

Everything Odalinde had told her in the kitchen was too much to process: that her mother may be alive and that it was likely Deda who stole her away to begin with. That it was Deda who was the villain in this mystery. This possibility was devastating, and Gretel wasn’t ready to explore her true beliefs about the tale just yet. Instead, she circled the issue, attempting to talk her way in from the edges until she reached a point in the middle where everything came together to make sense.

“No, Gretel, that was you,” Odalinde said, “you alone.” Odalinde took her eyes from the road and stared hard at Gretel, searching for a signal of belief that what she’d just said was true. She looked back to the road and frowned. “But I was also wrong. I was wrong to have forced you to that point—the point where you were scared and stealing food. I was just...I just wanted to instill in your heart that you were strong. Stronger than you believed. And that if you were pressed to survive—forced to save yourself and your brother—you would find a way.”

She turned to look at Gretel again, this time giving a look that was softer, sympathetic.

“And you did, Gretel. You found a way. I knew you would. I could tell that resolve was in you the second I met you.” Odalinde paused and then said, “It was like I’d met your grandmother all over again.”

Gretel felt the swell in her throat and she turned quickly toward the window. It wasn’t that she cared about crying in front of Odalinde necessarily, but crying at the mention of her grandmother seemed to negate the strength for which she’d just been commended. Besides, she didn’t want to trust Odalinde completely, and crying at this point would make her vulnerable. And, of course, there was Hansel. She had to stay strong for him.

“I’m sorry, Gretel. For everything.”

Gretel stayed quiet, with her forehead and nose pressed against the side window. She gave a hard blink to wring out the last threat of tears, and when she opened her eyes, she could see in her periphery that Hansel had fallen asleep in the back. She sat straight again, now feeling encouraged to continue questioning Odalinde more directly.

“Petr referred to you as my stepmother.” Gretel paused, setting up the blow. “But I never told him about you and Father getting married. Why would he have said that? How would he have known?”

Odalinde furrowed her brow and smiled, nearly snickering. “I don’t know, Gretel. I told you, I never said anything about marrying your father to anyone. And certainly not to Petr or his father.”

“So how then?”

“Maybe he just made a mistake. Or...” Odalinde paused, “is it possible you did tell Petr and just forgot?”

Her tone was delicate, one intended to encourage Gretel to explore this explanation more deeply. But Gretel had explored it exhaustively and was positive she’d never mentioned the engagement. The whole affair had weighed on her far too heavily to have one day tossed it out casually and forgotten about it.

“No, it isn’t possible.”

“So you never told anyone then? Not even at school?”

“No,” Gretel hesitated, “except...Well, I told the Klahrs. But no one else.”

Odalinde’s eyebrows flickered up and she cocked her head slightly, her eyes staying focused forward. It was a gesture that said, ‘Perhaps there’s your answer.’

“They wouldn’t have told Petr,” Gretel protested.

“No? And why is that?”

Gretel started in on her defense of the Klahrs, but decided too much time had been wasted already on the ill-fated marriage of Heinrich and Odalinde, and she instead changed the subject entirely. “That figurine-thing, the swan on the mantle, that was my grandmother’s wasn’t it?”

Odalinde smiled and nodded, again fascinated by Gretel’s instincts. “She gave it to me when your mother was born. It’s an old custom for a mother to give a gift to the godparents upon the birth of a child. I’ve treasured it for a long time. And when I came here it seemed proper to bring it along.” She paused. “I’m going to leave it for you, Gretel. It’s yours now.”

Gretel was touched by the gift, and wanted to ask a thousand more questions about how Odalinde came to the responsibility she now owned. And about her grandmother. And how she died.

But the subjects felt out of place to explore at the moment, as if they were stories from a different book to be read later. So instead Gretel asked, “What will we do if my grandfather is there?”

The sympathy returned to Odalinde’s face, and she reached out and stroked Gretel’s hair. “I’ve thought about that. Obviously we can’t simply walk into his house and accuse him of kidnapping your mother. I do believe he’s involved in this, but I don’t have proof. So, we’ll say we’re there to visit, that’s all.”

“What about Hansel? I don’t know if he’ll be able to stay quiet.”

“I won’t say anything,” Hansel chimed from the back, “I promise.”

And for the rest of the trip to Deda’s, no one said a word.

***
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ANIKA AWOKE IN THE chair and saw her father sitting on the couch in the same position he was when he told her of her impending death. It hadn’t been a dream. Anika hadn’t suspected as much, but the soulless man next to her now left no doubt.

She tried to gauge how long she’d been asleep, but without windows, she had no idea. Clearly her body was still recovering from its ordeal, and she was thankful for the rest.

“Who is the woman?” Anika asked coldly, “The woman whose face I smashed?”

Marcel was sober now, no longer convulsively trying to sell the merits of his diabolical decisions. It seemed to Anika that he’d recognized his daughter was right—he was deranged—and that continuing to advocate for what he was prepared to do only amplified that assessment.

“She’s your kin, Anika,” he answered, “distantly related, but your blood.”

Anika nodded at this, the truth of her father’s words obvious to her now that they’d been spoken.

“She, however, didn’t know of the relation. At least your mother didn’t believe so.”

This too made sense to Anika—she’d never gotten the sense the woman viewed her as anything other than a common animal. If she had known, based on what her father believed about the potion, Anika suspected the woman’s ferocity and precision would have been even greater.

“Your mother had known the woman was in this country the day she arrived, so many years ago. She was young then, the woman, and alone.” Marcel looked to the floor. “And not yet inoculated with the potion.”

“Was she looking for Mother? Why did she come here to begin with, to the Northlands?”

“The Northlands have always been a common refuge for Old Country folk, surely you know that. Just think of all the like surnames in these parts. The reasons for coming are always changing—when the woman came it was probably for opportunity and adventure, a drive far less coercive than the persecution from which your mother fled. But in any case, it has never been unusual for ancestors to settle in common areas.”

Anika had never been close with her relatives, but it was true there were many around. “So Mother welcomed this woman when she arrived? They bonded?”

“No, Anika, that’s not how it was. I don’t think they ever met. Your mother had been here long before the woman arrived. Long before she was ever born.”

“So how did she know this woman was coming at all? If people arrived regularly, and she had no real connection to her, why was her coming here of any note to Mother? I don’t understand.”

“It was the book, Anika. It was, of course, the book. Your mother knew she had the book.”

“That doesn’t help me to understand.”

“The copies were tracked carefully back then. There were only a few dozen or so in existence, most of which were kept by members of your mother’s family. When a copy traveled, so did word of its movement. Your mother learned of the book’s voyage to the Northlands and she took it as her duty to make sure the secrets it contained stayed safe.”

“But how did she know the book was coming? Who relayed that message?”

Marcel rubbed his brow with the tips of his fingers and closed his eyes. He inhaled slowly, careful not to trigger another fit of coughing. His exhaustion was palpable to Anika.

“I don’t know every detail, Anika. Your mother told me this story long ago. I just know your mother was afraid—terrified—that the secret would become known, known here in a land that lacked the context and history to respect it. It’s why she never taught it to me.”

Anika was relentless with her questioning, leaving no room for her father to change the subject. “But the woman knew the secret. How would it stay safe if that woman knew?”

“You mother knew she had the book, but it was possible she didn’t know of the black secrets it contained. She thought it quite unlikely actually. And that was the primary reason your mother stayed away from her. She was afraid if she befriended the woman, and made their common ancestry known, that eventually the secret would be revealed. So instead your mother kept her distance, watching for signs from afar, listening for news of unusual deaths...murders.”

“May not have known the secret? Why would Mother have assumed she didn’t know?”

“Many of the inheritors of the books, even in those days, revered the document only for what it symbolized, the beauty of life and the powers of nature. Things like that. But they never truly believed or attempted to practice all that was inside. Not most of them. They didn’t believe in the practical nature of the book. Much the same way millions of people own Bibles but don’t live their lives by the letter of The Word. Some do, but most don’t. These books eventually became keepsakes, family heirlooms, an inheritance with a medieval backstory that few believed.”

“But there is...” Anika paused suddenly and closed her eyes. She exhaled slowly and continued. “There’s the recipe. I don’t recall in the Bible a menu for cannibals.” Anika could see her father draining further, and knew he had no energy for banter or argument.

“Once the books became two or three generations removed from their original scribes, there were few people in the world anymore who could read them. There were a handful of families who kept the language sacred and passed it on, but most didn’t. The world was moving on, on to the one we live in today, a world of enlightenment and science—things like Orphism were suddenly viewed with fear and contempt—and ultimately mythology. It was why your mother left her home.”

“So Mother didn’t know if the woman could read the book? Is that what you’re saying?”

“She doubted it but had no way of knowing for sure. But even if she could, your mother thought it unlikely the woman would ever attempt to practice it. Not the blending part.”

“But Mother was wrong.”

Marcel leaned back in his chair and frowned. “It so happens that, yes, she was wrong. In many ways I wish she hadn’t been but...well, there it is.”

Anika stared at her father and said nothing, and then stood suddenly with her cup of water and walked to the main door of the building, twisting the handle for good measure, but showing no surprise when it didn’t turn.

“You didn’t think it would be that easy did you?” Marcel’s tone was mild, as if trying to soften the natural sinisterness of the phrase.

“I suppose not,” Anika said as she began to stroll the interior perimeter of the warehouse. “But what now, Father? Your plan failed. I’m here, alive, and as far as you know I’ve killed the woman, leaving you with no one to complete the recipe. You’re a dead man after all.”

“The woman isn’t dead, Anika. I know she isn’t.”

“How can you be sure of that?” Anika’s tone was challenging, almost cocky, and she continued sauntering the warehouse floor, clutching her mug nervously in both hands, passing the empty metal shelving until she reached the back wall and the interior door where Officer Stenson had ducked out.

“Your mother never taught me the secret to immortality, but the book contains more than that. Much more. There are things inside—lessons—powerful and wonderful things which your mother did teach me. Ways to connect with the life force inside of everything, and to feel that force, intuit it, guide it when necessary. It took years to learn and control it, but I have done it. And I feel Life in the old woman. I feel it as strongly as ever.”

“So is that where your slave has gone? That System officer? To bring her here? To kill me?” Anika tried the knob of the interior door but it too was locked, and though she hadn’t expected anything different, she let out a disappointed sigh.

“They’ll be here soon, Anika.” Marcel paused and then said, “I know it means nothing at this point, but I truly am very sorry.”

Anika let out a sound that was a mixture of laughter and scream. She stood bewildered at the back of the warehouse, staring wide-eyed at the tall ceiling, resetting all that had happened since she’d been found on the road this morning. It didn’t seem possible.

“So why did you never teach me any of these great lessons, Papa?” Even now, Anika knew the sarcastic lilt she attached to ‘Papa’ would sting her father.

“I tried, Anika, when you were very young. But you didn’t grasp it. It didn’t come naturally to you. I always intended—when you were older—to resume the lessons, but your mother died and, well, I just didn’t. I’ll admit I was disappointed you weren’t naturally able to feel it, feel it the way Gre...” Marcel stopped, as if speaking his granddaughter’s name was forbidden.

“Gretel? The way Gretel does?”

Marcel nodded slowly. “Yes, Anika, the way Gretel does.”

***
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GRETEL WASN’T SURPRISED to find Deda’s house empty when they arrived, nor was she surprised that an aimless search for clues as to Deda’s whereabouts rendered nothing.

Odalinde and Hansel took the main floor while Gretel searched the basement. At once the musty smell of the cellar transported her back to the last time she’d been down there, the night her mother disappeared, the night she and Hansel waited anxiously as their father and grandfather discussed what could have happened to the only woman in the world that loved all of them.

Gretel rummaged again through the drawers of the old desk—including the one that held the dirty magazines—and was momentarily amazed that she and the girl who had mischievously perused those pictures only months ago were the same person. It seemed almost impossible, and she nearly giggled at the embarrassment she felt at the time. Such innocence.

She scanned the dusty bookshelves where Orphism had sat for so many years, that empty slot now as vacant and black as the book itself. A montage of all the times she’d constructed makeshift scaffolds and had secretly leafed through the book’s pages instantly flashed through her mind. It was all so distant now. How she wished that book was still there. How she wished everything was still here.

As for clues, the basement contained nothing tangible, a fact Gretel knew to be true before she touched the first step down. But there was something—an inkling—a memory to pursue maybe, something peculiar about that night that went unnoticed. At the time it didn’t stick—there was far too much to process about that night— but there was something. Gretel couldn’t quite find it, however, and if it was still in her brain, whatever that “it” was floated mockingly out of reach, and Gretel didn’t feel she was very close to it. Deda was involved, however, about that she was convinced, and her impatience to find him—and her mother—was festering.

“Let’s go,” she said to no one in particular as she reached the top of the cellar stairway, “we’re wasting our time here.”

“Okay, but where?” Odalinde asked.

Gretel knew the woman’s question wasn’t rhetorical. Her ex-stepmother-to-be believed in Gretel’s intuition, and she, Gretel, now felt the pressure of that belief. “I don’t know! I just know there is nothing here and we have to hurry!”

“Stop yelling, Gret!” Hansel snapped, the boy once again precariously close to tears.

“Gretel, it’s okay,” Odalinde said, her voice soft and measured. “I think you’re right. I don’t think we’re going to find anything here.”

“Then why did we come here at all?”

“Your grandfather is involved, Gretel. I was being delicate about that before, but you know he’s involved.”

“Yes, I do know that. But he isn’t here. I knew he wouldn’t be here.”

“Where is he then Gretel!” Hansel’s voice was as loud as Gretel had ever heard. “I need to find Mother!” The boy slapped his hands to his face, covering his cheeks and eyes, while deep, guttural sobs exploded from him. He dropped down to the floor like a sack of flour and cried, his back and head convulsing with each bawl.

Gretel frowned at her brother and walked to the front door. “Let’s go,” she said coldly, as she turned the knob on the door.

***
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GRETEL SAT RIGID IN the front seat of the truck while Odalinde, ostensibly, consoled Hansel. She brushed aside any feelings of guilt about her treatment of her brother, and instead used the time instructively, focusing her intuition. She closed her eyes, squinting them in concentration, and placed her hands flat on the top of her head. She was missing something.

She sat this way for several minutes, still, waiting for the answer to arrive from the ether, when, finally, the front door to Deda’s opened and Odalinde stepped out holding Hansel’s hand.

“I’m sorry, Gretel,” Hansel said as he climbed into the back of the truck, “I didn’t mean to yell at you. I just miss her.”

Gretel sighed and had to fight the reflexive eye roll that surfaced. “I miss her too, Hansel. And don’t be sorry. You didn’t do anything.”

Hansel was quiet for a moment, and then said, “I guess I just never believed it, you know? I always thought she was coming back. Especially on that first day, the day she didn’t come home. I was scared just like you and Papa, but I also thought you were both wrong. I thought when we came here that night that...that Deda would know. I thought Deda would tell us everything was fine, that Mother had just been delayed or...I don’t know. Something.”

Gretel’s eyes welled at the sincerity and eloquence of her brother’s words, and she turned toward him, awkwardly pulling him close and hugging him. “It’s okay, I know.”

With Odalinde sitting unobtrusively beside them, the siblings remained embraced momentarily when Gretel’s eyes flashed open.

“Wait a minute,” she whispered, pushing her brother away. She turned her eyes to the roof of the truck, exploring her memory.

“What is it, Gretel?” Odalinde asked.

“That night—that night Hansel and I came here, when Mother went missing—Deda had nothing to tell us that could help. He never told us anything.”

“We already know it’s Deda, Gretel,” Hansel said, “We know he’s involved in this.”

“But that’s just it,” Gretel shook her head as if fanning away her brother’s obviousness, “Deda didn’t tell us anything. Remember Han? We were shooed to the basement. Deda and Papa wanted to talk in private. Why in private?”

“So we wouldn’t hear if something bad had happened. They didn’t want us to get more upset. Deda wanted to protect us.”

“But protect us from what? If Deda didn’t know anything, what could he have said that would have upset us any more than we already were? And yet, he wanted to talk to Father alone.”

“What are you saying, Gretel?” Odalinde’s voice was low and clear.

“I don’t know exactly,” she replied, “we need to talk to Father. And we need to go now.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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The old woman sat motionless in The System cruiser, her eyes closed, a long, thin smile drawn across her face. Her breathing was slow and rhythmic and her mind was clear. The smells accompanying her meditation were foreign and wonderful, and the feel of the leather on her palms, so lithe and cool, calmed her even further. And the sound. Those sounds which had surrounded her, which had imprisoned her for generations, were now virtually extinguished by the insulation of this perfectly built machine.

Resting on the seat beside her, contained securely in a bowl no larger than the one she’d been assaulted with, were the remnants of the broth, salvaged with great effort from the floor of her kitchen. There was no need to bury it now, she wouldn’t be coming back.

Almost instantly after turning the ignition, the old woman heard a voice. “Hello officer,” the female voice said, “where would you like to go?”

The old woman instinctively spun her body toward the back seat, teeth bared, looking for the intruder. But the back of the cruiser was empty, and the old witch quickly realized it was not a woman, but rather the car, that was speaking. A robot. To assist her.

The old woman glanced fervently about the cab of the cruiser, looking for some clue, a note perhaps, containing the magic words that would unlock her destination. Did the words have to be perfect? Would there be some alert if she spoke errantly? Or worse, would she trigger some self-destruction mechanism?

No.

This was her new life. Her Orphic life. A life without paranoia, only perfection. A life where only the powers of the universe worked for her, constantly thrusting her forward toward her ever-evolving completeness.

“Anika Morgan,” she said. “Take me to Anika Morgan.”

The robot was silent for several beats, every one of which pulsed through the old woman’s blood as she sat wide-eyed, anticipating.

“There is no match for Anika Morgan,” it said finally. And then, “Do you mean Gretel Morgan?”

“Yes,” the old woman said, almost laughing, her face as cheerful and alive as a child’s on a playground, “take me to Gretel Morgan.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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Before the truck was at a full stop, Gretel had opened the passenger-side door, hopped out to the driveway, and was racing toward her house and the boy sitting on her porch steps.

It was Petr.

She had no idea why he was there, and why his father hadn’t come to pick him up, but she didn’t care; a fury had overtaken her, and now that he was here, it was time he filled in his part of the mystery.

The boy stood quickly, a weary smile on his face; it was a look that showed both surprise and pleasure at Gretel’s apparent excitement to see him. “Hey Gretel,” he called, “since I guess my...”

“Who told you?” she demanded, braking the last steps of her run just before slamming into Petr. She was gasping heavily and had to bend at the waist to allow the air in. “Who told you?” She wanted to say more, berate the boy really, but she had to catch her breath, and the three words were all she could manage.

“What? Who told me what? Gretel, what’s wrong? Where were you?”

“Who told you!” Gretel was now only inches from Petr’s face, eye to eye with him, screaming. Over the boy’s shoulder, she could see what appeared to be the outline of a car. It was covered by an old faded tarp, and for a moment Gretel’s mind flashed to her canoe and thoughts of rowing.

“Gretel I don’t know—”

Gretel snapped back to attention. “About my father and Odalinde getting married! You know Goddamn well what I’m talking about!” Gretel took a deep breath and lowered her voice. “I never told you about them getting married, Petr. So who told you? Was it the Klahrs?”

“No!” Petr chirped, quickly, a clue to Gretel that Petr hated even the suggestion that the Klahrs were somehow involved in any of this. But it also signaled that Petr was hiding something, and it was time to come clean.

Odalinde parked the pickup truck and had now arrived with Hansel to stand beside Gretel. Petr Stenson had an audience now, and they were rapt with attention.

“It wasn’t the Klahrs,” he began, and then quickly veered into an apology. “I’m sorry, Gretel, I...”

“I don’t care, Petr. Later I might, but not now.” Gretel’s eyes shifted again to the tarp. What was that?

Peter nodded and continued. “My father told me, Gretel.”

“Your father?” she whispered, and then glared at Odalinde. “You said you never told him.”

Odalinde frowned. “I didn’t Gretel.” Her voice was low and weary, disappointed at Gretel’s continued skepticism about her. She turned back to Petr. “Who told your father, Petr? Do you know?”

Petr looked to the ground and kicked a stray pebble. “I can’t be sure, but I...” he paused for a moment, considering his speculation, and then blurted, “I don’t know. I don’t know who told him. I’m sorry. And what does it matter anyway?”

“Dammit, Petr!” Gretel barked, her patience exhausted, “It does matter, and you do know! Now who told your father!?”

“I told him.”

The voice of Gretel’s father boomed down to the huddle below, startling it to attention like a herd of deer stumbled upon by hikers. Heinrich Morgan stood tall at the top of the porch stairs, his posture healthy and majestic, as if addressing peasants from his chamber balcony.

Gretel stared disbelieving at the man, her face now flush and her throat and mouth as dry as the ground she stood on. “Father?” She couldn’t remember the last time she’d even seen him outside. It had to be months she guessed.

“Papa!” Hansel whimpered.

Gretel turned to the boy in fear as he began walking toward his father. She couldn’t speak, and then almost vomited as she watched her brother nearly bare his teeth when Odalinde grabbed his shoulders to restrain him.

“No, Hansel,” Odalinde said calmly

Hansel’s wild stare lingered on Odalinde for a moment, and his breathing was panicked and wheezing. Gretel knew what he was imagining. Their father was back. Finally. And now they had to go to him and reunite. After all, what was the point of all these months of suffering and neglect if they were only going to shun him upon his recovery? What were they doing all of this for?

But Gretel now realized what her brother did not. Things had changed. Her father, it seemed, was the enemy.

“I don’t understand, Father,” Gretel said. “Why...how...” Her thoughts were coming too quickly and they jumbled into incoherence.

Heinrich took his first step down when Odalinde froze him in stride. “We’ll hear your story, Heinrich—from the porch.”

Gretel’s father smiled at what he clearly inferred as brazenness, but he obeyed, and Gretel took this as a good sign. Perhaps he knew of Odalinde’s secret and feared the powers that it implied.

“I think on some level you do understand Gretel, just as you always have. Since you could talk, you always understood things very quickly.”

There was nothing menacing in her father’s tone, but his words now left little doubt in Gretel’s mind that he had participated in her mother’s disappearance. Petr had now turned toward Heinrich, and the group of four stood in anticipation. Gretel’s instinct was to get back in the truck—with Petr and Hansel—and drive away, but she stood hypnotized.

“I didn’t plan any of this, Gretel, not initially. When your mother disappeared that day, I was as grief-stricken and devastated as you were. More perhaps. I loved her very deeply.”

Gretel glanced over at her brother and felt a sense of pride in his attempt to control his emotions. Tears had begun to stream, but he was silent, listening to every word. She looked back to her father. “Then why?”

“This explanation, Gretel, you would not understand. You wouldn’t believe any of it. I don’t suppose I believed it, not truly. Not until today.”

Gretel’s eyes were locked on her father. “What happened today?” she asked, her words slow and suspicious.

“Magic, Gretel. True magic.”

A smile formed on Heinrich Morgan’s face, and as his lips parted, Gretel screamed at the teeth that emerged through the opening. They were larger than before, inhumanly angled.

Petr began backing away, instinctively pulling Gretel’s hand, which she snatched away. “What in...your tee..?”

“Odalinde what is that!?” It was Hansel, his voice resonating with a sound of terror Gretel had never heard from her brother.

“It’s okay. Hansel, it’s often part of it. Your father has the potion. I don’t think it’s much but...Oh my God, he has the potion.” Odalinde was speaking as if to herself, trying to understand how any of this could be happening. “I don’t know...”

“I thought he couldn’t read the language!” Gretel cried. “You told me he couldn’t!”

At this Heinrich boomed out his voice again. “So perhaps you would understand what has happened.” He stood for a moment, silent, studying his daughter curiously, a bemused smile on his face.

“You murdered your wife—our mother—for this?”

Heinrich turned his head quickly to the side, as if slapped, and then returned his focus to his daughter. “I had nothing to do with it,” he said flatly. “It was only after that I...participated.”

“Who did then? Who killed her?” Gretel waited, and then, receiving no answer asked, “Was it Deda?” Gretel could sense the tension in her father, restraining his reflex to look away once again. She was like a boxer offering quick, stinging jabs. “Or maybe you’re lying; maybe you did kill her.”

At this last suggestion, Heinrich became very still, almost frozen, and then, almost impossibly for a man of his age and condition, set off down the steps in a rage, like a rodeo bull ungated. He reached the landing area at the bottom of the porch and turned in the direction of his daughter. Instinctively, Odalinde and Petr both stepped forward, flanking Gretel, preparing to meet the deranged attacker head on. That encounter, however, was averted by the woman now occupying Heinrich’s position at the top of the porch.

“Heinrich!” the woman shouted.

Heinrich Morgan’s feet stopped instantly, as if programmed, but the momentum of his body did not, and he fell forward, putting his hands in front of him to brace his fall and breaking his left wrist as a result. His screech of pain was ignored by everyone. The group instead stood gazing, incredulously, at the stunning woman in the cloak above them. Her heavy robe and clear, white skin gave her an apparition-like appearance, and it would have surprised no one if she simply vanished into the forest—a memory to be doubted later in life. But the figure remained, unmoving, a serene image at the top of the porch, seemingly incapable of the command she’d just barked at Heinrich.

“You’ll not move again, Mr. Morgan until you are instructed.” The woman’s eyes lingered on Gretel’s father for a moment, ensuring he’d understood his orders, and then she looked back to the woman and the three children on the driveway beneath her. “Gretel and Hansel,” she said, “I’ve heard about you.”

Gretel strode forward, pushing past Odalinde and Petr. “Heard about us from whom?”

“Why from your mother, of course. Your lovely, delicious mother.”

“Murderer!” Hansel screamed, and Odalinde again had to snatch the boy back by his collar.

At this accusation, the woman raised her eyebrows and frowned. “I am that, yes, many times over. It’s a title which your guardian, no doubt, assumes as well. Am I wrong on that count?” The witch cocked her head toward Odalinde.

Odalinde stayed silent and looked away, one hand still firmly on the back of Hansel’s shirt and the other ready to restrain Gretel if necessary.

“Yes, well, perhaps that discussion is for another time. As far as your mother is concerned, however, I cannot quite claim her as my victim. At least not yet.”

“She’s alive?” Gretel knew the answer to the question before she’d asked it, and her joy quickly turned to fear when she realized why the woman had come. She took a step back and glanced again at the tarp-covered car beside the house.

The old woman caught the glance and grinned. “My new toy,” she said, “perhaps you’d like a ride?”

“No thanks,” Gretel replied quickly, “unless you want to take me to my mother.”

With this statement, the old woman threw back her head and laughed. The sound was awful to Gretel, much closer to the cackle of the witches of myth than of the relatively attractive woman at the top of the porch.

“If I knew where your mother was, I wouldn’t be here with you.” The witch pondered a moment and then said, “Well, again, at least not yet.”

“What do you want then?” It was Odalinde who spoke now. “We don’t know where she is.”

“Oh, I know you don’t.” She paused. “But,” the woman continued, now pointing at Petr, “I was hoping that perhaps he does.”

Gretel looked back at Petr, and could see by his expression that he didn’t know what the woman was talking about—or at least he didn’t know he knew. “Petr?” she said.

“I never met Gretel’s mother. I don’t know her and I don’t know where she is.”

Petr’s voice was bordering on panic, and Gretel knew he was still shaken by the crazed look on her father’s face only moments ago. And the teeth.

“Oh, but you may, Petr. Certainly your father showed you things. Took you places. Yes?”

“What places? How do you know my father?” Petr’s words were now spoken with nothing less than terror.

The old woman descended the porch stairs slowly, gracefully, and when she reached the bottom, she turned sharply and headed toward the side of the house where the car was parked. Without breaking stride, she clutched the tarp where it covered the hood of the car and walked it back toward the trunk until the full view of the machine was revealed. As Gretel suspected—or perhaps knew—it was The System cruiser.

Petr’s mouth fell open slightly, just parting his lips, and he shook his head in a short rhythmic spasm of disbelief. “That’s my father’s car,” he said, his voice vibrational from fear, as well as the shaking of his head.

“Why yes it is, Petr, and he keeps a lovely picture of the two of you right there on the ...hmm...I’m not sure what it’s called! But it’s wonderful at shielding the sun!”

“Where’s my father?” Petr asked, nearly in tears.

The old woman walked back to the front of the car and stood centered in front of the grill. She narrowed her eyes and steeled them on Petr. “Your father is dead. He’s been dead for several hours now.” The tone was aggressive and menacing—nothing less than a dare to the five sets of ears in the range of her voice. “And unless you want to join him—along with your girlfriend and her brother—I suggest you tell me where I can find Anika Morgan.”

“Don’t you dare threaten them!” Odalinde gnarled.

As fast as Gretel’s thoughts could process what was happening, the old woman’s feet had left the ground, effortlessly, and she had flown—literally flown—from the front of the cruiser to the spot where Odalinde had stood only a second before. The cape of her cloak was flattened by the wind as she flew, giving her the appearance of some evil super villain from the pages of any number of comic books. The old woman’s hands were raised above her as she flew, with her fingers pointing to the ground, sharp, spearlike nails protruding from the tips. She looked like a wizard attempting to cast a midair spell on some poor peasant or toad perhaps. As she landed, Gretel could see the woman’s teeth bared to the top of the gumline, wolf-like; except instead of the wide canines and blunt incisors of a dog, the teeth were severe and jagged, like those of a shark.

The event happened in an instant—Gretel hadn’t time even to scream. Instead she stood silently, paralyzed, her mind reflexively beginning to cope with the loss of Odalinde.

But Odalinde was fast too. She’d moved off her spot, two feet or so, just far enough to avoid the slashing fingers and fangs of the flying demon. The old woman’s momentum carried her forward on her landing, and as she stumbled forward, Odalinde clutched both of her hands together and hammered the back of the witch’s head, sending her face-first onto the gravel. “Run! Odalinde commanded. “All of you run!”

“Odalinde, I can...” Gretel began to protest.

“Go Gretel. Now. Take your brother and your friend and go.” It was Gretel’s father this time. He stood tall, clutching his wrist to his chest, a look of sadness and disgust on his face. “Go to the Klahrs. Tell them what’s happened.”

The old woman had returned to her feet, her serene, ghost-like appearance now diminished by dirt and rage. “Heinrich!” she shouted and took several steps backward, trying to keep her enemies in her periphery. She regained her poise. “I’ll find them, Heinrich, no matter what. The only difference is now you’ll be dead too.” The old woman then turned to Odalinde. “But first, you.”

Heinrich Morgan looked at his daughter one last time, the sadness in his eyes was a look Gretel would remember for the rest of her life. “Now,” he repeated.

Gretel grabbed her brother’s hand and barked at Petr to follow, and listened in agony as Hansel screamed, “Father!” while the three children made their way down to the lake.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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The old woman hadn’t expected a challenge, not really, not on a physical level anyway. She had arrived cautious of Gretel, of her ostensible intuition and fortitude—particularly being that she was the daughter of the woman who had nearly killed her. But she hadn’t counted on this mystery woman who apparently had her own reservoir of courage. This woman who reminded her of herself in many ways.

“So you’re an Orphist,” she said, as a statement, not a question. “I sensed that in you the moment I looked at you. I could see it in your eyes. It stops the aging, but it does little for the weariness.”

“I will die now, quietly, at your hand if you prefer,” Odalinde replied.

Apparently the woman’s fellow Orphist had no interest in camaraderie.

“I’ve done this life as far as I wish,” Odalinde continued. Then, perhaps overplaying her hand said, “You can use me for blending. Just leave them alone. All of them. Heinrich included.”

Ignoring her compromise, the old woman said, “How long have you lived—’Odalinde’ is it? How long have you lived Odalinde?”

Odalinde stayed quiet, the old woman recognizing her reticence to reveal anything capable of weakening her position.

“It doesn’t matter,” the old woman said, “I’m sure it’s been long enough. Far too long in fact. Certainly you know your body will do me little good at this point. And besides, I’ve found it. I’ve found the treasure. The Prize of Prizes if you will. And I’ll never let it slip away.”

Had it been only a few days earlier, the old woman would have been killed by the stone in Heinrich Morgan’s hand. It would have landed solidly on the back of her skull and sent shards of bone into her brain. At the very least she would have been rendered unconscious, with no chance of a second clemency, as there certainly would have been additional blows that followed.

But her senses were heightened now, and she could “see” the rock at its apex just before beginning its descent. Like a dervish, the old woman took a step to the side and then back, and then spun three hundred and sixty degrees, easily avoiding her assailant while assuming the position of strength. She was now behind Heinrich Morgan, restraining his arms to his sides, her breasts flat against his back and her mouth just inches from the man’s neck.

The woman knew instantly after arriving that it would end this way for the Morgan father. He’d been part of Marcel’s plan after all, a fact she’d uncovered so easily with just a taste of the broth; but as a result of his ongoing poisoning—no doubt being administered by the Orphist woman—he had temporarily forgotten his commitment.

And so it had been a dangerous play for her to strengthen him, allowing him that tiny, delicate taste; the woman knew it the moment she’d touched it to his lips. But it was only done as a temporary measure, an aid to learn what she could from the feeble man. Certainly he’d have some clue as to his wife and daughter’s whereabouts. Besides, whatever strength he regained was meaningless; the amount of brew was trivial and the effects wouldn’t last the day. It was nothing at all compared to what she’d lapped up. And, of course, Mr. Morgan wasn’t a blood relative of his wife. That was the main difference.

The old woman turned her right hand so that her palm faced outward, away from her body, and then she plunged her nails into the side of Heinrich Morgan’s neck, letting them glide naturally through the flesh. She flushed in excitement again at her newfound strength, admiring the ease at which her fingers penetrated the skin and muscle. She let her hand rest for a beat, relishing the sounds of asphyxiation and screams (“NO!” from Odalinde), before flinging her hand violently forward and tearing out the man’s throat. With her other hand, the old woman held up the corpse of Gretel’s father for a few seconds, showing off her strength to her next opponent, and then tossed the body to the dirt. “Are you ready to die?”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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“How are they, Papa? Do you even know how your grandchildren have been doing?”

“They’re fine, Anika, but it’s best we not speak about them now. It will only upset you further. Please.” Marcel nodded with a smile and waved a hand toward himself, beckoning his daughter to come and sit.

Anika kept her distance, remaining instead at the back door of the warehouse. Ready. For what, she wasn’t sure. Perhaps when the officer returned—if he returned through the same door from which he left—she could make a run for it. Or maybe ambush him. He and that horrible witch. It was no plan at all really, a wild grasp at survival, but whatever happened, she wasn’t going to surrender again. And she was done obeying her father.

“And how do you know they’re fine?” she asked. “Have you seen them? Or spoken with them?”

“Oliver...” he paused, “Officer Stenson, the man who found you, he has seen them. He tells me they are well.”

Anika bit her upper lip to restrain a scream. The thought of that hideous officer looking at or being anywhere near her children sickened her.

“In fact, if I’m not mistaken, he spoke with Heinrich just a week or so ago. Everything with your children is fine.”

“Spoke with Heinrich? Why?”

Marcel peered at his daughter across the room, squinting her into focus, pausing long enough to give her time to come to the answer to her question.

“No,” she whispered.

“I’m sorry, Anika.”

“No!” Anika screamed. “No!” And with that final scream, a foreign rage erupted in Anika, a rage she hadn’t felt even at the moment she’d crushed the skull of the hag. In one fluid motion, Anika gripped the mug of water tightly by the handle, spilling its contents to the warehouse floor, and then, torquing her body violently for leverage, smashed the bottom of the cup against the door’s mirror.

At first the sound was electrical in nature, sharp and piercing, and then it turned heavy and liberating as the shards of silver glass rained to the floor. Instinctively, Anika shielded her eyes from the exploding shrapnel, and then, realizing there was nothing else to do now but keep going, she floated her arm slowly through the new opening in search of the knob on the opposite side. The cup had left a sizable hole where the mirror had been, but jagged shards from every direction of the perimeter still threatened. She would obviously have to hurry, but she needed to avoid shredding her arm if it could be helped.

As she groped for the doorknob, Anika could also see through the opening to a small room which contained an exit door leading to the outside, the unmistakable neon beacon shining red on the wall above.

Her hand found the opposing doorknob and then felt its cruel resistance as she twisted it. That should come as no surprise, she thought, the door is locked. She continued her blind search, fine-tuning it, using now the tips of her fingers to locate the locking mechanism. Within seconds, she’d found the dial and unlocked the door, and then pulled her arm back through the opening. She was free.

Having not wasted any precious time worrying about what her father was doing during her escape, Anika turned back now to gauge him. Perhaps he was letting her leave.

As she considered this possibility, she felt the palms of her father’s hands plunge into the middle of her chest, knocking the air from her lungs, the sound like a baseball bat on an old pillow. Her body spun slightly to the right before crashing against the cold metal scaffold behind her. The metal shelving held her upright for a moment, and then she slumped to the floor, dropping slowly before coming to rest on one knee. With her head bowed in a look of prayer, Anika blinked several times at the floor, reflexively taking inventory of her condition. She wasn’t seriously hurt. Luckily, her right arm (which would have a nasty bruise later but wasn’t broken) had taken most of the impact; had her spine taken the brunt, she thought, she may have been finished. Just survive, she thought. Just keep surviving.

“I can’t risk you anymore, Anika,” her father spoke, this time making no pretensions at niceness. “When they arrive, she’ll have to use you as you are.”

Anika turned her eyes to her father, glaring. Any trace of love or sorrow for him was gone. There was only hatred, a searing contempt for the man who’d raised her.

And as this transmutation took place—from sympathy to loathing—everything in front of Anika crystallized. The shard of mirror. The side of her father’s neck. The resolve. She’d felt this before, at the witch’s cabin: a focused rage—a rage unlike the wild fury she’d released on the mirror minutes before.

***
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ANIKA HAD KNOWN EVERY move before it happened. It almost wasn’t fair, she thought. And as she was walking through the door, pebbles of glass crunching beneath her shoes, she fixed back on the body lying frozen on the floor. As she stared at the corpse, the shard of mirror that protruded neatly from her father’s neck, just below his right ear, caught the light and seemed to wink at Anika. Anika winked back and walked out.

***
[image: image]

GRETEL HAULED THE CANOE toward her, backpedaling up the bank, making certain to keep the boat from drifting, and then raced behind Petr and Hansel through the orchard to the Klahr’s house. Every gram of her body wanted to go back and fight, to help save Odalinde and her father—but she couldn’t risk Hansel and Petr following her. And she wanted to see her mother again.

“What is it, Petr? Gretel?” Mrs. Klahr was on the porch, welcoming the children as she untied her apron at the back and then crumpled it into a ball. It was Amanda Klahr’s version of preparing to fight, Gretel thought absently.

Gretel spoke rapidly, breathing heavily and stuttering. “Mrs. Klahr, it’s my father, and...and Odalinde...and my mother...and a woman...she’s a monster...or...”

“Gretel, slow down.” Mrs. Klahr twisted back toward the house. “Georg!” she called. “Come out here, George! It’s the children!” She turned back to the kids, this time addressing Petr. “Petr, what’s going on?” Mrs. Klahr’s tone sounded almost amused as if suspecting a prank.

“It’s true, Mrs. Klahr. There’s a woman...she...I think my father...” Petr stumbled, not sure how to relay anything that could make sense in only one or two sentences.

“Okay, settle down Petr. My goodness!” Mr. Klahr had arrived on the porch next to his wife. “George,” she said to him, “scamper over to the Morgan house and see what all’s happening there. These children are quite hysterical.”

“No! Mr. Klahr, no!” Gretel’s face twisted in terror. “Don’t go over there! She’s dangerous!”

“But Gretel,” Hansel cried, “someone needs to help them!”

Hansel was right, of course: it was likely her father and Odalinde needed help (the woman had flown!). But the thought of losing Mr. Klahr was too much for her to imagine. Gretel knew her father was gone—dead or alive she couldn’t know—but that he was a man who had passed the post of redemption, about this she was sure. And Odalinde. Odalinde had come here for them, exclusively, almost as a sacrifice—or salvation even—for the horrors she’d brought upon the world. Gretel felt she was meant to die protecting Hansel and her. Perhaps she’s dying right now, she thought.

But the Klahrs played a different role in this story. They weren’t part of this twisted history that her grandmother brought here so long ago. They were of this world. Back Country folk. Righteous and charitable. They had saved Gretel when her mother went missing (not dead, Gretel remembered again, her mother wasn’t dead). Even when Odalinde suggested the Klahrs had betrayed Gretel, in the car on the way to Deda’s, Gretel knew she was wrong. She knew they were as pure a people as she could ever expect to know, and Gretel would never bear losing them. Even if she found her mother—when she found her—Gretel would always need the Klahrs.

“It’s okay, Gretel, I’ll be extra careful. Got my companion, you know.” Mr. Klahr unhinged the twin barrels of his shotgun and loaded the chamber. “I’ll be just fine.”

Gretel’s fear hadn’t shaken Mr. Klahr, but Mrs. Klahr’s face was now serious and concerned. “Be careful, Georg. If something’s happening you can’t handle, you come back here.”

Mrs. Klahr’s tone left no space for discussion, and Mr. Klahr simply nodded, then walked briskly to his truck and drove off.

***
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ANIKA OPENED THE EXIT door and could see instantly that night would be arriving soon. She had freed herself from captivity, but her struggle to get home remained, and darkness would present a formidable obstacle. She had no idea where she was, and The System officer would surely be back soon, likely with that savage witch in tow. Wandering these foreign parts in the dark seemed all but suicidal.

But as Anika stepped on the ground outside the bleak building, a flood of recognition overtook her. The smells and landscape, and even the siding and structure of the building itself, all became familiar. She knew this place. Perhaps not the exact earth she stood on, but for certain, she knew this ground. Or at least the area surrounding it. She looked to the sky and inhaled deeply, attempting to coax a memory from her senses. It was there, this memory, bulging at the surface of her mind; and from what she intuited, it wasn’t some stray thought from a single moment in her distant past—this memory was close, with a feeling of security and routine. It was a memory of Home.

As Anika stood recollecting, she absently took note of the land extending before her at the back of the property, and how it proceeded quite differently from that in the front. When she’d arrived at the warehouse, she recalled the road leading to the front of the building had been long and flat, innocuous and rural and had ended rather lazily at the front door. But the back sloped steadily away from the house until, at a distance of perhaps thirty yards or so, the land dropped off dramatically, sloping at such an angle that she couldn’t see the ground below. The building, it seemed, was atop a large hill.

Anika walked toward the edge of the slope, not knowing exactly what to expect, and at about halfway to the drop-off could see another building enter into view. It was just the roof at first, and then, as she proceeded closer to the edge, the whole of the large industrial complex below came into view. And the memory was complete. Anika knew exactly where she was.

She jogged zombie-like the rest of the way to the edge of the hill and looked down, breathing spastically in disbelief, consciously slowing her inhalations to keep from hyperventilating.

It was the cannery.

There was no mistaking it. The rusted out factory shell and overly secure barbed wire fencing that strangled the grounds were as recognizable to Anika as her own reflection. She’d seen it a thousand times. It had been years, but her family—and at times, before the children, just she and Heinrich—had spent countless hours at Rifle Field picnicking and playing games, or, in their somewhat wilder and more adventurous days, shooting their guns through the fence at the broadside of the building. She was staring down on the Weinheimmer Cannery. It was impossible, Anika thought. Her house was right across the lake! She’d no way to get to it from this spot, of course—even if she were to get over the fence she’d need a boat to get across the water—but if not for the trees and cannery, she would be able to see her house from where she stood! She wouldn’t speculate as to why her father would have held her so close to her home until much later; her thoughts now were soaked of her children.

During the times she’d spent at Rifle Field she’d barely even noticed the hill upon which she now stood, and she’d certainly never dreamed there had been a warehouse at the top. It made sense now of course, this warehouse—maintenance workers and others would have needed a place to store supplies and tools or whatever—but it just wasn’t something you thought of, particularly since the cannery had been closed now for so many years. And with the dense foliage of the Backwoods and its location so far from the main road, the warehouse simply wasn’t visible from any place she’d ever been. She supposed that had the imposing fence that surrounded the cannery not existed they may have explored Rifle Field further, but the fence had always been there, and they’d never even considered what was beyond it.

Anika’s initial instinct was to scream for help. Their neighbors with the orchard, the Klahrs, lived on this side of the lake, had for decades, so it was possible—probable even—that they were aware of this place, and would have heard her voice if the sound carried right. Perhaps she’d even be heard at her own house. But Anika was disoriented and felt wildly insecure about her judgment of the distance. She’d never been great with directions and ranges to begin with, and after all she’d been through, she felt even less certain of her internal gauges. Besides, even if someone were to hear her, the noise would be faint and directionless, likely to be dismissed as far off children at play, or perhaps a bird. And, more importantly, for all Anika knew, the officer and the witch were rolling to a stop in front of the warehouse at this very moment, and the yelling would be as good as wrapping a chain around her neck and locking it to one of the warehouse shelves. Never again, she thought, I’ll die before ever being a prisoner again.

But could she make it over the fence? As fences went, it wasn’t particularly tall, and the portion of it that formed the barrier was standard chain link; she assessed it would be easy enough for her to scale to the top. But it was at the top where things got problematic. Four or five rows of gruesome barbs formed a wide V-shape that ran the entire length of the fence, making it as difficult to get on top of it as across it. From where she stood now, the jagged steel canopy appeared as some giant metal crocodile, waiting for her entry into its agape jaws, perhaps promising to take her across the lake—a painful retelling of the fable about the mischievous gingerbread boy, Anika thought, only this time she would star in the ill-fated title role.

But Anika knew a choice had to be made, and there were really only two options: head back down the long, dirt road on which she’d arrived, risking imminent darkness and the openness that seemed certain to expose her to The System officer; or, scale the fence in front of her and take her chances with the barbs and the awaiting lake beyond. She hadn’t swam in years, she suddenly realized, but she was comfortable enough in the water, and she trusted that instincts and desperation would take her the distance she needed.

It was the fence that would be the challenge though, and if that was to be her choice—the fence—she would need to move quickly.

Anika descended the hill and walked up to the fence, pushing the weight of her body against it and gripping her fingers through the links like a prisoner of war. It felt strong, stronger than she would have suspected after so many years. She could see through to Rifle Field the exact spots where she and her family used to lay out their blanket and set the picnic platters, Heinrich always meticulous in his combing of the patches to avoid settling on an ant hill. The grass was wildly overgrown now though it appeared certain areas had been recently trampled and used.

This scenario, her precise position standing at the fence, reminded her of something from a nightmare: pursuing some elusive goal—in this case, her freedom—yet ultimately able only to observe it in silent frustration as the monsters steadily moved in.

But this wasn’t a dream; here she was able to make choices, and Anika’s mind instantly sharpened as she assessed the fence and the possible ways over. The barbs atop were even more imposing at this close angle, and a panic started in Anika’s chest at the sight of the rusty aluminum thorns. She could bear the pain, she thought, but if she got caught—stuck—it would almost certainly spell the end.

She walked the length of the fence to the front wall of the cannery which stood only a few feet from the barrier. Rifle Field stared at her, mocking her with its closeness. Anika surveyed everything, not sure exactly what she was looking for, but loosely hoping that, perhaps, time had created a gap at the base of the fence, some opening wide enough for her to squeeze through. She wasn’t as thin as she’d ever been, that was certain, but even if she were as thin as Gretel it wouldn’t have mattered, the spaces between the bottom of the fence post and ground were sound, and not big enough for her even to put an arm through.

She dropped to her knees and raked her hand into the grass, clawing it like a badger. The earth was surprisingly loose, and Anika came away with a mound of wet dirt that left an ample hole just to the side of the fence post. With the cannery situated so close to the lake, the ground below the fence was essentially mud, and could be removed without much effort. But who knew how deep the fence went, and even with the ground being damp, her fingers would be numb in no time. If she had a day to dig, or even several hours, and if she were rested and nourished with the morning sun above her, and if virtually every single thing about how she felt right now was different, she was sure she could tunnel under using her hands alone. But Anika figured she didn’t have that time, and her strength was dwindling.

Once again Anika stared up at the evil barbs above her. It was impossible, she thought—over or under—she simply didn’t have the energy.

Anika slowly dropped her head to her chest and, for the first time in months, after all she’d seen and been subjected to, after all of the betrayal and cruelty that had become her daily life, she began to cry. Her weeping was almost silent as she stood and turned to face the cannery. Her eyes remained closed while she tilted her face to the darkening sky. The bout of tears lasted only a few seconds—Anika would later consider this burst of sorrow was somehow necessary, physiologically, as a means of cleansing her mind, ultimately allowing to enter the thought that would free her.

With her head still angled up toward the roof of the cannery, Anika opened her eyes. And she saw it. A window.

At first Anika rejected what she was seeing as an illusion, a mirage, a cruel trick of her desperate mind. But her memory instantly reacted, assuring Anika the window was real. She’d seen it before, of course, during any number of the Rifle Field visits, but each time it had gone unregistered: an unnoticed speck on the landscape.

Anika bolted toward the foot of the hill to the cannery entrance on the opposite side of the building, nearly losing her footing on the grass as she navigated the corner and then braked, almost instantly, in order to avoid passing the thick metal door. She stood tall and looked indifferently at the threshold, and then let out a disbelieving chuckle at the unlatched door before her. The rusted metal ring that normally, presumably, would have been looped through with the steel shackle of a thick padlock, was empty. Anika unfolded the latch, which barely resisted despite its worn, corroded look, and opened the cannery door.

The interior of the cannery was mostly empty, except for the large canning tables and various-sized tubes of copper piping—some as large as tree trunks—which ran in maze-like fashion from floor to ceiling along the walls. There was little else, however, to indicate that this building had ever been a cannery. There was no heavy machinery or shelving, no stacks of cans or old Weinheimmer signs, and Anika assumed everything had either been gutted by the failed owners or repossessed by the State.

But there were tools strewn about the facility, everything from hammers to pickaxes, which, Anika presumed, had been used to extract sealers and conveyors and whatever else of value existed from their moorings. She figured she wouldn’t need much to get through the window, and she scooped a thick, wrought iron claw hammer from the dusty floor. There was also a wide barn shovel leaning against the far wall, and Anika briefly reconsidered the tunneling-under plan. She decided to stay the course and head to the window, but she grabbed the shovel anyway. You never knew.

From there everything moved like a storm. She scaled the steps leading to the second floor of the cannery and then stopped in front of the window—the window she’d taken notice of, remarkably, for the first time only minutes ago. The glass panes were missing almost entirely, probably broken out decades ago, but the frame of the window remained. It was weak-looking and well rusted, but the grid which once divided the panes was intact and would need to be broken out. But Anika was sure in her plan, she had seen everything play out the moment she spotted her escape route from the ground below, and knew the frame would pose little difficulty. She gripped the iron hammer and banged once on the cross grill of the window and then again. Anika suspected the window would be frail, but when it virtually disintegrated on the second gavel-like blow, she was incredulous.

She placed her first foot on the sill, and then her second; her body was still plenty thin enough to fit between the jambs, though she did have to crouch slightly to avoid the head of the window. She looked just beyond the fence to her landing spot, and then back to the floor of the cannery.

The shovel.

Without really knowing why, Anika stepped down from the sill, grabbed the spade, and tossed it out of the window and over the fence to Rifle Field. She then climbed back up and re-squatted, and with both of her hands gripped to the sill on either side of her feet, Anika took one last breath, and jumped.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

[image: image]

“You can’t live forever.” Odalinde’s words were weary, a desperate attempt at reason with the mad woman who now stood above her, measuring the setting, timing the moment for her final, fatal attack. She was so strong, Odalinde thought. Hopelessly strong.

“In theory, that seems not to be true.” The witch’s reply was quizzical as if lightly considering the concept for the first time. “Though practically I’m sure you’re right. But, my fellow Orphist, these types of philosophical dialectics have never been of interest to me, in any area of study really, but particularly in the subject of...”

She paused, and Odalinde noted the trepidation in the witch’s voice in the words that followed.

“...the subject you’ve presented,” she continued. “My role is only to take the opportunities as they are presented to me. And as I’ve promised to those Universals who are greater than the sum of us all, I shall never reject one again.”

With a squint, Odalinde locked eyes with the remade woman, and then, never losing the gaze, shook her head slowly in disgust. “You’re no Orphist. You believe yourself one, talk as one, but you are not. Just as I was not. But what I know now is that you are much worse than I am, or ever was. You care nothing for life—you’re not even human.”

Odalinde had given up on survival, and this type of banter would all but guarantee her death. But there was no discomfort in that thought—her time had arrived to forfeit what she should never have possessed. And as this judgment became realized, a feeling of warmth drifted over her. She’d done what she could for Gretel and Hansel, and her only goal now was to draw out this moment, to stall—for as long as her heart forced blood through her veins—the infandous demon above her.

“You’re a common being. Like a tree.” Odalinde laughed at her somewhat childish analogy. “Destined to live on for centuries, alone and soulless—loveless—with nothing to offer the world.” Odalinde looked away in confusion, a visible display of her rethinking the comparison. “So, to be accurate then, you’re much lower than a tree. A tree is an object which lavishes on the world fruit and habitation, air to breath and shelter from heat and rain. You give nothing. You’re a parasite. An immortal parasite. What worse thing could ever exist on this earth?”

The witch’s expression stayed frozen. The confident smile, which emerged instantly after sending Odalinde to the ground with the force of a stallion’s kick, remained. But Odalinde could now detect the effort behind the smile, and the rage bubbling beneath it. Would she kill her now? Odalinde prayed not, not for her own life, but to give the children just a bit more time.

“I was like you. For years. I know the addiction as well as anyone who’s ever been in its grips.” Odalinde’s tone was softer, now trying slowly to unreel the witch, just enough to keep her on the line while still maintaining the attention she’d won. “But I returned to Orphism—true Orphism—not the horrid recipe that has become its legacy. I rediscovered—or perhaps found for the first time, it had been so long I couldn’t remember—the remarkable book of The Ancients. The beauty and truth of a spectacular people, who informed of a message that, had it been widely read, was potent enough to catapult humanity centuries forward. Perhaps further. I felt the pride in that, the responsibility.” Odalinde smiled flatly. “And I changed. It took some time, but I changed.”

Odalinde paused, hoping the witch would give her some measure of reply, some morsel of conversation which Odalinde could latch onto and steer into a dialogue. But she stood frozen above her, her teeth bared in that insidious smile, fingernails protruding down to the ground.

“You’ve enough now to live for as long you’d ever want to,” Odalinde continued. “Look at you! You’re...quite stunning really. I imagine you were rather old once—old!—and now you’ve replenished. You’ve found that elusive fountain of myth!” Odalinde lowered her voice, sensing an impact of her words on the witch. “Look at you. You don’t need more. These aren’t animals of the forest, these are your kin.”

Odalinde knew any word she uttered could topple the delicate interest she’d acquired, and she measured each carefully.

“You don’t want to be a destroyer forever. You’ve already taken this gift—despite what you’ve done to get it—it’s yours now, and there’s nothing that can be done to return it. So take it, live a long life, and then, centuries from now, let your spirit return to the universe, the way Life has intended it always to be. For all of us.”

Odalinde reveled in her eloquence, not out of pride, but because she recognized that her filibustering words and the truth of what she was saying were one and the same. Yes, if it was time to die, she was ready; she had never been as certain of anything in her long, damaged life. She would welcome it now, the moment she believed the children were safe, she wanted not another second in this world.

But she would never know if her words would have been enough to change the witch, or if another few minutes could have made any difference at all for the children. The scene was broken, interrupted, as the sound of popping gravel cascaded from beneath the truck of Georg Klahr.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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Anika stood looking back at the cannery window and the fence over which she’d just vaulted; she had no clue if she’d cleared the deadly barbs by five feet or five inches. Before she jumped she told herself only to look forward, to the treetops in the distance, and to focus on landing as soundly as possible. And the strategy had paid off. The ground, soft from overgrowth, cushioned the soles of her feet—as well as her knees and shoulders on the subsequent roll—and she’d touched down on the other side uninjured. She was free once again, and the thirst to find her home was now primal.

She walked slowly across Rifle Field to the edge of the lake—the latest hurdle in Anika’s seemingly endless maze of obstacles—took off her shoes and rolled her pants to her knees, and then waded to the middle of her shins, gauging the depth of the water and the amount of swimming that would be required. Once she left the grounds of Rifle Field and started up the lake, she knew there would be no bank on which to rest, not until she reached the Klahr orchard—or her own property on the opposite side. Was that a quarter mile? A half? Surely it wasn’t a mile! Really she hadn’t any idea. She could wade much of the way she supposed, and at no point would she be required to swim at breakneck speeds or fight currents; but once she was out there, beyond plodding distance, there was no going back.

And darkness had arrived.

The night was clear and the moon, not yet high, was a solid gibbous that in little over an hour she estimated, would offer a beacon to follow. It wasn’t visibility that worried Anika, it was her stamina. Even the numerous nocturnal critters, some of which were potentially harmful, never even entered Anika’s thoughts; had she found herself in this situation a year ago, having never endured the ordeal that would now shape her life forever, thoughts of snakes and eels would have paralyzed her. But she trusted herself now, trusted her instincts and decision-making. And there was little choice besides.

She stepped back to the shore and disrobed to her underwear, figuring the weight of her clothes would only add to her burden, and then waded back into the lake, this time pushing forward, feeling the cold murkiness of the lake seep over her crotch and hips before settling at her midriff. She looked back to the shore, briefly regarding her shoes and clothes, considering whether the smart move was to toss them into the water, erasing evidence that she’d been there at all. She quickly decided against it—if she were to drown, she figured, those may be the only clues to finding her body and eventually punishing the guilty. The System would certainly crack the case! she thought, smiling in spite of the dreadful truth of her cynicism.

Anika began sidestepping slowly down the bank toward her destination, careful to have one foot planted firmly before lifting the other, and thankful for every inch she made closer without being forced to swim. At the onset, the going was steady, and the ground at her feet was sturdy. Maybe she could walk most of the way, she thought. It wasn’t likely, but not impossible. Perhaps the water levels affected the bed beneath and deposited dirt and gravel at the borders, making this trip achievable by foot alone! She was getting carried away, she knew, particularly since she knew as much about lakes and tides and submarine sediment as she did about the mating habits of the striped polecat. Nothing. But her mind was occupied, and though the waterline had risen since her departure—closing in on her breasts—the rise was gradual, and she was confident in her progress.

Her foot set down on something hard, Anika assumed a rock until it moved slowly away, and then she assumed a turtle. If the only thing she encountered in this lake tonight were turtles, she thought, she’d label herself happy. She’d been lucky to this point, not just in the lake but since she’d left the warehouse.

Since she’d killed her father. (This was not the time to explore that part, she thought. Later she’d be happy to run through the emotions associated with that act, but not now.)

Of all the scenarios, things had fallen into place for her. Finally. She’d escaped the warehouse before the officer returned, had found her escape route through the cannery window before nightfall, and, miraculously, found herself no more than a short boat ride from home, though this last part, she supposed, would have been luckier with the provision of an actual boat. But, all in all, things could have gone much worse.

And when the report of the shotgun exploded over the lake, she assumed they were about to.

***
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GRETEL SCREAMED AT the sound of the blast, turning sharply toward the window that looked out on the orchard and the lake beyond.

Reflexively, Petr draped his arm across Gretel’s shoulders, pulling her close to him. She moved into his clutch, but her eyes were wide with shock and focused on Mrs. Klahr, whose look was akin to Gretel’s.

The four of them—Gretel, Hansel, Petr, and Mrs. Klahr—stood frozen, breathless, waiting for the next shotgun blast to erupt. Did Gretel want a second shot or not? She couldn’t decide. Did one shot mean Mr. Klahr had killed the witch? Or did it mean the witch had descended on Mr. Klahr, flown across the lot as she’d done to Odalinde, and the one blast was just an aimless discharge? She was suddenly praying for the second report, but it never came. Gretel’s eyes darted crazily from the window to Mrs. Klahr to Hansel and back to the window again.

“It will be all right, Gretel,” Mrs. Klahr stated flatly, without conviction.

Gretel pulled away from Petr and walked briskly over to Hansel. She kissed him gently on the forehead and then pulled him close. She held him that way for just a moment and then turned and walked to the door, opening it wide.

“Gretel, no!” It was Petr

“I have to go, Petr. I should have never left them.” And then, “And he needs me.”

“He tried to kill you, Gretel,” Mrs. Klahr said sharply, without apology. “And may have helped murder your mother.”

Gretel stood still, hesitating, her back to Mrs. Klahr and the others. “I love you, Mrs. Klahr. Until my last day on this earth, as long as my mind is sound and my body able, I will do anything for you. And when I said, “he needs me,” I meant Mr. Klahr.”

Gretel could hear the sounds of Mrs. Klahr crying as she walked down the steps of the porch toward the lake and the waiting canoe.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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No! Odalinde thought, as she turned to see the headlights of the weathered pickup. It was Mr. Klahr, the man who had saved Gretel, the man who, along with his wife, had given the girl a job and a purpose, and thus a new hope about what her life could be. She was relieved at first, knowing that the children had obviously made it to the Klahrs and reported on the madness presently unfolding, but then panic set in. She’ll kill him, of course, Odalinde knew, but worse, she’ll torture him, use his pain as a path to the children.

“Go away!” Odalinde screamed the instant the truck door opened.

The man inside ignored the command, and instead stepped to the driveway, a twin-barreled shotgun steadied upon his shoulder before his second foot touched the ground.

“I’ll go away when you’re in the truck ‘side me, ma’am,” replied Georg Klahr, his voice slow and gentle. “Not before then, however. You there, locksy lady with the chompers, I’ll need you to step away from the children’s guardian. Now!” Mr. Klahr slid the fore-end of the shotgun back and then forward, stripping the shell from the magazine and loading the chamber.

The witch did nothing at first, standing completely motionless, and her pause seemed aggressive to Odalinde, calculating. And then, as if finally comfortable with the plan she’d formulated, the witch obeyed, and stepped away from Odalinde, slightly forward, toward the threat before her, her eyes remaining fixed on the man.

“You know the children? Those two in her charge?” the witch asked. Her words sounded intrigued and pleased.

“Be quiet!” Odalinde shouted from behind the woman, “You don’t know me, or anything about my children. You’re just that old fool from across the lake! Get out of here! This is none of your concern!” Odalinde tried to sound demented and fierce; she’d never met the Klahrs, but from what Gretel had no doubt told them about her over the last several months, the man was likely to be convinced of her madness.

The witch moved quickly back toward Odalinde, like a large spider scurrying to a cricket, and, using a single hand, reached down and snatched Odalinde by the hair, standing her straight and positioning her to act as a shield.

The moment for Georg Klahr to shoot was then, Odalinde knew, there wouldn’t be another opportunity. But the witch’s movements were lightning fast, and with the natural stress of the situation, combined with the incredulousness of the overall scene—including the dead body of his neighbor Mr. Morgan, bloody and shredded on the driveway—it was no doubt Mr. Klahr couldn’t squeeze the trigger. It was likely he would have missed, of course, or even shot the wrong target, Odalinde thought, but it was a chance, and though the woman was still at bay, in that few seconds the advantages had turned dramatically.

“What do you know of the children who were here?” the witch said calmly.

“I know I can see the older boy’s father’s cruiser parked there behind you,” Mr. Klahr replied in a similarly calm tone. “And I know if you make another move without being told, you’ll wish you hadn’t. Now tell me now about where I’d find that boy’s father.”

“Why, I’d be happy to do more than that! I’ll take you right to him! I know just where he is!” The woman paused, and Odalinde could imagine the hate emitting from her eyes as she glared at Georg Klahr, a wide, mocking smile lifting her cheeks. “But I believe I asked you for some information first. You see, after I’m done slaughtering this one,” the witch glanced at Odalinde, who was stagnant, doll-like in the grip of the woman, “I’ll need to find those children. The siblings especially. I just have some questions, of course.” The woman’s voice then dropped an octave, becoming serious and threatening, as if she’d tired of the pretense. “And as she’s just reminded you, this has nothing to do with you.”

“Well seeing as the children you’re so eager to talk with’s father’s corpse is growing cold behind you there, I’m thinking I won’t tell you where they’ve gone. No, instead, I’m going to leave it up to you to decide whether to release your claws from that woman right now, and then rest quietly until The System gets here, or to have this conversation end with your face full of buckshot and your brains scattered about this property for the scavengers to feed on. I don’t mean to rush you, ma’am, but I’ll need a decision soon.” Mr. Klahr’s tone was steely and the squint of his eye through the sight steady and focused. The next time the witch moved any faster than a tree sloth, the trigger would feel the squeeze. Odalinde knew it, and no doubt the witch did too.

Odalinde could feel the woman’s breath and heartbeat quicken, and the grip on Odalinde’s neck tightened. The witch was ready to attack.

Almost before the thought had formed in her mind, Odalinde felt herself lifted from behind as if a large condor had swooped down and snatched her in its talons. “Shoot!” was all she could manage to scream—though she couldn’t be sure it was audible—as she catapulted through the night, the woman attached to her from the back. They were barely two feet off the ground she guessed as they hurled directly toward Mr. Klahr. She could see the surprise in his stillness as they approached him, a frozen disbelief at what he was witnessing. Odalinde tried to scream again, but upon opening her mouth felt a pinch just above her collarbone. The last thing she heard before collapsing in the witch’s grasp, unconscious, was the sound of the shotgun.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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The narrow ledge that ran along the bank at the bottom of the lake had run out, and Anika was now forced to swim. She’d been fortunate to this point, and was now trying desperately to stay calm, positive, knowing her energy would deplete much more quickly if she let her thoughts descend into panic. But the gunshot had been close, and judging by the direction of the report, it had come from the other side of the lake. Anika didn’t want to admit it to herself, but if she’d had to guess, it had come from her house.

The swimming had come naturally to this point and she’d felt remarkably capable in the water—she’d kept her strokes long and smooth, keeping her head above the surface and stopping every minute or so to tread water and rest. She’d make it, she now believed—based on her assessment of her strength and pace thus far, she’d make it. At least to the orchard. But once there—at the orchard—she’d have to stop and rest before heading home. Home—where a gun had been fired only minutes ago. Why was there a gunshot? Certainly no one was hunting in the dark, she could be sure of that, and knowing what she did now about her husband’s role in all of this, Anika’s mind invoked it’s most awful scenarios.

She tried desperately to banish the thoughts and focus on the progress she was making, watching the stripe of moonbeam on the lake approach. But thoughts of tragedy became pervasive and soon merged with a weariness Anika never thought possible. Anika was now crying and coughing in fear. She stopped again to rest, to rein in her hysteria, but she was struggling now just to remain afloat, her arms were weakened by fear and exhaustion and her breathing was spastic.

“Don’t panic!” she scolded herself, aloud. “You’ve come too far to die here!”

She pushed off again, trying to breast-stroke her way forward, but was forced to stop almost immediately. Her energy was crippled now, and evidently Anika was much weaker than she’d believed herself to be. Adrenaline could fuel someone for only so long, she knew—at some point a person needed real strength and actual energy. And hers was spent.

She stretched one leg as far down toward the bottom of the lake as possible, reaching with her foot and toes, hoping to feel the cold slime of the mud floor, indicating she’d be reaching the bank soon. But she felt nothing, and though she wanted to stretch farther, dipping her head under until she felt exactly how deep the water was, she decided against it, fearing she might never resurface.

Anika’s eyes filled with tears, not at her impending death, but at her failure to complete her journey to find her children. To save them. Were they dead already? Every cell in her body told her no. So why couldn’t she summon the strength!

She was now paddling laboriously at the surface, and her feet beneath were kicking down frantically, running and stepping furiously just to keep her nose above the water line. She stared out at the ribbon of placid moonbeam, coughing out the lake water that was now lapping over her lips and into her mouth. A beautiful night, she thought absently, the water in the distance as still as pavement.

Anika’s nostrils filled with water, forcing another reflexive, gasping effort from her to stay alive. She pushed herself back above the water line, squeezing her eyes shut and snorting the water from her nose. And as she opened her eyes, Anika saw the beam on the lake waver, rippling only slightly at first, and then a bit more. A gust of wind, Anika thought though she’d not felt it herself. And then she saw the real source of the disturbance. It wasn’t a mirage—she wouldn’t allow herself to consider that possibility—it was real. There was only the tip of the vessel at first, and then a silhouette of oars, slapping machine-like at the water, blended into view.

Anika filled her lungs with air in one last stab at survival, and then screamed, “Help me!” at the canoe cutting through the moonlight.
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CHAPTER THIRTY
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The old woman could feel the warmth of blood on her neck and face and instantly knew she was hurt—perhaps badly. It had been a dangerous strategy using the woman as a shield the way she had, but in truth, she hadn’t thought about it at all; the strategy had chosen her more than she it. It was pure instinct.

But now, with the armed man in front of her preparing to reload his weapon, she needed to make a decision: attack again, unprotected and weakened—her new gliding ability was wonderful, but afterward left her temporarily exhausted—or retreat.

Without looking back, the witch rose to her feet, stumbling badly at first but somehow maintaining her balance and began running to the back of the house and down the slope toward the lake. She kept her body crouched all the while, like a soldier avoiding sniper fire, and her eyes focused on the porch steps which would provide some measure of cover.

The witch ran past the porch and grabbed one of the wooden steps, the momentum swinging her body left and underneath the open staircase. She paused for a moment, listening, and then continued down the gravel slope of the Morgan property toward the lake. If the man decided to pursue her, which she’d no doubt he would, she’d be trapped at the water’s edge. She had no aversion to swimming (in fact, she imagined, it was likely she’d now be quite adept at the activity), but even if she were as quick as a porpoise she’d be an easy target for a shooter on the bank.

The woman stepped down onto the mud of the lake bank, noting the footprints of the children who had fled the property earlier—as well as the drag marks of the boat they’d set off in. In an attempt to limit visibility, she ducked low behind a clump of small trees that were skirted in a patch of ivy. And listened. But it wasn’t steps she heard, it was the sound of an old truck engine starting and the dusty growl of spinning tires. He was leaving, and seconds later, he was gone. Out of fear for himself or to return to protect the children he’d spoken of, the witch didn’t much care, she knew only that she was safe for the moment. And moments she could not waste.

Her first thought was of the Orphist, Odalinde. She assumed she was dead. That the shotgun blast had ripped her apart; after all, she’d been hit—and hurt—how was it possible her human shield survived? But there had been no time to check to make certain.

Reluctantly the woman raised her hand to her ear and neck, and, finding the source of her gruesome injury, winced with nausea. Her right ear was gone and her neck was missing a chunk, though apparently one not vital to her immediate survival since she wasn’t feeling the encroaching blackness of death’s approach that she’d felt in the past. She had the potion, of course, which would certainly heal her. The thought kept her calm for the moment, but she’d need to attend to her wounds soon.

But first the woman. It was time for the woman—Odalinde—to die.

The witch stepped from behind the tree cover and looked out across the lake at the orchard—the orchard owned by the man who had just attempted to murder her, she assumed—and mentally listed it as her next stop. It would be more difficult now—with the home fortified and the element of surprise now gone—but guns or not, she’d need to get to Gretel and Hansel. Perhaps there was a gun in the cruiser, she thought, certainly the officers kept weapons in the trunk. She wasn’t so confident as to count on it, but she hadn’t checked before, and securing her own arms was a possibility that was strong. If only she’d thought to take the officer’s weapon before leaving her cabin! But she hadn’t, and there was no point ruing the decision. And in her own defense, she’d never envisioned these difficulties. She had never counted on a struggle.

She turned back to the house and took two steps up the slope toward Odalinde when she heard the scream.

It was a scream she’d heard a dozen times before.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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Gretel screamed in reply, reflexively, and slammed the oars to the water, adroitly rotating the canoe toward the sound. At first she didn’t believe what she’d heard—the ‘voice’— and decided it was nothing more than a combination of night sounds and her imagination.

“Help me!”

This time the voice was clear and belting, but also desperate, struggling. Drowning, Gretel thought.

“Wait...wait for me. I’m coming!”

Gretel dunked the oars and gave one long thrust. There was nothing but darkness in this direction, and she could easily row right over the floundering soul if she wasn’t careful. But her stroke was perfect, and Gretel saw immediately the shape bobbing just above the surface.

“I’m here,” Gretel said nervously. “Give me your hand.”

Without looking up, the drowning woman lifted a feeble hand from the water. Gretel grabbed it with one hand and with the other reached down past the thin woman’s elbow to her triceps, gripping it firmly. The woman reached up with her free hand and grabbed the side of the canoe, and with a manic tug from Gretel, pulled herself into the boat. She lifted her head and met the eyes of her savior, and there was nothing left in her to restrain her emotions.

“How did you get so strong?” The question blurted from Anika’s mouth in a fit of laughter and crying. It was a benign question, an act of maternal instinct aimed at calming her daughter.

Gretel was hysterical in her joy, and couldn’t lift her sobbing head off her mother’s shoulder. Anika wasn’t much better in her composure, but knew the proper reunion would have to wait.

“Where is your brother, Gretel?” Anika stroked the back of her daughter’s head, coaxing her to lift it and speak to her.

Gretel had a look of bewilderment and terror on her face as she lifted her head. “I think Father’s dead. I don’t know for sure, but...” she kept herself stiff and upright, but unleashed another fit of tears at the sound of her own words.

Anika turned away and closed her eyes, squeezing them tightly in an effort to keep stable.

“But Hansel is fine,” Gretel continued. “He’s at the Klahr’s. He’s safe.”

“Oh, thank God,” Anika sighed and pulled Gretel close, relishing the warmth of her daughter’s body.

Gretel sniffled like the child she was. “Where were you, Mother? How did you...? What happened...?”

“It’s too much for now, Gretel,” Anika said. “Far too much for now.” Then she paused and looking in the direction of her home said, “What was that gun shot?”

Gretel’s eyes flashed wide, suddenly reminded of why she was out on the lake to begin with.

“What is it, Gretel?”

“Mr. Klahr. And Odalinde.”

“Who?”

“There’s no time, Mother, we have to go!”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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The old woman could hear the voices—female voices—on the lake, but the whispers were faint and she couldn’t make out the words. But she’d heard those first two words that had snared her attention and recognized them instantly. Those familiar words contained in the scream. The first time she’d heard them was all those months ago, when she lay dying at the base of her porch, debilitated, anticipating the approaching clutch of death’s grasp. And they had rung through the forest like the song of an angel, to save her—quite literally—and to draw to the surface a reserve of power she’d never dreamed existed inside her.

Help me!

The witch gave one last glance to the front of the Morgan house, mildly considering the option to continue up the path to the front of the house to ensure the children’s guardian was indeed dead in the driveway. But this detail suddenly seemed far less important than pursuing the voices on the lake. The Orphist woman wasn’t going anywhere, the witch decided, and she crept warily back toward the water line.

A mixture of laughter and crying was all she could interpret from the sounds, and the witch quickly deduced that the invisible scene adrift on the water was a reunion of mother and daughter.

She made it home.

The smile and twitch of pride in the witch came not from an admiration of her Source’s individual effort, but from the blood that flowed in her veins, the blood that had fueled the remarkable accomplishment. Her own blood, the witch thought.

She waded slowly into the water until it reached her shins, careful to stay clear of the moon’s glow. She now had another decision to make: should she swim to them? It seemed an absurd idea at first, considering all the advantages she now possessed—particularly that of knowing their current location, as well as where they lived—but time was against her. No doubt The System was en route already—the marksman neighbor having certainly made that call—and though the one officer, Officer Stenson, had been a puppet in Marcel’s plan, as far as she knew, there was no influence on them otherwise.

The ability to swim the distance to the boat wouldn’t pose the problem; it was the ability to do it quietly, she reckoned. The lake was deathly still, and even with the occasional jumping frog or fish periodically rippling the surface, she didn’t see how she wouldn’t be noticed before getting even halfway to them. The witch considered her choices again, and as she stood on the lake bank, she heard the voices become clearer. The tones were hushed and deep, but they were steadily approaching. She wouldn’t need to swim to them, they were coming to her!

The witch ducked back in the thicket of trees where she had taken cover from the never-approaching neighbor. She narrowed her eyes and covered her head as far as possible with her cloak. Without a light source, she knew she was invisible from the bank.

The woman saw first the arrowhead shape of the canoe’s bow, followed instantly by the silhouetted shapes of her prey. She held her breath, exhaling only slightly during the rattle of the boat as the two women parked it on the gravel shore. She extended her fingers, brushing the back of her saber-like nails against the trunk of one of the small trees in the clump. It was the preparatory move of an animal, instinctive and lethal. She stood slowly from her crouch and opened her mouth wide, touching the tip of her tongue to one of her incisors, relishing the bite of the blade-like point.

The two Morgan women—mother and daughter—started up the slope to the house, apprehensive and focused in their movements. The witch stayed still as stone as they passed her, no small restraint given she could have touched Gretel—killed her, easily—without even having to extend her arm fully. But that wasn’t the perfect moment. She couldn’t risk letting the older one get away. Not again.

The witch ducked a branch and stepped out from the thicket, assassin-like, placing her first foot firmly on the path before bringing the second foot out beside it. She stood pleased for just a moment, smiling at the seemingly endless talents the potion now endowed her with, watching the women obliviously make their way up the path. They never sensed her as she appeared behind them, closing in with claws extended.

She’d made the decision to kill the older one—Anika—and to keep the girl for further blending. She was strong now, but there was simply too much to risk trying to capture and hold two prisoners, particularly since she didn’t yet know where she’d be living past today. So, yes, she’d kill the mother, and once she’d found a new location—a new lair—and had blended the new potion, she’d come back for the boy. She couldn’t let that much power go free.

Her clarity about the future was suddenly staggering, with thoughts and strategies now flooding her mind, giving her confidence and energy. Her mind felt organized, without disease or ambiguity.

The witch drew her arm back as if to throw a punch, but instead of forming her hand into a fist, she kept it open with her palm down and fingers stretched, the tips of her nails pointed directly at the base of Anika’s skull. The women had walked about ten yards from the witch when she began her advancement. She took two long strides at first and then skipped into some form of a human gallop.

Five yards away. Two. Her grin was wide with teeth shining.

And then the madness in her face changed at the sound of screams.

They had come from the women—both of them—and their shrieks had been bloodcurdling, as if the witch had suddenly materialized in front of them. But she hadn’t, and they hadn’t turned to see her; they had, in fact, made no sudden turns or suspicious pauses at all. Why the sudden terror?

And then she saw it—the figure—emerging from between the two Morgan women, crashing toward her like a giant warped arrow. Stunned, the witch opened her mouth to scream but the figure slammed into the bottom of her chin before a sound could escape. There was a sickening sound of cracking bone from the back of the witch’s jaw, and the bottom row of her teeth exploded in every direction, including down her throat.

The Orphist!
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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“Gretel go!”

In the moonlight, Gretel could see Odalinde at the edge of the lake, her face coated in what appeared to be a mixture of blood and mud. Her eyes were open, but they were weary and fading.

“Odalinde? Odalinde! What’s happening?”

“Go!” Odalinde repeated, this time with a wet cough culminating the statement.

“Let’s go, Gretel,” Anika said, beckoning her daughter up the hill.

“No!” Odalinde shouted, pulling herself to her knees. “Not that way. You’ll be trapped.” She caught her breath. “The canoe. Take it and go back to the Klahrs. Your father’s dead.”

“What about Mr. Klahr?” Gretel asked.

“He’s gone.”

“What?” Gretel cried.

“No, I mean...I mean he left. He’s okay. There’s no time Gretel. Go back!”

Gretel and her mother stood paralyzed, not sure whether to disobey the woman’s instructions—who, after all, may have just sustained a violent head injury—or to trust her and go.

“She’s still here, Gretel. She’ll have you trapped up there. Go back. You have to get back to the Klahrs!” Odalinde looked to the ground, composing herself, and then continued in an even tone. “Go back, call The System, and get ready with every gun the Klahrs have.”

Gretel suddenly considered the witch—whom she’d forgotten temporarily—scanning the area immediately in front of her and down by the lake. But darkness blanketed most of the area and she saw no one.

And then it came to her: the witch had been behind them. Hunting them. Ready to kill them both. And Odalinde had saved them.

Gretel grabbed her mother’s hand and they descended the path together, back toward the lake from where they’d just come, to the spot where Odalinde lay.

“Fine,” Anika said, kneeling beside Odalinde, “but you’re coming with us.

“I can’t,” Odalinde said.

Her exhaustion was palpable, and Gretel could see by the wounds on the side of her head that she was badly injured.

“You can and you will,” Anika replied, “My daughter came back for you, risked her life for you, so you’re coming.”

“Anika,” Odalinde whispered, the faint trace of a smile forming on her face.

Anika grabbed the woman under her armpit and lifted. “It’s nice to meet you. It looks like you’ve been through a lot. But still, I think you’ll find my story trumps yours. And I’ll never live with myself if I don’t discover whether or not you agree.”

Gretel had always marveled at this ability of her mother’s. She’d seen her do this trick with her father a thousand times, expressing things in such a way as to create the impression that any option other than the one she proposed was nothing short of absurd.

Odalinde was wobbly as she stood, and her eyes looked like they were fading into unconsciousness; but somehow she made it to her feet, and Anika held her steady as they shuffled toward the canoe where Gretel waited alertly, oar in hand and ready to push off.

“She’s coming,” Odalinde whispered, her words coming out dreamy and delirious.

“It’s okay,” Anika replied, “It’s going to be...”

But Anika Morgan never had the chance to finish her underscore of assurance. Before her muscles could react, before she could offer any semblance of protection, the witch had ripped Odalinde from her, yanking her by the hair. She held her still for just a beat, elevated, resting against her torso, before inserting her top row of fangs into the side of Odalinde’s neck. The image was nauseating, something from a nightmare, and made all the more grotesque by the witch’s twisted jaw and missing row of bottom teeth.

The witch tossed Odalinde’s corpse to the ground and stood glaring at Anika and Gretel, who were now screaming in horror by the canoe. There was no hesitation from the witch this time, and she lurched furiously toward Anika, focused only on the final slaughter of her once-captive Source.

The opportunity flashed in a blink, but Gretel saw it, clearly, and speared it like a fish. The witch’s single-mindedness toward her mother had given Gretel a moment of advantage, and, almost automatic in her motion, she swung the oar forward, rotating her hips and torso, creating drag with the weapon, and clipped the hag’s head just above the temple. Two inches lower and the witch would have been dead, Gretel lamented, but she’d stunned her badly, and the witch collapsed to the ground like a satchel of wet clay.

Wasting not another second, Gretel pounced into the canoe and anchored the oars in place. “Mother, let’s go!” she shouted, and before her mother’s second foot was off the muddy bank, Gretel was launched and rowing.

Positioned facing the bank as the canoe pulled away, Gretel stared in disbelief at the wreckage in front of her, assessing the danger which—unbelievably—was already recovering from the blow. Gretel’s breathing had been heavy and rasping from exhaustion and trauma, but was now escalating to panic at what she was witnessing. The witch was on her feet—already!—standing tall over Odalinde’s body with her arms high above her head. She was pulling and struggling, reaching for the sky, and Gretel quickly calculated the woman was disrobing, a suspicion that was confirmed when the witch’s ample cloak fluttered through the moonbeam into the clump of trees. But she didn’t appear to be stopping with the cloak, and continued to strip down to her underclothing, and possibly beyond. She was coming after them.

Gretel had launched the canoe in the direction of the Klahrs and had no plans to deviate from the course, frantic now to get across to the orchard and up to the house where she could warn the others and help fortify the grounds.

“She’s coming, Gretel. She’s coming after us.” Her mother had been watching the scene on the bank as well, and now turned her head back toward the front of the boat and Gretel, aware of the direction they were headed. “We can’t lead her to the Klahrs, Gret. Not to Hansel. Not to those people.”

“What?” Gretel continued in her current direction, not properly inferring her mother’s words.

“Rifle Field, Gretel, head down the lake to Rifle Field.” Anika’s words were restrained but tense, carefully intoned to elicit obedience. “She’ll follow us, Gretel, away from your brother. I need you to do this.”

“But Rifle Field! We’ll be trapped!”

“It’s the only place close enough. And if you can get us there—get us there fast—I have a plan.”

Gretel recognized the insistence in her mother’s voice, and, with a grunt of reluctance, deftly turned the canoe south toward Rifle Field and began carving the oars into the water with the possessed repetition of a galley slave, guiding them and turning them over as hard and fast as she’d ever done before. The canoe glided easily, rapidly, as though it were motor-powered or thrust by a blast of wind. Her mother was right—she was strong. And she was going to get them to their new destination.

Her mother had again turned away, looking to the bank where the witch had been standing only seconds before. “I can’t see her anymore, Gretel. I think she’s in.”

Gretel thought so too. In the dark, however, the bank had drifted too far away to see much, so she couldn’t be sure the witch had taken to the water. But Gretel, and apparently her mother, had sensed it. Surely they couldn’t be caught with the boat travelling at this speed, though, Gretel thought—particularly by a woman who was severely wounded. But...the woman had flown. Flown!

Gretel could see the first signs of the clearing to Rifle Field, and effortlessly decelerated the canoe and steered it toward the bank, guiding it slowly toward shore.

“I can’t believe I’m back here again,” Anika said flatly as she hopped from the stern seat into the shallow water at the shoreline, rushing to where she’d left her clothes.

“I never stopped believing you’d be back,” Gretel replied. She was winded, and the words came out rushed and emotionless, but as she looked over to see her mother dressing, she realized what she meant. “Wait. You mean here? At Rifle Field? You were here? Why?”

“Let’s go, Gretel, I promise you’ll know everything later. Right now, we have to dig.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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Anika threaded her arms through the sleeves of her shirt and pushed her head through the neck hole; how thankful she was now that she had left her clothes and shoes behind, dry on the bank. She looked over at her daughter, who seemed to have already created a gap beneath the fence large enough for both of them to squeeze through and was continuing to dig with abandon.

Anika would never be able to explain what had inspired her to toss the shovel from the cannery window, only that it seemed the prudent thing to do at the time. Perhaps it had to do with the instincts that apparently ran in her family, a result of her mother’s unique gift—a gift that had been revealed to Anika only hours ago—that had been genetically passed on to Anika, ever-ready to manifest itself in certain life-threatening situations to pull her to safety. She suspected this was the reason for her decision, but couldn’t honestly commit to it. Maybe her instincts had just sharpened over the last several months and were much more dependable now. Or maybe she was just lucky. Sometimes your decisions were spot on, she thought, and other times (trudging through the woods after a car accident, for example) they weren’t.

“Are we good, Gret?” Anika asked.

“I think so,” Gretel replied. “I know I can fit.”

Anika gave her daughter a cold stare. “Well, thanks a lot for that!”

Gretel let out a quiet burst of laughter. “I hardly mean it like that,” she said. And then, “Do you think she’s still coming?”

“I don’t know, honey, but let’s leave the canoe on the bank. I want her to know we’re here.”

Gretel walked back to her mother at the shoreline and, as the two women stepped toward the boat, they were halted by the twisted face of the tortuous witch rising from the lake.

Her face was gruesome, bloodied from head to chin, her mouth deformed and vacant, with a demented grinning overbite. In the dark of night, with her hair and body dripping with water, she looked like a corpse that had crawled from a tomb buried long ago at the bottom of the lake.

Anika stood palsied by the emerging face, stunned at the transformation it had undergone. Everything back on the bank had happened so quickly—the attack and Gretel’s heroics—that nothing had registered in Anika’s mind. But it was obvious now what was happening—even with all that destruction to the woman’s face—Anika understood clearly what she was seeing. The torture. The blood. All of the extractions and the rank pies, all of the forced, unnatural rest and nursing, it had all been for this. This metamorphosis. This conversion of the hideous beast from the woods of the Northlands into a younger, more maniacal version of itself. A stronger version of itself.

“Now Gretel! Follow me now!”

Anika broke from her paralysis and sprinted to the fence and the awaiting burrow beneath it, with Gretel following obediently, barely a step back from her heels. She ushered her daughter through first, and Gretel slithered under the fence as nimbly as a human could. Anika was on the ground following before her daughter’s feet had cleared the hole, sneaking peeks behind her, expecting the monster to grab her at any moment.

But the woman didn’t pursue them, and Anika and Gretel made it through, quickly heading to the front side of the cannery. Anika opened the door and shuffled Gretel through, narrowly squeezing in herself before slamming the door behind them. Anika briefly considered that perhaps the warehouse would have been the better option, but the hill leading up to it was steep, and she didn’t trust her legs at this point. And there were tools in the cannery. Weapons.

When Anika had been inside the cannery earlier—escaping the very grounds on which she now sought sanctuary—there had still been a hint of daylight by which to navigate. But it was nearly pitch black inside the building now, with only the radiance of the moon through the second-level window to see by.

Ideally, Anika would have blocked the door with a table or piece of large machinery, but she recalled the emptiness of the cannery floor and decided there was nothing accessible to serve that purpose, and there was no time to explore. Besides, Anika thought, the door swung out—not in—and any blockade would be easily conquered.

Anika grabbed her daughter’s hand and, extending her other arm, felt the space immediately in front of her for any looming obstacles. The path to the stairs had been clear previously, she was relatively confident on that count, but she could little afford to be hobbled by a stray iron post or corroded hole in the floor. She and Gretel had to get to the second level.

“Where is she? Why isn’t she following us?” Gretel asked, her tone hopeful, suggesting that perhaps the woman hadn’t seen the hole they’d created, or perhaps hadn’t been able to fit.

Or maybe she decided the effort was too taxing after all. Or, with God’s Grace, had finally succumbed to her injuries. That was the one they needed. But Anika knew better; she’d seen the glee and determination on the woman’s face. She was wounded, but she’d never stop chasing them. Any of them.

“She is, Gretel. But maybe she suspects a trap.”

Anika stepped forward and felt the toe of her shoe against the side of the bottom step. “We’re going upstairs, Gretel. There’s no railing, so be careful.”

With the moonlight shining through to the landing at the top of the stairs, the ascent got progressively easier as they reached the top, and Anika quickly looked around for the hammer she’d used earlier to clear out the window.

“Is there one?” Gretel asked.

“One what?” Anika replied, focusing on the floor, squinting her eyes in adjustment to the shadows on the floor.

“A trap? You said, ‘Maybe she suspects a trap.’ Is there a trap?”

“No. Not really. Not one that I’ve planned anyway. But if she suspects one, that’s good. It will give us time to think of one.” Anika realized this logic was somewhat specious, but the alternative—having the witch bounding up the stairs to maul them—was certainly worse.

Anika was on her knees now, feeling the dusty wood of the floor in search of the hammer. It had been here! She’d dropped it right here!

“Gretel,” she whispered, “there’s a hammer up here. On the floor somewhere. It should be here by the window. Help me find it.”

A crackling sound on the ground below froze Anika, and she could hear Gretel’s breathing stop midway through her exhalation. It could have been just an animal—a raccoon likely—Anika thought, and on any other night it would have been. She considered for a moment that maybe Gretel had been right: maybe the blow from the oar had been more severe than realized, and it was only the witch’s adrenaline that had seen her through the lake. Maybe she’d staggered out of the water toward them in a last desperate attempt at murder until her body simply refused to go any further.

Maybe, Anika thought, but she was alive. And as long as she was alive, she’d be coming.

Every atom in Anika’s body wanted to crawl to the window and peek out, just to get a glimpse of the ground below, to see if the woman was there, waiting for them, starving them out perhaps. But she knew if the witch was there—recovered and virile—that to give away their position at this point was suicidal; the witch knew they were inside the cannery, but not where inside. Anika and Gretel had to hold that advantage, no matter how slight.

“She’s down there, Mother,” Anika said, her voice so tempered that ‘mother’ came out as “other.”

“I know.”

“What are we going to do?”

“We’ll hide here for now.” Anika hadn’t prepared for this recess. She’d figured that after they ran for the cannery the witch would have been a step behind them and that all of it—one way or the other—would be over by now. But that hadn’t happened, and now she needed a real plan. “We’ll move away from the window for now, out of the light, against the wall.”

“And then what?” Gretel asked.

“I don’t know, Gretel!” Anika immediately regretted her whispered bark, but let the effect of it stand. “Just move to the wall.”

Anika scooted to the side wall of the cannery and frowned at Gretel, who had decided to move away from her to the opposite wall. Not really a good time for brooding, Anika thought, but she’s just a child. And God only knew what she’d been through. A tear formed in Anika’s eyes and her mind raced to red over the struggle that wouldn’t be rewarded. The reward she deserved! Her life! Her children!

Anika quickly erased the tear, flicking it away in a redirection of anger. No. No. No. She wouldn’t let her mind straggle off in a countenance of the inequities of life. Not now, and not ever again. There was simply no gain in it. There were gains from love—and sometimes from fight—but never from blame. Never from self-pity. Those were the things that bred regret. Those were the things that dissolved power.

“Mother.” It was Gretel from the opposite wall, whispering only as loud as necessary to be heard.

“I love you, Gretel,” Anika replied.

“I love you too, Mother. I can’t wait until Hansel sees you.”

This time Anika let the tear fall, and she wanted to run to Gretel, to spend her last seconds on earth—if that what was meant to be—in the arms of her daughter.

“And Mother,” Gretel continued.

“Yes, angel?”

“I found the hammer.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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The witch staggered to the dry ground of the clearing and collapsed, gasping for air. She was thankful the women had run off—had they stood and fought, she may not have had the strength to defeat them both. She was desperately tired, and her injuries were not insignificant.

But this challenge was a mere formality, a honing of her abilities, a further test of her dedication to Life. Rest was all she needed to continue. Rest and more potion.

The old woman lay flat on her back now, breathing heavily through her damaged jaws. She could feel the effects of the magic broth trying to restore her once again, as it had earlier in the cabin after she’d been brutally attacked and left to die. But already she sensed the potency diminishing. In her bones and muscles she still felt young and strong, but she wasn’t healing the same.

She needed more. She needed everything blended properly this time. And her earlier plans to kill the older one, her original Source, had to be recalibrated. She would need all of them. All of the Aulwurms. The girl and the woman she would get now, and later, when she’d regained control of the situation, the boy.

She watched her prey squeeze beneath the wire barrier, scattering like so many vermin she’d hunted in her day. Her rest would be short-lived it seemed, and the witch felt a pang of panic as she watched the women disappear into the darkness on the opposite side of the fence. She was confident she could scale the fence, or even fit beneath it, but such efforts would take their toll, and leave her vulnerable in whatever conflict eventually awaited her.

Still, she had to move.

She climbed back to her feet and stepped slowly to the fence, peering through into the blackness. She took a step back and scanned the metal barrier top to bottom, calculating what efforts would be needed to lift herself over the barbed wire. Certainly burrowing under would be far easier, but there would be several seconds of defenselessness, and it wasn’t impossible that the women were waiting with a raised axe just on the other side.

But the witch was anemic, and even the idea of taking flight exhausted her. She couldn’t wait to recover, and she couldn’t risk a failed attempt that would leave her caught in the barbs. The hole at the bottom of the fence seemed like the only decision.

She kneeled back to the soft ground, preparing to follow the path the women had taken only minutes before, and froze at soft muffled sounds coming from the huge rusted building in front of her. There was silence for a few beats, and then the sounds again, coming from within. At first the woman assumed it was rats or bats, but then, magically, the faint hiss of whispers drifted down from the window above. The witch’s smile grew wide with joy, and she had to cover her half-mouth like a schoolgirl to keep from chuckling.

She lay back down, this time at the foot of the fence just in front of the tunnel, and closed her eyes, listening to the sweet sounds above her, waiting for her power to return.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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“How long are we going to stay here?” Gretel asked.

It was the first words either woman had spoken in at least ten minutes, both Gretel and Anika seeming to understand that silence was safer. But Gretel was growing restless, and with every minute that passed, more wary of the situation. This plan of her mother’s to hide and fortify seemed as good as any before, but now it felt wrong, like it was working against them. Like they were trapped.

“It hasn’t been that long, Gretel. It just feels that way,” Anika replied.

Gretel could hear the doubt in her mother’s voice and capitalized on it.

“We can’t just sit here, Mother. Maybe she’s gone by now. She doesn’t know we came in here, right? How could she? Maybe she went off into the woods somewhere looking for us, and now’s the time we should be leaving.”

This didn’t feel right to Gretel either—she suspected the witch was still near—but she wanted to move, be proactive. Sitting and waiting, as a rule, always seemed to Gretel like the wrong course of action.

“And if she’s down there, waiting for us, what then?”

Gretel paused a moment and said, “Then we’ll fight her...and kill her.”

Gretel’s words lingered for several beats, and then she saw the figure of her mother creep into view and head toward the window. She had her head bowed well below the height of the sill, like a bank robber dodging pistol fire with the local sheriff in some old movie.

“I’m going to take a look,” Anika whispered, “but just understand, if she sees me, you’ll get your wish. There will be a fight. So keep the hammer ready.”

Gretel held the hammer up, and then, not sure whether she or the hammer was visible to her mother from where she sat, replied, “I’ve got it.”

Gretel watched the back of her mother’s head rise slowly up to the opening of the window, turning first in the direction of Rifle Field, and then rotating back in the direction of their property down the lake. She then stood up further to get a view of the ground directly below, and instantly collapsed back to the floor and turned toward Gretel, wide-eyed and stunned.

Assuming her mother had seen the witch walking below, Gretel stayed quiet, and simply turned her palms up and matched her mother’s expression.

“She’s down there. Outside the fence near the hole.” Anika was barely auditory, doing little more than mouthing the words. “I think she might be dead.”

Gretel looked toward the window. “Let me see.”

Anika nodded, indicating she wanted Gretel’s assessment about whether she also believed the witch dead.

Gretel walked on her knees over to the window and looked out, scanning the ground below, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the dark. The night was still clear and the moon offered plenty of light past the fence. But Gretel didn’t see anyone. She scanned the grounds for a few seconds more and then turned back to her mother. “I don’t see her. You said by the fence, right?”

“Yes, right next to the hole. Let me see.”

Gretel backed off and allowed her mother to move in again.

Anika peered once again out the window. “I don’t understand. She was...”

A hoarse, high-pitched cry shattered the quiet of the night and rang through the cannery like the bellow of a bull elephant. Anika, screaming in disbelief, lurched in terror away from the window—so far, in fact, that had she backed up even another foot, Gretel could see she would have gone tumbling down the open stairway.

A dark, amorphous blotch now filled the space of the window, blocking the full light of the moon, allowing only small strands of silver rays around its perimeter. It was the witch, and she was perched like a giant spider in the window, gripping the top corners of the frame with her long fingers. Her feet were wedged in the bottom corners. Gretel thought she looked like an enormous, disfigured bat.

“That’s impossible!” Anika screamed. “How?”

“You, my sweet Source,” the witch replied, “You are ‘How.’” Her words were breathy and, with her mouth and neck mangled, nearly unintelligible.

Gretel watched the woman in the window silently, unable to look away from her destroyed face.

The witch stepped down from the sill and stood tall, dropping the hood of her cloak, never taking her eyes off Anika. Gretel noticed instantly the woman had not even glanced in her direction, and had instead stayed locked on her mother during the entire exchange. As Gretel had suspected earlier with her mother, it was possible the witch couldn’t see her in the shadows.

“You’ve given me so much trouble, Anika Morgan, more trouble than I ever would have believed you capable of. But you’ve also given me so much life. And you will continue giving. You and your family.” Blood and mucous dropped from the woman’s lips, occasionally bringing with it a stray tooth or shards of bone.

Gretel’s hatred was searing as she knelt, frozen in self-preservation, listening to the mutilated woman threaten her mother. This horrible, deranged creature—miscreation—who’d fragmented her life, first by stealing her mother, and then by killing her father. And Odalinde, whom Gretel had hated for so long, yet in less than a day had grown to care deeply for. Perhaps one day she’d understand Odalinde’s tough love approach—and in some ways she supposed she did already—but there was no doubt now in Gretel’s mind that she was there to protect them. To save them.

And now here this freak of life was again, threatening more torture and destruction, wielding the genius of Gretel’s own descendants, shamelessly, to destroy everyone she loved, as if everyone’s life belonged to the old witch and was lived for her pleasure alone. Gretel’s own life. And Hansel’s. And what of the Klahrs? And Petr? Certainly she wouldn’t stop until they were dead too.

“I’ll kill myself first,” Anika shot back, “or, even better, I’ll kill you.”

The witch chuckled. “That opportunity has passed young pigeon, and it shall not come again.” The witch took a step forward. “And though it is often thought so, killing one’s self is not as easy as one might think. Besides, I know of your will, and the love you hold for your progeny. You, I know, would use any breath of hope—however vaingloriously—to keep me from them.’

Gretel placed her fingertips on the floor and began to gently push herself up to a standing position. She held her breath as she rose, thankful for the silence in her young bones and muscles. But the floorboards of the cannery were not so young, and as Gretel stood, the old wood detonated in a barrage of creaks and pops. The witch pivoted in the direction of the sound, but as she stopped to stare, her gaze was askew, off to the right slightly, in the direction of the window, hoping perhaps the light would drift over the source of the noise. Gretel knew, with certainty now, she was all but invisible.

“Ah, there you are. Gretel, yes? The very special Gretel. Your grandfather—and your father more recently—have told me of your talents, talents which they tell me you have not even begun to explore yourself. You are young now, with no one to show you. But I will. I will show you. I will bring these talents from within you. Why don’t you come where I can see you better.”

“I’ll go with you,” Anika blurted. “I’ll go with you now.” She hurried to her feet, nearly tripping over them and down the stairwell, and then lingered at the top of the opening, as if ready to follow the witch to whatever fate she had in store. “If you leave her alone, I’ll go with you. I’ll go with you and you can do what you will to me.”

The witch looked over her shoulder at Anika and chuckled again, this time with more confidence. “You will go with me,” she said, and spun her head back in the direction of Gretel, this time lining her gaze up almost correctly, but not quite. “And so will she.” The words were bitter and hostile this time, her patience with coaxing and civility clearly at an end. “And once you’re both secure—confined—I’ll be back for the boy. Hansel, yes? I believe your brother’s name is Hansel.”

Hearing the monster speak her brother’s name—threatening him—was the last evil Gretel could endure, and before she could consider the consequences of failure—consequences not only for herself, but for everyone still alive that she loved—she gripped the hammer, claw-end forward, and erupted from the shadows on the second floor of the cannery.

The sound of fear in the witch’s scream, and the look of surprise and defeat in her eyes, fueled Gretel to the point of possession, and were the final sparks of power Gretel needed to bring the wide metal spikes of the hammer down and into the middle of the witch’s forehead.

“No...no!” the witch begged uselessly, the words sounding gurgled and infantile, her hands flailing in the direction of the hammer, grasping at the iron lodged above her eyebrow but not quite able to touch it.

Gretel held the handle of the hammer tightly and pulled the woman close to her, staring at her coldly as she extracted the claw from the woman’s head, causing a bloodfall across the witch’s eyes and cheeks. And then, with more leverage and fury than before, Gretel brought the hammer down once again, this time to the top of the old woman’s head.

The witch’s eyes and mouth grew grotesquely wide, mummified in a silent scream, the blood and damage to her face now leaving her all but unrecognizable as human. Her body was still for a beat, and then began to convulse, wobbling ninety degrees at a time until the dying woman was facing forward and staggering drunkenly toward the stairs, the hammer jutting from her head like a deformed horn.

Anika took one step to the side as the old woman stumbled past her. The witch paused a moment, looking blankly at the women, and then, involuntarily, her foot drifted to the empty space of the stairwell. She collapsed like a stone to the ground floor of the cannery, hitting only the bottom step as she fell, her body ending face down in a crumpled mass, the hammer still jutting from her scalp.

Anika would later recall that the sound of the woman hitting the floor reminded her of a pie hitting a concrete wall.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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Petr and Gretel descended the porch steps jointly carrying the last piece of major luggage: a large, antique trunk—the piratey kind, enveloped by bulleted leather banding and secured with brass lockplates. Gretel always imagined her mother had seen it fall from an old circus train one day and had decided to keep it for herself, perhaps to use one day when she, herself, ran off to join the circus. It was one of the first items Gretel had looked for the day after her mother went missing and was disappointed to find it.

The teenagers heaved the trunk onto the tailgate of the truck and pushed it cozy with the rest of the things. Anika stood in the bed of the pickup, arranging space for the small items that still remained.

“Is there anything else, Mrs. Morgan?” Petr asked. His voice was timid and whispery.

“No Petr,” Anika replied without looking up, her tone with the boy curt and dry. “Perhaps Gretel has something.”

Gretel had witnessed—without interfering—similar interactions between her mother and Petr over the last three weeks, and felt sympathy for both of them. But mostly she felt for Petr, who craved her mother’s acceptance and seemed to be adjusting pretty well to his new life with the Klahrs.

He was certainly adjusting better to his new life than her mother was to her old one.

With Hansel, her mother had recalibrated fine, and had returned to being as sweet as she ever was to the boy. Perhaps she crossed the threshold into overbearing on occasion, but Gretel assumed such behavior was perfectly normal. With Gretel, she was also still loving, except that Gretel now detected more of a demureness from her mother, a newfound reverence toward her daughter that contained a dusting of dread. Awe was the word, Gretel guessed. Her mother was in awe of her.

But with everybody else her mother had been cold. Even to the Klahrs, whom she’d lathered with thanks and blessings for days afterward, there was an uncomfortable distance—a mistrust that only the saintly Klahrs could and did understand. And with Petr the feelings seemed to be especially true, though for Gretel the reasons why were no great mystery. So, as difficult as it was to witness, Gretel didn’t intervene during these implied slights or moments of aloofness, and instead allowed her mother the room to recover. There was trauma to be worked through, and who could blame her for not being chipper and friendly after only a few weeks?

Petr lingered by the truck looking down at his shoes, which surprised Gretel since normally he took any opportunity her mother gave him to scurry out of the kill zone of awkwardness. But today he stood pat.

“I’m sorry,” Petr said, his voice solid, though tears had begun to plop down to the gravel below. “I know you’re angry at me. For what my father did to you. I never knew anything.” He paused, “And that’s not who I am.”

The sentences came out quickly and evenly, as if he’d rehearsed them a hundred times; but there was emotion in every word, and on the last sentence Petr’s voice cracked, and he turned from the truck and broke into a trot toward the house.

“Petr!”

Anika’s voice stunned the boy, who was nearly past the porch and on the path down to the lake. He stopped immediately and stood tall, though he didn’t turn to look at her.

Gretel moved aside as her mother stepped over the trunk to the tailgate and down to the driveway before running to where Petr stood, turning him toward her and pulling him in close.

The boy collapsed in Anika’s arms, sobbing like an infant. And for the first time in Gretel’s life, she heard her mother cry.

An hour later the truck was loaded with everything that would be travelling with the Morgan family—whatever remained now would simply remain. Gretel’s mother mildly alluded to ‘coming for it another day,’ but Gretel doubted that day would ever arrive.

Gretel said her goodbyes to Petr—whom she imagined would live in her story as her first love, though love wasn’t quite what it was. But it was something. Something to grow and learn from. And she would see him again. About that she was as certain as the sunset.

“We have to stop at the Klahrs, Mother,” Gretel reminded, “don’t forget.”

“I want you to give them this.” Gretel’s mother handed her daughter a note. “It has all the information about where we’re going. Once they have it, Gretel, they’ll be the only ones—other than the three of us—who know where we are. I want you to tell them that.”

“Where are we going?” Hansel asked, a pitch of pleasure and adventure in his voice. If his mother had said to the other side of the moon, Gretel knew Hansel would have been okay with that answer. She was home. They were together. That’s all he cared about. He had it right.

“Pretty far, sweetheart,” his mother replied, “pretty far.”

Gretel had asked the question the night before and, essentially, had gotten the same answer, with the additional provocation of ‘We’re going to get some answers.’

But Gretel had already begun getting answers.

She opened Odalinde’s copy of Orphism at the bookmarked page and began reading. Not much had made sense when she started a few days ago, even with the translation, and she had gotten only ten or twelve pages in.

But it was beginning to come together.

––––––––
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THE END
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Prologue
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As always, time was the enemy. Not bad luck or people or ambition—the scapegoats she often turned to in crisis—but time. Time was always flowing relentlessly, unaware of its destruction, like a herd of buffalo striding across a plain of anthills. 

The men would be coming soon, and if they found her here alive, there wasn’t even the sliver of a chance of her survival. She would be the one to make sure of that.

Her mind went to the Source and her mouth watered instantly. Even in her current state, with death looming above her like a buzzard, ready to descend upon her at any moment, she couldn’t keep her mind away from it. It was the smell, she now realized, that triggered the thought.  . That candied aroma of her former prisoner still lingered in the damp air of the cannery, wafting down from the top floor in subtle waves. It wasn’t that exact smell though, the one she had grown to lavish over all those weeks while the young woman lay trapped and shackled in the back room of her cabin; this smell was mixed with the even sweeter fragrance of another. Her daughter. Gretel. 

Gretel.

The silent sound of the word in her mind elicited a tingle in her shoulders and groin. 

The witch lay mangled on the stone floor, the fall from the loft leaving her body a twisted heap, with arms and legs pointed at unnatural angles. The top half of her body felt like it was on fire; the bottom half she felt not at all. At the crest of her head, she could feel the pressure of the weapon used to strike her only hours earlier, the weight of it unstable and sickening. There was no pain at the entry point, but the damage was certainly unimaginable. My head and face have been through a lot over the past few days, she thought, belching out a deep, hoarse cough, a sound representing both laughter and disgust.

You must go. Now. They’re coming. The voices registered as whispers in her brain, urgent and quick, not unlike the manner she imagined deranged women in institutions had heard just before they sunk their children, one by one, below the waterline in the bathtub.

The witch tried to open her eyes, but they felt sewn shut. She tried again but felt only the stretch of her closed eyelids. She wiggled one finger on her right hand, then two, tapping them on the floor, the tips splashing in the shallow pools beneath them—her blood, no doubt, and judging by the depth, not an insignificant amount. She made a fist, barely bringing her hand together at first but then progressively working up to a tight clench. She relaxed her grip and stretched her fingers wide before slowly bringing them to her face, using her thumb and index finger to crush the crust of caked blood from her eyelids. She could now see the handle of the weapon staring at her, taunting her from an inch away, the business end of the thing still clinging tightly to her skull. She resisted the urge to pull it away, fearing the hemorrhaging that would ensue.

Moving only her eyeballs, the woman surveyed her surroundings, glancing wildly from wall to stairs to ceiling to floor. This last area—the floor—was a horror show, and the newly risen sun hid none of the massacre. The fallow, brown ground where she lay was now a dark purple lake of viscous blood, the color matching perfectly that of her palms and sleeves.

The woman maneuvered her hand under her cloak and then reached down toward the top of her thigh, touching herself lightly at first, and then, feeling nothing, grabbing her leg with the force of panic. Her leg muscles tightened reflexively with the clench, bringing a sigh of hope and relief to the woman. She had feeling in her legs. She was not paralyzed. 

They’re almost here, the voices warned again. You’ll die here. Die here.

The last two words drifted away, but she followed them until they disappeared from her thoughts. 

“I will not,” the woman spoke aloud, her warm breath bouncing back at her off the base of the hammer. “I’ll never die.”

The woman inhaled to her lungs’ capacity, and on the exhale rolled herself flat against the floor, chest down, before pushing herself to her knees.  She stretched her back straight and stared up through the opening of the loft, listening for life. They had long since gone, of course, the women, but she would never again assume anything. 

The ditch. Get to the ditch.

She thought of her cabin and the holes she had dug following her Source’s escape, just after resurrecting her life with the most brilliant taste she would ever know. The instinct to dig had been odd, but she’d followed it, using her newfound strength to move quickly through the sod and dirt. She’d buried some of the potion there, and now she needed to find her way home to drink it.

The witch finally stood, the effort of it immense considering the trauma her body had suffered. But the potion seemed to have staved off any truly debilitating injuries. And as long as she was mobile, she had a chance. 

She walked to the door of the cannery and opened it slowly, half-expecting one of the Morgan women—or perhaps a System officer—to be standing outside, waiting with pickax in hand to finish the job they had come so close to completing. But there was only the clean, cool air of the Back Country, and as it entered the cannery. The feel of the breeze on her wounds was exhilarating. She walked outside the boundaries of the dilapidated structure to the openness of the cannery grounds and listened again for anything that may indicate her odds of escape—sirens, voices, gunshots—but she heard only the sounds of the morning. 

She strolled to the chain link fence and stared through to the lake, reliving last night’s hunt. She had lost control. Lost sight of her goals. Lost her chance at Gretel. 

She retraced her steps back past the cannery and began to ascend the hill at the rear of the grounds. With the industrial hammer still projecting from the top of her head, she imagined she must have looked like some type of mythical woodland beast, the kind hundreds of people claim to have seen but which is widely dismissed as legend by the rest of the world. 

She had not a clue what the top of the hill held for her, but at this point, it was her only chance of escape. If it was more fencing, like that which ran along the front of the cannery, she would be in serious trouble. In her condition, she couldn’t conceive lifting herself six inches off the ground, let alone the eight or ten feet that was necessary to clear a fence. She’d fly again one day, but not today.

Halfway up the hill, she saw the shape of a roof come into view, and soon after, the warehouse. There was no fence barring her from the structure, and this, she acknowledged, was a small sign of hope. And when she slowly pushed open the back door of the warehouse and saw the corpse of the man who had started her on this latest path of addiction and murder, she knew Life had returned for her.
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Chapter 1
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“There it is. I told you it was here.”

The woman’s eyes sprung open and she caught her breath at the apex of an inhale. Voices. Voices and footsteps. Her mind deciphered the sounds even before she was fully awake. There were three of them. She knew it instantly. Three intruders. Pre-adolescent. She could detect the pitch of their voices and their vibrations through the ground. 

“It really is here,” another boy replied. “I can’t believe it. I didn’t think it was true.”

The woman turned her head toward the sound of the words and was greeted by one of the earthen walls of her bunker. She could feel the rays of the sun beaming through the grass canopy that had so effectively camouflaged her for what must have been, at this point, months. Maybe even a year. These young travelers on the perimeter of her yard were the first to come since those days immediately following the horrific night in the cannery.  The first she had detected anyway. It was likely others had come and gone during her deepest of slumber, and now the thought of laughing gawkers defacing and stealing her property made her gag. She thought back to the first days of hiding, the days when the men had come for her, scouring her property and desecrating her cabin. But they had come to do more. They had come to take her as their prisoner. To rob her of her potion. And, no doubt, to kill her.

The potion. 

She felt beside her and touched the small jar that still contained several viable ounces of the elixir—the extraordinary brew that had allowed her to rest and heal. The grave had been her shelter and concealment, but the potion had allowed her to go without food and water, to get perfect—almost—once again. Perhaps these plodding boys had awoken her a few weeks earlier than the optimum recovery time, but her mind was clear and her body lithe. She felt fresh. Reborn.

The woman stood in the ditch and peered over the ledge, pushing the twigged canopy up with the top of her head, stooping slightly to keep her eyes at a level barely above the dirt wall that surrounded her. Through the foliage in the distance, she could only see the shoes of the intruders, but she could tell by their voices they weren’t much older than twelve. She held her breath for several beats and then exhaled slowly, never blinking the eye that remained. Her left eye had been beyond repair; the combination of the ceramic bowl and hammer claw had proven too costly. She had feared the damage would be permanent, agonizing over the dire possibilities during her grueling trek from the Back Country, and she now accepted the obvious truth of it. But it was only an eye. The rest of her seemed to have healed quite well. She blinked her eye fully now, feeling the bulge of the orb beneath her lid, savoring it setting in its socket. There will be a price to pay for the other one, the woman thought. Revenge. A smile followed this last thought as the literal manifestation of the biblical metaphor took hold in her mind. 

“Wait,” one of the voices uttered. It was the third boy this time, younger and more frightened than the others. “What if she’s there? What if she’s waiting for us?”

The woman listened closely to the reply, ready to strike if the answer was inadequate, ready to erupt from the ground like a tarantula if the boys suddenly became spooked and began the first movements and utterances of flight. Instead, she smiled wildly at the sound of the other boys as their crackling voices spilled into mocking laughter. 

The first boy coughed out a few more chortling breaths and then said with defiance, “She’s dead, you pillock. Her skeleton is at the bottom of a lake somewhere in the Back Country.”

“So everyone says, but how do you know that’s true? If they never found her body, how can you know?”

“Because the girl killed her. And her mom was there and saw the whole thing. They saw her dead body splayed across the ground as they left. That’s how I know. Are you the only person from the Southlands who hasn’t heard the story?” 

“I’ve heard the story, but back to my same question then: where is the body? Why is there no body?”

“How many laps do you want to take around this ‘body’ track? Hmm? I don’t know where the body is exactly. It was probably dragged off and eaten by dogs. Or something. The System doesn’t seem too concerned about it, so why are you?” 

“I’m not concerned about it, I just...”

“Or maybe,” the first boy interrupted, “maybe they did find the body and the System is covering that whole night up. Did you think about that?” 

“No.” The boy paused, indicating he was considering the explanation.  “But why would they do that?”

“Because that’s the kind of crap they do! I don’t know. It doesn’t matter.” The first boy’s tone was curt now, irritated, and any more talk about the body’s location was likely to propel him into raw anger. 

The woman groaned in ecstasy. 

“And anyway, she’s not here. How could she be here? She was killed in the Back Country, not here at her cabin. Think about things before you spit up your stupid theories. Besides that, the System has probably been through this place a million times by now. The cabin is empty.  There’s no one here waiting for us.” 

The boy paused, and the woman could almost see his eyes widen and his chin jut out slightly, taunting another challenge.

“But...I guess if you’re scared, you should stay back here. I honestly don’t give a crap. I knew I shouldn’t have brought you along.”

The woman listened intently, in some ways hoping the boy would call the bully’s bluff and keep away from the property. So soon after her hibernation, she was somewhat concerned she would only have strength for one of the boys right now—maybe even two if she was quick with the first. But three would be a definite challenge, so if one of them had to escape, she’d rather it be the sensible one. Not that she was more concerned about him than the others, she just figured the more prudent boy would be too frightened to tell his tale to anyone who mattered. At least not for a few days anyway. And by then she would be gone. By then she will have started hunting again.

“I’ll go with you,” the boy relented. “I was only saying.”

The witch watched as the three boys came into full view, clearing the last of the branches and crossing the threshold of the tree line. They stood motionless, standing in the clearing that bordered the side of her home. The woman could now see them clearly. They were average in height and build, gangly and unsure in their movements, typical mannerisms of boys that age.  She could no longer see them below their knees, their shoes and lower legs now completely enveloped by the ryegrass and thistle that had overtaken the property. They look like apparitions gliding over the weeds, she thought.

“Let’s go,” said the first boy, the leader, the one who, moments before, had mocked his frightened friend—or possibly brother, which, if that were true, would give her less time if he escaped. His voice was quick and full of energy and adventure, and the witch knew that if they headed toward the back of the house, he would be her first victim. It was always the eager ones who made the most mistakes. Bless their hearts.

The thought of new prey now elicited ecstasy. She licked her tongue across the bottom of her top row of front teeth, groaning as she did so. The sound was low and guttural, starting deep in her chest and rattling up through her throat. The noise came out in a loud rumble, louder than she had intended, and she saw the boys stop and pivot, now facing toward the backyard and the ditch where she was lurking. She ducked below the brim of the narrow channel, the canopy closing the small gap, and waited, listening for the scatter of terrified footsteps. If they did run, she stood poised to attack. This was a gift she wouldn’t deny herself. 

“What was that?” a voice asked, his tone playfully suspicious. It was the second brave boy in the group, the other teaser, and his question was clearly directed toward the coward with the intention of pushing the boy into panic.  

“Oh that was definitely her,” the leader declared. “I mean, what other explanation could there be? The Old Witch of the North lives!” 

The second boy laughed at this and said, “You’re crazy, Tomas.” But the fear behind his brave veneer was now detectable to the woman. She could almost smell it. 

“Okay, well what was it then?” It was the coward this time, he making no pretensions at bravery. “We should leave. There’s probably bums back here anyway. Or wild animals.”

“Or...” the leader replied, “wild bums! Terrifying wild bums!”

The first two boys burst into laughter, loud enough now to veil the woman if she chose this moment to attack.  But she restrained herself, not quite confident that her legs were charged and ready for a guerilla attack at this distance. Soon, but not yet. Instead, she waited and listened, trying to anticipate the boys’ next moves.

“Well something is back there. You heard it. And I’m not going to find out what it is. Have fun being brave; I’ll have fun being alive.” 

“Leave then. Bye. Don’t forget your bottle, baby.” 

The witch couldn’t tell which one of the bullies supplied this last taunt, but there was a malignancy in the tone that was unmistakable. It was the sound of the rotten men she’d known all her life. 

Suddenly the bullies began laughing like rabid jackals, and the woman could hear the coward’s footsteps trotting off and diminishing into the distance, a slow gallop at first, and then, just before  breaking into the trod of a full sprint.

“Do you still want to check it out?” said the second in command.

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I? Wait a minute. Don’t tell me you’re scared too.”

“Shut up, Tomas. I was just asking.” There was a pause. “You’re such a whaling prick.”

“Stop pouting and come on then. Of course, we’re going to check it out. Let’s see if this crazy bitch has something cool in her attic or something.”

“Wait. You want to go inside? I don’t know about that. I mean, maybe we—”

“You are scared! Ha! I knew it.” 

The woman could imagine the look of gleeful satisfaction on the face of the leader, his dominance once again established by the apprehension of his companion.

“Go off with Billy then! You can probably catch up! Ha! I don’t care. I’ll go alone. Faggot.”

“Shut up, Tomas!” the second boy screamed, the fury in his voice real. 

The witch’s eyes opened wide, and the trace of a smile returned to her face. 

“Or what?” Tomas replied. The words were threatening, daring.

“You don’t want to find out.”

“Really? You won’t do crap. Pussy.”

And with that, the scuffle was on. The jocular conversation of the adolescents was replaced with grunts and screams and slaps of skin. 

With the delicacy of a new mother rousing her infant, the woman pushed up on the canopy and slid it aside, just far enough so she could clear her head fully from the ditch. Fascinated, she watched the boys as they grappled themselves into a human knot of head and leg locks, pinning each other helplessly into a stalemate of limbs. She rotated the canopy further, with less care this time, and then nestled her foot on an earthen step that had formed naturally on the side of the trench. Effortlessly, she propelled herself to the ledge of the ditch and then pulled herself easily from the grave. 

Now on level ground, the woman strode steadily toward the boys, focused and menacing; her dark cloak and the cake of mud on her hair and face made her appear like an encroaching black blot against the sun-filled landscape. The boys, still caught up in the scrap and whines of their own meaningless struggle, took no notice of the evil that was now less than twenty yards from them. 

It wasn’t until the old woman’s blade-like thumbnail pierced the back of the leader’s head, just at the neckline, that the second boy knew what was happening. His scream lasted only a second or two, but it was loud enough to be heard by a third boy who was now sprinting in terror through the woods of the Back Country.

***
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THE BOARDWALK THAT led to the defaced cottage was warped and mildewed, and the witch recalled the day—a day that to her seemed like decades ago but was probably only a year or two past—when she lay dying, lamenting the universe as the energy of Life seeped from her bones and organs, bringing blackness to her mind. It had seemed so final that day, death so absolute in its certainty. Until the moment when the gift of Anika Morgan was presented to her in the form of a desperate scream from miles deep in the Northlands forest. It was the moment of her rebirth. 

She recalled how expertly she had stalked her prey that night, seeing all the moves clearly in her mind hours before executing them. And when she’d captured her Source and finally learned the secret of Anika’s family and the power of Life in the cells and blood of all of them, her mission became clear:  to take all of them—Anika, Gretel, and Hansel—and become truly immortal.

She’d done well at first, killing the father and disposing of the nurse. The latter killing, that of the Orphist, had not come without a struggle. The woman had been fierce and heroic in her efforts before finally succumbing to a strength and brutality the witch thought impossible for her ever to possess.  

And then she was there. So close. So near to her destiny, only a movement or decision away from seizing the women, both of them, and finalizing the greatest power ever conceived. They had been trapped, positioned there just for her, hopelessly sealed in that cannery by the lake; the old woman needed only to use the cunning and patience she had imparted that first night in the forest. 

But it had ended in disaster. The Morgan women escaped, and she had been critically wounded in the process. 

In the end, it was her great failure, and now, as she stood on the porch of her decrepit shack of a home, she knew that if she didn’t find the family again, her failure would be fatal.

The woman opened the large wooden door that led to her cottage and stepped inside, proceeding directly to the kitchen. It was evident—mainly due to the presence of the many sets of large, dusty footprints—that more men had walked through her house in the past six months than had ever walked through in the home’s existence. She’d been right that she’d missed some of the invaders who’d come during her slumber, but things inside weren’t quite as different as she expected. A few remnants of the round black crock remained on the floor by the counter, and the witch’s eyes widened for just a moment. Was it possible that some of the potion...? 

No. Of course not. She reined in the idea. What she hadn’t collected the day of the escape had long since dried away or been eaten by vermin. It was never going to be that easy. 

The woman again fantasized about the power of the brew at its full potency after the bile of Gretel Morgan was added to the already powerful mélange.  

She had work to do, and it started with finding them. The Morgans. All of them. Finding out where they had gone. She had no idea where they might be just now, but she knew there was someone who would. 
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Chapter 2
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Georg Klahr lifted the dusty rag from his back pocket and snapped it once, watching the dust scatter to the wind before methodically wiping his face. The sweat began collecting on his brow almost from the moment he stepped off the porch this morning, and he was forced to stop every minute or so to clear it. It was the hottest day of the year, no question about it. He only had about another half hour in him, and by that time, the sun would have peaked. He knew he was stronger than most men half his age, but he didn’t want to push his limits. Amanda had been through enough; nursing her husband back from a stroke was more than even she could handle. 

The thought of his incapacitation invoked a vague image of Heinrich Morgan, and then a clearer one of Gretel. It had been nearly a year since the day she and her family left for the Old Country, and the Klahrs hadn’t heard a word from them since, a fact about which Georg had grown slightly angry. Anika had written them the mysterious letter before they left, detailing where they were headed, and emphasizing that they were not to be contacted unless absolutely necessary. He’d not had a chance to question this clause—the letter had been given to him just before the Morgans departed on their quest—and as difficult as it had been these last eleven months, neither Georg nor Amanda ever felt there was proper cause to disobey it. Amanda had cried on and off for several days after Gretel left, and as the months ticked by, her worry had only ripened. 

The girl couldn’t call? Or send a letter? 

Georg stuffed the damp rag back into his pocket and stared across the lake at the Morgan property. He closed his eyes and thought of that day of death and carnage. Of the spectacle he had witnessed. Of the woman—witch—who had attacked him. And of the things he hadn’t done to save the nurse. He had failed her, and he now lived with that thought every day, just as he would until the day he died. He squeezed his eyes tightly and shook the memory clear. Not now. It was too early in the day to descend into this thinking. 

“I’m leaving, Georg.” 

Georg spun to see his wife stalking the back porch, studying her lavender and jasmine, sniffing them gently before moving on to tease up her hydrangeas. 

“What’s that, dear?”

“I’m leaving for a bit. Got some things to buy for the garden. Don’t want you out here too much longer. Hottest I’ve felt it in a long while.” Amanda Klahr stopped and stared defiantly at her husband, imparting the seriousness of her statement.

“Would you like me to go instead? To the store?”

“I would not. If you do my hobbies for me, they’re no longer my hobbies.”

Georg smiled. “All right then. Be safe, will ya?”  

“Course hon. Always am.”  

Amanda paused and stared at her husband, as if waiting for the answer to her question before she asked it. Finally, she said, “Have you seen Petr today?”

Georg forced a smile. “Not yet. He’ll be around soon.”

Amanda nodded, gave one last pluck to a rose bush, and then faded from the porch into the cottage. 

Georg stared his wife back into the house, wincing at the sucking sound of the sliding glass door sealing behind her. He closed his eyes and sighed. Petr. 

Petr Stenson had worked at the orchard for almost a year and a half, and after the death of his father at the hands of the faithless she-devil, there had never been a question as to where the boy would live. The Klahrs had never given a second thought to taking the boy in. He was an orphan now, his mother having died years earlier, and both Georg and Amanda had grown to love him like a grandson. 

But the new arrangement had been difficult, and the truth was they hadn’t expected such a dramatic shift in Petr’s behavior, at least not so immediately after becoming their responsibility. Georg realized this was probably a naïve way of thinking, given the boy’s age and the trauma he’d been exposed to, but the adoption itself was only a formality—Petr had essentially been living with them anyway—so they both thought the transition would be less rocky. 

But Petr now stayed out late most nights—sometimes even all night, as in the case of this previous evening—and his friends were not of the type the fathers of the Back Country hoped their daughters would marry. Neither he nor Amanda suspected Petr was getting into any dire trouble, but his pattern of disappearing was becoming a concern. 

But Georg knew it wasn’t the recent living arrangements or even the death of his father that was the most trying on Petr. It was losing Gretel.

Georg opened his eyes and turned back to his work, lifting the hoe high above his head before slamming it into the brittle earth. He loved the power and ferocity of this move—whether with the pick, the axe, or the hoe—and from that first day when spring quietly snuck a day in in March, he had come to the orchard every day, building his strength this way for hours at a time. Georg Klahr’s days of working the harvest had been effectively done years ago, so during the season, as he continued his violent work of chopping an empty field, the workers simply watched with odd fascination while they did their business of picking the blossoming apples and pears. 

Georg raised the hoe again and slammed it to the earth, unconcerned what the migrant workers may have thought. Or what anyone thought. He was training. Getting strong. Building the muscles of his shoulders and biceps and thighs. Working his lungs until they burned and tormented him. And if he ever got the chance again, he would kill without consideration the person who threatened him or his.

“Georg.”

He registered his name and the voice that spoke it, but the sound didn’t quite file as real, as if it were uttered from a dream.

“Georg!”

Georg barked out a scream this time, lurching toward the sound of his name and raising the hoe high above his head, directing it toward the intruder. He stopped before swinging it, blinking wildly at the boy standing before him. 

“Petr?” Georg was frozen, his eyes now dilated in madness, the garden tool still poised to strike. “Petr, I’m sorry. I was deep in thought...work.”

Petr grinned slightly and nodded. “I know those thoughts, Georg. Trust me, I do.”

Petr had recently gone from using the moniker “Mr. Klahr” to “Georg,” and Georg was still not quite comfortable with it. It was fine, of course—“Mr. Klahr” seemed too formal for their relationship, and “Dad” or “Grandad” wasn’t right either—but Petr’s use of the title somehow put him on a level of adulthood that Georg wasn’t ready for. Thankfully, Petr hadn’t yet made the transition to “Amanda,” and Georg quietly hoped he never would.

“Where were you last night? Mrs. Klahr was worried.” Georg now held the hoe down by his waist, gripping it in front of him casually with both hands.

Petr frowned and looked away. “I needed to be away last night.”

Georg waited for more, and when he got nothing, he said, “Searching?”

Petr looked back at Georg, whose eyes were set in marble. “She’s alive.”

Georg frowned at the statement, but this time he resisted the urge to diminish the boy’s beliefs further with a shake of the head or a snicker as he’d done dozens of times since Petr first declared his theory. 

“I know you don’t believe that, and that’s your choice, but she’s alive...or at least...she didn’t die that night in the cannery. Not the way they said she did.”

“Gretel was there, Petr. And Mrs. Morgan. Gretel was the one who ki—” Georg stopped, not wanting to attach Gretel to the violence that had occurred that night.

“They didn’t see her die, Georg,” Petr replied. He was delicate with his words, detached from the emotion of the events. “They saw her fall. They saw her lying on the ground. But they never saw her die. They jumped from the cannery window and never saw...”

“Where is she then, Petr?”

“It’s a big world out there, Georg.”

The theory, which Petr had recited to Georg within the first month of moving in, was that the witch was alive, and she would be coming once again for Gretel. Likely Anika and Hansel too, but Gretel for sure. This discussion, which they now had once or twice a month, never reached the point where Petr told him exactly how it was that the woman was still alive or where she had been living. Or why the System had her officially listed as dead. When Georg had asked Petr about this last part, Petr had simply laughed at him and replied something sarcastic like, “Yeah, you’re right Georg. the System would never do anything like that. No way.”  

Georg supposed he had a point there. 

And here they were again, back in the throes of the subject, speeding down the bumpy road to nowhere. Georg decided to veer off. “Where were you searching last night?”

Petr was clearly caught off guard by this indirect validation of his belief, but he answered calmly. “It’s better you don’t know.”

Georg nodded and let the tension of the words set in. Finally, he said, “You know that you aren’t the only one who misses her, right? You know we love her too. And that Mrs. Klahr still cries at night. Not every night, but often, out of the blue, because she misses her and has no idea whether or not she’s okay.”

“But you know where she went! That’s what I don’t get. Why don’t you just find out if she’s okay?”

Georg felt the sting of the boy’s words, accusatory and hurt.

A tear rolled down Petr’s cheek. “Why can’t you just tell me? Why don’t you trust me? Still?”

Georg grabbed Petr by the back of the neck and pulled him to his chest, holding him there for a few beats. “We do trust you Petr. With our lives. But this secret is not ours to give to anyone. Including you. Mrs. Morgan was explicit about that.”

Petr pulled away and looked hard into his guardian’s eyes. “But what happens when something happens to you? How do I tell Gretel? How will I get in touch with her?”

“What do you mean, ‘when something happens to us?’  Nothing will happen to us. Not any time soon anyway. And we will hear from her soon. I believe that. Gretel is fine. She’s fine. She’s doing what you’re doing, that’s all. She’s searching.” He smiled. “And if something does happen to me, then Aman—Mrs. Klahr will know how to get in touch with her. And she will, I promise. We just have to wait for her a little longer, Petr. We swore we would, so that’s our only real choice right now.” 

Petr gave a reluctant nod, never releasing Mr. Klahr’s gaze. “Just stay careful, Georg. Please stay careful.”

Georg flashed a wide smile at this warning, holding the hoe up to his chest, gripping it tightly with both hands. “You sound like Mrs. Klahr.” His smile softened, and then, “I promise I will be careful. Too old to push myself too hard.”

“Not that Georg. Keep doing that. Keep getting stronger. You need to stay careful because this isn’t over. She is alive. I know she is. And we’re going to have to be ready. 
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The woman estimated the trek to the Back Country would take two full days if she followed the road; it would be a little more than half that time if she took to the woods. There were pros and cons to both routes, but after weighing them all, it was clear that the forest was the only option. It wasn’t so much the time that made the difference for her, it was the fear of being seen and questioned by some curious citizen. Or the System. In a manner as graceful and violent as any predator on the planet, she rid herself of that ambitious Officer Stenson, but it was still possible—probable even—that others in the organization were eager to challenge the miracle. Any organization as cliquey and testosterone-laced as a police force certainly didn’t keep secrets well. And once word leaked of her sempiternal recipe, there would be more than one or two lionhearts who would risk it all for a taste of the magic. 

And there was the more pressing issue of the boys. 

She had slaughtered the two troublemakers, but the third had run off. It was only a matter of time before he told of his escapades with his friends on her property. Maybe it wouldn’t be immediately, but eventually he would tell, especially when his friends—or brother—didn’t show up for dinner and the parents started asking questions. The local police would then come search the property, and the System wouldn’t be far behind. 

And what if they found the bodies? 

This was perhaps a dangerous prospect, but perhaps not.  Based on the boys’ conversation, the discovery of their bodies wouldn’t much matter. From what she could determine, her case had been closed. She was dead in the minds of the world. No one would suspect she was responsible for the disappearances or murders of two kids this many months after she herself had been slain and presumably hauled away by a pack of wild animals. Any heinous acts discovered on her property would surely be attributed to some copycat fanatic who had fallen in love with her story, an avid follower of the infamous tale of Anika Morgan.  

That was all true, of course, unless someone spotted an old woman cloaked in a dark robe, ambling down a deserted road in the Northlands. In that case, there may be a few more questions.

No, her route would have to be through the forest. She would never again take the silly risks she took at the beginning of this saga. 

The woman decided she would start out at night, which would mean she would arrive around dawn on the second day. That was the plan. Sleep would be short along the way, and only during the day. She would walk all night. She’d bring food and enough water for a day. There would be no time to waste foraging. If she encountered any hikers or hunters along the way, she would assess their threat and deal with them as necessary. She didn’t foresee the need to kill anyone else, but the option for such measures was always available to her.

There would also be no opportunity to harvest the young boys. Her instincts had propelled her to kill them, to flaunt her newfound strength and agility, but there was no time or resources to use them. The act was senseless in retrospect, but it was almost automatic. Just as a philanderer might cheat on his beautiful spouse, even when there was sex to be had at home, she too was driven by a similar instinct, albeit one that was far more gruesome and lasting. It had been the first challenge of her resurrection. Practice for the ultimate game. A not-so-dry run of the performance ahead. She knew now for sure that she was still capable and virile, and that the hibernation had only enhanced her desires.

The woman opened the back door and descended the rotting steps to the yard. She surveyed the edge of the forest, narrowing her eyes suspiciously at the empty shadows that lurked there, and then walked briskly back to the ditch where she had slept for the last many months. She peered into the empty space in the ground and focused on the dirty glass vial and the liquid inside. The container sat propped up in the corner of the narrow space, and the swig of potion that remained was barely noticeable through the film of time and soil. There were perhaps three last sips remaining. It was enough to keep her alive for two years or more, enough to keep her at this strength for three or four months.

She sat on the edge of the hole and eased herself back inside. She had to admit, the construction of this trench was very impressive, especially considering that it had been an ad hoc endeavor, done almost as an afterthought. In the end, however, it was the reason for her survival, being perfectly camouflaged with the landscape of her property. 

The System fools obviously suspected nothing. She had listened closely when they came, the villainous trove of men who tromped around her property and barked inane orders and benign discoveries to each other. None of what she heard from the thieves concerned her whereabouts; instead they focused on the girl—Anika. They tried to figure the whys and hows of the whole capture, hoping to corroborate the facts her Source had no doubt revealed in the aftermath. What they weren’t intending to do was dig. Anika and Gretel were both alive; there wouldn’t have been any reason to put resources into digging up a yard searching for bodies that weren’t missing. 

Except for hers perhaps. Her body had not been found. 

The cannery was obviously empty when the System arrived, and no detective worth his badge would have believed her body was dragged off by wolves or stray dogs. Their likely conclusion would have been that, despite the undoubtedly gruesome description of the night’s events given by her Source, the witch had survived the attacks of the Morgan women. The evidence would have been obvious. The handprints around her bloody landing spot. The trail she no doubt left behind on the stone floor as she made her way back to the open field. Even the most inept detective would have deduced she made it out alive, and without evidence of a second set of prints or a smattering of bloody paw tracks, she had made it out alone. 

They were looking for her during their investigation, she now realized. Of course they were. Now that she thought it through, she had no doubt. But they hadn’t looked underground. They would have never thought to dig. It was illogical. 

Besides, making it out of the cannery alive was one thing. Traveling from the Back Country to her cabin in the Northlands was another thing altogether. The System obviously knew she made it out of the cannery, but they likely assumed she died soon after, somewhere beyond in the closest forest.   

Now, here she was, back in the ditch, considering whether to bury the boys here or to take them far into the woods and bury them, eventually to be dug up and devoured by feral woodland creatures. It would take a lot of effort, the dragging and digging and such, but with the third boy possibly reliving his story right now, the System would be returning soon—sooner than she originally calculated, and probably with dogs. And they would be looking for graves this time. Everything would be exposed, including real evidence that she was still alive.

The woman grabbed the vial and snuck it into the pocket of her robe, nestling it to the bottom fabric and pulling the drawstring taut on her pocket. She climbed her way back to ground level and looked despairingly at the perfect grass canopy and the stilts of wood that kept it aloft over her during her sleep of recovery. That would now have to be retrofitted. She couldn’t leave such an obvious trace. And so she made another decision. She would take the boys to the woods and bury them.

But first she had a hole to fill.
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Carl Dodd sped past the fallen tree for the fifth time today, and probably the thousandth time in the past eight months. He hadn’t missed a day since he last walked off the property with the rest of the System officers, having spent the better part of two days searching a wide perimeter surrounding the tiny house. When he later indicated on his official report that no evidence of the woman had been found, he was, of course, lying.

He couldn’t see the cottage from the road at this vantage point, but each time he passed the rotting oak, he knew it was there, just beyond the foliage, hiding.  He’d measured the coordinates precisely, so he always knew where he was in relation to the ramshackle hut, but it was at this point on the stretch of highway that he was closest. Right here at the tree. 

On most occasions, as it was on this day, the road was as desolate as the Sahara. But on those rare occasions when he came across another car, Dodd always stopped it, pulling the motorist over under the guise of a warning about speeding or swerving or to inform the driver that there was no trouble, it’s just that the vehicle fit the description of some other vehicle that had been stolen from a surrounding area. In truth, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d read a report of a car being stolen anywhere outside the Urbanlands, but who were they to question him? 

He would keep looking for her. Keep waiting for her to emerge. If she was alive, which he was almost positive she was, he wouldn’t let her sneak away. 

“Dodd, where the hell are you?”

Dodd glared at the radio, wishing he could reach through the receiver and strangle the wretched cunt on the other end. Leave me alone! 

When he started with the System twelve years ago, he didn’t give much of a damn about the job; today what he felt was nothing short of disdain.   He grabbed the microphone and pushed the talk button, pausing for just a moment to compose himself. “This is Dodd.”

“Dodd, where are you?”

“Patrol. Out on Western right now. Something afoot?” Dodd released the radio button. “Because I’ve got a foot I’d like to put up your ass.”

“What? Western? Why are you way out there? And where have you been? I’ve been calling you.”

Lately Dodd had gotten into the habit of turning his radio off during these patrols. It was so quiet out here, and the constant crackling and blipping of the radio shook him from his concentration. He wanted all his senses clear when she finally surfaced.

“Dodd?”

“Yeah, I had to exit my cruiser for a few moments. Thought I saw something run into the woods,” he lied. He hoped there wouldn’t be any follow-up about his reasoning for being miles from his typical patrol area.

“Maybe you did,” the voice on the other end of the radio replied. “There are some boys that have gone missing.”

Dodd felt the blood clear from his head, and a knot formed instantly in his chest and gut. He swallowed. “Boys?” he said, trying his best to sound disinterested.

“Two. Both twelve years old. Went missing yesterday afternoon.”

“Yesterday?”

“Yeah, I know, we just got the call from one of the parents. Let’s just say none of them have plaques in the Parent Hall of Fame.”

“Where?”

“You say you’re on Western, correct? Depending on where you are on Western, they may have been right near you. The two missing boys and one other. The third boy is the one who finally reported the other two missing.”

“Where?” Dodd repeated, this time with a bit more snap.

“You remember that old cabin, right? The Witch of the North?” The dispatcher put a spooky spin on the title.

If the woman on the radio said anything after that, Dodd didn’t hear it. He suddenly couldn’t breathe, and for a few moments he was afraid he might pass out. He pulled the car to the shoulder and closed his eyes, focusing on the news he had just received and the work that laid ahead. 

“...so the boy thinks that...”

“I’m on my way.” 

***
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DODD PULLED UP TO THE cabin six minutes later and hopped out of his cruiser without any concern about who or what might be lurking. He wasn’t ignorant to the possibility of danger, and he knew intimately the story of Officer Stenson and the brutal end he met.  In fact, Dodd was one of the first officers on the scene after the whole story was told, witnessing with his own eyes the crumpled body and mangled neck of his fellow agent. He wouldn’t have called Stenson a friend exactly, but he remembered the sadness he felt for him. All that time invested in the woman and her promises, only to be used as fodder. 

Dodd walked to the first step of the front porch and then veered left toward the side of the house. Some of the brush had been trampled, but it was impossible to tell who had caused it. Raccoons? Children? An old woman?

He unbuckled his side arm and rested his palm on the butt. He strode at a normal pace toward the backyard, keeping his head on a swivel until he reached the place where the pit should have been.

The awning had been spectacular in its camouflage. The seamlessness of the grass roof, reinforced by wooden beams and plywood, gave no indication that the ground had been altered in anyway. No one, not even a skilled investigator, could have known about the ancient monster replenishing below. Her concealment was almost absolute. If he hadn’t been looking for it, not the grave exactly, but for something similar, he would never have seen it either. Even now, having studied the ground and landmarking the spot for months, he couldn’t find it. 

Officer Dodd smashed the long stick into the ground where he believed the roof was, expecting the sound and feel of a wooden plank or thin plywood. Instead there was only earth. 

But he was sure it was here.

Dodd dropped to his knees and examined the ground more closely. The overgrown brush made the grass line difficult to follow; if this was the floor, this was the only perspective from where he would be able see it. He crawled a few feet to his left, where he thought the tomb was, and finally saw it: a small pile of dirt mounded up about six inches off the ground. He ran his fingers through the mound and then realized what had happened. Dodd was at the spot, exactly, but the woman was gone, and the tomb where she lain for all those months had been filled. She was on the loose, and he had let her escape. 
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We have to go back.

Gretel’s eyes snapped open and began blinking frantically, obediently trying to locate enough light in the dim surroundings to see, desperate to remind their master where she was. It didn’t take long, as the moonlight lit the far side of the room. Gretel could see a lump of wool blanket in the shapes of knees and feet. Hansel. She was aligned again, aware now of her place in the world.

This wasn’t an every-night occurrence for her, this frantic, late-hour disorientation, but for the last two weeks, it was most.  And it was always triggered by the same five words. We have to go back.  The phrase came not in a dream, but audibly, as if whispered to her by a ghost. There were no real phantoms muttering to her, of course, and the phrase was neither menacing nor panicked, but there was the weight of truth to it, something not to be ignored, and with her newfound lessons in the magical ways of the cosmos, she’d be damned if she would cast it aside. 

Gretel glanced at the clock and saw it was quarter past two in the morning—too early to get up and too late to attempt going back to sleep, so she did neither, and instead lay still in her musty, yet comfortable bed, pondering her next move. It was time to tell her mother.  She would do it tomorrow.

Gretel clicked the knob on her bedside lamp, and a dull halo of light appeared. She peeked over at Hansel once more and then, seeing no movement, reached beneath the bed and pulled out the book. She opened it absently, randomly fingering a page amongst the first hundred or so, and began reading. This was a common practice of hers now, as common as any devout Christian would read the Bible on a Sunday afternoon. And with no less reverence. 

Gretel still couldn’t believe the book she was reading was the same one she had first spotted in the cellar of her grandfather’s house so many years before, and the same one that had brought so much disruption and tragedy, as well as intrigue and travel, to her quiet, rural life. And misery. She must never forget the misery. 

But here it was. Orphism, as cold and black as ever, not just in her possession, but clear and accessible, translated almost completely without gaps or discrepancies. The village elders, the ones who had fled the mountains of the ancients generations earlier, had been intimately versed in the language of the book and had translated the symbols without any coaxing or suspicion or fear. Gretel had thought they were almost amused at the request, flattered even, that there were those who still existed in the world with an interest in the ways of their people. 

Gretel was never quite sure during those translation sessions if they believed in any of the book’s powers. Her mother seemed to think they didn’t believe and that they valued Orphism only for the tradition and culture it contained. But Gretel had her doubts about that theory. She thought maybe they truly did know of the book’s power, yet instead of cowering from it the way those of the modern world had been conditioned to do, they simply accepted it as a part of life. Like the vastness of space or the depths of the sea, both contain agents capable of awesome destruction, yet neither cause angst or fear for most people from one day to the next. 

Gretel flipped through the pages, scanning the decorative block lettering and words without reading them. She considered how often she had done this casual page surfing after first taking control of the book, before she could read a word, before she knew of the magic it contained. How the book had comforted her throughout her mother’s disappearance and how it had given her the hope she needed that one day her mother would come home. There was something about the feel of it that was so palliative. To her, it was always more about the physical book than it was the meaning inside, even after she learned of the power in the words. 

She flipped farther into the pages until she reached the first page of the book’s ‘Back.’  That was how she thought of it now, and even that word sounded a bit too ominous. The Back section contained the recipe, and though she and her mother had insisted to the elders that—for obvious reasons—they not fully decrypt the section, they couldn’t bring themselves to destroy it either. Neither Gretel nor her mother had any affection for the Back, but there was an unspoken fear about the consequences of such desecration, even to something as inherently evil as the torturous recipes. Even when the elders had offered to decode it, they had done so reluctantly, and when her mother had refused, they moved on quickly, never questioning why. 

But Gretel and her mother knew the truth:  the Rosetta Stone had already been decoded. Gretel could likely decipher anything that hadn’t already been translated. 

Gretel turned toward a noise that sounded like it was coming from the kitchen, which, in the tiny home they had been renting for almost a full year now, meant only steps away. She lowered the book down onto the nightstand and got up from her bed, grabbing her robe and wrapping it tightly against her. She opened the door quietly and stepped into the foyer, where she was met instantly by the ambient light of the overhead lamp that hung above the dining table. 

Her mother was sitting in one of the three chairs surrounding the table, her back to Gretel. It was clear something was wrong, and it wasn’t just the fact that it was late. She was leaning forward, slumped almost, with her elbows jutting as if her hands were folded across the table in prayer.  Her shoulders were rising and falling in small jerks. She was crying.

“Mother?”

“Gretel...” Anika didn’t turn around, but Gretel saw her throw the backs of her hands to her face in a panicked wiping motion.

“Mother, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing, honey. I’m fine.”

Gretel walked toward her mother and then around to the other side of the table. She sat in the opposing chair and leaned forward, studying her mother’s face closely.

Anika smiled weakly at her daughter, the smear of tears comically obvious. “Why are you awake?”

“Mother, what’s wrong?” This time, Gretel’s voice quivered and was laced with anger.

Anika Morgan closed her eyes and covered her face with her hands, leaning back in the chair and tilting her head toward the ceiling. She let out an exasperated grunt. It was the sound of frustration, the refrain of someone who couldn’t seem to catch a break. “Oh Gretel. I love you so much. I love you and your brother so much. You know that, right?”

“What...is...wrong?”

“I’m sick, Gretel.” 

Gretel sat staring at her mother but said nothing.

Still gazing at the ceiling, Anika shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t believe it,” she said, almost in a whisper.

“Sick? How sick? You seem well to me.” Gretel instantly felt the magnitude of her mother’s statement. Whatever this was, it was beyond a simple case of the common cold.

“It’s probably bad, Gretel.” Anika now looked deeply into her daughter’s face, the compassion in her eyes teetering on despondency. “It’s probably pretty bad.” The last part of her sentence was a throaty whisper.

“Probably?”

“I’ll know for sure in a day or two, but the doctor thinks...he’s pretty sure it’s some kind of cancer.”

The word smashed against Gretel like a violent wave, and she dropped her mother’s gaze. She wanted to run from the room the way she’d done the day her father told her that her mother hadn’t returned home from Deda’s. That she was hours late and no word had come in from the road. Gretel had known instantly that day that something was wrong. She had known that day that what her instincts told her was accurate, and she was equally certain now as she sat across from her mother. 

But Gretel didn’t run. Instead she said, “You saw a doctor. Here? When did you see a doctor?”

“Three days ago. I—”

“Three days?” Gretel shouted. She instinctively looked toward the room where Hansel still lay sleeping. She lowered her voice slightly. “Three days? Why are you telling me this now?”

Anika shook her head in quick, epileptic movements, the expressions on her face morphing, attempting to hold back tears. She mouthed, “I’m sorry,” but no sound came out.

“And what ‘doctor’ did you see? Was he wearing a grass skirt and carrying a staff with a skull screwed to the top of it?”

Anika chuckled. “No, Gretel. I went to the city. I saw a real doctor.”

Gretel started to argue again but stopped short. It was wasted effort. Her mother was the strongest person in the world, and she would fight cancer or tuberculosis or any other sickness with every gram of strength left in her cells and with every resource available. If she had reached this point in the cycle of tragedy, this place of despair and sadness, she hadn’t arrived without knowing all the odds and options. There was nothing Gretel could offer to make either of those things more favorable. This was the new reality of her family, unfolding as she spoke, and Gretel had to accept and deal with the facts as they were. There was no space for wishes or fantasies. Or even lingering hope.

“The doctor knew in minutes, but he ran tests to be sure. I’ll know how long I...I’ll know soon.”

Gretel stayed silent, letting her new existence set in and take hold. All that mattered now was what she could do, either to help her mother get better or ease her dying. There was no time for self-pity or delusion. And Hansel, she had him to consider too. “What do you want to do about Hansel?”

“I’ll tell him when I know for sure.” Anika grabbed Gretel’s hand and squeezed it lightly. “We’ll tell him together.”

Gretel thought about how this news would play out with her brother. Obviously, he’d be devastated, but it wouldn’t be as bad as before. Nothing could be as bad as the uncertainty and mystery during the time their mother was missing. The discord and turmoil in the house with their father and Odalinde had been unbearable at times. There had always been hope, of course, especially in the beginning, but the trauma of that experience to Hansel could never be equaled. Even if there was no hope this time, at least they would all be together.  And if their mother was dying, that was a normal part of life that children often had to accept. They could love each other until the end. Besides, Gretel knew, there was always hope with cancer, even if sometimes it was only a sliver. People recovered sometimes.  Not always, and the odds changed depending on the type and stage, but sometimes cancer disappeared forever. There were miracles. 

Gretel thought of Odalinde, and the dull ache of loneliness and yearning set in. Even though they had only known each other for a short time, Gretel missed the woman badly, and this revelation from her mother now brought that feeling closer to the surface. 

“There’s another thing, Gretel.” Anika squeezed her daughter’s hands, encouraging her to look in her eyes.

Gretel took in her mother’s stare again.

“I want you to contact the Klahrs.” She paused, and then, “And I want you to go home. You and Hansel. I want you to go back to the Back Country.”

“What?”

“It’s time, Gretel. I can’t imagine how sick with worry those sweet people are. God knows I’m worried about them. I can’t imagine what they’re going through. I had planned to contact them months ago, but...”  

“Okay, we’ll go. I was going to talk to you tomorrow about leaving. I’ve been having...dreams. More than dreams, really. About going home. So, let’s leave. All of us. Now. Tomorrow. We’ll set sail back home, check on the Klahrs, and then go directly to the Urbanlands where you can see better doctors. We can—”

“No, Gretel. Just you and Hansel. I’m not going.”

Gretel’s mouth hung open in midsentence. She blinked twice in disbelief. “What? Why? What do you mean?”

“You remember why I didn’t want to contact the Klahrs, right?”

Gretel remembered. She had wanted to write them the day they had arrived in the Old World and finished setting up in the apartment. The letter she had given the Klahrs on the day they left gave strict instructions for the couple not to contact them except in the case of an extreme emergency. 

Her mother was still skittish, for obvious reasons, that there were others connected to the terror that she and her family had been subjected to. If there were others in the community, or the System, or even her own extended family who were involved with the ‘Gretel and Anika Morgan Ordeal,’ those individuals would have feared having their names surface and the risk of being dragged down to a System barracks where they would be forced to answer questions in a small room with a bright, unshaded light. Anika and Gretel didn’t specifically know of, or even suspect, anyone else was involved, but if there were indeed others, those folks wouldn’t have known which person knew what, and nefarious individuals like that didn’t often take chances if it meant the difference between freedom and spending their lives in prison. So, Anika had held fast to her insistence that communication be dark. At least for a while.

The Morgans had traveled well. The trek—first by car to the coast and then by ship across the ocean to the Old World—had been mostly tranquil. At times, even fun. Neither Hansel nor Gretel had ever seen a body of water larger than the Back Country River, so for most of the first two days, and periodically throughout the rest of the two-week voyage, the two children stared spellbound at the never-ending sea. Gretel would never have believed the world was big enough to hold so much water. 

During the remainder of the trip, with not much else to do, the Morgan family spent most of their time in conversation, most of which began with Anika Morgan inquiring about how everyone was feeling. Gretel knew her mother’s fears: that her children had suffered some irreversible spiritual collision and would spend the rest of their long lives floundering. This concern was reasonable to Gretel, and frankly, Gretel had the same worries about her mother, but Gretel wasn’t quite ready for therapy. That day would come, but not yet. She was still exhausted from the upheaval and madness of the past several months, and she hadn’t come close to formulating any of it into coherence, at least not any she could verbalize. Instead, she held back, listening uncomfortably as Hansel and her mother recounted their experiences. Her mother’s forays into stories of her imprisonment were particularly hard for Gretel, and she would find herself leaving their cabin to find air on the ship’s deck. How she wished she could live there, traveling on the water constantly, never again being moored to the earth where evil and pain lurked. Perhaps it lurked here on the ocean too, but whatever lay in wait, beneath the waves or above, she hadn’t encountered it yet. And that was enough for her. 

Eventually the family’s dialogue would swerve from counseling sessions to reminiscences of an earlier life. Of fonder memories and better times. And about their father. It was during one of these remembrances that Gretel spoke, finally telling her mother through a barrage of tears that she’d forgiven him. She forgave him even before he died. Hansel had too, but had been afraid to say so, fearing his sister would hate him for it. 

Anika hadn’t quite reached the point of forgiving her husband, but she was trying.  

In the end, all the bonding had been effective, and by the time the Morgans reached the coast at the far end of the ocean, Gretel, Hansel, and Anika were energized about what lay ahead. They were ready to put the past year behind them and study a whole new chapter in their family’s story, one that had been lost and buried over the centuries. And finding the source for this data hadn’t taken long.  The few clues Gretel had learned from Odalinde, as well as those her mother had gotten from Deda, were effective enough to set them on the path to discovery. 

By their second day in the Old World, Gretel and her family located the first of the Aulwurms—the surname of her mother’s family—living as merchants and fisherman just a few miles from where their ship had docked. And by the end of the first week, they had found a translator and were actively decoding Orphism into English. It was almost unbelievable how fast everything moved. At the rate they had been going, Gretel expected they would stay no more than a month, two at the most. 

But that was not to be. 

As the last words of the ancient script were deciphered and the mysteries of Orphism steadily unraveled, Anika began stalling their return, making excuses that her children’s schooling would be interrupted, or that so much movement in such a short time would unbalance them. 

The delays were fine with Gretel at first, and she looked forward to a few more months in the Old World. She had fallen in love with the charms of the architecture and language of the myriad cultures that had emerged as clusters in the tight geographies of the Old World.  And the warmth and love their ancient relatives had shown them touched Gretel deeply, and the thought of leaving them so quickly made her melancholy. And then there was the food. She would have stayed in this place another year just for the food. 

What Gretel had not handled well was the order from her mother to not communicate with the Klahrs. It was torture. Mr. and Mrs. Klahr were her family too, and she loved them as much as she did Hansel and her mother. They had given her a life when Gretel was desperate and all seemed lost. When her family was starving and her father had lain physically and emotionally useless in his bed, it was the Klahrs who gave Gretel a job and food and purpose.  They had helped her find freedom, not just in her work and responsibility, but in the form of rowing, the hobby that had seen her through the days when her emotions had reached their breaking point. When she was forlorn about her father and Odalinde and their ill-fated marriage, the Klahrs had given Gretel hope and friendship and advice. 

Those were three things she needed now, as she sat in a rented Old World apartment listening to her mother reveal her malignant fate.

“Do you remember what I said, Gretel?” 

“Of course I remember. I think about it every day. You told me not to contact the Klahrs. You said you didn’t want to put them in danger.” Gretel recited these lines as if bored from the repetition, and then added with spooky sarcasm, “Conspiracies were afoot.” 

“That’s right.” Anika stared with cold seriousness at her daughter. “You can mock it, but that is true.”

“And what if they were in danger? How would you know? Are they in danger now? What if it is true and someone else was involved in what happened? What if they’ve come for them? How could we help them if we never knew about it?”  

Anika dropped her eyes in a gesture of remorse. “We couldn’t.” She met her daughter’s eyes once again. “But you and Hansel were all I cared about. Protecting you is the only thing that mattered.” 

Gretel wanted to argue further but couldn’t. “I know,” is all she said. 

“But it’s time now. It’s been long enough. I want you to go back and make sure the Klahrs are okay. I really am worried about them.”

Gretel nodded in agreement, and then her expression turned from a look of understanding to a look of pleading. “But why can’t we all go? Why aren’t you coming with us?”

Anika raised her hands up as if fending off a person who has accidently stumbled toward her. “Okay, I know. There is something I’ve been keeping from you.”

Gretel gave a bemused look. “You mean other than that you have cancer?”

This time Anika let out a laugh, which devolved quickly into a look of disbelief and sadness and then quiet weeping. She beckoned her daughter from her chair, and Gretel got up and walked over to her with tears streaming down her face. She hugged her mother and both cried softly into each other. 

“I’m sorry, Gretel. I’m sorry this is happening. I promise I’ll fight it. I promise I won’t quit on you and your brother. That’s why I’m staying.”

“But how can I go?” Gretel whispered. “How can I leave you now if you’re sick? How can I leave you to take care of yourself?”

“I’ll be okay for a while.” Anika paused for a moment, as if considering whether to say the next line. “And maybe longer.” 

Gretel pulled back from the embrace, confused. “What does that mean?” she asked, searching her mother’s face for an answer.

“I know what the doctors will say. I know the treatments they’ll offer. Sometimes those treatments work, but often they don’t. I have a feeling, though, that with the conventional treatments, for me, there’s even less of a chance than most.  And I think that will be true no matter which doctors I see. Here or at home.”

“So why not come then? Why don’t we all go home?”

“Because here, in this place, there are other possibilities. You know this well. It’s why we came here. For answers. Maybe not to this particular problem but...almost in a way... this is what we were seeking when we left.”

Gretel’s eyes widened and her throat tightened. Her voice crackled as she said, “You mean...?” 

Anika looked at her daughter, confused for a moment, and then, finally understanding the implication scolded, “Gretel, no! Not that! I would never...”  Anika took a breath and smiled. “I’m sorry. I don’t blame you for thinking that. Especially since your father... But I would never hurt you Gretel. Either of you. Ever. I would die this second to keep either of you from suffering a single day of pain.”

“I didn’t mean you’d do that to us, Mother, but I guess I...I don’t know any more.” Gretel let out a long breath, relieved for the moment that her mother had not fallen under the spell of the potion that had been the source of most of their misery for the last year.

“What I mean is that since we come from this line of remarkable people, this clan of innovators whose strides and discoveries have been almost completely quarantined within their own culture, perhaps they have a remedy for this. Isn’t it possible they cured cancer centuries ago? Yet instead of unfolding the methods to the world, the secret has been frozen in time, locked in the shroud of hills and trees of the Old World. I know I’m stretching my hope, Gretel. I know that. And the possibility of this being successful is more slight than I’d even like to discuss. But I must try. Why wouldn’t I try? For you and your brother, I have to try.”

“Where will you go?” Gretel could hear the determination in her mother’s voice, the vitality in her eyes.

“I don’t know exactly, but into the mountains. To the source. They’re still there, the ancients, the originals, and to hear others tell it, they’ve been untouched by time.”

Gretel could feel the dubious expression erupt on her face. “But why not try the elders here in the towns? Maybe they have answers.” 

“I’ve asked them, Gretel. I went to them first. But the elders who translated the book for us have been outside the tribes for generations now. They’ve been...domesticated.” Anika smiled at this notion. “But you were there. You heard when they spoke of the others, the Aulwurms in the mountains who never left. They spoke of them with a reverence usually reserved for gods and kings. Do you remember?”

“I remember.”

“I’m going to try to find them.”

“I’ll help you then,” Gretel pleaded. “Hansel and I will help you.”

“No.” Anika’s response was instant and powerful. “This is my journey, and I have to begin it soon, before I get very sick and have no strength to go. I’ve arranged a guide and translator, so I won’t be alone.”

“But...”

“I want you to do as I say, okay? You’ll set sail for home soon, and when you arrive, you’ll find the Klahrs and watch over them. And your brother too, of course.” Anika paused. “And Petr.”

Gretel felt the blush on her cheeks at Petr’s name and felt foolish for the reaction. Here she was, learning that her mother was dying and trekking off to the mountains of the Old World for a remedy that likely didn’t exist, and Gretel was getting flush at the sound of a boy’s name. But it wasn’t just any boy. It was Petr.

“I’ll...I will. I’ll watch over them.” 

“And Gretel,” Anika studied her daughter’s face, making sure she had the necessary attention for what she was about to say. “Always assume you’re in danger.”

Gretel shook her head, slightly confused. “Danger from whom?”

Anika pushed her daughter gently away from her and held her eyes. “From whom,” she corrected, “and I don’t know exactly. Maybe no one.  But...”

“What mother? Who?”

“She may be alive.”

Gretel inhaled and froze. The blow she’d felt earlier when her mother said the word “cancer” was dwarfed by the force she felt from her words this time. There was no doubt as to who “she” was. Gretel didn’t even ask. “Why would you say that?” 

“Listen, you know that before we left, just before we came here to live, I spoke with Petr. You remember that. I just wanted him to know that I was sorry and that I was thankful that he was okay.”

“Yes, so?”

“So he said something to me just before we left, something I never told you because it was strange and superstitious and...scary, really. I tried to dismiss it, but it has stayed with me all this time. And now I think that what he said is the real reason why we didn’t leave here months ago. Why I never let you reach out to the Klahrs.”

“About the...woman?”

Anika nodded slowly. “The body. They never found her body.” 

“What? How...how did he know that?”

“His father was a System officer. Someone must have told him.”

“But the report...they said she was dead. Not missing.”

“I think she is dead Gretel,” Anika paused and then repeated, “but she may not be. Just, when you get back, be careful. Be more careful than you’ve ever been in your life.”
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Chapter 6
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The witch stood on the bank of the lake where, only months earlier, she had impaled the neck of the Orphist and ended her protracted life.

She had made it to the Morgan property in just under two days, just as she had estimated, and the moon that now shined directly above her seemed to celebrate the accomplishment by casting its beam down on her like a spotlight. The trek had been mostly easy, especially considering the woman had only been to the Morgan home once in the past, and on that occasion, she had driven in a System car along the Interways. 

But she had been born into an older world during an era when people were connected to the Earth, and their senses were more calibrated to time and direction. She had known the general coordinates of the Morgan house, but as she moved closer, she recognized specific trees and smells; she could taste the water of the lake in the air and hear the plopping of frogs and fish. It was intoxicating to be so attuned to the world. 

She thought again of the dead Orphist. Odalinde the Orphist. Were it not for her, the witch knew undoubtedly, the Morgan women would have been batched and blended long ago, and their liquefied parts would be energizing her body at this very moment. Things hadn’t happened that way, however. Odalinde had saved them, ultimately giving up her ancient, immortal life so that they could live. The old witch couldn’t help but respect her valiancy and sacrifice, and the remembrance of Odalinde’s death made the woman wistful. She remembered that moment on the bank of the lake and the twinge of sorrow she felt just after she tore her razor-edged nails through the front of Odalinde’s neck. But there had been no time to dwell. Gretel and Anika had launched their boat off toward the cannery, escaping with their platelets and their bile of life. 

At the time, naturally, the witch’s focus turned to the mother and daughter; but now, as the old woman measured her surroundings at the water’s edge, she thought of her isolation in this world of new religions and mortal men. Other than herself, Odalinde was perhaps the last of the remaining Orphists in this new land. The old woman knew the ancients, her mother’s people, still existed in the Old World, barricaded behind secret landscapes in the forests and mountains. But in this land, the religion was almost dead. She’d never even known of Odalinde’s existence. Perhaps in a different century they’d have become allies. Lovers even. 

Across the lake, the woman studied the faint outlines of the trees that formed the Klahr Orchard. It was there that the children had fled during her battle with Odalinde. The Klahrs had been their refuge that day. The owner of the orchard—a man named Georg, she would learn later—was the man who’d threatened her, aiming his shotgun and barking demands at the old woman, attempting heroism in a world of cowards and indifference. He had failed, of course, but she sensed during that brief, intense confrontation that a meanness—or even fury—existed in the man. A fury reserved only for his enemies, which she, no doubt, was one. There was no question of that. But Georg Klahr would know one day soon what it meant to be her enemy. He would know all too well. 

The witch made a low, growling sound as she envisioned the horrific man and his wife sleeping in their bed. If she wished, she could easily kill them now without either of them ever knowing she was there. 

But killing the Klahrs wasn’t the goal. The goal was to find Gretel. And despite all the pleasure she would get from the feel of soft flesh between her fingers and the smell of blood as it mixed with cotton linen and the wood of the floorboards, the quick death of the Klahrs wouldn’t help her.

She climbed the earthen steps that led from the lake to the Morgan house, taking long, purposeful strides. She felt young and spry now, and she suddenly couldn’t wait for the daylight to arrive. She reached the back of the house and attempted to slide open the door of the basement, eager to begin her search of the home. It was locked, immovable. The woman had no expectations that the Morgans would still be home. Given the trauma they endured, it would have been shocking to find them still living in the place where Heinrich Morgan had betrayed his wife and children before meeting his death on the property’s gravel driveway. 

She’d hoped they were living across the lake with the Klahrs, but as she stood next to the stone outer wall of the home’s lower level, she sensed the family not only left the home, but also the Back Country entirely. She wasn’t quite sure where this sense arose, but that was part of her new magic. 

What she hadn’t known when she set off from her cabin two days ago was whether other occupants had taken up in the Morgan home—renters or transients. It was a bit of a risk to arrive so openly on the property, even under the cape of night, but she wasn’t careless. She was prepared to act. Had there been others, she would have rid them as she would any infestation, quickly and with as little mess as possible. The consequences of any extermination would have made her plan a bit more elaborate, that was true, but elaborate plans were not impossible to carry out; they just required more attention to detail.  

The home was vacant, however, so her worries had been unnecessary, but she wouldn’t allow herself to get negligent. She would stay in the home only as long as necessary, until she learned where the Morgan women had gone. Then she would follow them. Her hope was that she could achieve this knowledge without anyone discovering she was ever there, but she would keep close watch on the Klahrs, just in case.  If there were no clues in the Morgan home, she was certain to find some in the minds of the elderly neighbors.  

The woman walked from the rear of the house and up the hill to the front porch. She climbed to the top of the staircase, where she turned around and surveyed the front of the Morgan property. She closed her eyes and thought of the day she’d first met Gretel and her brother Hansel, as well as Odalinde and that officer’s son Petr. It was here, on this spot. She’d felt such power that day, standing high above them all like a god, controlling Heinrich like a puppet while mesmerizing each of them with her newfound youth and clarity. The moment had been fleeting, but even now, almost a year later, she basked in the ecstasy of the memory. 

Gretel, however, had been brazen that day, and the depth of character and strength she emanated during their encounter had disconcerted the old woman. She wouldn’t have said she felt scared of Gretel that day, not exactly—especially considering the presence of the Orphist and the attention she was sure to garner at some point in the encounter—but the old woman knew instantly that Gretel was unique. Barely a teenager, she was sure to be a formidable foe. 

The woman reached for the top of her head where Gretel had lodged the horns of the iron hammer. She swallowed intensively at the memory of the pain and suppressed the urge to gag. She grimaced, glowering into the woods beyond the yard, picturing in her mind the violence she would produce. Whatever fear she may have had for the girl during that first meeting hate and revenge now eclipsed. As did the hunger. Above all was the hunger for the girl’s body. And the life it promised.

The witch turned toward the front door and tried the knob. It too was locked, but there was some give to it, some promise of letting her pass. She would work at it, and if she couldn’t get through that way, she would find a window or crawl space. She would find a way in. It was fate, and fate never failed her. For now, though, she needed to rest, to restore her thoughts and polish her plans. Gretel and Anika were out there.
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Chapter 7
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“Why don’t you stay, Petr? Relax a little.” Ben Richter stood tall in the back of the pickup truck with two fishing poles flanking him. “Sofia’s coming.” He paused and then said, “Well, she’ll come if she knows you’re here.”

Petr ignored his friend and continued unloading the last of the gear, consisting of a tackle box and a cooler. 

“Petr!”

“What?” Petr flinched. He looked around, expecting some impending danger. “What’s wrong?”

“Did you hear me?”

“No, what happened?”

Ben rolled his eyes and shook his head slowly. “I said you should stay because Sofia is coming.”

Petr dismissed this news with a slight shrug and flitter of his head. “No.” He lightened his pitch. “I mean, I’d like to, but I can’t.”

Ben was bemused. “Why? It’s Sunday morning, you’re sixteen years old, and the sexiest girl in school wants to hang out with you by the fishing hole. Where do you have to be that is more important than that? And don’t tell me church because I know damn well that’s not the truth.”

“I just can’t; I have to go.”

“I know. You said that. I asked you why you can’t stay.”

“Look Ben, I just can’t. I just need to borrow your truck for a few hours. That was the deal. If the deal’s off, then let me know and I’ll figure something else out.” Petr stood staring at his friend, waiting for the reply.

“You’re an asshole,” Ben said casually, a look of examination on his face as if he was just, at this moment, discovering this truth.

Petr closed his eyes and sighed. “Look, Ben, I’m sorry. I just have something to do this morning, and I can’t really talk about it. That’s all. Can I borrow your truck or not?”

“No,” Ben said, and then tossed Petr the keys. “Pick us up at noon. Don’t forget. That truck is our only way home. Sofia Karlsson will be none too happy about walking eight or nine miles in a wet bathing suit. Although that might make me kind of happy.”

“I thought she wasn’t coming unless I was here?”

“Yeah, well, when you don’t show, I’ll tell her something must have come up.” Ben smiled. “It’s kind of true.”

Petr smiled back at Ben and then climbed into the driver’s seat and started the ignition. He rolled down the window and said, “Tell Sofia I said hi,” before driving off through a brume of dust.

“Yeah, sure,” Ben said to no one. 

As he got about fifty yards down the unpaved road, Petr could hear the word “asshole” being yelled behind him.

***
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THE SYSTEM BARRACKS was over two hours from the lake, and Petr knew he’d never be back by noon. He had agreed to the arrangement as a condition for using Ben’s truck, but he knew it was never to be. If he reached the barracks and immediately turned the truck around and headed back to the fishing hole, he might have made the time. But those weren’t Petr’s intentions. He planned to take whatever time he needed until he found someone in the System with answers to the whereabouts of the woman who killed his father and tortured the mother of the girl he loved. 

From what Petr knew about his father’s former employer—which, the more he thought about it, was surprisingly little—they didn’t tell many tales out of school, so Petr knew he had his share of work ahead. But he was determined to get some answers or get tossed out trying. 

Petr thought of Ben and frowned. He had knowingly lied to his friend, but he hadn’t done so lightly. Petr knew fully the importance of a solid reputation in the Back Country, and particularly for him since he was a relative newcomer to the area. But this trip was critical and worth a couple of dings to his trustworthiness. He would make it up to his friend later. 

The Klahrs owned a truck, of course, and Petr had weighed the advantages and likelihood of Mr. Klahr allowing him to use it. Ultimately, however, Petr thought better of it, knowing Georg would never have let Petr use the lone farm transport for his fruitless quest. At least not this quest. Not for him to chase down the System in some wild attempt to uncover the fantasy conspiracy of the century. Petr could have come up with a different story, of course, one about a girl or a job or something, but he hadn’t become desperate enough to lie directly to the Klahrs. Not yet. He would evade and disguise and camouflage as often as needed, but not flat out lie. He realized that he might reach that juncture at some point in the future, but Petr had managed to avoid that place for at least another day.

He drove Ben’s truck east on the Interways, away from the Back Country and toward the Urbanlands. The System barracks sat just outside the western border of the Urbanlands, only a few miles from where Petr was born and raised. It was so strange to Petr. It hadn’t been two years since the day he first visited the Back Country, but it felt as if he’d lived there his whole life. Two lives, even. The Urbanlands and his parents now seemed like characters and places he had read about in a book. 

He had first come to the Back Country with his father for a meeting at the Hengst Academy—a private school to which he’d been condemned for behavioral reasons. That meeting was now a forgetful blip in Petr’s childhood memory, an experience that he was sure to look back on in years later and wonder whether it really happened. 

The subsequent stop at the Morgan house, however, had altered his life forever. He would never forget that night. It was where Petr met Gretel for the first time, an encounter which ended with him watching Gretel’s initial girlish timidity turn to strength and loyalty after he accidentally insulted her. He looked back on the encounter now and realized it was during that episode that he fell in love with her.

Love at first fight.

Here, again, as with every day since she left, something in the landscape of Petr’s world reignited thoughts of Gretel. Sometimes the trigger was a concrete thing, tangible and real—the Morgan house, or perhaps her primitive canoe sitting bleakly, covered in leaves and age on the back of her property—other times it was a word or a thought that arrived violently in his mind, snapping his focus back to her, as if punishing him for straying. 

She was the real reason he was on his way now to confront the System. About that he was sure. When Petr began his plan to search for the truth of the witch’s disappearing corpse, he told himself that his father was the reason—that he had a responsibility to him to ensure the woman was truly dead and that justice had been served. But that wasn’t entirely true. Maybe not even mostly. He had cared deeply for his father. Despite the aloof and demanding nature of the man, Petr had always felt love from him. But his betrayal was devastating to his legacy, and it had cushioned Petr’s feelings of mourning considerably. Or perhaps those feelings had just been transmuted from grief into something else, something more closely resembling anger. 

With Gretel, his purpose was different, his pursuit more urgent. Petr loved Gretel. It was a feeling that swelled with each day that passed. If there was any chance she was still in danger, even if that chance was remote, he was going to protect her and push through any barriers to do so. She, too, deserved justice for what the witch had done to her and her mother, but with Gretel, Petr wasn’t motivated by justice. Justice didn’t inspire the same frenzy to action that preservation did.

As he approached the barracks, Petr mentally rehearsed what he was going to say once inside. He had to be confident, stand tall, and look into the eyes of everyone he spoke with and state his purpose for being there with expectance in his voice. Most of the agents and administrators in the System knew who he was, of course. The son of the officer murdered by the immortal witch of the Northlands was not going to fly under the radar in this building, but in some ways, it worked to Petr’s advantage. When he told them his suspicion, that the Witch of the North was alive, they would internally dismiss it as the misguided notion of a vigilante—a grief-blinded idea from a child consumed with his father’s death. 

They would think that, but they wouldn’t ignore him. 

His father’s death entitled him to be heard. And even if most of them rolled their eyes at him in their hearts, they would still talk to him, if only to appear sympathetic. And when they spoke, if there was a cover-up about the details of the woman’s death, someone would let it slip, and Petr would hear it immediately. He was certainly as familiar with the official report as anyone in the System, including the officers first on the scene.

On the other hand, if the reports were accurate and the woman was dead, he’d accept it, move on, and try his best to contribute to his life at the Klahr orchard in the depths of the Back Country. He would continue to miss Gretel and ache for her return, but he would be content in the knowledge that she was no longer the subject of a hunt. 

Petr knew the truth, though. The witch was alive. 

The call had come three days after the night in the cannery. The voice on the other end of the line had been that of a woman, though it was not feminine either in tone or language. She spoke quickly and directly, without introduction, and said only five words before immediately hanging up. The call lasted maybe ten seconds.

Have you seen her body?

The message was cryptic and out of context, but Petr never had any doubt as to the meaning of the rhetorical question. They had never found her. The System officers on site at the cannery the following morning never discovered a body. She was alive. And Petr wasn’t the least bit surprised. He’d seen her in the flesh, terrifying and wicked, her strength beyond what any human could possess, her giant white teeth enveloping her face when she smiled. He had no doubt Gretel had injured her in the cannery, perhaps badly. But not mortally. No, she was alive, and it was now his duty to find her. To find her and kill her, forever this time.

Petr pulled Ben Richter’s truck slowly into the lot of the barracks and parked in one of the isolated spots at the back, keeping his distance from the massive chrome cruisers that lined the front of the broad, charmless building. He felt his bladder and bowels strain, and the recent memory of the witch pulling back that black tarp to unveil his father’s cruiser flooded him. She had been so measured and cocky that day, taunting him, completely void of sympathy or fear as she descended from the top of the porch staircase. 

He sat quietly in the pickup truck and took five or six deep breaths, slowly and deliberately, until he felt somewhat composed. This was a technique he’d discovered recently, this deep breathing, micro-meditation method, and it had gotten him through many of his more solemn days. Sometimes it took ten breaths, sometimes two, but the pause was critical, and it grounded him to the moment. 

He stepped from the truck and walked to the front of the System barracks, passing a pair of disinterested officers as he climbed the steps to the large, glass doors of the entrance. The height of the doors suggested the building was designed for some ancient race of giants, long dead perhaps, their stronghold now overrun with a human police force known as the System. These types of designs were no accident, and they certainly helped to disseminate the System’s reputation as towering, futuristic soldiers—men of few words and many weapons. Of course, Petr knew the truth—that they were just regular people of ordinary size, and he would always just laugh and shake his head when his friends in the Back Country spoke of them mythically.

Petr stepped into the lobby and was immediately struck by the modernity of the place, as he always was since his days as a small child. A wall of televisions showing a rainbow of young people acting out various public service announcements greeted him, the subtitles suggesting they were giving tips on things like safety and civic responsibility. Along another wall, more TVs showed news programming and weather forecasts, as well as a running account of all the crimes that had been prevented because of the System’s diligence. Petr could never quite figure out how anyone calculated “prevented crimes,” but there it was on the monitor, its electronic form somehow making it seem more official.

What Petr didn’t see were people. When he had last been there with his father years ago, and every time before then, an officer was always at the front, about twenty paces beyond the doors, positioned in a way that naturally drew visitors to the desk as they entered. But this setup was different. Instead of the scowling heavyset woman of his youth, there was an electronic bulletin board containing a digital listing of all the departments and their locations within the building. It seemed like a strange adaptation for a police barracks, but in a way, Petr was relieved, since he could now advance farther into the building without having to dive right into his theories about the zombie witch. 

He perused the barracks’ electronic directory for a few seconds and decided he would just head to the farthest area at the back of the floor, looking for someone important who’d be willing to talk to him. Perhaps he could get straight to the captain. And if he did happen to get that far, surely the teenage son of a fallen officer warranted a few minutes of his time. 

Petr started toward the large frosted door at the far end of the barracks when he felt a hand fall on his shoulder. 

“Can I help you find something, son?” a man’s voice asked.

“Don’t touch me!” Petr blurted, shuddering the hand from his back and spinning toward the assailant.

“Whoa buddy, easy,” the man said in mock fear, “I’m just trying to help. Don’t swing.” 

Petr vaguely recognized the man, and the bemused look on the officer’s face turned to a squint of searching, seamlessly replacing the scowl of mistrust. 

“Petr?”

Petr nodded.

The man’s playful tone dropped to a somber baritone. “Petr, how are you? I...what’s wrong?”

Petr shook his head slowly, giving up the puzzle of the man’s name. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember your name.”

“Dodd. Officer Dodd. Your father and I were friends.”
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Hansel sat quietly in the far corner of the room he shared with his sister, his arms folded across his chest, his head tilted slightly forward in a posture of pouting.

Gretel had been watching him on and off for several hours now, occasionally asking him if he was ready to talk—about their travel plans, their mother, or any subject he chose—to which he simply responded, “No” or shook his head in dissent. Other than this single-word response, he said nothing at all.

“Hansel, it will be okay.” Gretel tried again, not convinced of her own statement.

Hansel said nothing.

“We’ll be back together before you know it.” 

“Why does she want us to leave?” Hansel finally blurted. “I don’t understand.”

Gretel had sat with her brother while their mother told Hansel about her sickness and about the hopes she had of tracking down those who could cure her. About the unknown journey she had to make—alone—to the isolated tribal lands of her ancestors. She had explained it all in the simplest way possible, which wasn’t very simple at all. 

“I’m not leaving you,” she had told him. “I’m sending you home. And I have every intention and belief that I will join you there one day. One day soon.”

But their mother’s optimism hadn’t penetrated either of her children. She had found a pair of their distant kin—or so they claimed—to take her on the journey. One was to navigate and another was to translate upon arrival. Gretel normally would have felt extremely distrustful of this arrangement, like her mother was being lured into some con to be robbed and raped. But the trust she felt for these distant Aulwurms was deep, and it seemed like, in a matter of only a few months, they had come to love Anika like a daughter. 

But despite their sincere intentions, Gretel didn’t feel great about the prospects of success for this upcoming journey her mother was about to take. The Old World Aulwurms were always so positive and philosophical, but it was unclear to Gretel if they even understood what their mother sought, let alone how and where exactly she would find it in the mountains beyond the borders. 

And then there was the journey itself; though not terribly distant as the crow flies, by the telling of it, the terrain and ascent could be rather treacherous. 

Everything suddenly felt very vague to Gretel, and the more she weighed the odds of seeing her mother again, the more she suddenly wanted to join with Hansel and talk her out of it. 

But that option was no longer on the table.

“It’s time for us to go home, Hansel. And mother must try to live. It’s as simple as that. We can’t go with her where she’s going, so we have to go back to our lives.”

“I don’t want to go back!” Hansel was crying now. “I never want to go in that house again!”

Gretel moved to her brother and put her arms around him. “We’ll stay with the Klahrs for a while. The migrant workers should be gone by the time we get home. They’ll have plenty of room for us. They’ll be overjoyed we’re home.”

Hansel’s sobs lessened just slightly.

“And you’ll see your old friends. You really haven’t made any friends here, so that will be nice, right?”

“I guess.”

Gretel closed her eyes for a few beats, considering her next words, and then said, “Listen Hansel, I can’t tell you for sure that mother is going to be okay.” She paused to gauge her brother’s reaction, and sensing none, she continued. “But I do know that this decision she’s made will give her the best chance of being with us for as long as possible. We can trust her as far as that is concerned, right?” 

Hansel nodded.

“We just have to trust her.” Gretel said this last sentence to Hansel, but she was really speaking it to herself.

Hansel was quiet now, and Gretel kept him embraced.

“I get feelings sometimes Hansel, feelings that are almost impossible to explain. The only way I can describe it is that I can sense when certain forces in the world or the universe or something are guiding me toward what is true or right.”

“What?”

“I’m not describing it properly.” Gretel sighed and shook her head quickly as if to reset everything she’d just said and was now starting over. “Okay, remember when we were little and we would play hide and seek? And you would always accuse me of cheating because I would find you almost immediately?” 

“You did cheat.”

Gretel laughed. “I didn’t! I just knew. After a while, I only pretended not to know, but I always did.”

“But how?”

“I don’t know. And that’s just a small example. I’ve always just sort of known. Even when mother went missing, I always felt she was alive. I didn’t know where she was, obviously, but I always knew I’d see her again.”

“And you feel that now?”

“I can’t promise you everything will turn out all right, I’m not some kind of seer who can see the future or anything like that, but I know these decisions are the right things to do. Mother has to go seek her cure, and we have to go home and be with the Klahrs.”

“I do trust mother, Gretel, but more than that, I trust you.”

Gretel smiled and gave her brother a final squeeze, holding back impending tears. “Good. Mother will be home from her appointment soon, and I want you to talk to her. As soon as she comes in. Tell her you can’t wait until we’re all home together again.”

What Gretel didn’t speak of was the witch, the idea of whom had jostled some divining rod within Gretel, some deep understanding that what her mother said may be possible and that Petr was right. 

What if she was alive? 

Was it even a possibility? Neither she nor her mother had descended the ladder that night to make sure she was dead. She hadn’t even considered that the woman could be alive. Gretel had swung the hammer like an ancient god, connecting as cleanly and cruelly as she’d believed she was capable. But maybe that wasn’t enough. The woman had demonstrated a strength that Gretel wouldn’t have believed imaginable even in the strongest of men. 

And she had flown. Never forget that part, Gretel, she told herself.

But she had also bled too. And her face had been badly deformed from the bowl strike during her mother’s escape.And there was no question that she was exhausted outside the cannery that night as she sat and rested on the bank of the lake. She seemed like she could barely move. The woman had vulnerabilities, undoubtedly, and she and her mother—and Odalinde—had exposed many of them. 

But none of those examples meant she was dead. Her weaknesses only suggested that the woman could die. Those were two very different things. Maybe a hammer wasn’t enough. 

Maybe, Gretel thought, the abominable crone needs to have her head sliced from her neck.
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“Officer Dodd?” Petr immediately was suspicious of the man in front of him and did nothing to hide it.

“That’s right, Petr. You don’t know me, but I know you. I meant to talk to you at your father’s funeral but...well, there never seemed to be a good time. Anyway, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“You and my father were good friends?”

“Well, I guess I wouldn’t say good friends, but we were friendly. He was a great officer. What happened...what she did to him...it could have happened to anyone.”

Petr had thought a lot about his father’s choices over the past year and came to a similar conclusion to that of Officer Dodd. Petr wasn’t so sure anyone would have fallen victim to the temptations presented, but probably most would have. That belief subdued the sting of his father’s failures only slightly.

“What are you doing here, Petr? You’re a long way from the Back Country.”

“You’ve kept up with my life, I see.”

Dodd frowned at the implication that he was behaving like private detective. “Everyone here knows the story by now, Petr. And considering the folks you’re living with were part of the story, yes, Petr, I know where you live.”

Petr hesitated, first surveying Dodd’s expression and then the station around him. “Is there somewhere we can talk?” he asked finally.

“Um, sure. My office is the third door on the left, just past the fountain. Have a seat in there. I have some things to finish up and I’ll be right in.”

Petr walked to the open door of Officer Dodd’s office and glanced around the barracks one last time before entering, mildly curious as to what ‘things’ Dodd was finishing. He sat quietly in one of the two leather Carver chairs that faced Dodd’s desk, which was a thick bulky piece made from some dark, coffee-colored wood. On each of the walls flanking the desk was a ceiling-high, half-filled bookshelf, both of which seemed to contain books devoted exclusively to policing. 

Petr scanned the office, looking for family photos or memorabilia of some kind, but instead, he only saw the various framed awards and certificates of recognition that every officer in the System no doubt acquired over the years. Petr’s father must have had at least fifty. 

Dodd seemed like a real fun guy. 

He’s probably a bachelor, Petr thought. He seemed the type. The type who was friendly, but in a cold, creepy kind of way. The kind of man who would aggressively pursue any woman that showed him even the slightest interest, wearing her down until she was forced to tell him to screw off. 

But it wasn’t just that there were no family photos. There were no pictures at all in the office. No boating trips with buddies. No Mom and Dad at graduation. No Dodd and the dog at the beach. Yep, real fun guy.

Petr swiveled his head back over his shoulder to see if there was any sign of Dodd, and then, sensing nothing, he stood and walked to one of the bookshelves. He perused them slowly, looking at the titles of the books more closely—more out of boredom than anything—and saw nothing of interest to him. He walked behind Dodd’s desk, for no other reason than to be irreverent, and made his way to the other side of the office and the opposite case of books. Police Procedures and Investigation, Advanced Law Enforcement, Police Firearms Tactics and Training. All in the same vein as the others. This guy is as square as a chessboard, Petr thought.

He looked up at the top shelf of the case and saw a lone book without any title on the spine. It was huge, boxy, and aged. 

And black. As black as any object he’d ever seen.

“So what can I do for you, Petr?”

Petr pivoted toward Dodd and smashed his knee against the wooden desk. “Oww, dammit!” Petr’s eyes filled with tears from the pain.

“Oooh,” Dodd added, “that couldn’t have felt good.”

Petr looked at the officer and saw a meanness in the man’s eyes, and maybe a trace of a smile.

“That’s hickory. You’d be hard-pressed to find a wood more solid than that. Are you going to be all right?”

“I’m fine,” Petr said as he backed his way into one of the visitor’s chairs.

“It’s your own fault. I told you to sit and wait for me in here, not explore.”

“I’m sorry. I...”

“I’m just teasing, Petr. It’s okay. I’m sorry. I guess I don’t really know what to say to you. It’s been a year, and I still can’t believe it about Officer...about your father. How are you doing? Really?”

“Better.” Petr couldn’t have imagined anyone he would have rather talked to less about how he was coping with his father’s loss. There was a frigidity in Dodd that no words could help warm. 

Dodd stared at Petr, waiting for more, and then said, “You’re a bit of a way from the Back Country.”

Petr stayed silent.

“Is there something you need from us?”

Petr was right where he wanted to be when he set out just a few hours ago—in front of a System officer with the opportunity to ask all the questions he’d formulated over the past several months. But this didn’t feel right. Dodd didn’t feel right. 

“I was hoping to speak with someone familiar with the case.”

“Which case is that?”

Again, Petr saw Dodd’s lips form just the hint of a curl, while his eyes stayed wide and locked. Petr couldn’t have described precisely why, but he wanted to punch the man in his throat. 

“The case,” Petr replied, the light of his growing contempt for the man just beginning to shine through. “What other case would I be interested in?”

Dodd flinched, and his wide eyes narrowed by half at the boldness of the boy’s words. He was almost glaring now, and his eyes never left the teenager sitting before him. “Of course. I’m sorry, Petr. I have so many cases I sometimes forget when I’m speaking with victims that...”

“I’m not the victim.”

Dodd let the words linger without responding, and instead gave only a knowing nod. “Of course not. Families of the victim, I mean.”

Petr supposed that was accurate, and so he let it stand. “There were reports that the woman’s body was never found. That it somehow vanished from the site where Gretel killed her. I know that it sounds like a story kids tell in the school yard, but surely you’ve heard it?”

Dodd’s pupils flashed for an instant, as if an old-time photo had been taken somewhere in his skull; the glint was so fast Petr wasn’t sure if he had imagined it. 

“Anyway, that’s really what I’m interested in. Her body. If there’s truth to the story.”

Dodd stayed still for a beat and then closed his eyes and chuckled quietly, shaking his head as if, once again, he’d been worn down by the output of the rumor mill.

“I don’t necessarily believe it, but my friends, they keep talking. You know how it is. So, anyway, I guess their talking got me doubting.” Petr didn’t take his eyes off Dodd, not even to blink. “Now I need to know for sure.”

Dodd held the boy’s stare, taking a more serious posture now. “I see.” 

“But again, sir, I don’t want to waste your time. I would, though, like to speak with the person who was in charge of the case. Is in charge, I mean.” 

Petr knew about Dodd’s involvement with the case. He’d read the public file and knew the officer was one of the lead detectives on the case and was on the scene at the cabin the day after it all came to a head. But he wasn’t in charge of the case. In fact, judging by his mannerisms and attitude, Petr suspected Dodd had never been in charge of anything. 

Petr also knew one other thing: Dodd was covering up something. 

“Well, I’m not the overseer of your father’s case, but I was—” 

“I know about your involvement, Officer Dodd,” Petr interrupted. “I’m very familiar with the case and am thankful for your contributions. But I was looking for a person with access to all the files.”

Dodd was now visibly irritated by Petr’s brashness and was probably embarrassed that he was getting badly beaten in their passive battle of words. Petr knew for the sake of progress he needed to walk things back, just a few steps to where they were a few minutes ago.

“I’m sorry, Officer Dodd, I don’t mean to be rude, I’m just...I’m not dealing with any of this very well. I know there’s nothing to the rumors. Of course I know that. But for my own peace of mind, to help me sleep and eat and just have a regular day, I need to know that she’s dead. I don’t need to see her body or anything. I just need to know. Who can tell me that? Please, I need to know.”

Petr’s words were sincere, if not the panicky way in which he said them. He wanted to speak with the lead investigator—the overseer, as Dodd put it—and to do so he would need to stir up some emotion. Petr knew he couldn’t trust Dodd; a few minutes with the overseer and Petr hoped he would have a take on him as well.

“Wait here, Petr.” 

Dodd left for what must have been no more than three minutes, and when he returned he was followed into his office by an overweight man of about fifty, his slow pace and weary expression an indication of how much he wanted to be bothered with the inquiries of Petr Stenson. 

The overseer, Petr presumed.

“Sir, this is Petr Stenson.” Dodd’s introduction went only one way.

“Hello, Petr.” The overseer’s voice was gravelly and deep, oozing authority.

Petr was immediately intimidated, but did his best to stay poised. “Hello.”

“First, I’d like to express my deepest condolences.”

“Thanks. And you are?”

“I’m sorry, I thought Officer Dodd would have told you.” The large man glanced over at Dodd, admonishing his inferior’s lack of etiquette with a brief stare. “I’m Officer Conway. I’m the overseer of this case. Do you know what that means?”

“You’re in charge?”

Conway smiled softly, and Petr saw a kindness in the man’s face. “Well, not of everyone.” His smile straightened. “But when it comes to the case of the woman who murdered your father, yes, I’m in charge. Did you have some information regarding this case? As I’m sure you know, it’s closed for now.”

“I understand, but I was hoping we could talk privately.” Petr avoided Dodd’s face.

Conway looked over at Dodd. “Can you spare your office for a few minutes? You’re working on the case of those missing boys, right? Maybe you can see if there is anything new on that.”

Petr consciously registered the missing boys.

“Sure, of course,” Dodd agreed. “It was nice meeting you, Petr. I’m sure we’ll cross paths again.”

Petr took the last sentence as a veiled threat, but out of context, they were innocent words of parting. Anyone watching wouldn’t have blinked at them. And Officer Conway didn’t. 

“What’s on your mind, son?”

Petr knew the man in front of him wasn’t going to give him much time, so if he wanted to get his point out, he was going to have to do it immediately. This was a man he thought he could trust, and he took the plunge. “She’s alive, isn’t she?”

“What are you talking about, Petr?”

The lump in Petr’s throat almost prevented him from repeating his question, but he kept going. “The witch. She’s alive, right?”

“No. What? Why would you think that?”

“Did you ever see the body? Did you see her dead?”

Conway shook his head dismissively. “The reports stated that she was...”

“I know about the reports!” Petr shouted.

Officer Conway let the yell drift in the office without comment. There was no need to tell Petr to calm himself.

“I’m sorry, sir.”

“I’m a very busy person, Petr. If you have some information about this case that you would like to share with me, I’ll be happy to hear it. If not, I’ll have to excuse myself.”

“I don’t have any information.”

Conway raised his eyebrows and tilted his head as if to say, Well, I guess that’s that.

“I have a theory.”

“I’m sorry son, but—”

“Isn’t that how it works? As detectives? When you don’t know what happened, don’t you weigh the evidence and formulate a theory?”

Conway frowned and lowered his head forward. “Yes, we do. When we don’t know what happened. Unlike the case of your father where we know exactly what happened.”

“Please, Officer Conway, just answer my one question honestly. For now, that’s all I ask.” 

Conway grinned slightly, presumably at the for now part of Petr’s request. “Okay, son. What question is that?”

“Based on everything you know about the case, is it possible she’s still alive?”

Overseer Conway hesitated and stared directly at Petr, and Petr had his answer before the words were spoken. “I don’t believe that to be true, Petr, but I suppose it’s possible. Now, as I said, I’ve got a lot of work. You have yourself a nice rest of your day.”

Conway sat on the edge of Dodd’s desk with his arms folded, the last sentence an indicator that it wasn’t Conway who would be leaving.

Petr stood and walked out of the office muttering his thanks, and he kept his eyes down as he exited the station and made his way to the truck. As he reached for the handle of Ben Richter’s truck, he saw Officer Dodd in the side mirror. The officer stood pole straight, arms at his sides, staring at Petr. And from what Petr could tell, he was smiling. 

Petr barely paused, and then in one motion opened the door and hopped in the driver’s seat. He started the engine and headed back to the Back Country. As he drove, he thought how he wished he had stayed back at the fishing hole and spent the day with Sofia Karlsson.
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Gretel spent the next few days packing and planning her travel with Hansel. She hadn’t brought much from home to begin with and had acquired virtually nothing during her time in the Old Country, so the packing part had been simple. The planning part was a little more involved, but not much. Their mother had already arranged passage for two with a private cabin on a transoceanic vessel known as the Schwebenberg, scheduled to depart on the last day of the month, which, though it was only days away, wasn’t soon enough for Gretel. Of course, she wanted to be with her mother—and still spent a portion of her remaining days trying to convince her to come home with them—but with the seeds of danger for the Klahrs now planted, Gretel’s anxiety was in full bloom. 

And when the last day of the month arrived, she and Hansel were first in line at the dock before sunrise, suitcases in hand. They were going home. Finally. 

Gretel’s senses were mixed with love and longing. And danger. Her body raced with it.
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“Georg, are you almost out of there?” Amanda Klahr stood in their bedroom staring out across the lake to the Morgan property. As she did most nights, she thought of Gretel.

“Just another minute,” Georg called from behind the bathroom door. 

Amanda dimmed the lights to full darkness and continued staring out the window. The night was a black blanket, and she could only occasionally see a ripple of light off the lake. She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again she saw a beacon coming from inside the Morgan home. It was just an instant, a flash, and then it went dark.

Amanda moved closer to the window until her face nearly pressed against it. Her eyes were wide, disbelieving. Her urge was to call for her husband, but she didn’t want to ruin the chance of seeing the light again.

And then it flashed on again, but this time it held steady. And it was moving now, clearly being walked about by someone inside.

“Georg.” The words caught in her larynx and stuck there. She cleared her throat. “Georg! Come here!”

There was a scurry from the bathroom and Georg burst out, knowing undoubtedly the tenor of terror in his wife’s voice. “What’s wrong, Manda?”

“There.” Amanda pointed across to Gretel’s house. “It was inside the house, Georg. A light. It’s out now, but it was there. I saw it twice.”

“A light?”

“Yes, a light! A flashlight or...a lantern maybe. Wait for it. It will be back.”

“Maybe I should go check on it.”

“No!”

“Okay, okay. But why not? What’s spooking you, dear?”

Amanda glanced over at her husband as if she’d been suspected of hiding something, and then turned back to the window. “Nothing’s spooking me. Just don’t go over there.”

Georg stared at his wife for a few beats and then turned back to find the light. But it was out. At least for now. 

Amanda would see it again later that night.

***
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THE WOMAN KNEW THE risk the flashlight posed to her concealment, but she had been there almost two weeks and had yet to find any clue as to the whereabouts of the Morgan family. She was desperate for information. She was desperate to begin the blending process again. It was time to move forward. 

Since her arrival, the woman had made watching the Klahr house her main activity, and she was pleasantly surprised at how easy it was to track the movements of their rote lives, which consisted mostly of gardening and field work. The man—Georg—spent his days like some deranged railroad worker, splitting the dry, empty ground with his pickaxe for what appeared to be no purpose; the woman seemed to do nothing at all, except for running the occasional errand at the market.

Petr, however, was a bit more mysterious.

From what she could tell, he wasn’t home often. This wasn’t necessarily a surprise—he was a teenage boy, after all—but her enhanced senses told her there was something beyond just schooling and social calls taking up his time. They told her it was something to do with her?

She couldn’t trust this last feeling completely. Just as her physical senses were enhanced, she suspected so too was her sense of importance. Some might have called it paranoia or delusions of grandeur, but at least she was cognizant enough to recognize it. At least she was still aware of her addiction.  And that was worth something. Perhaps there was no one looking for her. Perhaps nobody cared at all where her body had gone.

But that didn’t feel quite right either. And her sense was that there were others beyond Petr looking for her.

The woman found the knob and instantly flicked the flashlight off before opening the door. There was enough ambient light outside for her to navigate the porch stairs and the yard, as well as the steps down to the lake; there was no reason to risk anything more than necessary. She tapped her toe to the first step of the porch and then began her descent of the stairs, breathing deeply the night air. It was still exhilarating, all these months later. She’d never dismiss the glory of oxygen again, not since she’d come so close to choking on her own skull.

The night was dark and quiet, but the woman sensed it was still too early. The Klahrs were old, but from what she had observed, they were the kind of folks who stayed up late and woke up at dawn. That was fine. She would use the hours to fine tune her strategy for this night.

The woman felt her way toward the back of the house and flicked on the flashlight for just an instant to get her bearings. She was at the top of the staircase of timbered railroad ties that led to the lake. She focused the beam of light to her left and shined it on the tarp covering what she had assumed over the past several days was some type of small boat. She had meant to uncover it days ago, but she’d been too afraid of exposing herself during the day, and at night she simply hadn’t the energy. But tonight, she was rested and ready to explore it.

The witch had no doubt the boat underneath was the same one young Gretel and her mother had escaped in on that infamous night a year ago. 

The woman mapped out her steps to the tarp and turned off the light, though at this hour she was becoming less and less worried about anyone spotting her. Only the Klahrs could have seen the light from this point on the property, and only then if they were scouting the house closely, which she couldn’t imagine for what purpose they would be doing that.

She walked the estimated paces and could now see the outline of the tarp. It was definitely the canoe. She pulled off the tarp and flung it to the leaf-littered ground. Something scurried on the floorboards, running from side to side, trapped by the hull.

The woman closed her eyes and listened. She found herself enjoying the peace and tranquility of the Back Country, listening not just to the panicky imprisoned rodent but to the scurry of the mammals in the trees and the buzz of insects in the distance. For a moment, she understood the magnetism of normalcy, of life appreciated for these moments of natural intoxication. But these moments didn’t last. Regardless of the struggle to grip them in her mind, to feel them with all the cells in her body, they always faded. Often within seconds. 

Only her potion made it last. 

And with the addition of the sweet brown honey from her distant kin—the glorious blood and lymph and inner fluids of Anika and Gretel Morgan—she could make the euphoria last forever.

The ancient woman was now trancelike as she stood over the canoe, undistracted by the tiny claw taps of the tiring animal below. She breathed deeply again, extending her neck forward as if smelling the air. She held in the breath and then opened her eyes, and a smile formed as she punched her arm downward, her hand clawed with nails extended. 

The woman felt no resistance; she only knew she’d struck her target by the silence that followed. She lifted the mouse to her face and was disappointed at the size of the creature; with all that noise, she’d hoped for more. But it would have to do. She was hungry, and the Morgans hadn’t left much behind. 

Like a reptile, she swallowed the rodent whole. It wasn’t her ideal method of eating, but she didn’t see the point in wasting energy on skinning and gutting anything so tiny. This was purely for sustenance. Her delicacies would come later. Perhaps even later tonight.

The woman grabbed the bow of the boat and pulled it toward the steps leading to the water’s edge. The slope leading down wasn’t too severe, and she managed the canoe to the shoreline with little fuss. 

And then she waited. Another few hours maybe, and then she’d be on her way to discovering the whereabouts of Anika and Gretel and Hansel Morgan. 
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Dodd read over his notes one more time and then tucked the book deep into the glove box of the cruiser. It was his interview with the boy who had heard the screams of his friends coming from the backyard of the cabin. The cabin where the infamous woman of the Northlands once tried to make a meal of a young mother.

During the interview, which Dodd had tried to make casual and conversational, the boy’s mother had sat in with her son—Franklin—while the father roamed from room to room, uninterested in the plot of the investigation, scoffing at the suggestion of foul play.

“The boys were no good,” he had offered. “They ran away. It’s as simple as that. If you knew the boys’ parents, you wouldn’t be considering any other possibilities.”

“I’ve spoken with them, Mr. Blixt,” Dodd had replied, just to keep the record straight.

“Well then, you know.”

“And the screams, sir? What about the screams your son heard?” 

“What do you mean ‘screams?’ Those boys are pranksters. They were only scaring Frankie. And they done it too. All of ya. Look at all of ya.”

Had Dodd not known better, he may have considered Mr. Blixt a suspect, so eager to turn thoughts away from the idea that a crime had been committed. 

But Dodd did know better. 

He had questioned Mr. Blixt further, fishing for more details about the missing boys, gathering what theories he could to form a reasonable explanation for the disappearance of seemingly happy, if somewhat neglected, children. But Dodd had no doubt about the truth. He had been waiting for months for a call just like the one that had come across his radio two weeks back. And when it finally came, he had known instantly the woman was free from her hatch and had murdered the children coldly.

Obviously though, his report would have to say something much different. 

And so, it had. After a week of searches from the local constabulary and a handful of volunteers, and then another week of searches and interviews from the System, Dodd had closed the case from his end and turned it over to the Department of the Missing and Absent. Dodd’s official conclusion: runaways.

M&A would disseminate pictures of the boys, but the System searches would not continue. If the boys’ bodies were ever found, it wouldn’t be by his organization. He supposed the boys’ parents could finance whatever search parties they could afford—maybe hire some hounds from a local hunter to go over the area around the cabin one more time—but judging by his official interviews with those folks, Dodd doubted there would be much to finance their own investigation. Dodd didn’t care what they did now; he was clean of the case and could now focus his efforts on the only thing he cared about—finding the witch.

Dodd stepped out of the cruiser and walked to the area where Franklin had said he and his friends were when he ran off. It wasn’t far from the pit where the woman had hidden for all those months. He’d been here several times during the investigation, of course, but he wanted one last look to make sure he hadn’t bypassed anything noteworthy.

Finding nothing on the ground, he walked around to the back of the cabin and stepped into the house through a door that led to the kitchen. He walked to the counter where the residue of Officer Stenson’s blood and brain nuggets remained. Despite the post-investigation cleaning of the place, the stains remained. Wood was a stubborn possessor of human fluid. 

“Where did you go?” Dodd spoke aloud, clearly, as if the woman were standing in front of him.

He looked at the ground where the broken shards of the clay cauldron had been; he recognized the exact place by the stains. Stains of the broth. This was what it was for, he reminded himself. There it was, the brew of life. 

He thought back to those first hours when he’d arrived on the crime scene, his initial nausea at the sight of Officer Stenson’s body wickedly mauled on the kitchen floor. 

And the book that sat so innocently on the counter above. 

The huge weathered folio had sat spread like a prehistoric moth, beckoning to be read, teasing him with symbols and hieroglyphs that looked as if they had been rubbed from the inner walls of the Great Pyramids. He’d been entranced by the thing, momentarily taken out of the moment to some unknown past like an actor in a play, or a child steeped in the funhouse at an amusement park.

There had been no time to think; he had folded the book shut and grabbed it, covering it between his arms and chest, rushing the tome to his cruiser like a burglar, violating countless steps of crime-scene protocol.

He thought of the book now and the decision he had made to pull it from the shelf of his office and stash it beneath the passenger seat of his patrol car. The boy, Petr, had seemed drawn to it in his office, but that may just have been Dodd’s own paranoia. Whichever, bringing the book with him had felt like the proper call at the time, and standing here now in the stale lair of this killer hermit only reinforced the feeling.

Dodd stared toward the front entranceway of the cabin. “Where would I go if were you? Maybe that’s the better question?” He paused, giving his question sincere thought. “I’d bury those boys somewhere nice and safe, far from this place. Deep in the ground, but not so deep that scavengers wouldn’t get to them within a few days. And then where?”

Dodd walked out the front door and stood on the cabin’s porch for a moment, staring into the woods at the possibilities. He descended the staircase of the porch to the warped, faded boardwalk that met the bottom wooden step. He breathed in the crisp air and closed his eyes, bowing his head forward meditatively. 

And then he had his answer.

Dodd opened his eyes and lifted his head and turned his whole body south toward the tree line.

“If I were you, I’d want revenge.”
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The woman smacked her neck reflexively and instantly felt the splatter spread between her palm and throat. On the down stroke, the nail of her middle finger caught high on her cheek, slicing the skin wide and deep. She’d fallen asleep, and the mosquitos had taken advantage of the blood source. She’d felt the bites in her dreams, and now she wondered whether the potion had made her more attractive to the pests. 

She was awake now, alert, panicked at the notion that morning was close. There was no sign of the sun yet, and she didn’t have the feeling that she’d been asleep for long, but there was no way to be sure.

The witch stood and stared across the lake at the Klahr house. The structure was so still and quiet it looked abandoned. But they were there. Old and beaten by life. As vulnerable as a cricket in a spider web. If she was going to go tonight, which was the decision she’d made earlier that morning, then there was no more time to waste.

She moved the boat into position and shoved it out on the water, hopping in deftly just as the stern end of the hull caught the waterline. 

There was only one oar, and it took the woman a few moments to figure out the propulsion at first, but she adapted quickly, learning to alternate the oar from starboard to port with every other scull, moving the canoe effectively toward her target. And with the wind direction in her favor, she was moving at a speed that she figured would put her at the bank in little more than five or six minutes. 

She held the flashlight between her feet, careful not to let it roll too far. If she lost the thing over the side or if the bulb broke, her upcoming mission would be far more difficult. By now she’d learned the nuances of the Morgan property; the Klahr orchard, however, was a much different story. She’d been able to study it a bit from across the lake, secretly, ducking behind branches at every chirp or plop of the water, and from what she’d learned, the landscape appeared to be an obstacle course of trees and uneven ground. And that assessment didn’t include the ladders and tools that littered every farm as well as the vast collection of picking buckets strewn about the property, idly tossed aside by the pickers, now waiting in vain to be used for the next harvest that was still months away.

The witch felt the resistance from the bottom of the lake, the signal that she’d reached the bank of the orchard. She dug the oar into the muddy ground and raked the canoe up as far as possible to the shore, stepping over the bow carefully and stretching her foot as far as possible to avoid sinking her shoe beneath the water. She cleared the water, but her foot found a thick pocket of mud that instantly devoured her foot up to the ankle. She brought her other foot to the ground, trying to get leverage to free her first foot, but her second foot found a similar patch of mud, and she nearly toppled completely to the wet ground, only the deep, muddy capture of both her sunken feet keeping her upright. 

The woman whispered a curse as she slowly freed her feet, careful not to lose her shoes, before taking the first steps up the bank in the direction of the house where she continued to find weak, damp earth beneath her feet. The wet heaviness of the mud and lake water seemed to pervade her shoes and cuffs, and she cursed again, louder this time, as she finally stood on solid ground kicking and shaking the loose strands of mud from her shoe. 

The woman now turned toward the house, but she was disoriented from the gloom and her missteps out of the canoe, and in the darkness she could only vaguely see the structure in the distance. She could just barely make out the shapes of the orchard trees, which, judging by the smell, were almost directly in front of her. She reached a hand forward and touched a branch and then formed her hand around the pear that hung from it. She plucked the ripened fruit and held it to her nose, grimacing at the smell before dropping it at her feet.

The woman pulled the flashlight from the pocket of her robe and reluctantly switched it on, keeping the direction of the beam to the ground. She then began walking toward the Klahrs. The hunt was about to begin.
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“Gretel!” Amanda Klahr woke with a scream and raised her hands to her mouth to catch the last part of the gasping cry. It was the third time this week she’d awoken this way, and it was only Wednesday. 

The dreams weren’t new though; they’d started almost immediately after Gretel left for the Old World. They hadn’t started off as debilitating—she had almost expected them to come—and at first they had done little more than leave her with a residue of disappointment in the morning when she awoke to the reality of Gretel’s absence. 

But gradually the dreams had grown more intense and detailed, and by around the sixth month of Gretel’s absence, Amanda began to dread sleep.

“You okay, hon?” Georg’s words were mechanical and barely above a whisper. He’d recently adapted to her outbursts and now mostly slept through them.

“Yes,” Amanda replied absently. Even now, she felt the hint of embarrassment at her unconscious eruptions and had resigned herself to the belief that she’d likely never overcome them. “I thought I might have heard something outside.” 

Georg only cleared his throat and turned toward her, never opening his eyes.

Amanda climbed from the bed and walked to the bathroom, replaying the sound in her head, knowing full well the “something” she might have heard almost certainly had occurred in her dream. She used the toilet and then stood at the sink, staring in the mirror at her tired eyes. 

The sound resonated again, outside the dream this time, somewhere in the distance.

Amanda’s drooping eyelids shot open, and she jerked her head toward the window. Her mouth hung open as she looked toward the ceiling, listening.

The sound once again, this time fainter than the last.

Amanda walked slowly toward the window, barely lifting her feet from the floor. The last sound had been almost imperceptible, and even the patter of a slippered step would have drowned it out. She debated waking Georg but decided against it. She knew if she did, he would tell her that he was happy she’d done it, can’t be too careful, but it wasn’t fair to continue robbing him of his sleep because there was a fox in the orchard or a rat scavenging through one of the picking buckets. 

Amanda arrived at the window that overlooked the orchard, but she could see only her reflection in the glass. She’d left the bathroom light on, and the glare made the night invisible from the room. She turned and began walking to the bathroom when she heard the noise again. A voice this time. She was sure of it.

She took the three or four remaining steps to the bathroom, this time as if she were escaping a fire, and toggled the light switch off. She rushed back to the window and pressed her face to the glass. And she saw it instantly, fifty yards or so in the distance, just in front of the lake. A light. No doubt the same one she’d seen coming from Gretel’s house. And next to the light, hovering above like a phantom, was the black outline of a person. She was standing erect, staring at Amanda, a wide dirty smile just visible on her face. Amanda knew instantly who it was. There was no question at all in her mind.

“Georg!”

“Amanda.” Georg Klahr sprang upright in his bed at a speed he’d probably not demonstrated in thirty years.

“Georg, I saw her! She’s right outside!” Amanda squinted out the window now, cupping her eyes, trying to find the shape of the woman. The beacon of light was gone now, but she thought she could see movement somewhere in the orchard. 

Georg had bypassed the slippers beneath his side of the bed and was now standing at his wife’s side, pressing the sleep from his eyes with his fingertips. 

Amanda looked over at him in disbelief, a new thought now lodged in her mind. “Oh my god, Georg,” she said, her voice low and hoarse, “Petr was right. He was right all along. I can’t believe it. I can’t believe she’s alive.”

Georg was fully awake now and immersed in the moment. He had made his way to the armoire that faced their bed, reaching into the space between the wall and the wardrobe where the twelve-gauge shotgun patiently waited.  “Are you sure it’s her? I mean...”  He shook his head, confused. “How can you be sure, Amanda?” 

Amanda wanted to scream at her husband for doubting her, but she could hear the fear in his voice, and she wanted to bring them both back to a state of calm. They needed to be clear-headed right now. “It’s her, Georg. And if it’s not, then I don’t—”

The unmistakable creak of the front door hinges rang through the house. The sound was deafening, as if amplified by the night and the tension.

“Stay here, Amanda,” Georg commanded. He picked up the gun, holding it casually as he walked to the door of the bedroom.

“Georg!” Amanda replied in a whisper.

“It’s okay.” 

Amanda saw the look of stillness in her husband’s eyes and knew that he’d summoned something deep from within him. Whether it was true or not, Georg Klahr believed he was ready for whatever thing entered their home. She said a short, silent prayer that it was so.

From her position at the window, Amanda watched her husband cross through the bedroom doorway and stop at the landing. He was staring down the staircase into the blackness of the main floor. “What do you see, Georg?” she whispered.

Georg Klahr turned and looked at his wife for a beat and then turned his focus back to the stairs. He held up his index finger to Amanda, pausing her while he attempted to hear the noises coming from the level below. His mouth was open, anticipating, and he looked back at Amanda.

Amanda shook her head in confusion.

Georg shrugged at his wife; something was there, but he couldn’t make out just what. Maybe they’d been wrong, after all. Maybe it was the wind.

But that wasn’t right. She saw her. Smiling.

Amanda sighed and closed her eyes for just an instant, and in that moment—two seconds at most—the world filled with a sound so painful and unpleasant that Amanda’s knees buckled under her, collapsing her to the floor. It was the sound of distress and agony. Georg’s agony. She’d never heard a sound like it—from him or anyone. That sound would replace Gretel in her nightmares for the rest of Amanda’s life.

“Georg.” The words rattled from Amanda’s mouth as if they’d been shot in the air on their way out. She got back to her feet and looked toward the top of the steps and then walked slowly to the threshold of the door. She wanted to rush to where he’d been, but her instincts took over and throttled back her pace, saving her from diving into her own disaster. 

She couldn’t see Georg anymore, but his screams continued below.

Amanda was crying now, covering her mouth to muffle her location; but the sound of her husband’s pain, horrifying and tortuous, drowned her out completely, and seemed to be coming from every room of the main floor.  Amanda fell to her knees again, distraught, and listened to the final dying sounds of her husband diminish into silence. 

There was a pause, and then Amanda heard a final sound, a sustained wet, shredding sound that nearly caused her to vomit. 

He was dead; Amanda did not allow hope for anything else. The tears streamed down her face in two equal rivers, one on each side. 

“No. Not me. Not today.”

Amanda backed away from the bedroom door and then felt her way back to the bathroom. Once inside, her instincts overpowered her grief and set her to work. 

She kept the light off and locked herself in, positioning herself behind the door. It was no plan at all, really, but there wasn’t much else to do at this point. If the woman forced herself inside, Amanda would fight. And likely die. She couldn’t imagine much of a life without Georg anyway, so the prospect of death suddenly didn’t trigger the fear that it had for most of Amanda’s life. But she still had reasons to survive. Petr. Gretel.

The house was suddenly quiet again, and the locust-buzz of the night air had returned. And then, as if cued by the croak of a bullfrog, Amanda heard the click of shoes ascending the wooden staircase. 

Amanda squeezed out the last of her tears and then frantically looked around the sink for something she could weaponize. Anything. She reached back behind the faucet and her fingers brushed against the bristles of a toothbrush that had dropped into the ceramic crevice between the faucet and backsplash and had stayed hidden there for what must have been weeks. It was an old wooden toothbrush, the kind that it seemed only she and Georg had used for far too long before finally switching to the more modern variety. 

She pinched the neck of the toothbrush and fingered it up into her hand, bringing it up next to her face, gripping it so that the end of the handle faced outward like the blade of a knife. She stood motionless that way, holding her breath for what seemed like ten minutes but was probably only seconds, listening for the approach of footsteps to gauge the timing of her attack.

Like a bomb blast, the bedroom door slammed shut. The witch was now inside the bedroom, and with the door shut, escape would be nearly impossible. A fight was coming.

“Klahr woman?”

Amanda gagged at the sound of her name and at the dripping contempt in the woman’s voice.

“I know you’re here in this room. I can smell you.  Like a piece of meat rotting in the sun.”

The light of the bedroom flicked on; Amanda could see the strand of shining yellow under the door. Should she stay back from the door? Perhaps in the bathtub behind the curtain? Or should she position herself right in front, ready to attack the instant the door opened? She held her position for the moment, about halfway between the two options, not wanting to make any noise that would give proof of her presence.

“Your husband’s spirit kept him from suffering. I hadn’t suspected such fight from an old man. That wild axe play in the fields everyday paid off, it seems. He’s dead, of course, that was never in question, but my plan had been to torture him first and then kill him. Sadly, he made that impossible. Too much resistance, you see. I can’t take risks like that anymore.” The woman paused, and her voice turned poisonous. “His body is at the foot of the stairs.” 

Amanda pulled open the door and rushed out toward the witch’s voice. She held the toothbrush aloft and poised. The terror Amanda saw in the awful witch’s eyes as she approached was inspiring, and it invigorated her muscles and reflexes to respond to the woman’s fear. 

The witch raised her hands to her face, protecting herself from the weapon that spiked down at her. Amanda realized the woman couldn’t have known what she was holding in her fist. For the all old hag knew, Amanda was coming at her with an ice pick. The woman’s psyche had sustained damage over the years, with Gretel and her mother playing no small part in the delivery of that emotional trauma. 

Amanda swung the toothbrush down and caught the woman just above the eyebrow, digging it into her forehead before raising it again and giving one final vicious stab. The woman’s skin was soft, and the feel of the wooden brush in her wrinkled flesh was primal and satisfying.

The woman growled at Amanda and backed away quickly, leaving Amanda off balance for just a moment. Amanda stumbled forward, and the witch grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her so that Amanda now faced the door. The witch collapsed upon her from behind like a leopard on an impala, chest to back, so that Amanda was pinned against the door. Amanda could feel the strength of the woman, a hardness in her muscles that Amanda had only known men to possess. She was helpless now. And with that feeling of helplessness came the knowledge that she would soon be dead.

“You have the spirit too, I see.”

“Gretel will kill you next time.” The words came from Amanda’s mouth automatically, as if they weren’t her words at all, a medium speaking the sentence of a soul long dead. She almost smiled at the sound of the witch gasping.

The witch opened her mouth to speak to rebut what Amanda had said, but the words didn’t come.

“She’s stronger than you. And you know that, don’t you?”

The witch again said nothing.

“And what’s more, she knows she’s stronger than you. And that makes her even stronger.” Amanda gave a defeated chuckle, as if she’d found the answer to a profound question but far too late for it to make any difference. 

“Something tells me you may be right,” the witch finally replied, her lips dusting the ears of Amanda with each word, the blood from the wound above her eye now spilling onto Amanda’s cheek. “I’ve not had the pleasure of young Gretel’s company for more than a few frantic moments at a time, but in those moments, my yes, she has shown a great strength. But, of course, she’s an Aulwurm. We are strong on levels most in this world aren’t even aware exist.”

Amanda knew the name Aulwurm. Anika had mentioned it in the letter she delivered just before leaving for the Old World. It was the name of her ancestral family, the ones she and Gretel and Hansel sought. 

“Were you not aware we were kin?”

Amanda was not aware of this part, but she didn’t let on. “She’ll kill you just the same. You Aulwurms don’t seem to be a very close-knit family.”

The witch brought her hand to Amanda’s neck and gripped it just tight enough to allow her to breathe. 

“Do it!” Amanda screamed.

The witch released the pressure just slightly and smiled. Amanda could feel the corners of her mouth turn up and the parting of her lips. “You won’t die today, Amanda Klahr. I need you. You’re going to tell me where Gretel and her mother have gone. And, if necessary, you’ll take me to them.”

Amanda laughed. “Is that what you think? That I know where they’ve gone?” Amanda laughed harder now. “I have no idea where they are. You might as well kill me here and now if you’re expecting me to know that little bit of information.”

The witch continued smiling, but Amanda could feel the stiffening tension in her body.

Amanda’s voice was serious now, trying to avoid the tone of pleading. “She and Hansel never even said good-bye. They packed up and left in the night. Georg and I hardly even knew the mother. They wouldn’t have told us where they were going. You’re a fool if you think so.”

The witch extended the nail of her right hand and brushed it down the side of Amanda’s cheek, swirling the blood that had dripped there from the witch’s eye wound. “You do know, Mrs. Klahr, I know you do.” She paused and then stuck her nail into Amanda’s cheek, piercing it all the way through until it came out on the inside of her mouth. 

Amanda screamed, but the blood from the wound rushed to her throat and clogged the sound. She coughed it out and then screamed again.

“And for Petr’s sake,” the old woman continued, “you had better know.” 
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“Petr, don’t go.” 

“I have to, Sofia. I haven’t been home in two days.”

Sofia Karlsson pouted and cocked her head. “Pleeease?”

If Petr had any hope of staying at the fishing hole for another hour or two, it was now wiped away entirely by Sofia’s whining.  He liked her just fine—she was very sweet and by far the prettiest of the girls in his group of friends—but her puerile tendencies were a turn off. He wanted her to not care what he did. It was the opposite though: when he brooded, she acted like a four-year-old, hoping it would convince him to see things her way. It hadn’t worked yet; he had no idea why she kept trying. 

Besides, he really did have to get home. It just felt wrong to be gone this long. 

Since his meeting with Officer Dodd and Overseer Conway, Petr had kept quiet about the subject of the witch’s missing body. He’d tripped a cord at the barracks, he was sure of it, certainly as far as Dodd was concerned anyway, and he now thought it wise to keep any further theories on the subject to himself for a while, especially since Georg had shown a mild interest in Petr’s investigations lately. The last thing Petr wanted was to get Georg mixed up in his conspiracies.

So, Petr had asked Ben if he could stay at his house for a little while until the dust settled a bit. Ben’s parents agreed after calling Amanda to get her approval, which she gave, though no doubt reluctantly, Petr had assumed.  But it was just for a few days. No big deal. 

But here it was only two days later and Petr wanted to go home—as much for the Klahrs as for himself. 

“Ben told me you were staying with him. And Ben’s not going anywhere. Are you Ben?”

Petr shuddered at the infantile lilt Sofia put on the question and immediately started walking back toward the pickup truck.

“I was staying with Ben, but now I’m going home,” he muttered, his back to the girl.

“Hey, you still haven’t gotten your truck privileges back, young man,” Ben Richter shouted from the pier. He didn’t turn as he said it, focused instead on a taut fishing line and a potential bite in the water.

“It’s fine, I’m walking,” Petr shouted, his back still turned. “Thanks for the hospitality, Ben. I owe you one.”

“One? Ha! Where did you learn to count?”

Petr smiled at this last dig and kept walking toward the road, his duffel across his back and his water jug in hand. His house was a little over three miles from the fishing hole; it was a walk he’d done a dozen times since moving in with the Klahrs.

“Hey, want some company?” Sofia tapped Petr on the opposite shoulder from where she’d run up on him, dragging her feet and kicking up dust as she arrived.

“Uh, well, sure. It’s a little bit of a walk though. And if my...if Mr. Klahr isn’t home, I won’t be able to give you a ride back. At least not for a while anyway.

“I guess I’ll have to hang out with you for the time being then.” Sofia smiled at Petr, trying to get him to lock eyes with her, but Petr focused his attention on the road ahead.

The two teenagers walked in silence for a few moments, staring from the road to the woods that lined the pavement, pretending to be interested in the surrounding nature. 

“I knew Gretel. Did you know that?”

Petr turned his head with a snap toward Sofia and stopped walking. Sofia stopped with him.

“Not well, but I knew her a little. She was always very nice to me. A little quiet, I guess, but nice. I can see why you would have liked her.”

Petr forced a smile and nodded. This was the Sofia he liked, the sincere Sofia who had a knack for kind words. “Thank you for saying that, Sofia. I did...do like her.”

Sofia smiled and raised her eyebrows. “Is she coming back?” 

The two began their walk again, and Petr kept his gaze locked on his feet, pondering. “I think so, but...”

“What is it?”

“I had expected her back months ago. Certainly, by now. It’s been a year. I honestly don’t know if she’s coming back. I hope so.”

“Where did she go?”

Petr didn’t respond.

“People say...”  Sofia stopped and shook her head as if to strike the words.

Petr looked at her, his eyes wide with curiosity and defense. “What do they say?”

“That...that she’s a witch, just like the one she killed, that...”

“That’s not true!” Petr’s words came out more like a growl than a yell, low and guttural.

“I don’t believe it, Petr, of course not. I told you, I knew her and liked her, but some people have said that she was related to the witch in some way. A distant relative or something. I don’t really know.”

“I think I’d rather walk alone, actually.” Petr stopped walking and faced Sofia, staring slightly up and past her eye line.

“Petr, I...”

“I would. Thank you,” he interrupted. “I’ll see you later. Please don’t follow me.”

Petr continued walking home, as fast as he could without running, listening to Sofia’s footsteps as they faded in the opposite direction.
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“You like a drink, madam?” Oskar leaned back on the large stone boulder and closed his eyes in satisfaction, raising the iron mug to the sky as an offering. “It is, ah, how do you say it? Delicious!”

“Thank you, but I’m fine.” Anika crouched in front of the fire, staring into the flames and rubbing her hands.

“It will keep you warm.”

“The fire is plenty warm.”

“Maybe you want Oskar to keep you warm.” Oskar laughed at this, widening his eyes to show he was up for it if she was. He stared at Noah, who only looked away.

Anika’s mouth opened slightly, and she shivered, instinctively hugging herself, tightening the perimeter of her body.

“I’m only for kidding, Anika. Relax. Have a drink!”

Anika stood from the fire and walked to a footprint of blankets and coats she had arranged as her bedding. “I’m going to try to sleep now. We’ll leave at dawn.”

Anika and her fellow travelers set off for the mountain home of her ancestors the day Hansel and Gretel boarded the Schwebenberg. There was no point in waiting, she decided; the one thing she knew for sure was that she wasn’t going to get any better if she waited. And the sooner she got started on this desperate attempt to spare herself, to squeeze out a few more years in this living world, the sooner she’d know if there was any hope at all. Whether these people could help or not, only then would she be able to accept her fate and begin her journey back to the New Country to reunite with her children.

The Morgan family had all given each other their somber farewells that morning on the dock, surprisingly without any tears being shed. It had been hard for Anika to hold back the emotions she felt, and she imagined that was true for Gretel and Hansel as well; but for Anika, she had made the decision several days earlier that once she saw her children launch toward the New Country, she would get right to the work of healing. She wasn’t going to spend critical moments worrying about them or what their lives without her would become. There was no reward in it, emotionally or otherwise. And once she began her trek up the Koudeheuvul Mountains, there would be no way to contact them anyway. She would just have to believe in the guidance of the universe and in her daughter’s resolve. Anika didn’t have the intuition of her Gretel, but she felt strongly in those two things. 

And besides, with everything Hansel and Gretel had been through over the past two years, they would handle a sea crossing just fine. As for money, Anika had borrowed and saved enough to ensure they had plenty to get home, plus a little more for any trouble that arose along the way. The ten- or twelve-day voyage to the New Country would be through a smooth passage of sea, and they would have a relatively comfortable forward cabin, especially considering it was just the two of them taking up the space. The Schwebenberg would then dock about twenty minutes off the coast of the Urbanlands, where the children would take a tender to shore.

Once at port, they were to call the Klahrs. 

Anika supposed the Klahrs were the wildcard in this whole plan. Would they even still be living in the orchard across the lake? How was their health? She couldn’t have imagined them selling out and moving away, but their health concerned her. At a certain age, well-being was always a necessary consideration.

And then there was the question of forgiveness. What if they weren’t willing to forgive them for vanishing and cutting off all communication with them?  

But Anika dismissed this last notion almost immediately. Of course, they’d forgive. And even if they didn’t forgive Anika—it was she, after all, who was to blame for their leaving and not staying in touch—they loved their Gretel. Anika saw it in their eyes when they spoke about her. They loved Gretel every bit as much as Anika did. And Gretel loved them with the same conviction. Yes, Hansel and Gretel would find their way home just fine. 

Anika’s journey, however, was a bit more involved.

“Noah? Hey Noah?” It was Oskar again, his drunkenness becoming more apparent with each syllable.

Noah gave only a dismissive grunt. He was lying away from the fire, shrouded in darkness, ostensibly trying to sleep.

“Noah, do you think she kind of likes me?” He erupted with laughter. It was the jovial, grog-impaired kind of laugher that always contained a dusting of sinisterness.

Anika pulled the wool blanket to her chin and listened, praying for just one or two more outbursts, followed by snoring. At the very least, though, Anika hoped Noah would chime in with a few subtle words of warning indicating he was ready for Oskar’s foolishness to end. Noah was almost twice Oskar’s size, and even if a drunken Oskar felt daring enough to defy his larger companion, if Noah truly wanted, he could bring Oskar to silence. But Noah was there as a guide, not a translator, and she now wondered if Noah even understood their conversations at all. He hadn’t spoken since they set out. 

Anika disliked Oskar from the day they met, but he was good with languages—as good as she could afford—and she needed someone who could translate complicated phrases and expressions, perhaps even some medical terminology that could make the difference between life and death. 

But translations, she decided, would not come at the cost of her assault. She’d never live at the mercy of another person. Not ever again. 

“I bet she does like me, right Noah? I mean, what is there not to like? I got my pretty face, my pretty teeth, a pretty big cock.” He erupted with laughter again, this time almost choking on his ale. “Not as big as yours though, Noah! Ha ha! I never seen nobody’s big as yours!” 

Anika’s expression became steely, and she lowered her hand to her shoe, keeping it hidden beneath the covering. She tapped the tip of the blade’s handle with her middle finger and wrapped her hand around it before gliding it from her boot. 

She raised her head a fraction and peeked over at Oskar, who had closed his eyes again and was leaning back against the rock. He was either asleep or almost there. Thank God, Anika thought, silently begging things wouldn’t get messy now. Not yet. According to Noah—through Oskar’s translation—they had another two days, which meant this camp night and then one more. She could make it. And once she got what she needed from the Aulwurm elders, whether that be a cure or a death sentence, Oskar could take his rotten liver to the summit of Mount Koude and jump. But for now, she still needed him.

“Anika, I’m feeling a little cold. This rock is so hard.” Oskar’s words were slurred but loud. He paused a beat and then shouted, “And so am I!”

Anika slithered her legs from the bedding and pushed the covers down with the soles of her feet. She rose in silence and stood on her bed quietly, knife in hand, eyes locked on the translator. 

“I need something soft for my hard...”

The blade was microns from Oskar’s Adam’s apple before he could let out the last word of his vulgarity. Anika’s hand was pressed against the back of the drunkard’s neck as she placed her mouth next to the man’s right ear, brushing it slightly with the chap of her lips. If the man swallowed, Anika would watch as he slit his own throat.

She turned the blade so it was now on its side, the flat cool steel against Oskar’s neck, the blade pointing up toward his chin. “What do you think, translator? Is everyone going to make it through the next few days?”

Oskar was now fully awake and whimpering. “It was just some jokes, Anika. Nothing about real life.”

Anika glanced over toward Noah’s shadowy dwelling, examining the emptiness for any evidence that the larger guide was planning an attack to protect his imperiled companion. The two men had come as a package deal when the travel arrangements were made weeks ago, but Anika never got the impression they were at all acquainted. I guess she was about to find out.

“Jokes are funny, Oskar. So how could it be that you were telling jokes?”

“I am so sorry, okay. What you going to do? Kill me?”

Anika placed the edge of the blade on the fold of skin that bisected Oskar’s chin and throat. “If you ever touch me, Oskar, or even take a step in my direction in a way that leads me to believe you’re going to touch me, I will kill you, and with less thought than I’d give to smacking a mosquito that’s landed on the back of my calf.” 

Oskar gave a nervous giggle and flashed a weak smile. “So then not that much thought, no?” 

Anika smiled fully and relaxed the hand at the back of Oskar’s neck. “You see, Oskar? That’s a joke.” She lowered the blade a half an inch and pulled the steel toward her, sliding the side of the knife against Oskar’s stubbled skin, applying the slightest pressure as the metal drew against his windpipe. If the blade had been facing toward his throat, he would have been dead within seconds.

Oskar closed his eyes again and made a weeping sound.

“We leave at dawn then,” Anika said flatly. “How does that sound to you, Noah?” Anika spoke up just slightly, directing her words to the empty space just outside the perimeter of the fire.

There was no answer at first and then she heard a response boom from the shadows. “Dawn.”

***
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AT DAWN, NO MENTION was made of the night before, and Anika wondered if Oskar remembered at all what had happened. It was the type of event, she thought, that people who live in the fog of intoxication must wonder about quite regularly.  It was a strange way to exist, but there was something envious about it. 

Anika’s thoughts drifted back to her imprisonment at the cabin. The daily—sometimes twice daily—dosages of narcotics the despicable hag had administered to her, diluting the poison into her water and food, keeping her at once restrained and loquacious. Now looking back on it with some distance, she appreciated the long-term barriers that had been erected by those drugs and the short-term memories that had been erased forever. There was so much horror she could remember; it was shocking to imagine what she had forgotten.

Noah stood at the foot of the path, appearing eager for the last full day’s hike. He stood at least six foot five and had the girth of a sycamore. But he also had a kind face, the look of a person who’d been born to the wrong body, a man who had been judged on the surface because of his size but who would have enjoyed discussing literature and music and theatre.  He was certainly quiet, but his quiet demeanor seemed to be more characteristic of introversion than unfriendliness or dimwittedness. Her trust in him was far from complete, but she thought the man emitted a good energy. 

Oskar scuffled behind her, and Anika turned, ready to defend herself. But the translator’s look and posture was anything but threatening. He teetered to one side, stumbling to keep balanced, looking pathetically around at the ground before scanning the wider campsite. He put his hands on his knees and breathed deeply and then began his search again, lifting the stray kindling and logs that were scattered about. He was hungover and miserable; his eyes were bloodshot and sagging, and his hair looked as if he’d been struck by lightning.

“Let’s go, Oskar,” Anika commanded. “It’s past dawn. You do recall our agreement, yes?”

Oskar ignored her and kept searching, deepening Anika’s suspicion that he didn’t remember last night at all.

“We’ve got a full day to walk. Uphill most of the way.”

Oskar groaned and then stopped suddenly, reaching his arm out in front of his body to stable himself before vomiting behind the large boulder he’d used as last night’s support.  

The reality of what lay ahead was suddenly too much for him, and Anika couldn’t resist laughing. “Rough night?”

Oskar looked up at Anika and frowned, and then continued his disheveled search.

“What are you looking for?”

“I haven’t one shoe. I can’t go with the one shoe only.”

“You’ve got two minutes, and then we’re leaving.”

“You don’t go without me. You don’t speak to the ancients with no me.”

Anika pursed her lips and nodded, considering his point. “Maybe that’s true. But only Noah knows exactly where we’re going. And more importantly, he knows the way back. Do you know the way back Oskar? I’m guessing the decades of nightly grog and other less-than-healthy substances you’ve consumed over the years has made your memory, well, unreliable.”

“Noah stays with me over you. He don’t go without me.” 

“Is that true Noah? Would you risk your reputation as a guide and your pay on this journey for Oskar?”

Oskar waved a hand at Anika as if dismissing her question. “He don’t know what you say. He don’t speak it this language. It’s why you come with me.”

It was true that Anika had barely heard an utterance from Noah since they set off—in any language. But he had responded to her last night. “Dawn” he had said, repeating the last word of the question she’d asked while also answering her question. The longer she considered it, Anika suspected Noah understood more than he let on. 

“You go with only Noah, you don’t speak to the ancients with no me.”

“Yes, you said that already. And it’s ‘without me.’  You say, ‘without me,’ not ‘no me.’”

Oskar found his shoe beneath the unused pile of logs that had been stacked in reserve for last night’s fire. The weather had suddenly turned unseasonably warm during the evening and the logs had been spared. Unfortunately, the forecast for the next few days was not so promising. 

Oskar held his boot up for all to see. “Now you don’t go without me.”

Without looking back or saying a word, Noah began walking the path up the mountain. And Anika followed. 
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Two more days on the Schwebenberg and then Gretel would finally reach the land of her birth. The New Country. The Southlands. 

The Back Country.

The days at sea had gone by with brutal slowness. The endless circumference of water gave no indication of the ship’s progress, and Gretel often felt like they’d somehow become stuck in this world of water, trapped in the horizon, anchored by nothingness.  

She had spent most of her waking time talking and playing games with Hansel. There wasn’t much in the way of entertainment, but they’d packed a deck of cards and a few puzzles, and Hansel enjoyed telling riddles and solving other word games. Gretel also did a lot of reading. Orphism took up a good share of her time, but it was a rule that she only read it at night in her cabin. During the day on the promenade deck, Gretel feared the huge black tome would draw too much attention; so, with little success, she attempted to pass the hours by losing herself in a handful of romance novels she’d brought along.

But her attention was usually shattered by her feelings of fear.

The instruction of Orphism over the past year had brought with it an intoxication. It was as if she’d shed the skin of a previous Gretel, releasing a new version of a girl who knew so much more about the world than the previous one. 

But the magic of Orphism was not without a downside. Those lessons that had taught Gretel the techniques and exercises to grow her natural—supernatural—intuition and how to distinguish between the invented fears of the mind and the more accurate senses in her body also enhanced her worries. Her honed insights into the world now left her with perpetual feelings of both wisdom and dread. 

And the closer she drifted toward the docks of the Urbanlands and the geography of the New Country, the stronger her feelings became. Her stomach had been in a regular state of discomfort for the past three days, and Gretel knew it had nothing to do with the motion of the boat. She was nearing her birthplace and the connection that increased the Orphic powers.

Suddenly Gretel wished she had come alone, without Hansel.  She wasn’t so worried about his safety—on some level she knew he would be safe upon their return—instead she thought of the maintenance, emotional and otherwise, that her brother required. She wouldn’t have the time for it. She needed the freedom and mobility to search on a minute’s notice, to pursue answers wherever they might be hiding. And perhaps to be a hero. 

It was the Klahrs that now occupied most of her anxious thoughts, and she had no doubt her forebodings about them were accurate. The new Gretel had grown increasingly angry at her old self for not contacting her friends the instant they landed in the Old World. She loved her mother dearly and respected her even more, but the days of allowing her to make all the decisions should have ended the night they left the cannery. 

Gretel was in charge of her life now. She had been for some time. She couldn’t have said the exact day it happened—perhaps it was the day Mr. Klahr caught her stealing pears in the orchard—but that it had already happened was without dispute. She had crafted her own life during her mother’s disappearance—the life of Odalinde and her immobile father and her work at the orchard. She didn’t fault her mother for asserting her authority, she faulted herself for not leaning against that authority more heartily.

Gretel walked to the bow of the ship and draped her arms across the railing, folding her hands together. She looked down at the sapphire blue water for a few seconds and then lifted her head, staring out to the white sky in the distance. The wind had picked up in the last few minutes, signaling a storm was on the way.  

“What are you looking at, Gretel?”

Gretel barely moved at the sound of her brother’s voice. “Nothing. Everything.”

“Are you okay?” Hansel’s voice was timid, almost baby-like.

Gretel kept her back turned. “You’ll have to be ready Hansel.” Her voice was stern, formal. “When we get home, the second we step to the shore, even before I call for the Klahrs or speak to the port attendant, you have to be ready.”

“I’m packing up tomorrow. I’ll be ready to...”

“That’s not what I’m talking about, Hansel.” Gretel turned now and took an aggressive step toward her brother. “You have to be ready to fight. To run. To hide or lie. To kill. Are you ready to kill?”

Hansel blinked innocently at his sister and swallowed, unsure of what to say, petrified by the person standing in front of him. 

“The witch is alive, Hansel.”

Hansel twitched, as if physically shaken by the words. He blinked again, quickly and repeatedly this time, fighting off the sting of tears. Instinctively he began to shake his head, denying what he’d heard, or perhaps trying to wake from a nightmare. “No,” he whispered.

“Yes, Han, she is. I wasn’t sure at first, when mother mentioned the possibility back at—”

“Mother told you? How did she know? How could she? Why didn’t she tell me?”

Hansel looked down, embarrassed, and there was no need for Gretel to explain. 

“Petr said something about the possibility to her before we left the Back Country. It seemed impossible but...but now...now that we’re almost home, I know it’s true. She is alive. And she’s close. On the move.”

“Gretel no! No! We can’t go back then! Why would we go back?”

Gretel stood braced to the deck, committed to the lecture. “We are back, Hansel, and the day after tomorrow we’ll be in our home. And you need to be ready. I can’t do what I have to do and take care of you at the same time.”

Hansel looked to the side, still processing Gretel’s words from the minute before.

“Hansel! Do you hear me?”

“Yes! I heard you! I’ll be ready!”

Gretel studied her brother, searching for a sign of truth in his words. She nodded as she walked past him and said, “Good. You had better be.”
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Amanda Klahr swallowed and felt the burn of cold iron beneath her chin, the chain resisting the downward movements of her throat as it squeezed against her trachea. 

She was positioned on some type of metal stool, sitting rigid and tall against the seatback, blindfolded. She attempted to lift her hands up so she could release the chain that was squeezing against her neck, but her hands were tied down behind her at the wrists, low, the position of her arms pulling her body tight against the splat.

Her mouth was free, thank god, but with the chain nearly taut around her larynx, she could tell without attempting a whisper that any words she uttered would involve a struggle. The time would come when she had no choice but to speak, but that time was not now. Instead, Amanda concentrated on slowing her breathing and clearing her mind. The breathing part she managed relatively well; her thoughts, however, raced.

She squeezed her shrouded eyes tight, hoping to extract a memory from last night that would give her a clue as to where she was now. The last thing she remembered was the woman ranting incoherently and then shoving Amanda from the back, sending her reeling through the open passenger door of Georg’s truck.  Amanda shuddered now at the memory of the woman’s strength and aggression.   

Her mind now went to the moments just before then, when she descended the stairs with the witch’s hot breath blasting on the back of her neck. The woman’s grip on Amanda’s throat was that of a strangler, and her fingers tightened at the tiniest hint of hesitation or resistance. Amanda had been screaming—she remembered that for certain—and she’d almost fallen face-forward several times. Only the iron-like grip of the witch had prevented that.

And then she saw Georg. 

He was mangled, his body twisted as if he’d fallen from the top of a skyscraper. His right arm had been torn off at the shoulder, the tendons hanging like wires from an old transistor. 

Amanda had tried to look away, hoping that if somehow, through the mercy of God, she survived this ordeal, she could hold on to some crumb of sanity. But she had not been shown grace.  The witch had pushed Amanda’s face until it was only inches from her dead husband’s, nearly touching his nose to hers, forcing her to look upon the frozen expression of terror in Georg’s eyes. But Amanda knew that fear wasn’t for his own pain or death. His eyes shouted to her the horror and his sorrow in failing to protect his wife. His duty to keep abominations like the Northland’s witch from their home had gone unfulfilled.  He could no longer defend her. Or Petr. Or Gretel. 

She had known for some time of Georg’s designs of revenge and his regret at having not acted quickly or bravely enough to save Gretel’s nurse on the front drive of the Morgan property. She had watched her husband for months, tilling empty ares of land, smashing his pickaxe with ferocity and determination, his goal being nothing less than to make his aged body as strong as nature would allow. He had become infatuated with retribution against the woman. 

He was dead now, but the failure wasn’t his.

Amanda’s thoughts careened now to Petr and his conspiracies. All of what he’d believed from the start was true. It was the System. Again. As infected with corruption and evil as ever. Even after the well-known exposure of Officer Stenson and the role he played in Gretel and her mother’s nightmare, the insidious greed and addiction of the organization continued. 

Thank god for Petr’s curiosity, Amanda thought. And his wanderlust. Both had saved him last night—or maybe it was still the same night, she couldn’t be sure. Had he been home during the invasion, the woman would have certainly gone for him first. 

A sound came from somewhere behind her. It was muffled and low, as if it came from behind the closed door of another room. Amanda used the noise as a reference and began drawing a picture in her head. She was almost certainly in a house; the place didn’t feel vast and open like a warehouse or barn. There was a stillness to the air and smells of domestication. 

And then she thought of the cabin. Anika Morgan had been reticent to go into much detail with Amanda following the ordeal in the woman’s cabin. After all, Amanda had never really been friends with Anika, and even though Amanda and Georg had grown close to Gretel, their relationship with her mother never had time to develop. 

But Amanda knew the story well enough. She was at the infamous cabin. There was no doubt in her mind. Where else would the witch take her? This was her home. She had kidnapped Amanda, stolen her truck, and was now going to use her for the same purpose she intended for Anika. 

“It may not be what you think,” a voice from behind said, grating and hoarse.

It was the woman; Amanda knew it instantly.  She wanted to respond but decided to keep quiet and listen for a moment, thinking that perhaps the words weren’t meant for her and that she was hearing a conversation that had drifted into earshot. 

But that didn’t feel right. The voice was so close.

“You’re probably thinking I’m going to use your parts for the elixir, yes?”

She was addressing Amanda—no doubt about that now. “I...”  Amanda tried to speak and gagged. Her eyes blossomed wide with agony. The rings of the chain settled perfectly into the crevices of her windpipe, and she panicked as she struggled to force out a breath. 

She managed to release just the slightest puff and then dragged in heavily, gasping for oxygen, but her lungs were still nearly full. Tears streaked down Amanda’s face, and she could feel the heat of blood fill her face. Another thirty seconds, she thought, and she’d be dead. She thought of heaven now, and Georg, and she was suddenly terrified and eager about what lay beyond, wondering whether, in less than a minute, she would see the man she loved.

Amanda felt the slightest release from her neck, and her whole body lurched in exhalation. She took in another full breath and exhaled. And again. She now felt light-headed and tried to focus again on steadying her breathing, determined not to faint. She knew she was in terrible trouble, obviously, but it didn’t keep her from wanting to stay alive for as long as possible, at least to know the woman’s intentions. 

“What elixir?” Amanda said finally, barely getting the words out in between breaths.

The woman cackled somewhere in the background. It was a hollow, liquid laugh that nauseated Amanda. If a monitor lizard could laugh, she thought, that was the sound it would make. 

Amanda tried again to lift her hands, desperate this time, but the abrasive fibers binding her wrists held firm.

“Strange that you haven’t heard the story,” the woman continued, her tone mocking, “about a young mother held prisoner in a cabin in the woods of the Northlands. I would have believed that you, perhaps beyond just about anyone in the world, would have heard that story.” 

The cackling resumed, but for just a moment before the woman continued with her dialogue, more somber this time.

“Your body does me no good. Even before they were delivered to me, I’d have never spent a day’s worth of light hunting you. Your old organs wouldn’t keep me alive for a day.”

“Lucky me,” Amanda whispered.

“No, Mrs. Klahr, I assure you, you are quite unlucky. Though I’ve not brought you here for harvesting nor have I brought you here to work my garden and iron my clothes.” 

Amanda tried to speak again, but the chain seemed to tighten. She felt panicky again and attempted to relax her muscles. 

“Gretel, Mrs. Klahr. As I so pleasantly mentioned to you in your lovely bedroom, I will need you to tell me where I can find Gretel.”

The silence that followed was a clear indicator that the old woman was giving her the space to spill the information quickly and to avoid any drawn-out threats of torture. To have it all end now. 

Amanda opened her mouth as if to speak, but said nothing.

“Well, of course, Mrs. Klahr, I would never expect you to give such valuable secrets for nothing. Why would anyone do that? No, no, no. I will give you something first, and then you will tell me. That’s fair, yes?”

“I don’t...know...where.” The words were tortuous squeaking from her throat.

“No?” 

The woman approached the chair from the back; Amanda could hear the clicking of the soles of her shoes. The footsteps stopped, and Amanda felt the hot breath again, this time as a putrid wind in her ear canal.

“I’m not going to kill you yet, for no other reason than I think you do know where my Source and her family have gone. But make no mistake, you are going to die.”

Amanda felt a merciful loosening of the chain at her throat and then felt it slither off her neck entirely. The relief felt like a bucket of water had been poured on her as she crawled from the desert. She swallowed in the air in long, slow inhalations. “We all die,” she gasped, before sucking in another breath.

The woman cackled lightly, as if she was torn between fury and humor at the indignation but ultimately decided to go with humor. “That’s true for most, Mrs. Klahr,” the witch responded, stepping back slightly from the chair. 

Amanda cringed at the “Klahr” sound, spoken as if it had become stuck in the woman’s throat, freed only by the woman’s breathy growl. 

“I, as you know by now, am not most.”

The sound of metal blades now replaced the woman’s breath in Amanda’s ear. Scissors. She was going to cut off an ear. With scissors. 

“Is this your house? Your cabin?” Amanda panicked, speaking quickly, desperate for a delay. “They’ll be looking for you. They know your body is missing. Obviously. You understand that, right? And I’m missing now. And they’ll find Georg. Petr kno—” Amanda could feel the tears well behind the blindfold the instant she spoke Petr’s name. 

“Petr knows? Petr knows what?”

Amanda was quiet again, determined to stay that way.

She heard the scissors again and steeled herself for unimaginable pain. 

And then the world filled with light. It was blinding and yellow and came pouring in through a small window near the ceiling. She had cut the blindfold.

Amanda squinted, trying to shield her eyes from all but a fraction of the rays. She couldn’t tell just yet if she was right about this being the woman’s home, but from the initial clues, the place appeared to be a cabin, rustic and small. And as her pupils adjusted more fully, she became certain. The bed and the chain beside her was a dead giveaway. This was the witch’s home.

“Petr Stenson, yes? He is your ward now. I know about it all, Mrs. Klahr. I’ve been watching your home for several days. The comings and goings of all of you. He is a rather naughty child, it would seem. Doesn’t come home at night, hmm?”

“He’s not our ward,” Amanda lied. “He visits sometimes, but we...I...don’t see him often. I don’t even know where he’s living right now. He moved out weeks ago. Staying with friends maybe.”

The woman was still behind Amanda, so even with her eyes free, she couldn’t look her in the face to judge her reaction. But Amanda could sense the hag was considering how much of what she was hearing was the truth.

“What does he know, Mrs. Klahr? ‘Petr knows,’ you were on the cusp of explaining.”

There was no point lying here, Amanda realized. She’d revealed that Petr was on to something, and she wouldn’t be able to back off from this entirely. She decided to go with the truth. “He knows you’re alive. He’s been looking for you. Or at least for the proof that you’re alive. I don’t really know what he does. He never told us very much, other than that he believed the System covered up your death...or at least they covered up the fact that they never found your body. He was convinced of it. You must have suspected this, right? I mean, you’re not dead. They obviously didn’t find your body.”

“The System is corrupt. That is no news to anyone. We all know that as a matter of fact now. It’s the reason young Petr no longer has a father.”

The woman’s words reminded Amanda again of Georg, and she forced herself to swallow back the tears that threatened to spill.

“But they’re also lazy and foolish,” the woman continued, a tinge of anger creeping into her voice. “I watched them trespass all over my land, walking over me time and again like blind giraffes. Stealing my possessions. Stealing my book.” 

“So where would they imagine your body went? If they never found you in the cannery, how could they think you were dead?”

Amanda heard the woman move behind her and then shuddered at the sight of her black cloaked body as it glided into her periphery. She came further into view, first her torso and then her head, hooded almost entirely by the heavy black cloak. 

The woman stood tall in front of Amanda, staring down at her like some alien being examining its capture. She lowered the hood slowly, revealing a face so hideous it looked as if it had been designed and built in hell. During the battle in her bedroom, Amanda hadn’t really seen the face she stabbed with the toothbrush, so fueled by fury and fear.  But now, bound by the curse of captivity, the repugnancy of the woman’s face was forced upon her.

Amanda screamed and looked away, now relishing the moments when she was blindfolded.

“This is what she has done to me, your cherished Gretel. This is her damage!” The woman was now in full-throated screams. “She and her cunt of a mother! I’ve lived in pain and starvation, unbearable heat and suffocating air, in hibernation, living in the ground like some kind of rodent!”  

The woman paused, and Amanda looked toward the ground.

“Look at me, Klahr woman,” the witch hissed.

Amanda forced herself to lift her head, struggling as if it were being weighed down by an anchor. She opened her eyes and stared at the woman’s ruined face.

“This is why you’ll tell me where to find her. This is what she owes to me.”

“Why would I tell you that?” Amanda asked, genuinely confused. “Even if I knew, why would I tell you? You’ve already told me you’ll kill me. Why would I also give Gretel to you?”

The woman smiled broadly. “Do you know about torture, Mrs. Klahr? Do you know about it intimately?”

Amanda stared hard into the shattered eye sockets of the woman standing before her, glaring. “If you think torturing me will give you Gretel’s whereabouts, we’re going to be in for some very long nights. I told you, I don’t know where she is.”

The woman’s smile turned crooked now, her dulled incisors pointing down toward Amanda, threatening her. “Oh no, Mrs. Klahr, it’s not you who will know about torture. It’s young Petr, of course.”
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Dodd scrubbed the last of the bloodstains from the grout of the kitchen tiles using one of the dozen washcloths he had found in the back of the Klahr’s linen pantry. He ran the towel over the tiles a few more times for good measure and then stuffed the bloody rag into a large black trash bag along with about ten other towels that had been used for the same purpose. The scene was a massacre, and no matter how much water he poured and how furiously he mopped, he would never get all the blood out. 

He decided that before he left, he would leave the water running and flood the place out. It wouldn’t cover up all the forensic analysis, but it may fool the naked eye of Petr Stenson.

Dodd opened the sliding door to the back porch and checked on Georg Klahr’s corpse. He had positioned the body in a sitting position with the one remaining arm draped impotently across the body, head bowed to the opposite side. He looked like a drunk who had put up his best fight against the night until finally passing out on a street corner.

Dodd closed the door and then ascended the stairs to the upper floor, urgent now, taking the steps two at a time. At the top of the staircase, he ducked left into the far bedroom for one last inspection of Petr’s room. Petr was gone, obviously, but there was nothing to suggest he’d been killed or abducted. It wasn’t impossible, but Dodd’s professional detection concluded that the boy wasn’t home when the witch stopped by and unleashed her wrath on the rest of his helpless family. There was no vehicle in the driveway. Dodd deduced that the boy had taken it. 

But he would have to come home at some point, and it was Dodd’s mission now to conceal as much of the evidence as possible.

The Klahr woman, on the other hand, was a mystery, and Dodd struggled to figure out where her body ended up.

He walked back to the main bedroom, which was, by all accounts, the primary arena of chaos, and one that had almost certainly involved Amanda Klahr. Dodd had cleaned the few puddles of blood from the floor and disposed of the toothbrush—no doubt Amanda Klahr’s makeshift weapon. And one that had evidently hit its mark.

Dodd debated about whether he should clean the room entirely—to make the bed and arrange everything just so—or to just leave things as they were. He decided on the latter, figuring a scene of tidiness would be more suspicious to Petr, possibly indicating that a third party was at play. But the blood had to go. You could never leave the blood behind. 

Of course, no matter the scene, Petr would be suspicious. His guardians were mysteriously gone, and the boy’s first thought would obviously turn to the witch. He knew she was alive, he’d said as much, and now there would be no doubt in his mind. 

But that was fine with Dodd. As long as he wasn’t indicted, he didn’t care too much about what the boy believed.

At first, Dodd considered leaving the entire house as it was, as if he had never been there at all. After all, why put himself at risk? Just leave all the blood and bodies behind and go hunt the witch down. It certainly would have saved him a lot of time and disgust. 

But that simply wouldn’t do. There was a dead body. And another one missing. And Petr, as intrepid and independent as he apparently was, would be forced to report the death. And an army of System agents would follow that report and scour the Klahr orchard. And the carnage at the scene combined with a missing person and Petr’s months-long insistence that the woman was still alive would almost guarantee the re-opening of the case of the Witch of the North. 

And a then a lengthy inquiry about her missing corpse. 

And that simply wouldn’t do. There could be no more suspicion that she was alive. This was Dodd’s secret, and he was determined to keep it his own. It was why he risked his reputation and career by covering up the crime scene, why he spent all those days and nights outside his patrol area, endlessly monitoring the cabin and its surroundings. This was his only chance to find the truth for himself, and he was determined to keep his chance at life-everlasting still intact.

Dodd glanced toward the upper-level of the house for the last time and then went back to the main level, stepping once more to the back porch. Disposing of the slumped body of Georg Klahr was going to be the trickiest part of this whole cleanup process. 

There were two choices really: drag the body to the lake and dump it in the water or take it with him in the trunk of his cruiser to be disposed of later, possibly out near the witch’s cabin. That was where he was headed next. 

Dodd wasted little time on internal debate and decided to take the corpse with him, fearing that if the body were dumped in the lake, it would show up on the shore of some neighbor’s beach in the next couple of days, the look of fear and regret fossilized on the man’s face. And once that story broke, it would reignite his fear of indictment.

“Come on, old man,” Dodd grunted, leaning down and ducking his shoulder under the torso of the body so that it fell across his back. He slipped his arm between the man’s leg and the other arm behind his neck. With a lunge, Dodd lifted the body up and was now holding the corpse aloft in a kind of fireman’s carry.

As quickly as he was able, Dodd made his way down the porch stairs to his cruiser. With a simultaneous duck and a heave, he plopped the body down from his shoulders, neck first, into the waiting trunk space, arranging the flailing limbs so they were tucked neatly inside. With a sigh and quick glance around, Dodd eased the trunk shut.

He considered taking a walk down to the shoreline to assess whether the woman could have gone back across to the Morgan property, but he’d decided that she wouldn’t have made such a move. She was done here. There was nothing for her to gain by staying. She would go home now. She wouldn’t be able to stay there forever though; the System would come eventually, forcing her to flee somewhere new. 

But not just yet. There was still work for her to do.

Dodd fired up the cruiser and sped from the Klahr property, turning out toward the Interways to journey back to the Northlands. 

He would never know just how well he’d spent his time, for twenty minutes later, Petr walked down the driveway and found his house empty.
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Gretel knew the Klahrs wouldn’t answer the phone before she had dialed their number at the harbor station. She hung up before the third ring ended. The plan, as she and her mother had discussed, was to call the Klahrs when she and Hansel arrived at port. And Gretel had followed the plan, but her instincts told her there would be no celebratory pick up at the dock; she and Hansel would have to find their own way home. 

She knew it was possible that Mrs. Klahr had just been out running errands—to the nursery perhaps or the post office—and that Mr. Klahr was working in the orchard. But it was late in the day when they’d arrived, well past six, and Mrs. Klahr ran her errands in the morning and should have been home preparing supper well before then. Gretel knew almost instantly that something much direr was at play. 

And several hours later, as the taxi pulled in slowly to the driveway of her home, Gretel’s feelings of doom had become almost unbearable. 

“Thank you,” Gretel said absently, suspiciously staring at her house as she handed the taxi driver the amount displayed on the fare monitor. 

“It’s customary to tip, young lady,” the driver urged gently, unloading the bags from the trunk. “This was a long way from the harbor, you know.”

“What?”

“A tip. Extra money for my efforts, you get it?”

“Oh, yes, I’m sorry.” Gretel turned her focus from the house and began rifling in her personal bag as Hansel pulled the luggage toward the house.

“Are you okay here? Is there someone here to see you in?”

“Uh, yes, my mother will be home soon. And my, uh, grandparents live just across the lake. Thank you.” Gretel shoved several bills toward the man, not quite sure of the proper amount.

“This will be fine,” the man said, taking only two of the six or seven bills in front of him. “You have a good night, miss.”

Gretel watched the taxi’s taillights disappear as it turned east from the driveway. Normally the car would have been visible for several hundred more yards as it sped from sight, but their farm fields had grown over wildly since she’d last been home, and the once maintained landscape was now blanketed by gorse and fescue. 

Gretel suddenly felt terrified and alone, incapable. If something terrible had happened to the Klahrs, it would be she who was responsible for everything that happened to her and Hansel going forward. There was no one else. Her decisions would determine their lives. She’d been here before, in this place where adulthood was foisted upon her, but during the worst days, with Odalinde acting the role of evil stepmother and her father incapacitated and useless, Gretel always believed there was someone out there who would help before things got mortally bad. The neighbors, perhaps, or Deda or even the System would whisk the children away before any real tragedy struck. This last thought—of the System—brought an icy shiver down the back of Gretel’s neck, which she trapped by closing in the blades of her shoulders.

But the world was different now. Or maybe it was just that Gretel had learned the truth about the way things always were. If you were lucky, you had a handful of people who you could absolutely rely on for help and loyalty. For Gretel, besides her mother and Hansel, there was only the Klahrs. That was it. 

Except for Petr. Maybe she had Petr.

“Gretel, it’s open.” 

The sun was only a few minutes away from setting completely, and Gretel could barely see her brother standing at the front door of their house, his hand on the knob.

“Why is it open, Gretel?”

Gretel was still lost in her thoughts, which were careening toward panic.

“Gretel!”

“Yes, I’m here, Han, quiet down.”

“I couldn’t see you; it’s dark. Did you hear me? The door is open.”

“Yes, I heard you. What do you mean open? Open open, or unlocked?”

“Yeah, unlocked, I mean. Why is it unlocked?”

“I didn’t get here before you, Han. So, I don’t know.” The last four words snapped from Gretel like a whip, and she regretted her tone instantly.

“Why are you yelling at me?”

Gretel resisted apologizing to her brother, and instead walked up to the door and stared at it with Hansel beside her, his hand still on the knob. “I think she was probably here.  I think that’s why it’s unlocked. I don’t have any way of knowing that, but I think when we go inside, we might find out for sure.” She turned to her brother. “I wasn’t kidding about what I said on the boat, Han. I wish you could have stayed with mother, I really do. But you’re here with me, and I need you to be ready to act in whatever way is asked of you.”

“I told you I’d be ready, and I will be.”

Gretel nodded.

Hansel pushed the door, and before it was a quarter way open, the stench hit the children like a bomb blast.

“Oh god, Gretel.” Hansel turned away, cupping his hands to his mouth and nose.

Gretel paused and turned away instinctively as well, but she pushed forward into the house.

“Gretel! What are you doing? What if she’s here?” Hansel asked, his voice muffled.

Gretel ignored her brother and walked completely inside, leaving the door ajar to release some of the horrible odor. “Stay there. It’s okay. I don’t think she’s here now. She may have been recently, but not now.”

“I can’t imagine the smell if she was here!”

Gretel smiled at her brother’s joke, feeling somewhat buoyed by his ability to find humor in such a crisis. He may be helpful after all, or at least not the burden she originally feared. 

Gretel walked through the kitchen to the sliding door of the screened porch and opened it, stepping out to the sealed off area before shutting the door behind her and breathing in the fresh air. By now, daylight was almost completely gone, so she scanned the porch quickly for any signs of intrusion. Finding no evidence that the witch had been to this area of the house, Gretel took another deep breath and went back inside to the kitchen, opening the first drawer beneath the counter and removing one of several flashlights her father had always kept there for their frequent power outages. She pressed the metal power button and strode back through the kitchen and out the front door to the porch. Hansel stood, eager for news.

“Where is she? Is it her?”

“I don’t know. The smell is really bad, so I just checked the kitchen and had to get out to the back porch. It doesn’t look—or smell—like anyone was out there. I grabbed a flashlight from the kitchen, and I’m going back in to check the rest of the rooms. Luckily, our house is so small I should be able to check them all in one breath. At least on this level. There’s still the basement.”

“What is the point of going back in there, Gret? What are you looking for?” 

“I just need some kind of proof that the putrid smell isn’t just the result of a family of raccoons who snuck into one of the air ducts and got stuck. Or even some vagrants who heard about the abandoned Morgan property and decided to make camp.” 

“Do you think that’s possible?”

“Not really, but I have to be sure it’s her. Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

Gretel took a gaping breath of air and pushed back through the front door, walking straight ahead to the living room and then left to the back bedrooms, which were only four or five steps farther. She was quick but thorough with her inspections and made sure to shine the beam of the flashlight on every bed and floor space and to open each of the closet doors. But there was nothing specific—other than the smell—to indicate the witch had been there. 

Gretel came up for air again through the front door and revealed her assessment to Hansel.

And then she went back in to inspect the lower level.

As Gretel descended the open stairway leading to the basement, her suspicions were confirmed immediately, first by the increased putrid odor emanating up the staircase, and then by the dirty, brown nest of blankets and pillows that were piled up in a far corner of the L-shaped room. The rumpled mass of cloth was littered with bones and hair, and Gretel could only imagine what the brown stains puddled on the bedding and around the encampment consisted of. It was her turn to feel sick, and she dry heaved on the steps before turning back and running up the staircase and out the front door.

“Gretel, what’s wrong?” Hansel shrieked. “Is she there?”

Gretel exhaled and began coughing before catching her wind. She shook her head, wide-eyed. “Not now. But she was. And she’s mad, Hansel. Truly mad.”

“She wasn’t mad before?”

Gretel ignored her brother and tried desperately to shake the scene she’d just witnessed from her head. With her suspicions now confirmed, she had to decide what to do next. “We have to go to the Klahrs, Hansel. And I’m warning you now: things may be very bad over there.”

“How bad?” Hansel choked out.

“I’m going back inside to get you a flashlight of your own, and then I’m going for the pistol under Papa’s bed.”

***
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HANSEL AND GRETEL WALKED to the edge of the lake and scoured the shoreline with their flashlights, looking for signs of the canoe. The panic began building in Gretel once more; the missing boat implied several possibilities, most of which terrified her.

“Are you sure you left it behind the house, Gretel?” Hansel asked. “Maybe you left it down here and it drifted away while we were gone. You remember how high the water rose during storms.

“I left it where I always do. It didn’t drift away.”

“Well where is it then?”

“Where do you think I think it is, Han?” Gretel snapped.

Hansel pondered the question for a moment, genuinely mystified, and then it registered. “The witch? But...I thought she could fly or something. Why would she need a canoe?”

Gretel shook her head, trying to stay focused, annoyed at the childishness of her child brother. “It doesn’t work like that,” she mumbled, not interested in engaging with him.

“How are we going to get there? We don’t have a car, and there’s no way I’m walking the road to the Klahrs.” 

Hansel was panicking now, and Gretel was compelled to remind him of his promise. She steeled her voice, holding the flashlight up like a microphone and shining it on her face for effect. “You told me you could do this, Hansel, and I’m expecting you to uphold that agreement.”

“I will, I just—”

“Hansel! That’s enough! We don’t have any space for excuses. It’s you and I right now, so you will be ready for what is asked of you, and that’s it. Do you understand?”

Hansel nodded.

Gretel was tempted to snap at him again, to insist he answer her verbally, but she decided to let it go. This wasn’t the moment for breaking him completely; they still had to figure out how to get across to the orchard, and she would need him to be energized and united with her, if not confident. “Good,” was all she said.

“Can we swim it?” Hansel asked, pouting slightly, but with a trace of pride in his voice.

“I thought of that, but it’s deeper than you think, and it begins dropping off quickly just a few yards in. There’s no place to bail out if one of us gets tired. If we go, we have to go all the way.”

“I can make it,” Hansel declared, a slight challenge in his tone.

Gretel smiled. “Okay, but we’re obviously going to get wet too. And it’s not like we can change our clothes when we get to the orchard. You’re going to be uncomfortable.”

“I’ve gotten wet before, Gretel. I think I can handle it.”

Gretel considered the alternatives for another minute and then made the team decision that they would swim the width of the lake. The distance was barely ten rows of her oars in the canoe, but she’d never done the conversion to swimming. Neither she nor Hansel was going to win any competitions in the water, but she figured they were both decent enough to make it without a struggle. And, in fact, Gretel had to admit that between the two of them, Hansel was certainly the stronger swimmer.

“Let’s go, then,” Gretel said finally. “Leave your shoes on; it’s going to make it a little heavy to kick, but we’re going to need them on the other side. And we’re going to stay together. This isn’t a race, so don’t go swimming off without me.”

Gretel knew her backhanded compliment would bolster Hansel’s confidence, but she meant it. If one of them got in trouble, the other could hopefully pull them both to shore. 

Without any more discussion, Gretel led the way into the lake, wading in until she was waist high. “It’s cold, but we can do this.”

Hansel followed his sister until he was next to her, and they both continued walking, their feet on the bottom for two or three more steps before pushing off into the deeper water where they began their swim in earnest. 

The flashlights and pistol weren’t waterproof, Gretel was almost certain of that, so she doubted they’d have much light or protection when they reached the other side. But she made the attempt to keep the items salvageable and did her best to insulate them by putting the gun down her pants and the flashlights in Hansel’s shirt, tied beneath his armpits. If they held, great; if not, it was only a prayer anyway.

As for their progress, they were doing fine, alternating between taking a few long exaggerated swimming strokes, and then easing up, pulling themselves gently toward the shore as they breast-stroked under the dark water, gliding their arms outward slowly, trying to use as little energy as possible. There is no rush, Gretel thought, not really, so let’s just get there. Their shoes and clothes were weighing them both down a bit, but they were going to make it, and she was thankful they’d made the decision to swim. 

“How you doing, Han?” Gretel finally asked, now confident that speaking wouldn’t upset the balance of their journey.

“I’m fine. A little cold, but okay. How—?” Hansel paused. “Do you hear that?”

Gretel heard it the second the words left her brother’s mouth. It was the familiar sound of steady oars chopping through water. She’d grown to love the sound over the months, when her life had deteriorated and rowing had become the only good thing in her life. 

Now the sound was as ominous as an approaching tornado.

“Stay quiet, Han. Get your head down.” Gretel sank her head so that her nose was just above the water line, though a lot of good that would do if the boat came within ten yards or so of them. At that point, they’d be seen and escape would be impossible. 

The slap of the oars was visible, and Gretel watched in horror at the shadow of the canoe as it made a slight turn and came directly toward them. 
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The scene just beyond the clearing was nothing short of spectacular, and it was nothing at all what Anika had expected. 

The moment when Noah pushed through the last of the lush foliage and announced to his benefactor that they had arrived, Anika’s first thought that there had been a terrible mistake. That she had not properly communicated the details of where she needed to go or whom she needed to find. 

For several moments, the three travelers stood silently, watching from atop the bluff, Anika in wonderment, believing that her guide had not led her to the ancient land of her ancestors but instead to some other magnificent civilization. It felt as if they had stumbled upon an entirely new land, a previously undiscovered territory where all the benefits of the modern and the beauty of the primitive had converged into one community. 

As she looked down upon the bustling crowds of people, Anika’s first assessment of the surreal society was that there were simply too many people. She couldn’t possibly be in the right place. It wasn’t the size of the Urbanlands, of course, not even close—there weren’t cars and paved streets and such—but this mountain society was nothing short of a town. Perhaps even a city. 

Anika’s expectations were based loosely on tales from people who basked in hyperbole and were largely uninformed—that when she reached this place, she would barely notice a society at all, and that quite a bit of effort would be required to even to find a person with whom to speak. But here they were, people by the dozens, in the throes of their days, crowding the busy streets. And there were presumably more people in the surrounding homes.

But she was shocked by more than just the crowds; it was the modernity of this place. From what she could see, they all seemed to wear clothes that were far too modern for this place, this isolated territory that had been shrouded in the hills of the Old Country for centuries. Perhaps millennia. Modernity had reached across the seas, of course, but not to the ancients—at least not according to Anika’s father, who had told the wild story of her mother during his demented confession in the warehouse all those months ago. 

But as she looked down upon these people, she saw modernity thriving. 

“I don’t think this is the right place, Noah,” she said to the translator as they stood at the top of the clearing, the panic in her voice clearly audible. 

But Noah had only nodded and said “Here. Aulwurms.”

It was the right name, and as Anika would soon learn, it was indeed the right place. 

With Noah at the front, the three travelers descended the hill of the gradual bluff with confidence, and once they made their first contact with a woman selling some type of cauliflower, Anika’s journey toward her cure began. 

It only took a few questions and a short conversation with the woman and some remedial directions from the man buying the cauliflower before Oskar learned the names relevant to Anika’s quest. Within the hour, Anika stood in the home of one of the village elders—a tall, dark-skinned woman with large, friendly eyes. 

From what Anika could decipher of Oskar’s initial conversations with the woman, other than their names, the translator hadn’t revealed much information to the host regarding where they had come from or why they were there. 

Whatever he had said, though, had been enough to warrant a warm home in which to rest and a meal consisting of a meatless cuisine that left Anika feeling refreshed and almost euphoric. Anika hadn’t been sure which meal she was eating—with the daylight hours that seemingly never ended, and Anika’s sleep limited to little more than two or three hours a night, she had lost all track of time. 

Anika, Oskar, and Noah sat in a circle around a stone table that had been prepared just for them, and as Anika finished the last crumbs of what must have been the sixth course of the meal, she was eager to get on with the business of their company.

“This was wonderful, thank you. You’re very generous.” 

Anika moved to clear some dishes away, for which she was shooed back to her seat. 

“Very well. Thank you again. And if you have a few moments, perhaps when you’re done in the kitchen, I would like to talk to you. I would like to explain why I’m here. Why we’ve come.” Anika had stared at the woman anxiously while Oskar translated.

The woman bowed slightly and muttered a few words, which Oskar had translated as, “We speak another day. To now you go snore.”

The translation was rough, but Anika got the idea, and despite the temptation for her to press the issue, she allowed the woman to walk her to her shelter for the night after cleaning up. It was a solidly built wooden structure just east of the woman’s home. The woman unlocked and opened the door, holding out a welcoming hand and encouraging Anika to enter, the way a gentleman might hold the door for a lady entering a shop. Oskar and Noah had been shown to other quarters.

The next morning, Anika awoke to a box of food and a pitcher of water, as well as a bedpan, delivered to her door. She spotted the small covered opening at the baseboard of the structure through which the items had been passed. 

Yesterday, when the woman had offered the dwelling with a soft, inviting gesture, Anika felt welcomed and thankful. After all, it was unlikely this community got many visitors, and she and her companions could just have easily been met by some warring, savage tribe, one familiar with the Orphic ways and eager for outside organs to blend. That was not an impossible scenario; in fact, it was probably far more likely than the one they’d encountered. 

But the innate fears that had blossomed within Anika at the time had been subdued by food and exhaustion. And once she’d entered the room and climbed atop the soft bed enticing her from the corner, Anika had fallen asleep within minutes and hadn’t stirred for almost half a day. 

But she was awake now, clear-minded, and she lay staring wide-eyed at the door. She was trembling at the memories of her imprisonment at the hands of the witch, paralleling them with the situation in which she found herself now. What if it’s locked? she thought. What if this is all happening again?

Anika swallowed hard and swung her feet to the floor. She had slept in her clothes, shoes and all, and she walked briskly to the door of the cabin, ready to begin her crazed escape if it didn’t open immediately. But what she felt wasn’t quite fear, at least not that same fear of malice and pain that occupied most of her thoughts during her time at the witch’s cabin. This fear was steeped in impatience. She didn’t have time for sleep and relaxation—or captivity, if that’s what this was.  She was dying, drifting farther from her children. This place was her last hope, and she was ready either to begin the steps of healing or of learning her mortal fate.  

As Anika’s hand cupped the knob of the door, she heard and felt a knock on the other side, followed by the sound of a man’s voice. She couldn’t make out the words.

Anika removed her hand and backed away, spooked by the coincidence. She waited, silent.

“Anika, bosomari?”

The voice sounded childish and friendly, as if reluctant to disturb her, and Anika walked back to the door and pulled it toward her, swinging it fully open. 

A man as small as any she’d ever seen was standing at the base of the steps that led from the cabin. Oskar and Noah stood beside him.

“Bosomari,” the man squeaked again, this time more persistent in his tone.

Oskar translated. “He says it’s your time, just now. Time for talk.”  

Anika was mesmerized by the dwarf’s size, and she had to force herself to look away. She imagined he was used to the stares by this point in his life—he must have been sixty years old—but then again, he was isolated from most of the world, and his fellow villagers probably never even gave his diminutive stature a thought anymore. 

Anika gave a serious nod to the man, locking on his eyes, and then stepped out to the cool morning air, the sun’s brightness making her raise her forearm over her head and snap her gaze to the ground like some movie vampire.

“Is more bright up here,” Oskar explained. “You high here.”

“Where are we going?”

“I tell them you come to speak for some medicine. They bring you to speak for doctor.”

Anika stopped walking. “I never told anyone my reason for coming here. Why do you think I’m here for medicine? How would you know that?”

“Why else someone like you come here?” Oskar called back over his shoulder as he walked on. “Plus, I see you...”

Anika hadn’t seen herself in days—weeks maybe—but the disease was apparently taking hold, based on what he said. She felt fine enough, especially considering her journey thus far. But, the journey could be the reason for her continued good health.  The exercise and mountain air. And determination. 

Maybe, however, she didn’t have quite the time she had calculated. 

Anika started to protest, to tell him he’d read her wrong, that she had other, very different reasons for trekking to this vast, nearly uncharted territory of the Old World. But Oskar had walked too far ahead now, and shouting after him required a level of feigned indignation that she was not capable of expressing right now. So, she stayed silent and followed him. Besides, what difference did it make? He would know the truth soon enough. 

Anika, Noah, and Oskar walked single file behind the dwarf, heading toward the home of the woman who had fed them the night before. It was she, Anika assumed, who would act as the liaison between Anika and this village doctor. As they reached the house, however, and then continued walking, Anika realized this was not to be the plan at all.

The small man walked past the house and continued for several blocks until they were outside the most populated areas of the village. These outskirt areas were as quiet as the village center was bustling, and Anika observed only one old man sitting like a sculpture on a stool and a few stray chickens bobbing and pecking in the street.  From the outskirts, they continued walking until, within only a few minutes, they were beyond the boundaries of the village altogether.

It was amazing, Anika thought, how only a few steps beyond the outer roads of the village and suddenly there was no sign that a village existed anywhere at all. There were no indicators—no signs or outposts—that could have directed anyone traveling nearby in the proper direction. There was just dense forest and wilderness. It was no wonder these people went unnoticed by most of the world; it was as if the village had spontaneously sprouted up in the middle of nowhere.  

The dwarf was manic as he led them thorough the overgrowth, saying almost nothing along the way other than a few one- or two-word exchanges with Oskar. The man was small, but his movements were quick and sharp, and he knew exactly where to turn within the woods, despite the lack of any real path or significant landmarks from what Anika could tell. 

“Where are we going?” Anika finally spoke up. “Oskar, ask him.”

“I ask. He just say, ‘Bosomari.’  Time to talk.”

“Yes, I got that part. I asked where we’re going.”

Oskar just shrugged.

“Noah, do you know where we are?” Anika asked, remembering the language barrier just as the words came out.

“Oskar, translate please.” But Oskar was too far ahead now and had followed the path around a thicket of trees. Anika grumped.

“I don’t know where we are now. I only know the way to the village.” 

Noah’s voice was clear, articulate, almost scholarly, Anika thought.

“Noah! How can you...? This whole time...? Why haven’t you been speaking to me?”

“I’m here as your guide; that’s all.”

“You communicate much better than Oskar! I could have left him behind and maybe gotten a few more hours of sleep at night. And saved some money!”

Noah smiled. “I can speak your language, Ms. Morgan. I cannot speak whatever language these people speak. I assure you, we’d not be on the path we’re on currently if not for Oskar.”

“I’m not so sure that would be a minus.” 

Anika settled in to the revelation of Noah’s language quite easily, having always suspected there was more to him than he was letting on. She’d always felt comfortable around him, despite his distance, and she wouldn’t be surprised to find there was more about him yet that she didn’t know. 

“I don’t understand where we could be headed. The village—with all those people—how can that not be the right place?”

Noah just shrugged.

Anika had lost sight of Oskar and their tiny leader, and broke into a half jog to catch up. As she made her way around a bend of trees that nearly looped back on itself, she came within inches of barreling over the miniature pathfinder and toppling them both to the ground. He and Oskar were standing in front of a wall that was covered ivy. There was a narrow opening through which Anika could see a group of men standing. They looked calm, peaceful, almost disinterested in the presence of the strangers who’d come upon them.

“Hal bosomari,” the man said. “Chime tup.”

“It’s time for talk,” Oskar relayed once again. “They wait for us.”

Anika looked at Noah—her newfound comfort in this place of foreign things and people—but he only stared ahead, drifting back into his role of silent guide. 

“Okay then,” she said. “Let’s not keep them waiting.”
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Gretel instinctively reached for her crotch, wrapping her hand around the pistol that nested there. 

“Who is that, Gretel?” Hansel whispered. “Is that her? It has to be, right?”

“I don’t know. Stay quiet.”

Gretel slipped the gun past her waistband and raised it above the water line, trying to shake it dry with slow motion flicks of her wrist, as if doing so would repair any water damage that had been sustained over the past several minutes.

The canoe approached rapidly and was now less than thirty yards from Gretel. She swam in front of Hansel protectively and reached back with her free hand to feel him, to make sure he was still with her. 

She wanted to shout at the boat, to threaten the intruder with her gun, but her instincts told her there wasn’t much benefit in that. If the assailant hadn’t seen them, then Gretel’s hollering would only give away their position, and if it was the witch, informing her that she had a weapon would take away that advantage as well.

The canoe was almost upon them now, and Gretel pulled back the hammer of the pistol slowly as she aimed the gun straight ahead, holding it with both hands, using all the strength left in her thighs to tread water with her feet alone.

“Gretel?” The voice sounded frightened, distant. It wasn’t the witch. The voice was male.

“Who is that?” Gretel released the hammer and lowered her hands and the gun back into the water.

“Gretel? Gretel, it’s Petr!”

“Petr? Petr! What are you doing out here?”

Petr pulled the arms of the oars toward him and shut down the canoe directly in front of Gretel, instinctively reaching for her hand. “Hansel? What are you two doing out here? When did you get back?”

“Just a few hours ago. We called from the docks. We called your house and no one answered.”

Petr lifted Gretel under her arm until she was far enough up the side of the canoe to pull herself forward, and then they both helped Hansel inside. 

“What’s wrong, Petr?” Gretel asked, ruffling the water from her hair. “You just came from there, right? I know something is wrong.”

“I just got back here less than an hour ago. I’ve been away for a few days. I’ve been away a lot lately. I just got home and they were gone.” Peter sounded on the verge of panic now, like a worried parent. “I can’t remember the last time Georg and Amanda were both gone this late at night. I don’t think there’s ever been a time, not when I wasn’t with them.”

“Has she been there?” Hansel asked, his voice elevating and cracking on the last word.

Petr knew who ‘she’ was, and there was a silent recognition amongst the three children:  the Witch of the North was alive, and they all knew it.

“I don’t know for sure. But someone was there. The water was running and flooding over the sink onto the floor.”

“She was there, Petr. Of course she was.”

“How do you know?”

“Because you’re in my canoe. How else would the canoe have gotten to the Klahrs? They’re in trouble, Petr. We have to find them.”

Petr was silent for a moment, as if considering where that plan would begin. “Where is your mother?” 

“She didn’t come home with us. She’s...” Gretel paused, having to work to keep her eyes off Hansel. “She had some things to tie up. With our family. It’s a long story. But she’ll be coming home soon. Later this month, I think.”

“Did you find what you were looking for? About the book or whatever?”

“There’s a lot to discuss, Petr. I couldn’t start it now. But yes, we found out a lot. We should go back to the house now. To the Klahr’s. We’ll talk about everything later.”

“Of course, I just...”

“I know. I want to talk too, but let’s find out what happened here first.”

The canoe glided into the muddied bank of the Klahr orchard, and Petr and Gretel hopped out and pulled it up just past the waterline, as if they were a team that had practiced the move a thousand times. Gretel couldn’t help flashing a grin.

“Okay, let’s not pretend anymore. We know she was here, so we have to look more specifically for some type of clue. Or something.”

“Like what?” Hansel asked. His voice teetered on whiny, and Gretel ignored him.

“What if she killed them, Gretel? What if Georg and Mrs. Klahr are dead?” It was Petr this time. 

Gretel didn’t follow up with Petr calling Mr. Klahr ‘Georg.’  “I don’t know, Petr. But...if they’re dead, then where are their bodies? You said you were inside, right? You would have seen them if she had...hurt them.” Gretel, even more than Petr, she believed, couldn’t imagine the thought of losing the Klahrs. Especially Amanda.

Petr nodded and then gave a knowing look toward Gretel before averting his eyes toward the direction of the house.

“What is it, Petr? What do you know?”

Petr shook his head quickly, dismissing any encouragement Gretel may have seen burgeoning. “I don’t know anything, except that if she is alive—and it looks like she is—then she’ll want to find you. And your mother. Don’t you think so? To get her revenge, for sure, but also to finish making her...” Petr didn’t need to finish the sentence.

“Of course, but what does that have to do with the Klahrs?”

“She—the witch—knows you’ll come for them. If you suspect that she has them, then she thinks you’ll come for them.”

“She’s right about that. But I don’t know where they’ve gone. How could I come for them?”

Petr thought about it. “I don’t know.”

The three entered the house through the basement door and then took the steps up to the main level. Gretel sloshed through the water that coated the kitchen floor and walked up to the sink, inspecting the counters. She opened cupboards and drawers, feeling nostalgia for this place, even under these circumstances, as she thought of her time in this kitchen, cooking and cleaning, following Mrs. Klahr in from the workers’ lunch table after setting out the midday meal. Those were the wonderful days, Gretel now realized, when her hours were filled with work and routine and rowing sessions on the lake. She didn’t have her mother then, so each day was stained with at least some residue of sadness, but it was during those days when she had discovered her true self. 

“Gretel look at this.” Petr commanded, snatching Gretel from her reverie. “I think this is blood.”

Gretel walked to the bannister where Petr stood and examined the long purple streak that began on the top of the finial and draped down in a frozen cascade to the base of the stair board. Gretel considered sliding her finger through it, to test if it was indeed blood, but she thought better of it, not knowing exactly what she would do with the substance once her finger was caked with it. 

“It’s blood, right? Don’t you think?” Petr seemed fairly certain, but he wanted Gretel’s endorsement.

Gretel nodded. “Yes.”

“What should we do?”

“We have to find her. Find them.” 

“Where?”

“I don’t know, Petr!” It was Gretel’s turn to panic now. Tears stung her eyes at the thought of Amanda and Georg Klahr tortured and killed by the monster she thought she killed only months ago. The blame she would carry due to her inability to follow through and verify the hag’s death began creeping into her thoughts.

“Is your truck here?” Hansel asked. His voice was calm, measured.

“What?”

“Your truck. Mr. Klahr’s truck. Is it here?”

“No, I told you, they weren’t here. They went out. Or they were already out. Or...”  Petr was slowly unraveling Hansel’s point. “She took the truck? Do you think she took the truck?”

“Well, if she didn’t, then where is she? Where are the Klahrs?” Hansel’s questions were rhetorical. “Someone took it.” 

“Oh my god,” Gretel whispered.

“What is it, Gretel?” Petr whipped his head around, now overwhelmed by the information coming at him.

“I know it now. I can feel it. They went to the cabin. And you’re right Petr, she wants me to follow them there. She’s starting the nightmare again.” 
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The old woman smelled the System officer before he stepped out of the cruiser. 

She’d been kneeling on the floor, steeped in prayer, sending her gratitude and loyalty to this Life that had been provided to her, to the universe that had unfolded all of the riches of her being. Her existence had been a struggle over the past few years—a nearly mortal one at times—but she’d ultimately persevered, and now felt compelled to give thanks for those challenges. And it was Life that deserved all the credit. 

A tear streaked from the corner of the woman’s eye and wedged its way into her mouth, the salty water coating her large incisor. She spat it out and snarled, giving a wicked look toward the window through which the smell of the intruder had wafted. She’d come too far; she wasn’t ready to give up on her journey yet. Maybe she would never be ready.

The woman had known all along the System would come, of course they would, but she hadn’t expected them this quickly. She and the Klahr woman had left the Back Country less than eight hours ago. By her own primitive calculations, she figured she’d have at least a few days alone with the woman before Petr Stenson came calling. Perhaps even more if the boy didn’t come home for several days, which, the woman had observed, wasn’t completely out of the question. 

But apparently, he had come home and wasted no time alerting the authorities to the absence of his guardians.

But why would he have scrambled so quickly to contact the System? She never would have imagined the boy would turn to them with such haste. This wasn’t part of her strategy. She was depending on the boy’s cynicism, his wariness that the corrupt police force would see him as the main suspect in whatever crime was declared. The woman was almost certain he would hold back, at least for a few days, especially considering Officer Stenson’s well-documented fall from the good graces of the System. She always believed the boy himself would come to rescue his adoptive keepers, and from there, the woman would begin her torture.

The witch tilted an eye through the curtain crack and watched the officer open the door and put his foot to the gravel. He stood and looked toward the house. He was tall and burly, with wide shoulders and a stiff jaw. But most alarming to the woman was that he projected a confidence that hadn’t quite existed in Stenson. Stenson was far from milquetoast, but this officer projected something more dangerous. 

The woman took note of the man’s demeanor and then quickly walked to the back room where Amanda Klahr lay semi-conscious, a loop of black iron clasped to her ankle. The chain was unnecessary at this stage, since the effects of the solution had rendered her helpless, but there was no reason for carelessness.

“Who’s here?” Amanda grumbled. “Is that Petr?” The words came out in a sleepy panic, as if she were having a nightmare, speaking in protest to her own imagination. 

“No one is here,” the old woman said, disinterested, attempting to stay composed.

“Petr! Stay away!” Her drugged whimper fell well short of the shout for which she was aiming.

“Shut up! It’s not Petr!” the woman hissed. 

Amanda Klahr tried to rise, and feeling the tug of at her ankle, slapped at it as if a mosquito had landed near her foot. She moaned in despair and collapsed back to the bed. 

“Petr,” she said once more and then took a heavy breath before sliding into another bout of sleep.

The woman glared at Amanda Klahr for several seconds, gauging the depth of her slumber, and then hurried back to the front room, carrying with her the wooden chair to which her prisoner had been strapped only hours earlier. 

The witch placed the chair beside her dining table and then sat with her back facing the front door of the cabin. She pulled up the oversized hood of her cloak and sighed, and then focused on calling forth the strength in her cells. She’d been sloppy again and had been caught off guard; there was nothing to do now but turn completely to the problem at hand.

The first set of knocks was jarring, authoritative; three sharp wraps followed by a “Hello!”

The woman stayed silent. She listened for the turn of the knob, followed by the sound of boot steps entering the cabin. As she waited, she did rudimentary calculations in her mind, measuring how many paces she would allow the man to take before unfurling her attack. Six seemed like the right number, maybe five if he started to get jumpy.

Another set of knocks, followed by the painful creak of rusted door hinges. 

The woman breathed deeply and swallowed, eager now, waiting for the steps to begin. She’d positioned herself tall and narrow in the chair, and slightly off-center from the view of the doorway so that only her shoulder, perhaps only an arm, could be seen by someone entering. It was an enticement for the officer to come closer, as far as necessary to get a good look at the figure sitting in silence.

The woman sensed the apprehension, the officer’s leeriness as he stalled at the threshold, treating the scene like the minefield it was. She was working hard at restraint, wanting nothing more than to spin and leap toward the arrestor, the pirate who had come to steal her life. 

“Hello?” the officer asked again, curious, perhaps not realizing she was sitting only a few feet away. She waited, her muscles tense, eyeball bulging, shifted left in its socket as if trying to look behind her without turning her neck.

“I can see you there, so I know you can hear me. Are you going to answer me?”

This wasn’t going at all as the woman expected, but she managed her composure and kept calm. She stayed seated, her head tilted slightly forward, demurring. “Yes?” she said finally. It was a breathy, sleepy noise, as if she’d just been drawn from a trance. Another layer to her trap. 

“Is that your truck parked outside?”

Without pause the witch said, “No, it’s not.” 

The officer said nothing for a beat, letting silence fill the gap of the obvious follow-up question. “Well, whose truck is it?” The officer remained on the porch, at a safe distance to avoid an attack.

“I think you know whose truck it is. It’s why you’re here, yes?” 

And with that, the witch had said too much to turn back. Her words weren’t quite a confession, but they teetered on the edge, and the officer would certainly continue pushing her until she careened over it. She had to move now; if she waited another ten seconds, she may have the barrel of a revolver pointed between her shoulder blades. 

The woman was still confident in her speed and quickness, but the truth was, at the distance she was currently from the door, she wouldn’t beat the squeeze of a System officer’s trigger finger. She had to go before he drew his gun. She had to attack now. 

And then another smell drifted in through the open door, one that she recognized instantly. 

She lifted her chin and pushed her nose forward, chasing the odor as it floated above her. She smiled, reconfiguring her attack plan. “Oh yes, yes you do. You certainly know whose truck that is. I can smell it on you. Perhaps I smell it beyond that?”

The woman could almost hear the drop of the officer’s jaw. “It’s true, isn’t it?” he asked.

The woman was not entirely sure as to which truth the man was referring, but she sensed the scene was trending in her favor. “What is your name, System officer?”

There was a pause. “Dodd. Officer Carl Dodd. But I’m far more interested in your name, ma’am. We never quite figured out that information in our investigation. And I’m rather sure it’s not the Witch of the North.”

Her name.

She hadn’t thought of her forename in decades, and she hadn’t the remotest idea when it was that someone last called it out. Fifty years, maybe? Was that possible? 

Her throat constricted. The pressure she hadn’t felt from the presence of the System officer, she now experienced with the challenge of recollecting her name. She still possessed it inside of her. It was in her mind, buried deeply in the folds perhaps, but still retrievable, like a tool left in the forest for years which gradually gets enveloped by leaves and limbs. There was some digging to do, but it was there, able to be extracted.

“You don’t know your name?”

The woman shook her head once, as if jiggling away the distraction. She needed to think. Martha? No, that wasn’t quite it, but it was close. The M was correct though. She squeezed her one functioning eye closed tight, pressing her brain to work. She found Tanja first, her mother’s name, and then just beneath it, floating alone in her ancient intellect, she found her own.

Marlene.

“Marlene. My name is Marlene.” The words sounded glorious in her ears, like some type of audible medicine had been applied to her eardrums.

“Marlene. That’s actually quite pretty.” The words were more surprise than flattery. “Is it true, Marlene? What I’ve heard about your...abilities, I suppose you would call them?”

Marlene stood now and slowly turned toward Dodd, careful not to make any sudden movements. Being a System officer, he would have known as well as anyone what she was capable of, about the details surrounding the attack from the Morgan women. He would be aware of her strength, and he wouldn’t allow himself to be caught off guard the way Officer Stenson did.

“Easy, Marlene. I’m not here to hurt you.” Dodd’s hand slipped to his waist; his pinky finger brushed the handle of his sidearm. 

“But you wish to take me away, yes? I’m afraid I can’t allow that to happen.”

“I’m not here to do that either. I understand why you would think that, obviously, but I’m not.” Dodd paused again and then looked the woman squarely in the eyes. “What I’m here to do is help you. To help us, really. If what I’ve heard about you is true, I think we can help each other quite a bit.”

“I couldn’t say what is true and what is not, since I don’t know what’s been said.” This was no longer just banter; Marlene was intrigued by this news of her infamy. She gave the officer a narrow look of suspicion. “What have you heard? And from whom?” 

Dodd exhaled a chuckle. “Everyone knows the story of Anika and Gretel Morgan, Marlene. It’s a local fairy tale by now. The details are so fantastic that it’s already grown past this region of the New Country. It may even reach the shores of the Old World someday. Perhaps become a cautionary tale throughout the world, a chronicle parents tell their children to curb their naughty behavior. Of course, I’m a bit ahead of things here; it hasn’t quite reached that point yet. Besides, it would be a bit too soon to tell kids such a gruesome tale. Wouldn’t you agree?” 

Marlene felt the sting of an insult at this last part. There was a tone suggesting the officer viewed her as some kind of monster. “What do you want, Mr. Dodd? If you’re here to help me—and to help yourself—why don’t you tell me how we would go about making those things happen.”

“Okay, I’ll get right to it then. In her official statement to the System, Anika Morgan spoke repeatedly of a potion. She described it as some type of putrid soup or something.” A pop of recognition appeared on the officer’s face. “Pies. That was it. She said the potion was put into pies.” 

Dodd paused, and Marlene could see him searching her face for a tell, some blink of familiarity to validate the story. Her expression didn’t waver. 

“She recounted to us how, for several months, she was being used—or, more specifically, that you were using her—to make some ancient concoction. A witch’s brew, if you will. She said you took her blood and ... other things.”

Marlene delighted in the officer’s words and silently waited for the full dissertation of the events surrounding the Morgan woman.  Dodd, however, left the tale there. 

“I see,” she said without expression.

“It was madness of course, this story, at least to those closest to the investigation. And it was even more widely dismissed by everyone in the barracks. At least everyone I talked to. As I’ve heard, the whole narrative has become a bit of legend across the full span of the System.”

“But not to you. You thought it was more than legend.” Marlene instinctively knew the rest of Dodd’s story, but she let him finish the broad strokes of it.

“I wasn’t so convinced.” He paused. “Do you know who Officer Stenson is?”

Marlene took an involuntary step back, her body preparing itself for defense.

“So, I guess you do.”  Dodd put his hands up, palms facing flat toward Marlene. “But I’m not here to relive his demise. I don’t care. He made his choices. I only mention him as a reference for you.”

Marlene exhaled quietly but kept her distance.

“I’m the one who found him in this cabin. He was torn to shreds. My partner and the rest of the investigators assumed he’d been killed by an animal. They figured you kept crazed dogs or wild pigs or something and that you’d released them on him when he came to question you about Anika Morgan.”

This time Marlene couldn’t help the slight curl of a smile, though she doubted it was detectable by the officer.

“But that isn’t what happened, is it? You did that. Somehow you did that to his body.”

Marlene could again sense Dodd waited for some reciprocation from her, some dialogue so they could devise their plan to “help each other.” She still gave him nothing.   

“But I don’t blame you, Marlene.”

The woman closed her eyes and basked in the sound of her own name.

“He was coming to hurt you, wasn’t he?”

“Yes,” she whispered, her eyes still closed, her head tilted back slightly.

“I knew him well enough to see the change in him. I sensed his corruption for months. His behavior became erratic. I didn’t know if it was something in his personal life or beyond, but it was real. You aren’t to blame, Marlene. Officer Stenson was using you, wasn’t he? He was using you for your powers, and then he was going to steal it all away from you. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes!” the woman screamed. Her mouth hung gaping, like an opera singer, holding the short-E sound as if ending an aria. She felt the cool air on her exposed fangs. 

Dodd stayed composed, expressionless.

“They’re always coming to steal from me, you and your kind. They don’t have the talent to do what I do, so they take it from me, compelling me. The tools they used to use were rape and torture, now it’s the threat of my freedom and the thievery of my secrets.”

Marlene thought of her book. Somewhere in the recesses of her mind she registered that this officer standing outside on her porch was the first to come here following the escape of Anika Morgan.

“I think I preferred it before, when what the men stole from me took only a few minutes to obtain. Now they want not just me but my life’s work. My possessions. But no more. I’ve found the secret. What I’ve been searching for as far back as my memory goes. I don’t fear you anymore. And I don’t need you.”

“As I said, Marlene, I’m not here to force you or coerce you to do anything. You say you don’t need me, but you will. We can help each other.”

“It’s too late for you to stop them, Officer Dodd. They’ll be coming for me. I’ve already made sure of that.” Marlene again readied herself for attack, waiting for Dodd to lower his defenses for just a moment.

“I know about Georg Klahr. The neighbor. The one who lived across the lake.”

Marlene had smelled the man on the officer seconds after he appeared at the door; what she didn’t know was that he’d been to the house already. That he had already discovered everything. 

“It was the boy then. He put his trust in your detestable organization after all. I hadn’t expected that.”

“No, it wasn’t Petr. There’s been no call from Petr Stenson to The System.”

“Then how?”

“I’ll tell you, but first I’d like to come inside. To talk. We can keep this same distance from each other if you like, but I’d rather be off the porch.”

Marlene unconsciously glanced toward the bedroom.

Officer Dodd picked up on the movement. “She is here then. I assumed so. Is she dead?”

Marlene shook her head, like a child who’d just confessed to attempting some dangerous stunt and had been asked if she was hurt.

“Okay, that’s good. There can’t be any more of that. Not yet. May I come in?”

Marlene nodded, and Dodd walked inside, closing the door gently behind him. He walked to the kitchen, keeping the proper radius, his eyes fixed on the woman as he moved behind the counter, a natural barrier of protection should the need arise.

“Why don’t you sit down, Marlene. We have some things to figure out. Very serious things. You’ve created quite a bit of damage over these past few weeks. And I’m not just speaking of the Klahrs. Those boys who disappeared? I assume that was you? Am I right to assume that?”

Marlene was confused at first; she hadn’t thought of the boys since she’d buried the second one at the edge of her property. “They’ve been found.” It was a statement.

“No, they haven’t, but that is only because of me. The younger brother of one of the missing boys gave a rather convincing account about the day they were last seen. Please, sit down.”

Marlene followed the order to sit and now recalled how the boy’s escape had seemed problematic at the time, a future worry to contend with. Yet it didn’t appear as if any detectives or System officers had come to her home since that day.

As if reading her mind, Dodd said, “I can make a lot of things go away, as you can see. If it wasn’t for me, there would be a large-scale manhunt underway right now.  But I can’t make problems go away forever, Marlene. People are beginning to get suspicious again. The myth of the Northlands Witch and the possibility that she might be alive and roaming the New Country looking for victims is starting to make its way out of the school yards and into the barracks. And that’s not where you want those stories to be.”

Marlene gave a knowing nod, keeping her eyes locked on the officer, waiting to hear about her contribution to their deal.

“I always believed you were alive,” Dodd continued. “I’m not going to get into the whole story about why I believed that, because it’s not important, but just know that I’ve done quite a bit of work to keep everyone else believing you were dead. And one of the biggest problems I’ve had to work out has been the Stenson boy, Petr. He’s made things quite difficult over the last year. He’s been busy with his own investigations, raising questions about the disappearance of your body and why no one at the System has been able to give him a straight answer. He’s formulated some pretty accurate theories that some people are starting to consider. And now, with his normally stable guardians suddenly disappearing and two boys vanishing from your property along with a witness who heard screams, well, those people who were only lightly considering Petr’s theories before are going to start considering them very seriously now.

“What do you want, Officer Dodd?”

Dodd smiled and nodded, pleased that the woman understood that negotiations had begun. He looked at the walls and ceiling of the cabin, as if just noticing them for the first time, and then took a cursory scan of the one large room that made up the bulk of the cabin. “Do you enjoy living here, Marlene? Living like this?”

Marlene frowned and shook her head, confused. “Enjoy living here?”

“Yes. Do you enjoy your life? This life?”

Marlene’s expression flattened, and she shook her head slowly, now realizing what the officer asked. “I enjoy almost nothing, Officer Dodd. Joy is fleeting, like the memory of a dream. When you’ve lived as I have there is little about life you can truly enjoy. Enjoyment is for children. At a very young age, it transitions into struggle. For most, life is struggle. It has always been the way. Struggle is what your ancestors did for millions of years to bring you into existence.”

“Then why? If not for the joy, why do you keep doing it? Why do you try so hard to stay alive? Why do you want to keep struggling?”

Marlene rose from her chair and took a step forward, staring the officer in his eyes, imparting the magnitude of what she was about to say. “Because life is no longer about struggle for me, Officer Dodd. I’ve moved to the next phase. Beyond joy. Beyond struggle. I crave, Officer Dodd. I keep chasing this life because I crave it.” 

Dodd was mesmerized by the woman, but his instincts kept his hand at his waist.

“When you crave, there is nothing to consider. No reason for doing. Do you want to crave, Officer Dodd? Is that what we’re doing here? Are you making this deal to keep the intruders away in exchange for this life?”

Dodd nodded. “Yes,” he whispered.

Marlene nodded slowly. “Then we need the Morgan women.”

“Let’s find them.”

Marlene smiled. “No need, Officer Dodd. They’ll come to us.” 
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Anika sat on the ground directly across from the four men, cross-legged, like a schoolgirl listening to her teacher at story time. The ground of this new land was dusty and barren, grassless, a stark contrast to the lush jungle-like terrain from where she come only minutes before. This new region reminded Anika of ruined cropland, or perhaps a field that had been cleared and leveled for construction. 

In between Anika and the men was a meticulously straight row of large stones, each of which was approximately the size of a pumpkin. 

The four men, who sat as Anika did, were thin and frail, and judging by the gray of their beards and the sun-scorched lines of their faces, the youngest among them couldn’t have been a year less than seventy.  The distance they’d walked from the village couldn’t have been much farther than three or four miles, yet these men seemed as if they belonged to a race as different as the natives of the New Country. They didn’t appear to be savages though—the naked headhunter types she’d read of in picture books as a child—yet they also didn’t resemble the relatively sophisticated people she’d seen throughout the marketplace back at the village. It wasn’t just their gauntness; their unshaven faces and matted hair along with their tattered, dirty clothes gave these men the appearance of lowly monks or street beggars. Anika saw no one back in the village with such characteristics.

Oskar stood just over Anika’s left shoulder, hands folded, positioned to translate. Noah stood back near the entrance to the clearing, guarding them. The tiny guide who had led them to this place left them at the gate, never entering through the opening. Anika assumed he was waiting on the opposite side of the ivy wall to guide them back but knew the possibility that he had abandoned them was real.

Anika remained still on the ground, having been given no other instruction than the motion of an outstretched hand guiding her to sit. She’d obeyed and kept her eyes on the men as they took their own sitting positions. 

She discreetly scanned the grounds, trying to find where the perimeter of the place ended, but it seemed to stretch on forever. She noted some rather primitive structures, huts and things, scattered about the landscape, and the few people she’d spotted when she’d first entered through the passageway—other than the men who now sat before her—had since dispersed. 

“Do you speak their language, Oskar?” Anika asked, keeping her eyes straight ahead on the men.

“I not heard them. Couldn’t say.”

“But our little Bosomari man could talk to them? And you can communicate with him, so you should be able to do this, right? I need you to be able to do this Oskar.”

Oskar shrugged, giving no promises.  

Anika decided to begin the dialogue. She pointed the tips of her fingers toward her chest, tapping herself. “Anika,” she said.

None of the men moved.

Anika pointed at the first man seated to her left. “You? Who are you? What is your name? Me. I’m Anika. Anika.”

She repeated the chest-tapping motions once more, repeating her name again, until the man to the far right of the line, opposite the man Anika had pointed to originally, put an outstretched finger to his closed mouth, giving the ever-expanding universal signal of quiet. He smiled and nodded with his finger held in place. Anika felt slightly offended and further diminished to the childish role she’d already assumed, but there was nothing threatening in the motion, so she followed the order. 

Almost in unison, the four men closed their eyes and held their hands up, chest high, with their palms facing out toward Anika. They held their mime-like pose in silence for what was maybe twenty seconds. There was no chanting or humming, just stillness, and Anika soon became fidgety, unsure if she was supposed to follow their action. 

Finally, the man who had shushed her spoke. “Donti,” he said, lowering his hands. The rest of the men followed.

Anika wanted to look back at Oskar, to see if he had the translation, but she decided to stay still and wait it out a little longer.

The man second from the left held out his hands again, but this time they were lower, and his palms faced up. He looked Anika in the eyes and gave a short, encouraging nod. She took the bait and held her hands out to the man, who grabbed her by the wrists. He studied her palms for a few seconds and then turned her hands over and placed them flat on one of the rocks in the row. Despite the heavy heat that had been pressing down on Anika since she woke this morning, the stone felt cold. It felt refreshing, almost thirst-quenching. 

The same man then wrapped his own fingers on the stone next to Anika’s, and the man next to him placed his hands on his own rock. Anika’s hands were now in the middle of the two pairs of hands. The two men closed their eyes again, and this time Anika did the same.

At first Anika felt nothing, but then the rock warmed slightly, until it reached a temperature which was almost unbearable. The first man, the man who’d placed Anika’s hands there, lifted his own from the rock and looked over at the man to the far left, frowning. He shook his head. “Omale. Omale.”

“Ti Omale?” the far-left man replied, this time looking at the other man whose hands were still on the rock.

“Bi,” the other man said. “Omale.”

Anika had enough of the language barrier, and she turned back toward Oskar. “What are they saying, Oskar? Do you know?”

“Omale. That mean dead.” Oskar sounded subdued. “They both say dead.”

“Me? I’m dead? Is that what they’re saying?”

Oskar shrugged again.

“Well ask them!”

Oskar rattled off a sentence that was about fourteen words longer than Anika would have thought necessary to convey her request, and the first man replied with an equally long response. She heard the name Aulwurm in the reply.

“They say you are from their tribe; your blood comes from their tribe. They feel the vibrations or something. I don’t get it all, but most.” 

Anika’s eyes teared, not from fear or sadness, but from the reality that she had reached this point. All of this was true, these people, this magic. Orphism.  And now that she was here, she wasn’t sure how she should proceed. This was it. This is what she had come for. This was the reason she had risked spending the remaining days of her life with these strange men in the broad ranges of the Old World. If this band of remote hermits couldn’t give her the answers she needed, then that would be the end.

“But you got the sickness,” Oskar continued. “They say you got the sickness.”

She was sick, but she wasn’t prepared to die. “I have cancer, Oskar. It’s why I’m here. Tell them I’ve come for their help. I’m not dead yet. Tell them I believe they have medicine that can help me.” Anika paused. “Is that true? Can they help me?”

Oskar translated to the rapt audience of the four men, each of whom was studying him intensely, unblinking, perfectly concentrated on the words that were coming at them in what was almost certainly broken syntax.  

Oskar waited, equally rapt for their response, and then began the translation. “You don’t have the cancer. That’s what they say. But true you are sick.”

“But I’ve been to the doctors. They say I do have cancer.” Anika wasn’t arguing, just laying out the facts so that these men had a complete picture of her situation. 

Oskar did his shrug again. “I not sure what that means. They just say you have poison. You have too much poison.” 

“That’s the cancer. Right? The cancer is the poison? That must be what they mean.”

Oskar shook her off. “No cancer. Poison. They make the difference.” Anika knew he meant distinction.

Anika now looked straight ahead at the men in front of her, confused and focused. “What poison?” 

The second man in the row listened to Oskar and then made a motion with his hands as if he was drinking soup, shaping both hands wide and lifting them to his mouth. 

Anika shook her head, not understanding the charade.

The man then made another motion, and this time Anika’s eyes flooded with tears. He turned one of his soup-sipping hands into the shape of a claw, keeping the other soup hand in place, and then started pretending to shovel food into his mouth. Anika knew instantly what he showed her. It was the perfect pantomime of someone eating pie with his hands. If anyone could see it, she could; Anika had made the motion dozens of times during her captivity in the cabin. She still sometimes saw herself eating pie that way in her dreams.

“The pie.”

The man smiled. “Pie,” he said, nodding eagerly.

“I was poisoned by the pie? The witch’s pie? That’s why I’m dying? Ask them, Oskar!”

Oskar translated and waited for a response, which he conveyed affirmatively to Anika. “Yes. The pie. Sometime it could be soup, but sometime the pie. They say it’s too much for you that you eat. Too much to live.”

Anika thought back on those horrendous days of pies and potions, when she would lay frozen, constantly raising her head to stare toward the door, dreading the turn of the knob and the entry of the evil woman carrying that black, wrought iron tray of food. So delicious that first day, so vile virtually every day after. 

“But they can save me, right? They have the medicine here that can cure this? An antidote?”

Oskar converted the questions again, and this time the response from the group of men was lengthy, with each person taking a share of the time. Anika listened to them as if she understood, watching their mouths and mannerisms, hoping to pick up any clue as to how the verdict would fall. 

Oskar looked down at Anika and frowned. “It’s too late, they say. You have too late.”

Anika was bemused, and she stood defiantly. “Too late? That’s it? That’s all they said? They must have told you more than that. All they said just now was that it was too late?” 

“They say other things too. ‘They sorry for you.’ ‘They want but can’t help you.’  Like that.”

“What did they say Oskar?” Anika screamed at him, looking back and forth between Oskar and the four men, whose expressions were now serious and concerned.

“They said something else.” The sound of Noah’s voice boomed from behind the cluster of Anika, Oskar, and the four men, instantly freezing them, as if he were the director of a stage play who had seen enough of a miserable rehearsal and was now bringing it to an end. 

Oskar turned toward his companion, an expression close to terror on his face.

“They said much more.”

Anika stared at Noah, disbelieving, studying him as if he were an ancient mythical statue, uncovered after a thousand years. She was awed not only by this new ability to understand the language of the tribesmen, but also, again, by his incredible articulation of her own. She was beginning to suspect Noah was a person far more substantive than even she had originally suspected.  

Whatever else there was, though, would have to wait. “What more did they say, Noah?”

“Noah,” Oskar whimpered, “How you...?”

“Quiet, Oskar.” Anika’s face was stone, her eyes dispassionate, reptilian in their coldness. “What else did they say, Noah?”

“Oskar was telling the truth about the poison, but he didn’t tell you all of it.” Noah walked up to the group and stood beside Oskar, a look of measured distrust in his eyes. He turned now and looked toward Anika. “You will die because of the pies, that much is true. But they said there is hope for you. A chance for you to live.”

Anika glowered at Oskar.

“It isn’t true, these things,” Oskar pleaded. “I no want you to waste your hope. Waste your time.”

“What did they say, Noah? What are my options?”

“They spoke of a book. A book of magic or spells or something. The word they used doesn’t translate exactly, but it’s the...”

“I know about the book. My daughter has it. A copy of it. It was my father’s.”

Noah’s face scrunched in confusion. “The book they spoke of, they say it belonged to a woman. “Tanja’s book” I think was the name they said...I think they were speaking of the witch you spoke of. I don’t know this language like Oskar, but I know it. It’s a different language than that of the villagers. It’s the tongue of my grandmother, but I haven’t used it in many years. I didn’t get the all of what they said, but I’m almost sure it was her book—that witch’s book they were speaking of.”

Anika paused, swallowing slowly. “Yes, she had the book too.”

“Was your daughter’s book the same as this woman’s? Exactly the same?” 

Anika had always assumed the two books were the same, but she had never explored the possibility that they were different. “I don’t know. Ask them. Ask them if all the books are the same. Orphism. The title of the book is Orphism.”

Noah spoke in the native language, stumbling through some of the words, but gradually easing in to a flow. Oskar discreetly slinked back toward the doorway. Anika followed him, prepared to admonish him for his dereliction of duty. 

“You no have to pay me, I know that,” he sulked. “And they no say ‘Tanja’s book.’” They call it the daughter of Tanja’s book. I not know what it mean. But there no cure for you. This is for robbing people. How you say? A con, yes? You can’t believe in the witchcraft. Is for fools.”

Anika felt no need to recount to Oskar the things she’d seen or the magic that she knew existed in the world. Or that he was in no position to judge people’s foolishness. “Oskar, what else did they say? Tell me. I am going to pay you; you’ve done more than I ever expected to this point, so I need you to keep doing your job. And there’s no point hiding it now. Noah will tell me in a minute anyway.”

Oskar looked down and frowned at the overgrowth of buffalo grass sprouting up the border wall. “They say there is cure, but it is in one book only. Only the book of Tanja’s daughter. This other book, of your daughter, they say that one no have it.”

Noah had arrived behind Anika and listened to Oskar. “This would seem to be true. The men told me that all the books contain the recipe, but not the cure. The anti-recipe. But again, that’s not the exact translation of the word he used; I think it’s close though, close to the same meaning. He said this anti-recipe can undo the sickness. But it is contained in the one book only.” 

“Do you believe them, Noah? Do you think there is a chance any of it is true? I already know Oskar’s opinion.”

“I would believe it worth trying. You came this far. And what are you losing by trying? They may not have been able to heal you, not directly, but they gave you hope—information—maybe it’s all the information you need. Why would you not try?”

“Because you waste your time,” Oskar barked. “Tell her, Noah. Tell what she have to do. You can no read the book Anika. You no can make this recipe. How you will do it?”

Noah stared directly at Anika, his eyes earnest and hypnotic. “If you choose to do this, choose to try to heal yourself, they said to bring it to them. To translate it. You won’t be able to understand it.”

Anika closed her eyes and took in a deep breath, beginning to weigh all that would be required to bring this task to fruition. Just finding the book would be formidable, returning here, to this secret village in the middle of the Old World, would be nearly impossible, especially considering the small measure of time she presumably had left. “You can do it, Noah. Or you, Oskar. One of you can decipher it, right?”

Noah shook his head. “Not me, Anika, and I don’t think Oskar either. They say this language of the book goes back beyond them. There is only one here who can translate it. And she cannot travel due to her age and her physical debilitation.”

“How then? How can this be done? Ask them, Noah.” Anika nearly whispered now, as if she were communicating with the dead. “Ask them how this can be done.”

Anika, Noah, and Oskar walked back to the group of men. They had remained virtually unmoved in their seated positions, the expressions on their faces calm and caring. Anika sat down in the spot where she’d been diagnosed just moments before and reversed the actions, holding out her hands now, beckoning the closest man to reach out to her. The second man in the row gave his hands to her, smiling.

“I want you to translate, Oskar.” Anika looked up at her interpreter, eyebrows high. “I’m paying you to do this, and I need you to do your job. I need the translation to be precise.” 

Oskar nodded.

Anika looked at the man seated before her and squeezed his hands gently, gaining his attention. “I’m dying, that’s what you said.” Anika paused, waiting for the interpretation. “You’ve also told me what I have to do to live, yes? Get the book—Orphism—and bring it back here. But that will take time.” Anika paused again, piercing the man’s eyes, waiting for Oskar’s foreign words to finish.

The man nodded, affirming the reiteration of the day’s events.

“How long do I have to do this? I live very far from here.” Anika made what she believed was the universal signal for far—large, forward-raking motions of her arms above her head. “Can you help me?”

The man waited for Oskar to finish and then looked at Anika, the first real sign of sympathy showing on his face. He blinked twice and then stood and turned his back to Anika. He cupped his hands to his mouth and gave an animal-like call to the sky. 

There was a delay of a few seconds, and then a slight woman walked out from between two of the small huts lining the edges of the common area. As she came closer, Anika noticed the woman carried a duffel no larger than a grapefruit down by her thigh. The woman approached and walked past the group of men, placing the bag on one of the stones forming the divide. 

The cloth sack was loosely tied at the top by some type of vine or grass. As she stood to leave, the woman pulled the vine with her in one motion, and the cloth sack unfolded, falling flat, opening like a cloth napkin. In the middle of the fabric sat a berry so orange that it looked as if it had been painted.

“What is it?” Anika asked.

“I don’t know.” Noah said, sounding rapt.

“Oskar?”

“Thunta?” Oskar asked, translating for her.

The man spoke two or three sentences, and Oskar relayed the rendition to Anika. “You take this. It makes you sick, but it will give you time. Slow the sickness. But no cure. The cure is in the book only. And maybe no time for to come back here. You sick, Anika. They say you not have so much time. Even with berry.”

“What?” Anika was dismayed, and tears welled in her eyes.

Oskar just shrugged and looked away, and Anika thought she saw the glint of water in his eyes too.

Anika reached for the berry, and the man immediately placed his hand over it, blocking her. He peered up at Oskar with a look that signaled he wanted Anika to be sure she knew what she was signing up for.

“You going to get sick,” Oskar warned again.

Anika shifted her eyes from the man and then back to Oskar. “How sick?”

“People die from it. They have died. But when you don’t die, you get more time. Makes the sickness weak. Not for so long, but more time. He can’t know how long.”

Anika looked at Noah, who nodded, having nothing further to offer in the translation.

Anika signaled her awareness to the old tribesman with a head dip and a long blink, and the man removed the canopy of his hand; the bright berry winked at Anika, its color as potent as its rumored effects. Anika assumed his warning of sickness and death was a formality, a necessary advisory to any who indulged, just in the off chance some terrible side effect occurred.  And anyway, what difference did it make now? 

Anika grabbed the berry and, just as she was to toss it past her lips, the tribesmen grunted in unison. Anika looked up and saw one of the men making a chewing motion with his mouth while simultaneously waving his hands and shaking his head. Swallow it whole, he was saying. She got the message. 

The berry entered her throat and belly and, at first entry, rested benignly in her stomach. 

By nightfall, the poison was flowing through Anika fully, and the fever inside her was a raging storm. 
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Hansel, Gretel, and Petr stood on Ben Richter’s porch. The sun had risen less than an hour ago, which meant, based on Gretel’s calculations, they each got about four and half hours of sleep. Not much, but considering the circumstances, it wasn’t too bad. Time was critical, of course, but if the woman was waiting for them, luring them as Gretel suspected, maybe things weren’t quite as urgent as she had originally thought. 

And besides, they had to sleep. 

Petr gave a quiet rap on his friend’s front door, and seconds later, a boy about the same age as Petr peeked through the foyer window, holding up one finger and making a signal of someone shaking a keychain. 

“Why won’t he let you just borrow it?” Gretel asked Petr, her tone indicating that they may have to consider another option if his friend insisted on going with them. The sleep had stabilized Gretel’s emotions, and she was thankful for the time they had before the impending confrontation with the witch. But additional players in the game felt like added weight of responsibility on her shoulders.

“I may have burned a few bridges as it pertains to Ben Richter’s truck. He’s a nice guy, but—”

“Are you all ready?” Ben joined the children on the porch, keys jangling.

“Ben, I know I always say this, but I need to go alone this time. This is important.” Petr was somber, curt with his syntax.

“Alone? So you’re going without these two then?” Ben smiled at the siblings. “Hi, I’m Ben. Ben Richter. Petr has never been great with introductions.” 

“Hi,” Gretel said, “I’m—”

“Oh I guessed who you were the second I saw you. Petr spent a good deal of conversation on the great Gretel Morgan.”

Gretel blushed and recognized the same color in Petr’s cheeks.

“And anyway, you’re somewhat of a celebrity in these parts, Gretel.” Ben looked at Hansel. “And you, I presume, are the brother. Hansel, eh?”

“Yes, hi,” Hansel said. 

Gretel interrupted the charm before it got out of hand. “Petr’s right, Ben, you shouldn’t come with us. It could be dangerous.”

“That’s right,” Hansel chimed. “It’s probably best you stay. Like Gretel says, it could be dangerous.”

Gretel couldn’t help but grin, proud of her brother’s assertion.

“Well now I’m definitely going. As far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing more dangerous than missing out on danger. Also, we have a stop to make on the way to wherever it is we’re going.” 

“No!” Petr yelped. “Ben, no, this is real. We need your help, we need your truck, so you can call it the way it is. But we need to go now. Quickly.”

Ben nodded, dropping the playfulness from his expression. “Fine, but I told her I’d get her.”

“Who?”

“Sofia. She needs a lift. She asked me a week ago. And I don’t like to let people down. You know that about me, Petr.” Ben looked at each member of the group. “But if it’s out of the way from where we’re going, I’ll leave her.”

“You promise me, Ben. If it’s out of the way.”

“Of course. It’s a promise. You’re in a hurry though, right? So let’s get off this porch.”

The four kids walked to Ben’s truck and hopped inside, with Ben and Petr flanking Gretel in the middle of the bench seat. Hansel sat alone on a fold-down seat just behind the driver’s seat. 

“Sofia?” Gretel asked. She looked over at Petr, an eyebrow raised.

“Do you know her?” Petr sounded surprised.

“If it’s Sofia Karlsson, then of course. Everybody knows Sofia Karlsson. That is who you mean, right?”

“Yes.”

“She was the most popular girl in school from the moment she moved here. Moving up to the big time, I see.”

“And she’s quite smitten with Mr. Stenson,” Ben added.

“All right, that’s enough. And it’s not true.”

Gretel smiled and looked at Ben for the truth. Ben smiled back, wrinkled his nose and nodded, affirming the rumor.

“So where are we going, Petr? What’s the emergency?”

“The Northlands.”

Ben looked wide-eyed at his friend; there was nothing else to say. “I had a feeling you were going to say that. But you know what that means, right?”

“Yeah, I get it.”

Gretel’s smile faded. “Does that mean Sofia is coming with us?”

“No,” Petr corrected, “it means she’s getting a ride to her stop on the way. She’s not coming with us.”

“Yes, right, that’s what I meant.” Gretel turned and stared through the windshield at the road unfolding before them, and within a few minutes was sound asleep, dreaming of how she would kill the witch for good.

***
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“HI, SOFIA.”

Gretel awoke to the sound of Ben’s delightful voice greeting Sofia. 

Sofia. The name had a lovely timbre, and it roused Gretel as if she were tickled by a feather. 

“You remember Gretel, right? And this is her brother, Hansel.” 

Gretel shook her head clear and forced a thin smile.

“Of course. Hi Gretel, how are you?” Sofia’s intonation was laced with sympathy and paternalism.  “And you’re Hansel. Hi.”

Petr jumped down and pulled the seat forward, allowing Sofia to take the position opposite Hansel in the back seat.

“Hi Sofia, it’s nice to see you again. You look great, as always,” Gretel replied, the civility and compliments painful in their delivery.

“Thanks. Where are you all off to so early? It was such a surprise when Ben called and told me you were on his porch. I almost didn’t believe him.”

Gretel looked back at Hansel, a glean of warning in her eyes. “Uh, my grandfather’s house. There are some things there that still need to be cleaned out from his basement. Petr’s helping me. Us.”

“That’s very sweet of you, Petr.”

Petr barely nodded, keeping his gaze forward.

“When did you get back in town?” Sofia asked, and Gretel detected just a hint of suspicion in the girl’s voice.

“Yesterday. Late.”

“Wow! You’re all very ambitious. Getting right to work then. How is your mother?”

Gretel started getting the itch of irritation, as if she were being interrogated. “We’re all fine Sofia. How have you been? Still the queen of the school?”

“Gretel, come on.” Petr said, trying to calm the tension.

“I’m teasing, Petr, so you come on. Sofia knows I’m kidding her.”

“I’ve been fine, thanks.” 

As coincidence would have it, Sofia was headed to a park only an hour from where the witch’s cabin stood, and thus the truck ride was long and awkward and mostly silent. When they came to Sofia’s exit, the one that would take them at least a half an hour out of the way, Sofia decided to speak bluntly. “Are you going to her cabin?”

“What?” Petr blurted, just a beat too quickly in Gretel’s estimation. “Why did you ask that?”

“Are you? Hansel?”

Cheap shot, Gretel thought to herself. The pretty, teenage girl extracting the truth from a boy Hansel’s age. Gretel saw in the rearview mirror, the blush blossoming on his face.

“Sofia, what are you doing?” Ben said, taking charge of the conversation in his truck.

“Nothing. I just think you guys are up to something. And I want to go.”

“No!” Petr barked.

“So you are going.”

Gretel stared over at Petr, frowning, as if to ask, how did you just fall for that?

“Yes, we are. But you’re not.”

“Why? Is she there? Is she alive? Were you right this whole time, Petr? Oh my god, you were.”

No one answered Sofia, giving her all the answers she needed.

“Listen,” she continued, “if you go straight to her cabin you’ll save forty-five minutes. At least. Once you take this exit, it’s another twenty miles. And then twenty back to the Interways. Just keep going, Ben. Go straight there and save the time.”

“Don’t you have to be somewhere, Sofia? Isn’t that the whole point of why you’re here in the first place?” Petr was stammering now, as if he was helpless to stop where this train was headed.

“Yes, but it doesn’t really matter. It’s a family thing that no one thought I was coming to anyway. Ben was able to give me a ride at the last minute, so I decided to go.” 

“I thought you arranged this a week ago?”

Sofia ignored Petr. “I was going to surprise some people. Just show up. But no one will miss me. It’s settled. I’m going with you guys.”

“Sofia, listen—”

“Fine,” Gretel interrupted, the command in her voice resonating through the truck like timpani.

“Gretel, no! I’m not going to put her at risk. You know more than anyone what that woman will do. What she has done to people.”

“So does Sofia. Don’t you? You know my story by now.” Gretel gave a half-look over her shoulder. Sofia nodded, and Gretel thought she detected a grin from the girl. “And besides, she’s right, it will save time. If she wants to come, it’s up to her. She knows the risk. And who knows? Maybe she can help us.”

“Yes, Gretel!” Sofia was giddy, clapping like she’d just been selected to come to the stage to be the volunteer in a magic show.

“I don’t agree with this, Gretel. For the record, I don’t agree. I would never have agreed to this.” Petr was sulking now, a look of betrayal on his face.

“It’s Mrs. Klahr, Petr.”

“I know who it is! I’m the one who stayed here! I’m the one that had to listen to her cry every night for the first month. You were the one who left. You left us behind!”

Gretel held Petr’s stare, allowing him to finish unloading on her whatever resentment he still held, bubbling beneath the coolness that he presented to her and the rest of the world most of the time. His breathing was heavy now, as if ready to begin another verbal outpouring, but he said nothing else.

“I don’t have to go,” Sofia offered quietly. “I didn’t mean to start this trouble.”

Gretel turned toward Sofia and studied her peer’s face like a scientist. Sofia blinked meekly and demur, evading Gretel’s examination. “I would like you to come,” Gretel said. “I don’t want to put you at any risk—this isn’t your fight—but the truth is we could probably use your help. This isn’t an adventure though, Sofia. There won’t be any fun involved. You need to know that going in. Petr is right about the danger. If anything, he’s underplayed it.”

Sofia nodded, giving Gretel’s words real consideration. “I understand. I want to help Petr. And you.”

Gretel looked from Sofia and then to Petr, silently regrouping everyone, making sure there was a tacit understanding that everyone knew what they were getting into. She straightened her back and looked coldly toward the front of the truck, watching the road. “Ben, do you know where you’re going?”

“No. Not really.”

“I’m sure Petr can tell you then. I have a feeling he’s been where we’re going more than a few times over the past year.”
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“Do you know who I am?”

Carl Dodd lurched at the sound of the female voice; it was groggy and indistinct, as if seeping through the walls. 

“Excuse me?” Dodd’s voice squeaked. He was irritated at the lack of resonance in his speech. He cleared his throat and hastily stood from his seat. It had been a long night, and he needed more sleep, but it was vital that he remain composed. Going forward, there would be no room for weakness.

“Do you know me?” the woman asked again. “She’s done this. Please help me.”

Dodd walked a few paces until he was standing next to the bed where Amanda Klahr had propped herself up slightly on the bed’s lone pillow. He leaned forward and was now face-to-face with the prisoner, studying her dilated pupils and drooping eyelids, an indication that she’d been heavily drugged. He’d seen the look many times in his line of work. “Just rest, Amanda,” he said, “You’ll be okay.”

“You do know me.” The woman’s eyes fluttered and then fell shut. A second later, her head flopped back down toward her chest.

Dodd walked out toward the kitchen area, stopping just at the threshold of the stone floor where a thin strip of wood partitioned off the two areas. He stood just out of sight and watched Marlene, who was staring out the window at the front of the cabin. Her eyes were eager, paranoid, like a dog staring at a closed door when it’s heard the growl of an animal on the front porch.  For the first time since arriving at the cabin, Dodd began doubting about his decisions. “You don’t plan to kill her, do you?” 

Marlene closed her eyes and dropped the hem of the curtain, slowly turning toward the System officer. She opened her eyes and smiled. “I don’t make plans like that, Officer Dodd. I simply do what is necessary. Nothing more or less. If the death of Anika Morgan’s neighbor brings me closer to my Source, then I most certainly will kill her. It makes no difference to me. Does the fly you swat on your kitchen counter weigh upon your mind?”

Dodd stayed quiet, understanding the rhetorical nature of the question.

“When did you know, Officer Dodd?”

“When did I know what?” Dodd was sure he knew what Marlene referred to, but he asked anyway.

“When did you know I was alive?”

Dodd paused, as if considering the question for the first time. “Honestly, I guess I didn’t know until only a few hours ago. But I suspected long before. Of course, it was obvious to me that you didn’t die in the cannery that night. That was always impossible to me. Your body went missing almost instantly. And the nonsense rumor that you’d been dragged away by a mass of wild animals was absurd. Only a bear, maybe a pack of strong wolves, could have taken your carcass in that amount of time. And no one has seen a predator of that size in these parts for a hundred years.” 

Marlene was rapt with the tale, and Dodd relished the power of his words over this timeless being.

“Most of us thought you somehow survived the attack and then staggered out of the cannery, delirious and critically wounded before finally collapsing at the shore of the lake where the water took you under. It was possible that you even made it to the deep woods, a place somewhere isolated and dense before you eventually collapsed there to be consumed by smaller, less ferocious woodland beasts than the ones that tend to find their way into such fantastic stories as yours.” Dodd paused. “But my mind was changed within a few minutes of walking onto this property. I knew there was another story that was quite possible.”  

Dodd paused again for effect, sensing the witch’s enchantment.

“I saw the hole, Marlene. I saw your ditch.”   

Marlene caught her breath.

“But I wasn’t alone here, of course.” Dodd’s words were fast now, racing. “So I had to be discreet. I lifted the canopy—a brilliantly designed construct, by the way, just amazing—and I saw your body there. It was surreal. Whether you were dead or alive, I didn’t know at first, but you were there. Crumpled and destroyed, an iron hammer jutting from your forehead. But you had made it back somehow, and quickly enough that you arrived back here before the System even knew the story of Anika Morgan.”

“So why then? Why didn’t you take me away when you had the chance? I never even sensed that you were there. I was as vulnerable as I’ve ever been. Will ever be again. So why did you leave me there?

“Because, Marlene, by the time I found you, I had heard Anika’s story. And I had just seen the body of Stenson.” 

Dodd could see that this wasn’t a good enough answer for Marlene. She needed the whole truth.

“I had seen the change in Stenson over the course of several months, the secrecy and withdrawal in him. We all saw it. And then there he was, his dead body, here at this cabin, at the place where a lowly farm woman had just escaped before telling perhaps the most incredible story anyone had ever heard. A story of immortality. As I said before, I didn’t believe any of it at first. But...the things that had been done to him...”  

Dodd frowned and dropped the woman’s gaze. 

“After I found your...grave, I suppose I’d call it, I wasn’t quite sure why I didn’t have the whole System descend on this place to arrest you or kill you, why I didn’t have them dig up your entire property for any more bodies that may have gone missing from this area over the years. But I know now. I know now why none of that happened. Because I believed in the story. I believed in the accounts of Anika and Gretel Morgan. And I knew you had come back here for recovery, rejuvenation. It all made sense to me. In an instant. Stenson knew the story too, and he had seen or heard enough to believe in this magic. I knew then the myths were true. Just looking at you lying in that ditch, I knew I could never have the trampling boots of System clods ending that magic forever.”

“They’re thieves,” Marlene spat, her teeth bared wide and sinister.

Dodd smiled. “Yes, very often they are. But not me, Marlene.” 

Dodd realized this wasn’t quite true as he thought of the stark black book resting high on the shelf in his office. He walked to the front door and opened it casually, staring out toward the tree line. 

“So I waited very patiently—for just about a year—for some sign that you were awake, that you had emerged.”

“Get from the door. They’ll see you.”

In the isolation of the cabin, Dodd could have heard a car coming from ten miles away, but he didn’t want to set the witch off, so he closed the door gently and looked back at her. “And then I heard it, the manifestation, crackling over the radio, surfacing like lava from a volcano. The report of two boys who had gone missing from your property. I was patrolling here—right here—the moment the call came! It was a miracle.”

Marlene narrowed her gaze, a sign that suspicion had snuck back into play for her.

Dodd chuckled. “It doesn’t matter to me. I don’t care about the disappearance of a pair of adolescent criminals, Marlene. I just wanted you to come back. I just wanted to learn from you. To become like you.”

Marlene walked confidently from the window toward the front door and stood next to Officer Dodd. At this distance, he could have taken her by force, and there was little she could have done. 

“You may want my life span, Officer Dodd, but you don’t want to become like me. It’s the ‘becoming’ part that is so onerous. Even with the methods known to them, most could never withstand the process. It’s a long life of misery before you ever get to where I am.”

“I don’t care about the work. About the pain. It’s nothing compared to death. Death has to be worse.”

Marlene’s eyes widened while the rest of her face was stone, and then she belted out a horrible laughter that must have certainly awoken Amanda Klahr from her intoxicated sleep in the back bedroom. She composed herself and said, “I could name a hundred things worse than death, Officer Dodd.”

“But you’re here. You pushed through it. Whatever pain you endured was worth it to you.”

“I’m from another place and time, Officer Dodd. And that makes a difference. The life you must lead to stay alive this long is not one most would agree to. They’re unable to forego the luxuries of modernity. And I don’t mean conditioned air and powerful driving machines, Officer Dodd. I mean sleep. Palatable food. Warmth.”

“I don’t—”

Dodd’s argument was interrupted by a scream from the back bedroom. Mrs. Klahr. 

Dodd noticed Marlene hadn’t flinched at the scream. “What’s wrong with her?”

“The pharma. It’s subsiding.”

“Is she in pain?”

“Probably not physical pain. They’re usually screams of terror. Of realizing where they are and what’s been done to ones they love.”

“Give her more of the drugs then.”

Marlene smirked. “Officer Dodd, is that sympathy I smell on you?” 

“I just don’t want anyone to suffer unnecessarily. Who wants that?”

“This is what I mean, Officer Dodd. Modernity. To live this life, suffering is almost always necessary.”

Dodd said nothing.

“But she’ll soon have her rescuers arriving. I can feel them. The boy will come first. And then, Life willing, the Morgan women will follow. So you will get your wish, Officer Dodd. We will indeed give her more of the pharma, but only to keep her disgusting mouth shut. That is another necessity of this life: you must always think of yourself. Only yourself. There is no place for sympathy or consideration. And there is certainly no place for love.”

Dodd swallowed and gave an understanding nod. He followed Marlene, who had begun her walk to the back bedroom. Amanda Klahr sat straight up in bed. Dodd could see the clarity and recognition in the prisoner’s eyes, and he dropped his own, embarrassed by his criminality.

“Who are you?” Amanda asked, her voice quick, staccato, and laced with fear. “Is that a System uniform? You’re from the System?”

Dodd forgot about his uniform. System uniforms were purposely designed to be plain and unrecognizable, the idea being that officers would have more success pursuing suspects on foot, particularly in the Urbanlands, if they didn’t stand out with flashy badges and clothes. But laws still required officers be identifiable by uniform, and discerning citizens usually noticed them. It was no surprise that Amanda Klahr was one of those citizens, given the recent tribulations of her adopted son.

“Petr was right. Of course, he was. That boy is always right. Some people see the good in everyone, and Petr does too. But he also sees the evil.”

Dodd could feel the burn of shame on his face. He wanted this part to be finished already. He wanted the potion and the longevity, not the ignominy. 

“I should test this theory of yours when he arrives,” Marlene finally said, clearly sharing none of Officer Dodd’s chagrin. “Certainly a boy as smart as your Petr would have figured out by now where you’ve disappeared to? Would you agree with that, Mrs. Klahr? Bright little Petr Stenson. Perhaps he’ll bring his girlfriend with him.”

Amanda let the woman’s words set in and then let out a gregarious laugh that sounded genuine to Dodd. “Gretel? Are you talking about Gretel? Is that who you think is coming?” She laughed heartier now, making a show of it, and Marlene couldn’t help but scowl. “You are quite the violent fool, aren’t you? Gretel left for the Old World ages ago. I don’t know how long it’s been now, but...ah yes...I remember. It was only a few weeks after she smashed your head in. 

Marlene instinctively reached for the spot on her head where the hammer had been lodged. Dodd suspected this was a recent habit, and one she would maintain for decades.

“I haven’t heard from her in over a year. She’s not coming for me. She or her mother.”

Dodd looked at Marlene sheepishly.  He sensed a bubbling in the woman and felt this could be news that would send her into some wild convulsion of fury, a portion of which, he imagined, would almost certainly be directed toward him. 

His fingertips once again brushed the handle of his pistol.  He had known about the Morgans’ flight days after they left for the Old World. It was part of the job to keep up with the whereabouts of witnesses, after all, and there was no doubt Marlene would come to this realization too. 

He spoke preemptively. “She’s right. Gretel and her mother left a week or so after...but from the rumors, it sounded as if they’d be gone for only a month or two. Three at the most. But they never came back. I don’t really know why. It’s strange. I’ve asked around, and no one at the barracks has any word on them.”

Marlene looked to the ground, considering this news. “The Old World is like that; it entices. Mysteries live there that can only be discovered by standing on that soil. But she’ll come. She’ll come soon. Orphism has this power too. It will be the draw of love that brings her back.  Her love of this wretched woman and that of her meaningless child, Petr, will bring her back.”

Dodd gave Marlene’s words space, just to let her know he had fully heard her, and then said, “That’s all very philosophical, Marlene, and I’m sure you’d very much like to believe it’s all true, but how can you know that? If Anika and Gretel haven’t even been in communication, how can she know anything has happened? How can she know to come?”

Marlene walked slowly toward Dodd, her arms clasped behind her back like a professor sauntering his classroom while discussing some ambiguous phrase in a timeless piece of literature. “Because that’s how it works, Officer Dodd. There is more to eternal life than the long years you so yearn for. There is the learning of flow, the recognition of the unseeable. You come to understand the movements of the universe and, most importantly, how to draw toward you those things that are essential. The girl Gretel is ripe with this understanding. It will simultaneously be her divining rod and her downfall.”

“She may come.” Amanda Klahr now sat forward, propped on her knees, her back straight, eyes as wide as bicycle tires. “But she’ll come on her own terms. She’s smarter than you. Smarter than both of you. And with Petr’s courage and determination, they’ll find the way to kill you for good. They’ve been through too much to let you win.”

Marlene smiled at Amanda Klahr; it was the ironic, cocky grin of the person who owns the high ground. But it wasn’t sustained, and Dodd sensed an apprehension in the look, a sudden unease at being in the presence of the Klahr woman. “We shall see,” is all she said before leaving the room.

Dodd began to follow when Amanda spoke again, nearly causing the officer to trip mid stride. “You thought you would be the one, is that it? The one to capture the secret of immortality?” Mrs. Klahr didn’t wait for a reply. “Look at her. When you walk out of this room, really look at her again. Is that what you want to become?”

Dodd turned toward the prisoner now, his eyes and mouth flat and expressionless. 

“She’s alone, miserable, and she lives here,” Mrs. Klahr glanced around the room, “in this tumbledown slaughterhouse in the middle of an out-of-the-way forest in the Northlands.”

“That won’t be how I choose to live,” Dodd replied too quickly.

“Choose? Do you think she chose this? Do you think she ever thought she would end up this way? Ask her. Ask her what her plans were a thousand years ago or whenever it was.”

“Everyone’s life is different. People who live normal life spans don’t all live the same way. Some are happy or poor or lonely. Why should it be any different for the immortal?”

“Because this life, the life of this ancient woman, is one of addiction. Can’t you see it? If you go through with this, you may indeed make different choices. Your background is very different than hers, so your paths will be different. That’s true. But you will always be an addict. Addicted to death. And you will end up like some variation of that monster out there.”

Dodd closed his eyes now, trying not to absorb the words, to wish away the guilt he felt.

“And if you have a maker, Officer Dodd, what will He have to say of this when your time finally comes? Maybe you don’t believe in a god, but what if?”

“I don’t know!” Dodd’s eyes were open now, and his guilt descended into rage. From her knees, Amanda Klahr slowly backed toward the headboard. “I just know it’s what I’ve decided to do, and I’ve come too far now.”

“You haven’t though. I’ll never say anything about any—”

“I’ve come too far.” Dodd was calm now, his voice fresh with resignation. “I don’t want to hurt you, ma’am. I have no interest in hurting anyone. But if that is what I must do to stave off my death, then I will. You. Gretel. Petr. It doesn’t matter who.”

This time Amanda was quiet. Fear returned to her eyes.

“And I’ve thought of what God will think. And you’re right. I suppose I am damned. If such a maker lives in heaven, then I’ll be damned for all hereafter.”

Behind Dodd, the click of heels quickly erupted in the room, and suddenly Marlene moved past him toward the bed. A shallow stone cup was visible in Marlene’s grasp. 

“Drink this willingly, or I’ll cut open the veins of your arms and pour it into your blood. Either way, you’re going to sleep.”

Amanda took the cup without protest and drank the demitasse dry. She stared at Officer Dodd the entire time.
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The sounds of click-clacking on wood entered Anika’s dream randomly, and the serenity of the family reunion in which she was adrift was interrupted by her recurring nightmare—the crescendo of a woman’s feet strutting down a long, dark hallway. 

Anika jolted awake and saw that the source of the sound was a stray chicken that had entered her quarters and was searching the room for stray feed. She got to her feet and scanned the room, instantly recognizing it as the hut in the sophisticated mountain village that she had slept in the previous night.

The taste of vomit was strong on Anika’s palate, and she was desperate for water. She opened the door and walked out into what she assumed was dawn, but with the cloud cover thick on the low sky, it could have been dusk. 

“Anika.” 

Anika turned to see Oskar, groggy and concerned, a thin blanket pulled up to his chin. “What are you doing, Oskar? I...I can’t remember much. How did I end up back here?”

“I watch for you to wake. Noah just leave from the night watch.”

Anika could sense the disquiet in Oskar’s vigil, and she suspected there was an equal anxiety on Noah’s shift. There was no need to follow up on her second question; they had gotten her here safely, and Anika felt touched by their efforts. “How long have I...how long have we been back?”

“We been two days back. Noah carry you here.”

Anika thought back to the route they’d taken to get to the isolated village. It wasn’t the arduous mountain climb they’d made to this place, but it was no stroll to the village market either. She struggled to conceive of how Noah had hauled her from there. “Carried me?”

“Well, you no walk in your sleep!” Oskar broke out in a wild laughter that was reminiscent of the vulgar, drunken personality that was so prevalent during the early days of their journey.

“I guess not.” Anika’s voice turned solemn. “Was I close to...did I almost die?”

Oskar looked serious. “I think so. You so sick.” He smiled now. “But now you are better.”

“Better for a while, Oskar. The pill bought me some time. But now we have to go. I must get back. I must find the book and... I don’t even know where to look.” Anika sighed, and suddenly, at once, the thought of her daughter and the magnitude of all the efforts that lay ahead collapsed upon her. “I can never bring it back here.” She gave Oskar a bemused smile. “How can I do this, Oskar?”

“We can do. We get going now. Down the mountain much faster. You be back home in no time. You get the book first, then you worry who can read it.”

“But I don’t even know the sailing schedule. What if nothing is available to the New Country for weeks?” Anika’s voice cracked, the first signs of panic, and the thought of traveling even to the edge of the village was overwhelming, let alone to the other side of the world.

“Boats leave every day for the New Country.” Noah’s voice explained from behind the open door. “I navigated the seas for many years before I finally settled on becoming a ground guide. I know men at the docks who can get us to the far shores in just over a week.”

“Don’t you need to sleep, Noah?” Anika asked with true concern. “And thank you. Thank you both, but this isn’t part of your fee. You’ve done far too much already.”

Anika started down the wooden steps to get on equal ground with her companions, but by the second step, her knees buckled beneath her and she fell forward into the arms of both men, Oskar rising just before she lurched, as if recognizing the danger before it happened.

“You’re not ready, Ms. Anika. Getting you here from the village of the tribesmen was one thing; I can’t carry you down a mountain.”

“Of course not, Noah, but I have to go.” Anika’s challenge was hazy and sounded as if it came during a sleepwalk, the mild rebuttal of an eager lover in a dream perhaps.

“How, Ms. Anika?” It was Oskar this time, desperate for an answer didn’t seem to exist.

“We can help you.” 

Anika heard the voice as if it had rained down from a cloud far off in the distance, and she doubted the reality of it. It was calm, pleasant, sounding much like the dark woman with the pleasant face who had welcomed them upon their arrival.

“We know of your plight, Anika, and the toil you face. And of the honor you two have shown.”

Anika smiled weakly, hovering just above sleep. She imagined the bashful look spreading quickly across Oskar’s face.

“And you are correct: you cannot wait. The Medicine People are truthful men and women, and they know of the Book and its secrets in a way that few else on this planet do. But they are imprecise. They have helped many but have been quite wrong in their estimates before. You may not have as much time as they promised. But it may last longer.”

“What help?” Anika gasped out. Her eyes were only half slits, but they were alive, and her attention full.

“Our horses are fast and durable, bred over two thousand years to gallop easily through these mountains. Our dragoons can get you to the shores in a little over two moons. You can leave on the next ship the following morning.”

“I don’t...” Anika began to cough, the feeling of nausea coming on strong.

“Don’t speak, Anika. I will arrange this. You have come to us for help in a brave manner, and we shall reciprocate that bravery with the help we are able to supply.”
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“The house is less than a mile through these woods.  The first time I came here was the day after you left.” Petr kept his eyes forward through the windshield of Ben’s truck. “I didn’t want to go. I was as scared as I’d ever been in my life, but I forced myself. I had to be sure I was in the right place. And I was. It’s there. I’ve been back at least ten times since.” 

Petr swallowed heavily, and Gretel could almost see the memories of his father brewing inside him. 

No one spoke for several seconds before Sofia finally broke the tension. “Do you think she’s there, Petr? Your guardian, I mean? Do you think she’s being held prisoner or something? Is that what this is?”

Gretel thought the girl sounded a too eager to be there, like she was excited for a fantastic story to tell the glee girls once school started. 

Petr shook off the trance and answered directly. “Yes, I do. But you sound to me as if you think you’ll be going with me, and you’re not. I’m going alone.”

Gretel paused a moment and then burst out laughing. “Is that so?”

Petr started to answer, but Gretel cut him off before the first word crossed his lips.

“No, you’re not going alone. That might be the most absurd thing I’ve ever heard anyone say. I know her in a way that you don’t, Petr. I’ve seen the real evil inside of her. She’s cruel, Petr, and I know what she’s capable of. And believe me, it’s a lot.”

“I was there too, Gretel. I didn’t see the things you saw in the cannery. I wasn’t the hero of the story like you, but I saw enough.”

“That isn’t fair, Petr, and how dare you throw what I went through back at me like that.”

“I’m not throwing anything—”

“Kids, listen,” Ben interrupted, “it sounds like you two still have some things to work out, but it’s all kind of a moot issue, because if you think I’m staying behind, you clearly don’t know Ben Richter very well.”

Gretel didn’t know Ben very well, but she got the impression that nothing either of them said was going to keep him from coming along.

“Let’s just all go,” Sofia said, with a slightly superior tone in her voice. “Wasn’t that what we kind of agreed to before we left? Safety in numbers and such. Besides, I’m not staying in this truck alone.”

“You won’t be alone. Hansel will be here.” Gretel said the words matter-of-factly, hoping she would slip a little psychology into her brother’s intentions, hypnotizing him into staying behind.

“I’m going, Gretel,” Hansel said quickly before reaching across Ben and pulling the latch of the truck door. He squeezed between the seat and the cab and stepped out on the dirt road. Gretel thought he looked like a weasel squeezing into a gap between two floorboards.

“Being the first one out doesn’t mean anything, Hansel.”

“You know we’re all going, Petr,” Ben said. “Let’s just all acknowledge that now so that we can start moving in that direction.”

They were the last words spoken in the truck before they made the tacit agreement and quietly exited the vehicle to join Hansel on the road. 

The day was cloudy and cool, and the cold breeze triggered an absent thought in Gretel’s mind, which soon grew like an ocean wave. They were astonishingly unprepared for this endeavor, especially because what lay ahead probably would last longer than the afternoon.   

They hadn’t brought any food or extra clothing, and though it was likely that Ben kept some emergency supplies in his truck—most who grew up in the Back Country did—it certainly wouldn’t be enough for any serious injury or long-term exposure. 

What were they thinking? What was she thinking?

Petr, Ben, Hansel, and Sofia walked in unison toward the tree line, and Gretel followed unconsciously, silently categorizing all the provisions they lacked. She had the gun, that was true, but what else? The clothes on her back. Petr had a past with the witch, and vengeance provided him with motivation. But Ben and Sofia? Why had she led them here? They had no idea what they were walking into. And Gretel now admitted to herself that she led Sofia into this dangerous den because of some unconscious, petty jealousy over Petr.

This was all a mistake. 

“We can’t do this.” Gretel’s voice hit everyone like steel, stopping them mid stride.

Petr stopped but didn’t turn around to face Gretel; she couldn’t see his face, but she sensed a wave or relief wash over him. “We are doing this Gretel,” he said finally, the words themselves far more convincing than the tone with which they were spoken.

“No, Petr. You know we can’t do this. This is suicide. We aren’t prepared. We can’t just walk up to her cabin, the five of us, like some band of gunfighters. Especially since we have but one gun between us. And no plan. We do this, and we’ll die this way. All of us.”

“Gretel, we have to, it’s—”

“I know it’s Mrs. Klahr, Petr. I know. I love her as much as I love anyone in this world, but if she was here right now, she would scream for us to stay away.”

“That’s what anybody would do. It doesn’t mean they’re right.”

“No, Petr, Mrs. Klahr would want us to help her, just not like this. She’s waiting for us, Petr. The witch is there, and she knows we’re coming. We’re doing exactly what she knew we would. We’re making it easy for her.” 

Gretel looked at Sofia. “And you shouldn’t be here at all, Sofia. The woman in that cabin is no woman at all. She’s a monster. If ever such a thing existed in the world, she is one. Her mouth is full of teeth like sawblades, and her strength is that of a musk ox. She’ll rip your head from your body. And you’re young; she’ll want your liver and spinal fluid for her soup. But first she’ll torture you.”

Sofia started crying, looking like she would vomit. Gretel was purposely brutal in her description, but not without cause.

“That’s enough, Gretel.” Petr didn’t yell, and Gretel knew it was mainly for fear of being heard, but the sternness in his voice was unmistakable.

“She needs to know these things, Petr. And you do too, Ben. Neither of you should have anything to do with this battle.”

Ben stayed calm and stared back at her. Gretel sensed awe in him.

“Okay, Gretel, I’ve only known you for a few hours, but I trust you. Everything you’ve said makes sense. And I agree: this plan of ours suddenly sounds like a very bad idea. But then what do we do? And you should know that before you answer my question, whatever it is, I intend to be included. Petr is my friend, and the three of you seem like you could use the help. And plus, you’ll need a truck.”

Ben flashed a smile that Gretel couldn’t help but return. She imagined he’d captured many a young girl’s heart with a very similar grin.

Gretel sighed. “I haven’t figured it all out yet, but we need to reverse this scenario. Turn the whole thing around.”

“What does that mean?” Petr asked.

“We have to let her come to us.”

“What?” Sofia asked. Her question was followed by a sniffle, the last remnants of her weeping. 

“She knows we’re coming—or she thinks she knows—and now, when we don’t show up, when we don’t simply walk into her trap like she planned, she’ll sense something has gone wrong.”

“But what about Mrs. Klahr, Gretel?” Petr’s tone was pleading now, and his protests sounded more defeated with every iteration. “We can’t just leave her here.”

“She won’t hurt Mrs. Klahr. Not kill her anyway. Not yet. Mrs. Klahr is her leverage. She doesn’t want or need Mrs. Klahr other than to get to me. The witch needs me. And my mother.”

“But how can she know we were coming?” Sofia asked, all her earlier playfulness absent from her pitch.

“My sister is magic,” Hansel stated flatly. “She knows about things before they happen. The same way the witch does. It’s in their blood, passed down by our ancestors.”

There was a pause before the clue settled in to Sofia’s understanding.  “That woman? She passed it down to you? She’s your...what? Grandmother?”

Gretel snorted a beleaguered laugh. “She’s far too old for that. I’ll likely never be able to trace exactly what our relationship is. But Hansel’s right, we are her kin.”

“She got the magic, and I didn’t.”

Sofia ignored Hansel’s bait at pity. “Then doesn’t she know we’re here? Wouldn’t she know we’re out here right now? What are we doing here at all? We need to call someone. The System.” Sofia backed toward the truck, a detectable terror in her tone. She turned now and ran the remaining steps to Ben’s truck, assuming her place in the rear.

“I guess she believes you now,” Ben said sardonically.

“She’s right,” Gretel said. “We are in danger here. We need to leave. But you need to make sure she keeps quiet, Ben. She can’t tell anyone. Especially as far as the System is concerned. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re still a part of this.”

“You have to be kidding me.” 

“Just keep her quiet, Ben. She can’t start talking about this.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll tell her. She’s really scared, so I don’t think keeping her quiet will be a problem.”

“It’s settled then. We’re leaving. And we’re going back to my house. We need to prepare for her. She’ll be coming eventually.”

Hansel groaned.

“We’ll clean up the basement, Hansel. And air the house out. It will be fine, I promise. If we have to, we can go to the Klahrs for tonight, but I want to be at our home when she finally comes. I feel like this has to happen on our land.” Gretel looked to the ground and wrinkled her forehead. “Whatever this is.” 

“Okay, Gretel.” Hansel’s voice was stable, mature, and accepting of her decision.

“But how are we going to get her to come to your house Gretel?” It was Petr this time, still a bit unsure of the strategy.

Gretel thought for a moment and then said, “We’re going to have to lure her; I just don’t know how.”

Petr’s eyes flashed, and a smiled trailed across his face. “I do.”
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“They’re not coming.”

Marlene had been standing at the window for hours now, staring at the unmoving thicket of trees that shrouded her cabin. Her eyes were still alert, and her posture was statuesque.

“Whatever feelings you had must have been wrong.”

Marlene turned to the voice now, as if recognizing the sound for the first time. “What did you say?”

Dodd held his hands up defensively. “I just don’t think anyone is coming. For the record, I never thought anyone would. Not yet. This...event just happened. The Klahr woman is here, I cleaned up the mess you made with the old man. No one would know that anything has happened yet. Maybe the Stenson boy hasn’t even come home.”

“I felt someone, Mr. Dodd. I don’t know who it was, but they were close. And now...well, I said they were coming. I told you that. Did I not tell you that?”

“Yes, you did. That’s why I said your feelings must have been wrong. No one is here.”

At any other time in Marlene’s new life, Officer Dodd would have been dead before the last word left his mouth, and soon after, his innards would have been preserved as neatly as possible for future blending. 

But the times were different now. Things had changed for her. Beyond all the lessons she’d learned over the last year, the most important, perhaps, was restraint. Impulsivity was a curse that she’d battled her entire life, and it had cost her dearly at times. Marlene didn’t have the energy for another crisis right now.

And besides, there was more to Dodd than he was revealing. He had something she needed beyond what he’d offered already. She felt a connection to him that she couldn’t quite identify.

“My feelings are rarely wrong, Officer Dodd. I’ve told you, the girl has these kinds of feelings too. She’s powerful in this way. Perhaps my only error was an underestimation of Gretel’s own understanding of herself.”

“I don’t really understand what that means, Marlene, but it sounds to me like you think the Morgans are back from the New Country. How can that be? It would have taken them at least a week for them to get here from the New Country, and this thing with the Klahrs just happened. What you’re saying is impossible.”

“I don’t know what is, Officer Dodd, only what I feel. And through the centuries, what is and what I feel have usually coincided. And I’ve used up all the energy I plan to trying to convince you about the truth of this.”

Dodd said nothing else, and Marlene felt the reverence in his gaze as she walked from the window and then back to the bedroom where Amanda Klahr lay chained.

Marlene opened the door and then eased it back into the jamb quietly, turning toward the bed as she did so. As she looked up, she was startled by the wide smiling eyes piercing into her. Amanda looked spry and healthy despite the time of day and the consistent dose of drugs. “You thought Petr would come that easily? I heard you, waiting for them. You don’t know him. You don’t know either of them.”

Marlene was close to exasperated, past the point where she’d normally have disposed of any of these complicated distractions like an old useless woman, someone who was incapable of providing anything of source. But she focused on her restraint again, seeing the larger prize on the horizon. “You think it was Petr? You think he was the reason I’ve not provided you his company in this prison of a room?” 

Amanda maintained her stare, but Marlene saw the slightest wrinkle of questioning between her eyes. “Gretel?”

“Why did they leave, Klahr woman? Why did the Morgans leave with such haste? What did they seek?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“They fled to the Old World, but where?”

“I told you I don’t know.”

“Yes, you have told me that, but now I believe you even less than I did before. She’s coming back. I can feel her. But where did they go, Amanda Klahr?” 

“Wherever it was, hopefully they’re bringing back a can of gasoline and a match.” Amanda rose tall on her knees and screamed, “To burn this fucking place to the ground!”

Marlene was largely unmoved by the volume and intensity of her captor, and she simply turned away until the prisoner finished. “That is amusing, Mrs. Klahr. But I’ve run out of time for amusement. I’m afraid I’ll need the answer now.”

Marlene opened the door behind her. “Officer Dodd,” she called, “could you be of some assistance?”

Officer Dodd appeared seconds later. “What was the screaming for?”

Marlene ignored the question and directed her conspirator to the far bedpost, while she positioned herself on the opposite side. “I’ve placed a large band of rubber beside the bed, Officer Dodd, please use it to tie Mrs. Klahr’s hand to the post of the bed. Her foot on that side is shackled, so only her hand is necessary on your side.”

“What is this Marlene? What are you doing?”

Marlene ignored this question as well and stayed focused on tightening the strap on Mrs. Klahr’s left hand to the post on her side of the bed. She then moved down to her free ankle, using the remaining band to secure it to the foot post.

Marlene then crossed over to Officer Dodd’s side and took the band from him, which he gave without a struggle, and finished the tie job on Mrs. Klahr’s limbs. Mrs. Klahr was now recumbent, her limbs wide, making her appear as a human X on the bed. Only her right leg was slightly bent due to the slack in the chain.

“I’m disappointed in you, Officer Dodd. I thought we made an agreement to help each other. Wasn’t that the deal?”

“We can help each other without torturing people, Marlene. That was not part of the deal. That isn’t who I am. I’m a System officer.”

Marlene stared at Officer Dodd for a moment and then erupted in a cackle. “Of course, Officer Dodd, the System’s honor and purity would never allow such atrocities.” 

Officer Dodd looked down and away in humiliation.

“Get out, Officer Dodd. And if you decide this life is not for you after all, you had better decide now. When I ask you to do something again and you decline, that will be the end of any treaty between us.” And then, for added effect, she added, “And at that point, who knows what will happen.”

Dodd stood motionless for a moment and then nodded before walking out of the bedroom. He didn’t make any more eye contact with Marlene.

She didn’t watch him go, but instead, she kept her eyes fixed on Mrs. Klahr as she walked to the foot of the bed, allowing herself to be in full view of her prisoner.

“What are you doing?” Mrs. Klahr asked with a defiant snivel. “What are you going to do to me?” 

Marlene walked from the bedroom for a moment and then returned with a small saucepan and something that resembled a large baby rattle, only it was metal and had small openings on the bulb.

“What is that?”

“Which?”

“That metal thing in your hand.”

“Ah, this. This is called a lead sprinkler.”

“What is it for?”

Marlene wrinkled her face in bemusement. “It’s for torture, Mrs. Klahr.”

Marlene removed a small clasp in the middle of the bulb and folded the top half back on its tiny hinges. She then picked up the saucepan and poured two or three tablespoons of boiling oil into the bottom portion of the bulb before folding the top half shut and re-clasping the whole thing tightly. The smell of the burning oil on the lead brought Marlene back to her childhood, though the memory was without place or context.

“I told you, I don’t know!” Mrs. Klahr screamed. “I don’t know where they went!”

“We shall see, won’t we?”

Marlene held the lead sprinkler up and out slightly as she walked next to the side of the bed, stopping near Mrs. Klahr’s midsection. She might have been a magician, she thought to herself, holding the magic wand above her assistant in preparation for the ensuing trick. 

The screams that detonated from Mrs. Klahr as the oil dribbled from the holes at the top of the sprinkler on to her naked abdomen and breasts were slightly muffled by Marlene’s wailing laughter as she was overcome with the joy of her life. Whether she got the answers she wanted was secondary right now. She was happy again. 

***
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OFFICER DODD SQUEEZED his palms to his ears, praying the dueling horror of the two sounds in the back room would come to an end. This is madness, he thought. I am mad for believing that I could ever deal with this demon. She was insane, that was without question now, but he supposed he knew that the instant he saw her through the doorway, sitting as quiet and still as a mannequin. 

But Dodd had also hoped she would be malleable, or at least reasonable, and that he would be able to shepherd this arrangement, to work toward a common goal in a way that would suit his conscience. An old woman like that should have been easy to maneuver in the direction he wanted her to go.

He could leave now. Forget the deal. Forget his dream of immortality.

But he couldn’t. He understood now the lure that had captured Stenson. Once it was known, this potential, once it was unquestionably real, there was no rejecting it.

The screaming, though, had to stop. He couldn’t listen to the screams any longer.

Dodd ran to the bedroom and swung open the door, automatically preparing himself for an attack; it was an instinct he’d acquired over his years in the System whenever he entered a strange building or room. 

Marlene stood hunched over the poor Klahr woman, releasing tiny droplets of acid or perhaps boiling water onto her torso, licking her lips each time a tiny bead hit skin, sizzling.

“Stop it, Marlene!” he commanded. “That’s enough.”

She continued, as if unaware of Dodd’s presence in the room.

“I’ve got something of yours, Marlene.”

Marlene cocked her head faintly to one side and held the metal torture device upright, holding back whatever evil remained inside.

“I told you I was one of the first officers here after hearing Anika Morgan’s story. And I found something that day. On the counter, there in the kitchen.”

“Orphism,” she said. The voice sounded like it had been released in a gas, like the whisper of a ghost.

“Yes. Orphism.”

Marlene turned and faced Dodd, and he knew she was weighing the consequences of an attack. This was another instinct he’d developed as a System officer.

“I don’t have it with me, Marlene, but I can get it. Just stop hurting her. Please.”

Marlene smiled. “Certainly, Officer Dodd. I think I’ve already gotten what I wanted.”

“What is that?”

“There’s a letter apparently. At her home. It apparently has details about the Morgans’ trip.”

“She told you that?”

Marlene laughed. “Of course. You’ve never felt the lead sprinkler, I take it. It is quite effective. I only use the hot oil in this one. The molten lead sprinkler is the true test, however.”

Dodd paused, attempting to imagine the pain of molten lead on his stomach. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why were you still torturing her when I came in? Why did you keep torturing her after she told you what you wanted?”

In a flash, Marlene’s smile turned to a snarl. “Because I enjoy the sound of it.” She paused. “Now I’ll need that book from you, Officer Dodd. That will be necessary for our deal to come to fruition. And I will need the letter as well.”

“The letter? How can I get that? You said it’s at her home. I can’t go back there. I’ve risked too much already.”

“Did we not agree that you would do as I said, lest the treaty be broken?”

“I won’t go to prison for it.”

Marlene frowned, and Dodd could see he’d won this round.

“Perhaps it’s not fair that you do both tasks. Perhaps a compromise is in order. You just get the book then. And you bring it back here. We’ll figure about the letter later.”

“Why do you even need this letter? You said they were on their way here. If that’s true, why do you care where they went?”

“It could be interesting, Officer Dodd, that’s all. They may have gone somewhere that was once very important in my life.” 
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Gretel, Petr, and Hansel said their goodbyes to Ben and made their way up the porch steps to Gretel’s house. When they were on the road, outside the perimeter of the witch’s cabin, Gretel had suggested they could stay at the Klahrs for the night. But after some discussion and a quick assessment of their own house, Hansel and Gretel decided the screened porch would work fine. The night was unseasonably warm, and the porch was well-stocked with blankets and pillows. They hadn’t done so in years, but when Gretel and Hansel were younger, they would sleep out on the porch quite often. Gretel had always loved the warm air and the buzz of insects; it made her feel like she was on another planet. 

But those days of fantasy were far behind her now. In the morning, she and Hansel would begin the awful task of cleaning the basement. 

And then prepare for the coming storm. 

Ben had dropped off a stunned Sofia, who had said she understood the importance of keeping quiet about the things she knew, though she hadn’t quite promised to do so. But Ben seemed confident there were enough gestures and nods from the girl to imply she’d keep their secret safe. It didn’t, however, seem likely that she would accompany them to this battle, despite her earlier shows of intrigue.

Ben was still in though, and Gretel was pleased with this. He seemed inherently strong-willed—and physically strong as well—both attributes they needed.

The next morning, Gretel woke just as the sun rose over the trees, and she immediately went to work on the basement. She wrapped a large dish towel around her neck, which she would use to cover her nose and mouth, and dressed from head to toe in a layer of old clothes she’d taken from the shelf of her bedroom. 

She was surprised how the cabin no longer felt like her home; they would leave this place for good once this ordeal ended, though she had no idea where they would go. There was so much still in question, including whether she would ever see her mother again. As strong as her intuition was—and it was getting stronger every day, it seemed—she couldn’t imagine where her mother was right now. Or if she was even alive.

Ben had picked up Petr early to leave for the Urbanlands. If everything went as planned, by mid-morning, the first morsel of bait would have been laid. Gretel still wasn’t entirely sold on the strategy, but she trusted Petr. He was skeptical of most things, so if he thought this had a chance to work, then so did she. 

Gretel descended the steps and immediately saw Hansel in the basement, toiling. He looked like he’d been up for hours, a lather of sweat coating the back of his neck. The back door was slid wide, and he tossed things by the armload into the yard. Apparently, he had had the same idea as she of using a towel around his mouth and nose.

Gretel motioned to him and they both walked out to the backyard and into the freedom of the open air.

“I see you’re copying my new fashion,” Gretel joked.

“I did it first, so you’re copying me.”

“What time did you get up today? It looks pretty good down here. I mean, considering.”

“Early. Before Petr left with Ben. I barely slept last night.  Knowing what was down here. It was like our house was toxic. Stained with hate or something. I couldn’t stand it.”

Gretel reached out and placed her hand on her brother’s shoulder. “I’m proud of you, Han. I really am. This would be so much harder if I had come alone. I’m glad you’re here.”

Hansel smiled wide and rumpled his glistening eyes. “Of course you are, otherwise you’d be cleaning the house alone.”

Gretel laughed. “Dummy.”

“I think if we get to it and work through the day, we can probably finish cleaning by tonight. It will probably need another full day of airing out though before we can live here again. Maybe two.”

“That’s fine. We’ll do what we can during the day and keep to the porch at night. At least it isn’t winter. Tomorrow I need to get back to the Klahrs.”

“But they’ll know by then, Gretel. Right? If Petr is right about the System, they’ll know soon that we’re back. She could be coming by then.” There was no fear in Hansel’s voice, just making sure his sister understood the situation.

Gretel nodded and gave a look of deep thought. “We’ll just have to see. Let’s see what Petr thinks when he gets back. For now, you can keep copying my new style so we can get to work.”

***
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“SO WHO IS THE GUY WE’RE looking for again? What is his name? The one you trust?” 

Ben was filled with questions, most of which Petr had already answered three times or more. The two boys sat in the truck outside the System station, and Petr walked through the names again as he revisited the details of the plan. It wasn’t complicated, but there was no harm in making sure they were on the same page.

“His name is Conway. He’s the overseer of the case. But it shouldn’t matter to you. I’ll do the talking. They know who I am here; they know I have a special interest in this case. It’s been my obsession for the last eleven months, as you already know. You, however, they do not know, so I think it best for that part of this story to remain the same.”

“The overseer? That means he’s the boss, right?”

“The boss of this case, yes. You know, the more I think about it, the more I think it might be best if you stayed in the truck, Ben. No point risking any mistakes.”

Ben laughed, opened the door, and stepped to the pavement. “Thanks, overseer. I think I’ll come along though. I’ve never seen the inside of one of these places. And I didn’t come along just as someone for you to talk to on the way. I’ll be an extra pair of ears and eyes. Sometimes you miss things when you’re so close to it.”

Petr had expected nothing less. “Just let me do the talking.”

Ben saluted, and the two boys walked toward the front of the barracks. The plan, as Petr first explained on the truck ride back from the Northlands, was to inform the case overseer that Gretel had finally returned from the Old World. Petr would explain that he wanted to make sure the System had all the up-to-date information they needed. He was committed to assisting them in any way he could. The Case of the Missing Witch, as they knew, was somewhat of a project of his. 

Petr never thought Conway was involved; on the contrary, in his brief meeting with the officer, he seemed to Petr like a man of integrity. But Petr also knew the System a bit by now, and he knew that Conway, at some point, during lunch or on a coffee break perhaps, would casually let fly the news that the Morgan girl returning to the Back Country.

And then it would be set. If Petr was right, the woman would come to them.

The scoundrels on the inside who had covered up the witch’s missing body, who had doctored the reports with myths and outlandish theories of bears devouring the corpse or wolves dragging it to some mysterious den would begin to blossom like rotten mushrooms. And in Petr’s estimation, there was only one reason why anyone in the System would have gone to such lengths to hide the truth, and it was the same reason Petr’s father had. They were seeking the potion. They were assisting the witch for the promise of immortality.

Petr didn’t have any proof about who any of the players were in this deranged show, but he was fairly certain he knew at least one of them.

Petr and Ben hadn’t been in the station more than thirty seconds when he heard his name spoken from behind him. “Petr Stenson, right?”

Petr turned to see a large man approaching him, his eyes curious but kind. “Yes,” Petr said, his voice crackling.

“It’s Officer Conway. Do you remember me?”

“You’re the overseer!” It was Ben, apparently excited to be able to put a face to the name.

Conway gave a puzzled smile. “That’s right. And you are?”

Petr gritted his teeth, wanting to punch Ben. “This is Ben. He’s my transportation here today. I have some important news about the case that I want to deliver.”

“Not the Case of the Disappearing Witch, I hope. Because, as I told you the last time you were here, that one isn’t at the top of the docket anymore.”

“She didn’t disappear. She never died. I told you.” Petr felt himself flush with anger but reined it back, remembering that showing his conviction was not the point of this confrontation.

“What can I do for you, Petr? I don’t have a lot of time for more theories, if that’s all you’ve come for. I’m on my way out.”

“No sir, Officer Conway. It is to do with my father’s case, but not about the...body. I just thought you should know, in case you had any more follow-up questions for the Morgans, that Gretel Morgan is back from the New Country. She came home yesterday.”

“Is that so? Well that’s not that interesting, but okay, Petr, I appreciate your meticulousness as this case is concerned. And should I have any more questions, I’ll be sure to contact her.”

Petr had planted the seed, but he didn’t like Conway’s manner. He seemed distracted, disinterested. This plan only worked if word spread throughout the System, if it reached the right ears, and Conway wasn’t acting like he was champing at the bit to spill some dirt.   

To this point in his quest, Petr’s instincts had been close to spot on, so he made the decision to pile his eggs high into one lone basket. “Overseer Conway?”

Conway stopped and turned at the threshold of the exit door, an eyebrow cocked.

“I know this isn’t a high priority for the System right now, but I was hoping you could do one more thing for me.” 

“What’s that?”

“Will you make sure Officer Dodd gets the news I just told you? The last time I was here he said he wanted to stay on top of things.”

“I can do you one better kid. Dodd’s in his office now. Go tell him yourself.”
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“You have to go to your feet, Ms. Anika. They not let you board if you no walking. Ms. Anika!”

“What?” Anika woke with a jolt; her senses were blurry but quickly beginning to tingle back to life. “What are we doing? Where are we?”

“They think you drunk if you no stand, Anika. You can’t go drunk.”

Anika recognized the voice of Oskar and the urgency in his tenor. Without another word, she forced herself to sit up in the carriage. 

Her memory of the journey from the mountain village consisted of no more than a few minutes of the commencing dash of the quartet of huge stallions pulling from the village to the shore. After those first moments, she didn’t remember anything

Before they left, the tall woman had given them provisions and made them as comfortable as possible in the covered carriage, which, for Oskar and Noah wasn’t very comfortable at all. Anika had watched them in a fog as they sat scrunched together beside the driver in the box seat, while she lay alone, blanketed in the back. She had tried to protest, to tell them she would sleep sitting and that they could ride in the back with her, but as she now recalled, the words may not have even been spoken outside of her fevered mind. 

“It’s not unusual,” she had heard the host woman tell Oskar before they left. “The fever will break in a day or two. The pill is forcing her body to fight the sickness. It’s a good thing. She will be okay. Just keep her warm. Weather is approaching.”

They were the last words she heard until Oskar’s voice encouraged her to stand.

Anika looked to her left and saw Noah standing next to the carriage with an outstretched hand. She grabbed it and stood, and then stepped down gingerly to the wooden planks layering the ground below. The smell of this place is familiar, she thought, and she looked up quickly, instinctively, and immediately recognized the terminal. It was the port where she’d left Gretel and Hansel only a couple of weeks earlier.

“How are you feeling?” Noah asked.

Anika looked at Noah, stunned. “How is this possible? How can we be here already?”

Noah laughed. “Yes, already. Well, I can only say that you should be happy for your ability to slumber as you did along the way. It was quite a ride! There have never been horses as those in this country. I will assure you of that.”

“What time of day is it?”

“It’s just before dawn. We made it here in less than eighteen hours. It was like nothing I’ve ever experienced. The driver pushed the horses through. It seems you made an impression back at the village.”

“Where is he now? His carriage is here, but where are the horses? They obviously couldn’t have gone back. I want to thank him.”

“He’s taken the horses for feed and gone to look for lodging. He insisted we tell you that thanks were not necessary.”

Anika accepted this news with a nod and asked, “When does the ship arrive? When are we leaving?”

Oskar and Noah shifted their eyes toward each other and then back to Anika.

“You go alone, Ms. Anika,” Oskar said. “But we wait for you here. When you come back here.”

“What? You have to come...I...you just have to.”

“Our home is here, Anika,” Noah said, “but Oskar is right. When you come back, we’ll be here if you still need us.”

Anika sighed and nodded again. “I understand.” She paused and looked to the ground. “But I’m not coming back.”

“Anika...but you have to.” It was Noah this time, concerned.

“Not soon anyway. Not for this...cure.”

“But why?”

“I’ve been away from my children for too long. There is a very real chance they may be in danger. I can’t leave them again.”

“Bring them back with you. Of course.”

“I don’t think so, Noah. Gretel and Hansel aside, returning here never made sense to me. Not to those mountains. It’s hard to explain but...I trust the men of the village, the medicine men or whatever they are, and I believe them when they say the cure to my sickness is in the book. But I don’t think they’re too concerned about helping me. I think they just want the book. I think they gave me the pill to keep me alive long enough to find the book and bring it to them. 

“But if they’re the only ones who can read it, what difference does it make why they want it? They will help you, even if they ultimately just want the book.”

“But that’s just it, Noah, I don’t think they’re the only ones who can help me. I think they told me that so I’d come back immediately.”

“But what if you’re wrong, Anika? You’ll die.”

Anika gave a tired smile. “I don’t know, Noah. But I don’t plan to die. Something tells me there’s still hope. At home. I need to be home.”

“I will come, Anika. With you.” Oskar’s eyes were desperate.

“I know you will, Oskar. You’ve come a long way in your personality since the first few days of our time together. I’d say you are a different man.”

“I sorry about—”

“Oskar, stop it. You’ve nothing to apologize for. The payment for both of you is at the travel office. I wish I had more to give you.”

Noah seemed to have resigned himself to the decisions that were being made before him, and Anika could see him struggling with his own emotion. “Your ship is scheduled to arrive in less than an hour,” he said finally. “Everything has been taken care of.”

“Noah, thank you. Thank you for everything. I’ll send you money for my ticket the instant I arrive. To what address should it go?”

Noah shook his head and grinned. “Anika, I’ve known the captain of your vessel since the times I was still in school. The list of favors he owes to me would take a lifetime for me to document. It is my pleasure to have at least one of them repaid in your honor.”

Anika slipped her palms into Noah’s and took one long stride toward him. “Thank you again,” she said, and then placed a soft kiss on his mouth. She could feel the heat of blush on his cheeks.

Noah blinked several times and then cleared his throat. “Uh, I know you must have things here, yes? Belongings to be sent? Would you like me to see about those things?”

Anika giggled. “Thank you, Noah, that was all pre-arranged in case...in the event I didn’t return from the mountains. Thankfully, what I envisioned didn’t come to pass, but it all works out the same, I suppose.” 

Anika grabbed her duffel from the back of the carriage and slung it across her shoulder and then walked silently to the edge of the dock to wait for her vessel.
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Amanda Klahr’s eyes sprung to life at the sound of the hollow bouncing sound invading her sleep. She held her breath and lay board still, her eyes searching the room, trying to place the sound and wondering if it only existed in her dream. 

Thoom! Thoom! Thoom! The sound again. It came from the bedroom window. 

Amanda turned her body slowly toward the noise; it was an exaggerated motion that she imagined would have looked almost comical to an outside observer, like a bad actor who’d been cast in a low-budget monster movie. 

Amanda had to swallow a shriek caused by the face she met at the window. 

The face was young and beautiful, that of a teenager, and their expression appeared locked with fright.  

Amanda’s first thought was that it was Petr, but as her focus cleared through the outside glare, she saw it was the face of a girl. Amanda met the girl’s eyes, casting back her own frightened look in an expression she imagined was very similar to hers. 

The mystery girl now turned her body away from the window, always keeping her face to the glass, and made a waving gesture to her right, beckoning with her hands to come to her. Within seconds, another face appeared beside the girl’s. This face was slightly older, male; Amanda guessed he was barely in his twenties. She had never seen either of them before.

The two people just stood there for several moments, staring at Amanda through the glass, mesmerized, as if Amanda was some new species of animal that had been recently captured and exhibited at the city zoo.

Amanda’s immediate impulse was to scream at them to help her, to tell them she was being held prisoner and that they needed to act quickly or they would all die. But the truth was she didn’t know who they were or why they were there, and the possibility remained that they were there as some kind of trap. 

Amanda stayed calm, and with eyes wide, she finally shrugged up her shoulders and held her palms up with fingers out, hands high near her head. What are you going to do? her signal asked.

The girl did nothing and continued staring at Amanda with the same locked expression. But the young man finally moved, looking down for a few beats before holding up a piece of paper. Amanda read the words:  WE’RE GOING TO HELP YOU.

Amanda felt an impulse to laugh, and a new energy surged through her muscles. She got to her knees and leaned forward as far as possible toward the window. She couldn’t get very close with the shackle on her leg, so there wasn’t much use in the move, but it felt to her like the right position. Amanda breathed heavily now, a combination of hope and fear. A thin smile began to form on her face.

And then she watched in terror as the boy lifted a small rod of thick metal—it looked to Amanda like an iron stake—and began to measure the down stroke he would make to the window pane.

Amanda began shaking her head and waving furiously toward the window, her arms crisscrossing, silently pleading for the man to stop.

His focus on the impending blow appeared sharp, and Amanda suddenly envisioned the torture and death that would come to them all in a matter of seconds. The window would shatter, and then the witch would appear in the room seconds later. She supposed the kids could get away, which Amanda would pray for, but the chain around her ankle would prevent any chance of her own escape.

Why wasn’t the girl saying something to her companion? She obviously could see Amanda gesturing like a mad person; instead, the girl just stood staring like a lobotomized fool.

There’s nothing to lose at this point, Amanda thought, so she desperately barked out a grunt, cupping her mouth in an attempt to project her voice toward the window, hoping the loud, low-pitched sound would land in those young ears outside the cabin while avoiding the old ones of the woman who was, ostensibly, still somewhere inside. 

As he was on the final reel of what was certain to be the impact swing, the man heard Amanda’s animal-like noise and looked up, the shock in his eyes matching that of the girl. Amanda took a heavy breath at her victory, though the second part of the plan, the part about the witch not hearing her, remained to be seen.

Amanda held up her hands now with her palms out, signaling the man to hold off on his plan. She then pointed toward the kitchen and mouthed, “She’s there.” Amanda then sat back against the wall and held up her ankle as high as possible to show the clasp of the metal chain resting on her foot and the chain snaking off it. 

For the final piece of the charade, Amanda made the gruesome motion of a throat being slit. It was a dramatic move, she realized, but it was a necessary payoff to the equation. 

The sound of the breaking window plus the witch plus the chain around Amanda’s ankle equaled death. 

The man nodded immediately in understanding and then held up a finger for her to wait. Seconds later he held up a pistol to the window, a mammoth of a gun that almost certainly did not belong to him.  The gun helps, Amanda thought, but she didn’t necessarily trust the man’s acumen with it. She would rather they left immediately and brought back help. Perhaps a group of men, preferably who had begun shaving. The young man and the simple girl with him were no match for the woman of this house.

As for the System officer, Amanda couldn’t be entirely sure where he was, but she thought she heard the cruiser pulling away this morning. And that would have made perfect sense, she now realized. What was his alternative, really? To hole up in this place until Petr and Gretel and Anika miraculously appeared on the stoop? Unless that happened today, that plan wouldn’t work at all. A System officer was a very serious position, and he would have to keep his patrol. It would raise a considerable number of eyebrows if a System officer suddenly didn’t show up for his shift. The disappearance of a System officer was not something that was ignored for long, particularly considering the not-so-distant scandal of Officer Oliver Stenson.

But even if the System officer was gone and the witch was alone, Amanda didn’t like the setup of the scenario. The man outside appeared prepared to fight, in theory, but not in experience. And the girl seemed fated to prove a liability. 

How did they know she was there though? And it was clear they knew. Nobody without plaid gear and a hunting rifle would slog through this part of the Northlands forest. And these two weren’t hunters. The man had an iron stake and a pistol. 

No, they knew she was here, or at least they had heard she was here, and they were now investigating the rumor for themselves. 

Whether they had thought through this entire rescue seemed another thing entirely.

“Go for help,” Amanda mouthed, waving her hands outward as if directing a driver who was trying to back his truck from a tight space. “Go.”

The man flashed the gun again, as if she hadn’t quite understood he had it, but Amanda shook him off, continuing to wave them off.

The girl was now nodding furiously, apparently liking this suggestion and in complete agreement with Amanda’s strategy. 

The young man, who Amanda had now concluded was the girl’s brother, still wavered, not quite sure this was the best course of action. He turned and said something to the girl, who replied instantly, never stopping the up and down head-bobbing of assent.

The conversation finally ended and the two faces looked back toward the window. The girl smiled now, tears in her eyes, and then lifted her hand to give Amanda a half-wave. The man looked more solemn as he nodded while mouthing the letters “OK.”

Amanda smiled weakly at them both, and then watched surreally as the young hero’s lips peeled back, stuck in an exaggerated mouthing of the letter K. From behind his head, the blade of a knife appeared and slid quietly across his throat. A river of blood appeared just under the man’s chin and then quickly cascaded in a sheet down to the bottom of his neck and chest. His tongue convulsed for a moment, lingering in the air like a cobra before falling limply to the side of his mouth, and his eyes scrunched tightly in what Amanda could only assume was unimaginable, gruesome pain. 

The scene played out in eerie silence and irony; the girl sat waving to Amanda while her brother choked on his last breaths of life. Amanda unconsciously thought of the signal of murder she had made just moments ago, and she closed her eyes in guilt and despair.

After a few seconds, the young girl’s screams broke the silence. She suddenly realized the horror that was happening beside her. Amanda thought she would have rather heard the choking man than those dull screams from the girl. 

Her howls lasted only a moment, and then Amanda saw the knuckles of a gnarled hand bury into the top of the girl’s head and then snatch it from sight. 

And then there was silence.

Amanda sat back against the headboard, pressing back on it as if trying to roll an impossibly large boulder off the edge of a cliff. She was crying now, hysterical, shaking her head in a useless attempt to get those images from her mind. 

“No!’ she screamed. “Noooo!”

Amanda closed her eyes and tilted her head to the ceiling, feeling as if she were on the verge of hyperventilating. She tried to slow her breathing, holding her position, quietly mouthing a prayer. 

After a minute, when she felt her composure had returned, Amanda looked back to the window, and there, as repulsive as any ogre she’d ever imagined in a fairy tale, was the smiling face of the witch. She stared at Amanda, her eyes crazed like those of the rabid dogs Amanda’s father had made her put down when she was a young farm girl growing up in the Back Country. 

Amanda stayed quiet, waiting, anticipating.  Finally, the woman lifted her arm slowly, smiling wider as she did so, and then displayed the dangling head of the boy who had come to save her. His tongue hung like a thick glob of meat from his mouth; his eyes shined with terror. 

The woman started laughing, and Amanda screamed again. 
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“What are you going to do, Pete?”

Petr and Ben stood in the lobby of the System station and watched as Overseer Conway drove his cruiser from the lot, unaware of the position he’d put Petr in with the news that Dodd was at the station. The decision Petr made next could cost him and his friends everything.

“I don’t think we have much of a choice, Ben. If we leave now without seeing him, he’ll find out we were here. Conway will say something to him about it. About speaking with me. That’s almost a certainty.” 

“So what if he does?”

“He’ll be suspicious. Probably assume I was up to something. Especially since I asked Conway to let Dodd know about Gretel’s return. If I knew he was here, which I do because Conway just told me, why would I then leave without telling him myself?”

“Good. I like the logic, Petr. Decision made. Let’s go talk to this Officer Dodd.”

“I need you to wait for me here, Ben.”

Ben rolled his eyes. “Are we doing this again?”

“Listen, Ben, please. I need to have this conversation one-on-one.”

Ben looked at the floor, still not convinced.

“Come with me to his office then. But I need you to wait outside. Please.”

“Fine, but if he tries to snatch you up or something, I’m coming in guns blazing.”

Petr laughed. “You don’t have a gun with you, and nothing like that is going to happen. I’m not here to make trouble. This wasn’t in the original plan, so I’m going to say as little as possible and then get out of there. We just came to plant the seed, so I’m going to plant it and then we’re leaving. I want to get back and help Hansel and Gretel clean up a little.” Petr paused, and his face turned grim. “And then prepare for her.”

The two boys turned into the hallway and walked toward Dodd’s office, Petr feeling a strange sense of power in his stride despite the butterflies in his belly. As they approached the frosted door of Detective Dodd, Petr noticed it was ajar by about six inches.  He walked up slowly to the crack and dropped his arm in front of Ben, holding up a hand in the gesture to hold tight.

Petr glanced around the station to see if anyone was noticing them, but the few people who were mulling about either had a head buried in a folder or were engaged in some important conversation. He put his eye up close to the gap in the door, Ben behind him now, and peered through, maneuvering his body to get a line of sight on the desk.

Dodd was seated there, hunched, hands by his side, staring at a large black book that lay sprawled across the middle of the desk.

Petr stood frozen for a moment, narrowing his eyes, trying to focus in on the book, but unable to note anything other than its size, which was massive. He’d seen this book before; it was the one high on Dodd’s bookshelf when he was there a few weeks back. 

Petr stepped back quietly from the door and motioned for Ben to join him, and they walked away several feet past the office.

“The plans are changing again, Ben. I do need your help. But you could get into trouble, so I understand if you say no. I can figure something else out.”

“Still, Petr? Still with the doubt?

“I don’t doubt you, Ben, I just want you to understand that there is a risk.”

“I’ve got it. Now what do you need me to do?”

“There’s a book in Dodd’s office, he’s reading it now; I want to see what it is.”

“Okay, easy enough.”

“Well, I don’t know about that, but I have a plan.”

“Fine, but before I hear it, can I ask you something?”

Petr nodded. “Of course.”

“Do you think Gretel likes me? Because I kind of think she does.”

Petr rolled his eyes and shook his head. “I don’t know, Ben. You can ask her yourself when all of this is over. Right now, I need you to listen to me.”

***
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DODD PICKED UP THE phone on the first ring, his mind snatched away from the hypnotic symbols and scribbles of the mysterious book. He looked at the clock as he answered and saw that he’d been staring at the same page for over twenty minutes. “This is Dodd.”

“Officer Dodd there’s someone to see you. I tried to send him back to your office but he insisted you come to the front desk. He said it has to do with one of the cases you worked on, the one about the Witch of the North.”

The mention of Marlene stopped Dodd’s breathing. “I’ll be right there.”

Dodd rose from his chair and left the book in place, slipping out the door in a rush, too focused on the front lobby to see Petr Stenson standing just a foot away, shielded by the open door.

Dodd saw the boy sitting in a chair in the lobby area. He walked to him slowly, not wanting to appear too eager. He reasoned now that he should have given it a few minutes before leaving his office. “Son, are you the person that wanted to speak with me?”

“Yes, hello, are you Officer Dodd?”

A simpleton, this one, Dodd thought. “Yes, son, the receptionist said you have some news about one of the cases I worked. Is that right?”

“Yes, I’m a friend of Petr Stenson. Do you know him?”

The name brought a lump to Dodd’s throat. “What is your name?”

“My name is Ben. Richter. As I said, I’m a friend of Petr’s.”

“All right Ben Richter, friend of Petr Stenson, what is this news you have for me?”

“She’s come home. Gretel Morgan. And her mother is on the way soon. Petr thought it important to tell you.”

Dodd could feel the first bead of sweat form on his temple, and he had to fight back a smile. Marlene. She was right all along. Not exactly right, of course, because they hadn’t come to the cabin as she predicted, but she was right about Gretel. She was back. Home. It couldn’t have been a coincidence. 

“Mr. Dodd?”

Officer Dodd shook off his visions of magic and fantasies, of living for another two or three centuries like a god. “Yes, thank you Ben, I heard you. I was just wondering, though, this is a long way to come to tell me this. Why not just call us?”

Ben looked away, ashamed, and then stared back at Dodd with a pleading look of innocence. “He said he didn’t trust the System. Except for you and the overseer. He didn’t want to risk leaving a message with someone else. He still thinks the witch is alive, which is crazy, I know, but he does, so he asked me to relay the message to you.”

“Ben, what are you saying?” The voice came from behind Dodd, and he turned to see Petr Stenson walking quickly toward him. 

“Petr?”

Petr stayed focused on Ben, staring daggers at him.

“What is going on, Petr? Ben?”

Petr sighed and slumped his shoulders in defeat. “Did he tell you? Did he tell you about Gretel?”

Dodd nodded slowly and said nothing, staring at both boys with a look of obvious suspicion.

Petr gave another malicious look in the direction of his friend and then turned back to Dodd. “I came to tell you. That’s why we’re here. But...”

Petr paused, and Dodd thought he saw a tear form in the boy’s eye.

Petr sniffled and took a deep breath. “But I had second thoughts after I saw Overseer Conway leaving and told him about Gretel. My distrust in the System flared. I felt like I’d betrayed her or something, even though I’m just trying to find the... Anyway, Ben told me it was too late and that I needed to personally tell you that she was back. That I’d told you I would and had to honor that promise. And we were here and I’d already told Conway, and if we left then it would seem suspicious or something.” 

Petr was racing now, the words coming like the confession of a child. 

“I didn’t care. I told him we were leaving.”

Petr shook his head and rolled his eyes in disgust.

“He said he needed to use the restroom before we left, so I waited in the car.” 

Dodd’s suspicious look flattened a bit, and he just stared at the boys for a moment, waiting to see if there was any crack in the expressions or story.

“And then I saw him talking to you.” Petr looked to Ben. “How did you even know who he was?”

“It doesn’t matter, Petr.” Dodd intercepted the bickering. “I’m glad you told me about Gretel. And I don’t blame you for your apprehension. I would feel the same way.”

“Please don’t let her know I told you. She doesn’t know I’m here. I just...”

“You didn’t tell me, Petr, your friend Ben here did. Remember?”

“Right. I guess I’m off the hook on a technicality.”

“In this business, Petr, technicalities are everything.”

Petr smiled, and Officer Dodd reciprocated.

“And your friend Ben also told me some other interesting news about the Morgans.”

Petr’s mouth opened and he looked at his friend, his face of anger now drawn into one of dread and betrayal. “What was that?”

“He tells me Anika Morgan is coming home soon as well. As you know, she was the main witness in this case, so I’d like to talk with her as well. Any ideas when exactly she’ll be arriving in the New Country?”

Petr’s eyes narrowed now, and he looked coldly at Dodd. 

Dodd felt a shiver at the base of his skull, and he dropped the boy’s gaze, looking back at Ben to see if he had anything to offer. 

Petr smiled now, a glimmer of life returning to his eyes. “In a week or so, I believe. I’ll let them know that you still have a few questions. Just to give them notice that you may be stopping by at some point. Certainly, you’ll allow several months though. They need to get back to their lives here.”

Dodd knew there would be no grace period for the Morgans. Not even a day. Once he returned the book to Marlene and brought the news these boys had just delivered, she would wait only until she believed Anika had returned. Another week. Maybe less. And then his life would begin again. Forever would begin. 

“Of course, Petr. We will give them all the time they need.”

***
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DODD CHASED HIS CRUISER up the driveway, almost clipping the boardwalk below the porch as his tires skidded on the soft dirt. His news was urgent; it was what they’d been waiting for. She was here—Gretel—and the other one was on the way.

He ran in through the cabin door, expecting the woman would be either sitting in her chair in still meditation or toiling around in her kitchen as she often did, baking her little flour and syrup cakes that she seemed to subsist on almost exclusively. Upon Marlene’s insistence, Dodd had eaten one of the cakes just yesterday and was surprised at how delicious it tasted.

Marlene was not in the main room of the cabin, so Dodd headed to the back bedroom, dreading his entry, fearing the Klahr woman would be conscious and eager to torment him. She had rarely been fully cognizant since he had arrived, but on the few occasions he’d been alone with her when she was awake, the guilt she foisted upon him was prodigious.

Dodd cracked the door a couple of inches and peered through. The prisoner was asleep, bedpan full, and her body turned so that her head was at the footboard. Her face was contorted in a way that made her tongue hang loosely against the side of her open mouth. She must have had a double dose, he thought.

Dodd opened the door fully now, remaining outside the threshold. 

Marlene wasn’t inside. 

Dodd tried to remember a time over the past few days when the woman hadn’t been at the cabin at all, but he couldn’t think of one. He went back down the front porch steps and then around the side of the house to check if the Klahr’s truck was still there. He couldn’t have imagined the woman taking the risk of driving a missing truck on the main road in the middle of the day, but he supposed it was a possibility.  She was deranged, after all. He had to continue reminding himself of that. 

Dodd had insisted on pulling the Klahr truck to the back of the house, where it now sat covered by an old tarp. It was probably a pointless precaution, he knew, especially considering that if anyone from the System came to investigate the cabin, they would have found it easily after only a few minutes. But Dodd had insisted anyway, and he had driven the vehicle to the back edge of the yard himself before covering it with the large gray canvas.

He now took soft, quiet steps as he walked along the short length of the house, eventually reaching the corner where the back and side walls met. The shape of the truck under the tarp appeared first to his senses, followed by a slurping, crunching sound that drifted violently into his ears. 

Dodd looked to his left and saw a woman kneeling—Marlene he presumed—her back turned to him; the foxtail weeds that surrounded the woman nearly reached her shoulders, obscuring his vision of her.

Dodd moved in closer and knew immediately by the black cloak and the crusty locks of hair, that it was Marlene. Who else would it be? he thought. “Marlene,” he called, invoking his System officer voice that was designed and honed to freeze the citizenry.

The woman paused. 

Was she eating? 

“Marlene. What are you doing back here?”

Marlene stood slowly and turned toward Dodd, her face almost black with blood and dirt. A string of rubbery flesh hung from her mouth, another from her forehead. She looks like a toddler with a plate of spaghetti, Dodd thought. 

“Good god,” Dodd whispered. “Who is that?” 

“Shall I wait for Him to answer, Officer Dodd—God I mean—or would you prefer it if I did?”

The woman’s mouth opened in full with every word she spoke, as if exaggerating her enunciation for someone who was deaf or less than fluent in the language. But there was no irony in the way she spoke, Dodd noticed, it was automatic, animal, a side-effect of whatever transformation she’d evidently gone through since he’d been away. 

And her teeth. With every word, they seemed to point at him saying, you’re next if you have a problem.

“Is that...?”

“The Klahr woman?” Marlene interrupted, her eyes wide, almost infant-like and playful.

The piece of flesh that had clung to Marlene’s hair finally released its grip, and she watched it as it fell. It was the way a satiated bear might watch a salmon jump from a stream.

“I know it isn’t her, I saw her in the room. She looks almost dead.”

“You meant Gretel then?” Marlene asked, ignoring Dodd’s observation about Amanda Klahr. “I’m not a fool, Officer Dodd. This...” Marlene paused and looked down at the body below her and then glided an upturned hand over it, as if presenting it to an audience for the first time. “This is not how it will be done with Gretel and her mother. You know that, of course.”

“Who is it then? And why?”

“Because they were here!” 

Dodd reached for his sidearm and pulled it from its holster, pointing it at the woman. The rage on her face was terrifying, unlike anything he’d seen from any perpetrator during his time with the System. Her face appeared to stretch, as if made of dough, and her eyes, smiling still despite the fury going on around them, seemed poised to fall from their sockets.

Dodd’s hand wavered, but his training kept him locked in time and place. Nothing had killed more officers over the years than a lack of ability to focus on the situation in front of them. Too often they thought of the potential outcomes, and that was fatal. 

“Calm down, Marlene. I just want to know who they are. That’s all.”

“Do you think I’m an animal, Officer Dodd? Is that what you’re thinking right now?” Marlene’s voice was calm, inquisitive.

“All I’m thinking now is that I need you to calm down, show me your hands, and let’s go inside and talk about what’s happening.”

“You see, Officer Dodd, you may think I’m just an old lady, one who has found some secret that I’ve grown to treasure, yes? Some hermit who prefers to be alone, baking pies and biscuits and things. Perhaps does a little knitting! Is that it Dodd?”

“No.”

“Cakes and pies aren’t enough, Officer Dodd. As I told you, I crave. I crave the young ones most. Even outside of the concoction, I have an urge for them.” 

The long syllables poured past her jagged teeth, spittle flying. Dodd swallowed hard.

“I’m not the weakened prey of you and your ilk, Officer Dodd. I’ll never be that again.”

“No, you’re not, Marlene. The fact that we’re having this conversation tells me there is much more to you than that.” Dodd was still now, his composure fully regained.

The woman narrowed her eyes and nodded, a gesture that indicated she, perhaps, beyond the obvious madness, understood Dodd’s logic. He saw this as a small advantage, a hint that maybe the eroding situation could be turned around. 

“Yes there is,” the Witch of the North whispered, and then, as if a great vacuum had been positioned beneath her, the woman dropped from sight, disappearing into the ground cover of burned grass and tall weeds.

Dodd was momentarily stunned, almost skeptical of what his eyes had just communicated to his brain. 

He was brought back to reality by a brushing sound to his left, and he flinched in that direction, just in time to see the weeds shake in a wave as something scurried through them toward the house. Dodd could only see the arched back of the woman’s cloak, but he shivered at the grace and speed with which she moved. It looked like he had disturbed a wild boar in its shelter. 

With his sidearm still brandished and locked in the direction of the house, Dodd sidestepped his way toward the mutilated body. As he did, he listened closely for the opening of a door, either to the cabin or his cruiser, as well as for any rustle of leaf litter out beyond the perimeter of the property. But he only heard silence. 

When he reached the spot where Marlene had been standing only seconds before, he looked down reluctantly at the carcass beneath him and then vomited directly on top of it. It was an embarrassing reaction, not to mention an egregious violation to the crime scene. But none of that mattered did it? If this body was ever discovered by the System, it would mean Dodd was already dead.

The head of the man’s body was missing, and the torso faced down, with two separate holes dug into the back where the kidneys had been dug clean. Blood and sinew puddled everywhere around the body, and a section of the man’s spine was exposed in a prehistoric skeletal smile. 

Dodd put a clenched fist to his mouth but held off any further spew, and he continued to scan the property for any sign of Marlene.

“This can be worked out, Marlene,” Dodd called, trying his best to sound friendly. 

Tone and Command was a training course all System officers were required to take when they first came on the force, and though Dodd always thought it was a bit of a silly class and one not practical to the field, he now searched his memory for some of the techniques. 

“Look, I know this is who you are. You’re strong—magical even. That’s why I’m here. Remember? You just caught me off guard a bit.”

Dodd stopped and thought about what he’d just said aloud. That’s why I’m here. His System instincts had taken over, but the truth was that he still wanted to be a part of this deal. His brief foray into the world of witchcraft and sorcery—which thus far consisted of little more than a vague conversation and becoming an accomplice to kidnapping—was enough that he still wanted this life. He wanted it more than he’d ever wanted anything. There was nothing in his life thus far that had come close to this feeling. He could still salvage this scene. He felt sure of it. 

And besides, he’d come too far to go back now. His old life was over; the secrets that he’d kept hidden were enough on their own to send him to the gulags. 

Another sound, this time opposite the house, out by the tarp. It sounded as if something had fallen from the trees.

Dodd turned and pointed his gun at the truck, then quickly lowered the pistol, trying to display his interest in bringing back a dialogue. If she was watching him, he hoped to reel in the mad woman and bring her back to the shores of sanity. 

“Is that you, Marlene?” 

There was no answer, and Dodd began to creep his way toward the truck, keeping his head on a swivel, back and forth from the house to the tarp.

Dodd reached the side of the truck and placed his hand on top of the tarp where it covered the left fender. He peered over the hood and checked the opposite side of the truck facing the woods. Nothing. He walked around to the front of the vehicle now, and then to the passenger side. Still he saw no one. Dodd then walked the length of the passenger side until he came upon the bed of the pickup. He walked to the back and stood frozen as he stared at the covered bed. 

There she was. 

With the tailgate dropped, Dodd could see the toe of a shoe sticking out of a gap between the tarp and the truck, just beyond the fringe of the dried canvas.

He stepped back from the truck bed now and raised the gun once again. “I see you there, Marlene. You don’t have to hide from me. I don’t want to hurt you. Remember? I just want our deal. I just want a little bit of what you have. We can talk through this. Renegotiate.”

Again, there was no response. Something was off with the scene. Something beyond the dead body in the yard. Dodd couldn’t have said exactly what it was, but the stage was definitely wrong.

He moved closer to the edge of the flapped open tailgate and pushed the shoe that was peeking out from the tarp. It fell to the side with no resistance, and Dodd knew instantly what was wrong: this wasn’t Marlene.

He quickly moved back to the side of the truck and grabbed the tarp in one motion, pulling the fabric up and back toward the cab.   

The body of the young girl was seated in the bed, legs stretched forward, her back against the outside of the truck’s cab. Her face was blue; her eye sockets were dark, empty voids at the top of her face, and a large chunk of flesh had been ripped from her neck. She couldn’t have been older than sixteen.

Dodd closed his eyes and threw the tarp back down over the girl and then doubled over, trying to catch his breath. “What have I done?” he said aloud, and two tears dripped down to his shoes, leaving clean, empty circles in the dirt that had collected on the top of his boot.

“You’ve done nothing, Officer Dodd. That’s why you don’t belong here.”

***
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MARLENE WATCHED THE stone sail perfectly through the air, and then heard the sound as it landed in what must have been a crisp pile of dead leaves. She had failed to hit the truck, but the thickness of the tarp would have likely dulled the sound too much anyway, so it was probably better she missed. She almost released a laugh at the man’s reaction to the noise—his face so stunned and filled with angst. 

Marlene watched in delight, drooling at every step the man made toward the truck, watching him as she would a mother watching her child about to open a birthday surprise. And this surprise, she noted, had been prepared especially for Mr. Dodd.

As he peered over the hood and then shuffled to the opposite side of the truck, Marlene left her station next to the house and pattered quietly through the brush to the woods on the opposite side of the yard. 

She positioned herself behind a large oak and peeked around it, smiling, almost exploding in applause as Dodd flung back the tarp to reveal the young friend of Gretel Morgan. Marlene closed her eyes and breathed in deeply, imagining the smell again. 

She opened her eyes now and saw the System officer vulnerable, hunched over, no doubt wearied with pain and regret. She moved along the tree until she was only a foot away. And then she waited. 

“What have I done?”

She moved behind the officer now, her wooden cane raised, looming. “You’ve done nothing, Officer Dodd. That’s why you don’t belong here.”

She swung the cane like a bat across her body, as if she was beating the dust from a rug that had been hung out on a line. It connected perfectly on the wrist bone of the officer, and he dropped his sidearm, the scream of pain exhilarating in her ears. It was loud enough that even her heavily drugged prisoner may have heard him.

The second strike of the cane caught the officer near the right ear at the top of his jawbone, splitting his cheek open like a peach. He buckled to the ground, his one good hand still grasping his broken wrist. 

“Please,” Dodd choked out, blood popping from his cheek on his loose P of the word. “I’ve come to tell you something. It’s about Gretel.” He winced as he spoke, using every crumb of energy to get the sentences out. 

Marlene rolled her eyes.

“She’s home. Petr Stenson told me.”

“I know she’s home, Officer Dodd.” Marlene closed her eyes and drew in a long breath. “Can’t you smell her?”

Dodd’s face warped into a look of puzzlement.

“I can smell her, even now with the body cold and rotting. But that’s one of the gifts it gives you. Enhancements, I suppose you would call them. That’s how I have always thought of them.”

“There’s more though.” Dodd’s voice was descending into defeat.

“Oh?” Marlene’s eyebrows quivered slightly.

Dodd said nothing, and Marlene could sense him reconsidering, internally debating whether to give her this secret with his demise almost certain.

“Tell me, Officer Dodd, what more is there?”

“You have to promise you’ll let me—”

Marlene smashed the cane down on Dodd’s ankle with all the force she had. She could feel the bones give as they shattered into pebbles under his skin. His scream this time almost certainly woke the Klahr woman.

“What more is there?” Marlene asked again, her tone of politeness intact.

Dodd coughed and spat, barely able to breathe through the pain. “Anika,” he managed finally. “Anika is on her way.”

Marlene was genuinely intrigued at this news, and she waited patiently for Dodd to reach a point of relative coherence. When he was breathing regularly she asked, “When?”

“A few days maybe. I don’t know exactly.” Dodd’s eyes widened, and he flashed a deranged smile. “But you were right, Marlene. She’s coming home. Just like you said.”

Marlene had seen this look in men many times over the centuries. The submissive smile of appeasement, followed by words of flattery in a final plea for mercy. 

“And...and I brought back the book. Just like I told you I would.”

It was Marlene’s turn to smile now. She had temporarily forgotten about the book, so preoccupied with feeding and defending her home. She truly felt like an animal, but she rationalized there were worse things to be. “Where is it, Mr. Dodd?”

“You can’t kill me, Marlene. We have a deal. I’ll help you. I’ll keep them away from here. You need me.”

Marlene ignored Dodd. “I can see you’re not carrying it with you, and I doubt that you would be lying to me now in your position. So, that means that it is in your car. Am I right?”

Dodd stayed quiet.

“It’s okay. I’ll find it, Officer Dodd.”

Dodd began to speak again, and as he opened his mouth to announce the first word, Marlene smashed the tip of her ironwood cane through the back of his throat.
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“Gretel!”

The oars hit the water just as Gretel heard her name called, and for a moment, she thought her mind had invented it in a combination of the wind and water and imagination. 

She and Hansel had finished cleaning the basement with a few hours to go before sundown, and Gretel had seized the opportunity to get back to her canoe and the lake on which she had grown up. Now more than ever, rowing was the only thing that made her feel fully healthy, completely outside of herself; it was the only escape from her life of chaos.

She had found her oars behind the shed where she had stored them before leaving, and though they had splintered a bit through the damp and cold of the winter, they were still usable for a few more loops on the lake.

“Gretel!”

It was Petr. They were back from the System station.

Gretel had only been on the water for ten minutes, maybe less, but she was already tired, embarrassingly out of shape from where her fitness had been less than a year ago. Petr’s return was a good excuse to stop for the day, though she would have relished another thirty minutes just to drift along the banks of the orchard and then down to Rifle Field.

Gretel u-turned the canoe back toward home, and within a few long strokes of the oars, she could see Petr standing on the bank of her property. He was so tall now, she noticed, so filled out compared to the boy she remembered standing on the opposite bank only a summer ago, when the harvest was ending and Gretel’s life had settled into some semblance of normalcy.

Before her mother had returned.

That day and those that followed were the most joyous ones of Gretel’s life. Of course, they were. And there was never anything she wouldn’t have given to have that first moment when her mother finally came home safe and relatively unharmed. 

But the price of that return had been the new life Gretel had carved out for herself. That life had ended the day her mother resurfaced. The life of the Klahrs and of Petr, of complete independence and adulthood, was to be destroyed, uprooted in a quest to find the answers to ancient questions in a strange world. It was a small price to pay, Gretel knew, but it was a price nonetheless. 

“Petr, what is it?” Gretel steered the canoe toward Petr and stepped to the shore as the bottom of the boat nipped the muddy bank.

“It’s done.” Petr smiled.

“So he knows I’m back then, this Dodd person, and he doesn’t suspect that you’re up to anything?”

“It didn’t go exactly as we planned, but I’m pretty sure he believed me. Believed us. Ben was pretty cool.”

Gretel frowned and leaned into Petr, hugging him gently. “So I guess we’ll know the truth soon. If the System is conspiring with the witch in some way, then she could be coming any day.”

“There is no ‘if,’ Gretel, it is official. Officer Dodd was in his office reading that book you told me about. Your book. Orphism.”

“What?”

“I saw it up close. I saw the name.”

Gretel was speechless but knew instantly that Petr was right. The officer had stolen the book from the cabin and was now bewitched by the promise of an everlasting life. 

But he was reading it?

“So they’ll almost certainly be coming, but we may have a day or two longer than we thought.”

Gretel was stilled stunned by the Orphism revelation, but she let it go for the moment. “Why is that?”

“Thanks to Ben. He told Dodd your mother was on her way here but that she wouldn’t be coming for a week or so.”

How Gretel wished that were true. “That should work. It’s my mother she really wants, I think.” Gretel paused and then swallowed hard. “But what about Mrs. Klahr, Petr? How can this go on?”

“I don’t know, Gretel. I just know that we have to trust this plan. This is what we decided, so we need to see it through. We have to trust that the woman will keep her alive. That she’ll come out of this okay. Somehow. We stay the course, at least until we see it isn’t working.”

Gretel nodded and grinned. “When did you get to be a man?”

Petr shrugged, and then the two teenagers walked back to the house where Hansel gave Petr a tour of the newly cleaned home. They hadn’t quite figured out a full plan for how they would kill the woman once and for all, but each of the kids pointed out a few places where potential traps could be laid. 

When nightfall arrived, the three kids sat on the deck, awake but quiet, listening to the sounds of the forest. 

“Petr!”

It was Ben, banging on the outside door, frantic.

Gretel quickly sprang to the front and opened the door. “Ben, what is it?”

“Where is Petr?”

“I’m right here, Ben,” Petr said, stepping next to Gretel. “What happened?’

“It’s Sofia and her brother Claude. They’ve gone missing.”

“Missing? What? How do you know?”

“I went to check on Sofia, to see how she was doing after yesterday. I wanted to make sure she was okay and that she still understood that she wasn’t allowed to talk to anyone about what we discussed. I just never had a perfect feeling that she was committed to her promise.”

“And she was gone?”

“Her mother said they left to go check on someone. Someone they were concerned about. She pressed them, but they wouldn’t tell her who it was. Her mother said Sofia looked very concerned. ‘Like she had seen the devil,’ she said.”

“Oh no. Oh my god.” Gretel felt a surge of guilt well up from her belly and she teetered on the verge of crying. 

Petr instinctively put his arm around her. 

“They went to look for her, didn’t they?”

“I don’t know, Gretel, but I can’t think of anything else. I didn’t know what to say to her mother, but I think she suspected that I knew something. I must have turned completely white.”

Hansel came from the porch now. “Why did you go over there, Ben? Why couldn’t you leave it alone? Look at where we are now.”

“I went to check on my friend, you little brat!”

Hansel moved in toward Ben, and Petr stepped in between them.

“Stop it,” Gretel snapped, her voice short and low. “Hansel, that’s enough. We have to figure this out, but not by ripping each other apart.”

“She’s dead, Gretel,” Hansel said. “And her brother too.” 

Gretel couldn’t have imagined the words her brother had just spoken being said with any less emotion. She stayed silent, a tacit acknowledgement that what her brother had just stated was probably true. With that understanding, Ben let out a short cry of despair.

“There’s nothing we can do now.” 

Hansel walked back to the porch and resumed his darkened meditation.

“She may be coming sooner now,” Petr said finally, allowing his friend to gather himself first. “This could change things.”

“If she does, we have to be ready,” Gretel stated flatly. “We have a lot of work to do tomorrow.”

“What do we do about Sofia?” Ben asked, swiping the streaks of tears from his cheeks. It was a question of logistics.

Petr took control. “I’ll go to her house tomorrow and speak with her mother. She doesn’t know me, but I’ll tell her my father used to work for the System.”

“So? What will that mean to her?”

“If she hasn’t already, I’ll tell her to call the System and file a report on her children. And then I’ll tell her to make sure she asks for Officer Dodd.”

	[image: image]	 	[image: image]

[image: image]





Chapter 35



[image: image]

Amanda Klahr woke with a scream and stared at the red streak smiling across her window. It looked like the residue from a clown’s kiss but was, in fact, the dried blood of the young victims who had attempted to help her. Who were they? Where did they come from?

She looked at the shadows on the wall and judged it late afternoon; she had no idea of which day. She couldn’t depend on the quality of her assessments about much of anything anymore—the drug dosages had been substantial over the past week—but she judged that it had been several days since the kids had been there. 

She had heard the returning voice of Dodd, and his departure again the next day, and she was positive she had also heard the coming and going of at least one other vehicle. 

And she specifically remembered the hovering presence of the woman, standing above Amanda the moment the sun broke through the bedroom window. 

“They know you’re here, Amanda. They know you’re alive. Just as I suspected.” The glee in the woman’s voice had been like that of a young girl who had just heard the secret of a school yard crush.

“I don’t know them,” Amanda had managed, her voice drugged and dreamy. “That isn’t them.”

“Oh, I know that’s not young Petr, and the pretty girl with him certainly was not Gretel. But they’re acquainted. Somehow. Especially the girl. I could smell it on her.”

“So kill me. Kill me now. They know you’re here. Those kids will be missed. They’ll be coming for you.”

“Kill you?” The woman’s squawking made Amanda cover her ears with her hands. “Why would I do that now?”

“I...because...” Amanda’s voice trickled off into a low groan.

“Because they’ll be coming for me? Who? The System?” The cackling again. “Not yet, Amanda Klahr. Not yet. But when they finally do, I will be gone. We’re leaving in the morning. We’re going back to your home in the Back Country.  And on the way, I’ll make my decision about whether I want Gretel and Petr to watch me kill you or you to watch me kill them.”
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“You should be tendering to shore by morning, Mrs. Morgan. The voyage was about a half day longer than I anticipated. For that, I apologize.”

It was less than six days since she and the crew of the Kugel had departed the docks of the Old World, leaving her new mysterious allies, Oskar and Noah, behind. She hadn’t looked back at them when she walked to the pier, wanting to remember them without tears in their eyes.

“Well that simply won’t do,” Anika joked. “I’ve got a tea with the queen at midnight.”

Captain Hemmer looked at Anika quizzically and then smiled, catching the sarcasm a little late.

“I didn’t know there were boats made that could go so far at such speeds.” Anika sat on the bridge, staring out at the dark water before her. 

“There are many, but most people cannot afford to take them across the great seas. But you are the great friend of my friend Noah, and you are privileged.”

“I thought you owed him a favor.”

Captain Hemmer kept a straight face and continued staring forward over the wheel of his ship. “Yes, there is that too.”

Anika bellowed a full throaty laugh. It was a sound she couldn’t remember having made in years. 

But she would be home soon, and though her future—her very life—was dangling like an overripe cherry from a tree, Anika felt she had landed for a moment inside a small circumference of peace. 

“Thank you, Captain Hemmer.”

The captain nodded and stayed focused on the horizon. “You should sleep, Mrs. Morgan. And be ready for the day ahead.”

It was great advice, and Anika decided to heed it. Tomorrow could be the longest day she’d ever known.
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Amanda Klahr was right: they would be coming. And sooner than Marlene would have liked.

Perhaps she would have had more time if she had only taken the children’s lives. She had smelled Gretel on the girl, that was true, so the children clearly hadn’t stumbled upon Marlene’s cabin accidentally, but that didn’t necessarily mean they would have been missed immediately. Back Country folk were wanderers—often becoming transients and runaways—if she could have located the vehicle that had taken them to her, she could have hidden it with the others. It would have given her an extra day, at least. Even longer if no one talked with Gretel and her gang of misfits. 

But none of that mattered now. Dodd was dead. And that changed everything.

Marlene walked to the cruiser that she moved beside the covered truck at the line of her property. It wasn’t completely hidden from view, but anyone who casually approached the yard wouldn’t have seen it without focusing on it. She opened the trunk and was struck immediately by the smell of a decomposing Georg Klahr. His body was gone—Marlene didn’t try to imagine what Dodd had done with it—but the odor remained. She guessed that even someone without her abilities would have smelled it. 

She closed the empty trunk and then opened the back passenger door and looked on the floor where she saw the thick corner of something peeking from under the seat. There was no mistaking what that was.

Orphism.

She slid the book into full view and brought it to her chest, embracing it as she would a lost pet that had been found alive. She opened the driver’s door of the Klahr truck and placed the book gently on the seat, preparing it for transfer.

She closed the door and then walked to the front of the truck and pulled the tarp completely from the vehicle and draped it as best she could over the police cruiser. The cruiser was slightly too long and bulky for the canvas, but again, in a few days, none of it would matter. By then, she would be gone. By then, she would be headed for her homeland.

But before that, there would be a reckoning. At least for Gretel Morgan. If her deliverance to Anika Morgan had to wait, then it could, but she wouldn’t allow them both to go unpunished.

As much as she detested having to do it, Marlene made the decision to keep Amanda Klahr alive. She figured the woman could have some use gaining access to the Morgan home, if that was, indeed, where they had taken refuge. Perhaps the Klahr woman could spring any traps that had been laid in wait for her. Gretel was smart, and Petr seemed to have some wit to him as well, so Marlene would tread gently once she reached their lair. If she was wrong and the woman was proved to be a liability, Marlene could easily kill her at any moment.

Marlene pushed Orphism to the passenger side and sat in the driver’s seat. She grabbed the steering wheel with one hand and started the ignition. With not much protest, the truck fired up. She drove to the front and got out, leaving the engine running, and walked in the front door of the cabin.

Amanda Klahr was sitting in the lone chair like a life-sized doll.  Her head bobbed to her chest, but she was awake, moaning. Just enough medicine, Marlene thought. I just need you to walk.

“Get up!”

Amanda Klahr grunted and got to her feet, the protest of her mind and body dwarfed by her broken spirit.

“We’re going home, Mrs. Klahr. You should be thrilled.”

Through a haze of drug and slumber, and with her eyes still closed, Amanda Klahr extended a broad smile that made Marlene’s face twitch into a sneer.

Marlene guided Amanda into the passenger seat and then walked around to the opposite side.

“Let’s go kill your family.”

Amanda Klahr’s smile broadened, and then she lifted her left hand into a fist and thrust it toward Marlene, striking her just below the ear.

Marlene screamed with fury, a sound borne of frustration as much as anything, and then she raked her icy nails across the face of her prisoner. 

The blood from Amanda Klahr’s cheek splattered the side window and windshield, and Marlene grunted at the potential attraction this would cause.

“It is with the smallest of margins that you are still alive. One more movement that I think is out of place, and my nails will slice your throat.”
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Gretel woke the next morning with the premonition of Mrs. Klahr lingering in her mind. She knew it was a positive sign that her friend and mentor, her surrogate mother for almost a year, was alive. 

Gretel always considered the possibility that Mrs. Klahr would be in tow with the witch when the evil hag eventually came, a hostage to hold off any potential ambush. And thus, the traps they had laid were considered carefully, established with Mrs. Klahr in mind. A woman as mad as the witch would waste no time disposing of her captor, especially if she believed she, herself, was about to die. 

No, they needed to let the witch arrive onto the property safely, unencumbered; and as she made her way toward the home, they couldn’t give away their strategy or position too early. They would have to rescue Mrs. Klahr first, and once she was safe and the witch was isolated, then the real battle would begin. And Gretel knew it would be mostly hers to fight.

Gretel had let Petr take command of the planning; it was, after all, he who had stayed and investigated the witch for almost a year, discovering the cracks in the System’s work and calling them to account for it. And the woman had killed his father. His vendetta ran deeper than hers, she supposed, so the least she could do was allow him the lead at this stage.

But the next stage was hers. 

The lessons she had learned in Orphism, on her own and from the elders of the Old World, would be realized soon. 

Or perhaps not. Either way she would know in the next few days. Maybe sooner. 

She had studied the words in the book carefully, not only out of respect to her heritage, but from a true love of the lessons inside. She began to feel the power of them, not just on an emotional level, but physically as well. She never actually believed the time would come to summon the power though, since such strength was only needed against someone as dreadful as the witch, and she, everyone knew, was dead. 

But she wasn’t dead, and soon it would be time to act.

“How did it go with the mother? Are they calling the System?” Ben ran toward his own truck as Petr brought it to a stop in front of Gretel’s house.

Petr got out of the truck and looked down toward the ground, not making eye contact with Ben or Gretel.

“Petr, what’s the matter?” Gretel asked.

“I don’t think she believed me.”

“Why? What did you say?”

“I told her who I was. And that my father worked for the System. And that she should call them if Sofia and Claude didn’t come home soon. She had already called the local police and was a little suspicious about calling the System. Folks here don’t do that very often, apparently.”

“No, they don’t.”

“Anyway, she walked me out when I was leaving, and she noticed the truck. She asked me if it was yours, Ben, and I said no. I’m not sure why I said that, but I thought it would seem suspicious that I was driving your truck.”

“She gave me a funny look. I don’t think she believed me.”

“It doesn’t matter, Petr. Let’s just get back to work.” Hansel stood at the top of the porch stairs. “She could be coming any second. You all understand that, right? We have to have the attitude that she’s right around the corner.”

“I told you we stalled her, Hansel. She’s going to wait for your mother. And she doesn’t think your mother is coming for a few more days.”

“Or maybe she just killed a couple of kids on her property and now she’s a little concerned that word will get out. Maybe she’s been spooked. Have you thought of that, Petr?”

This is Hansel now, Gretel thought. A shift had happened within him. Some kind of psychological break. And it was as much her fault as anyone’s. Maybe it was all her fault. Two years from now, if they were still alive, she’d probably feel sorry for him and what she’d instilled in the boy, but in this moment, she was relieved.

“He’s right,” Gretel agreed, “it doesn’t really matter what Sofia’s mother does. What we need to do now is prepare.”

“What are we going to do?” Petr asked. “We don’t have the time to build some elaborate trap.”

“No,” said Ben, “but we do have guns.”

Gretel chimed in. “This one pistol isn’t going to be enough for her, Ben. Believe me.”

Ben snickered. “I’m not talking about your great-grandfather’s gun, Gretel. Or whatever that thing is.”

Gretel frowned, slightly insulted.

Ben jogged over to his truck and dropped the tailgate, and then pulled himself up inside the bed. He walked to the front and then stopped at a dusty red blanket that covered something long and rectangular. Ben pulled the cover toward him until it dropped to the bed, revealing an old wooden box that ran from one sideboard to the other.

“What is it?” Petr asked.

“It’s a gun box. And it ain’t empty.”

Ben unlatched the top and reached down and grabbed a rifle and a double-barreled shotgun, holding them up over his head like a soldier whose platoon had just won the enemy’s high ground. 

“A gun box? This would have been a nice thing to know about when we were back at the witch’s cabin. We might have done things differently.”

“Look Petr, I’ve never even seen you fillet a fish. And I had just met Gretel and Hansel. I didn’t want you or me or Mrs. Klahr getting shot by a bunch of kids who don’t know the first thing about guns. And that wasn’t the time to give a crash course. And there was Sofia too. I just—”

“Okay, okay, I get it. What do you have in there?”

“I’ve got these two,” Ben said holding the guns higher, “a shotgun and a rifle with a scope, and a pistol a little more modern than the soaked out one you have there, sweetheart. The rifle is mine. Distribute the others as you see fit.”

“So we’re just going to stand out here with our guns and unload on the woman when she drives up? What about Mrs. Klahr?” Hansel’s tone suggested he wasn’t completely against the plan, but he was skeptical of how they would pull it off.

“We’ll hide. The four of us. One of us will have the angle. I know there’s risk, but that’s always going to be the case.” Ben was becoming annoyed that his friends weren’t as impressed with his arsenal, that they couldn’t see that this was the answer they’d been looking for.”

“No, Ben,” Gretel said. “That plan won’t work. Not like that.”

“Why not?”

“You’re right about Hansel and me. We were never hunters, not really, and we couldn’t be counted on to pull off what you’re talking about. But I also think you’re wrong about Petr.” Gretel looked over at her friend and nodded. “From what I remember, this son of a System officer is quite skilled with the iron. Pistoleer award when you were ten, if I recall correctly.”

Petr grinned and blushed. “I told you about that?”

Gretel knew Petr pretended not to remember. She could see it in his face. In fact, she suspected Petr remembered every moment they spent at Rifle Field. The day of Gretel’s first kiss. “You did.”

“Well, hell, Petr, you never told me that.” Ben seemed genuinely hurt by this biographical omission.

“You never asked.”

“How would I know to ask that?”

Gretel refocused them on task in front of them. “So that’s how it will be then, Ben; you and Petr are going to do the shooting. One of you will have to kill her.”

“What about you and Hansel?” Ben asked.

Gretel grabbed her brother’s hand and squeezed it tight. “Hansel and I will be the bait.
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Marlene drove the Interways at a speed that was just fast enough not to be stopped and ticketed, but not so slowly that she would draw suspicion from some stray backwoods constable. The sun was still a couple of hours away from rising, so there was still time to make it to the Back Country unseen; she hoped to arrive before most folks began their day’s work. 

Amanda Klahr slept beside her, a fresh dosage of sedative working in her bloodstream. 

Marlene had originally intended to head directly to the Morgan property, where she would confront and kill the Stenson boy, along with any other recruits they had brought on to fight in their battle. And then she would take Gretel. Brutally if necessary, but alive. 

They would be waiting for her—of course they would be—but that was to be expected. This renewed chapter of the Morgans was always going to end in confrontation. It was true that events had moved more quickly than she’d expected, and that she’d been somewhat outmaneuvered by her enemies, but those truths were never going to stop her from coming. She would be ready for the trap, the ambuscade, protected by the vulnerable flesh of the Klahr woman. She, and the feelings Gretel and Petr held for her, would be Marlene’s shield, just as the nurse Odalinde had shielded Marlene from Georg Klahr’s shotgun.

But Marlene’s mind was clouded now, unable to focus fully on her mission. It kept drifting to the letter. The letter Anika had left for the Klahrs, with the itinerary and destination of the Morgans in the Old World. The details of the journey didn’t matter anymore as far as the Morgans were concerned, but Marlene’s interest was still unwavering. She had to know. In case she never made it off the Morgan property, she had to be reminded once more of the places she had once known intimately. 

The Morgans had gone off to the Old World, that much she had learned since her awakening, but to which region and specific town was a mystery, and that is what continued to tickle the back of her mind. So, at just a few minutes past dawn, just as she was coming up on the dirt driveway where she had planned to steer Georg Klahr’s truck toward the Morgan farm, to head directly into the ambush, Marlene pivoted her plan and continued straight on for a half mile more until she reached the unmarked road of the Klahr orchard. It was the letter that she thought of as she drove, but it was Life that drew her there.

“We’re changing our plans slightly, Mrs. Klahr. I hope you don’t mind.”

“They’ll kill you,” Amanda mumbled. The words were dry, breathy, clearly dialogue from a dream. Still, Marlene was mildly unnerved by how poignant they sounded in the moment.

Marlene nodded and replied somberly, “Not without killing you too. Now let’s go have a look at the old cottage.”

Marlene backed the truck in so it was facing the road—in case she needed a quick escape—and then walked to the passenger door and opened it in a way a chauffeur might after arriving at a sophisticated party. Then, in amazing contrast to her door gesture, she grabbed Amanda by the upper arm and slung her over her shoulder like an old carpet. Marlene felt strong, energized, perhaps a result of her proximity to Gretel and the prospect of a returning Anika. Or maybe it was a sense that the end of her time in this world was coming soon. The Old World beckoned. In any case, she had so much to repay the Morgans.

Amanda Klahr grunted as her abdomen fell across Marlene’s spindly shoulder, but the woman offered no real resistance, and Marlene quickly carried her inside and up the stairs to the secondary quarters across from the Klahr’s main bedroom. 

She placed her on the bare mattress that laid on the iron bedframe and began to tie her down. Marlene realized there probably wasn’t any urgent need for the restraints at this point, with the Klahr woman nearly comatose, but the thin drapery that hung next to the bed seemed like a sign not to be ignored and an ideal fabric for tying Mrs. Klahr’s hands to the bedpost. If it took her longer than she expected to find the letter, she would come back and reinforce the job with more proper shackling.

But within a few moments of searching, Marlene knew that wouldn’t be necessary. 

She strode across the hall and into the main bedroom—the arena where she had done battle with the Klahr woman not so many nights ago—and was immediately drawn to the destressed white vanity that sat in the corner of the room, obviously Mrs. Klahr’s side of the bed. She opened the long thin drawer positioned just below the main surface of the vanity and immediately saw a white envelope with GEORG AND AMANDA KLAHR handwritten in the center. 

Marlene took the envelope out and smelled it, and then ran her long fingernail under the fold, splitting the paper casing, careful not to destroy the contents. She pulled the wrinkled letter from the envelope and unfolded the paper and began to read:

Dear Mr. and Mrs. Klahr,

Thank you for respecting my wishes not to read this letter upon delivery. When you do read it after we are gone, I pray that you are doing so only out of concern, or perhaps burning curiosity, and not because something dire has occurred. I can never repay you or thank you enough for what you have done for my family, so please do not interpret my secrecy regarding where we have gone as anything other than extreme precaution on my part. You are the only ones I trust, and it is why I have written this letter at all.

In the event you must contact us, we have gone to the town of Hecklin in the ancient region of Jena. It is located just at the base of the Koudeheuvul Mountains. This land is the ancient region of my mother and her family, and my belief is that there are secrets there that can help explain the origins of my family, as well as the reasons behind the trauma we recently endured. 

And perhaps more fully explain the powers that exist in my daughter. 

Our family name is Aulwurm. It is a rare surname, so we should be easy to locate should you need us. Please be prudent, however, and contact us only if there is no other choice. 

I fear for us still. Please be careful.

We will return.

Anika

Marlene placed the letter down on the vanity and stared out the window across the lake at the Morgan cabin where all was still and dark. The sun not yet risen above the canopy of the property. A new darkness will be coming soon, she thought.

She sat on the edge of the bed and closed her eyes, attempting to clear her mind, to force her thoughts back to her life in the mountains. The Koudeheuvul Mountains. It was a name similar to the one her family had given to the range thousands of years ago, but it had been bastardized over the centuries, by kings and settlers, to its current iteration. But the name still rang powerfully, and just reading the word elicited energy in her blood. Marlene felt her heart race, and she took a giant breath to calm herself. 

Jena. It was the land of Orphism, both the book and the religion. It was where she would flee when this was over, when she had concluded her task with the Morgans. When she had once and for all taken their lives for her own. 

She was in a reverie now, and she smiled at the image of her home, the image of a fire burning brightly beyond the hearth, her mother giving a tired simper as she set a basket of wood on the stone floor. There was no father in this image; perhaps she would never remember him.  

Marlene could have chased this scene for hours, but she was wrenched from the dream by a woman’s voice screaming from the front of the cottage. She sat still on the bed, eyes wide and searching.

“Petr Stenson!” The voice was desperate, almost sobbing. “Come out here! I know this is where you live! You will tell me where my children are!”
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AMANDA STUMBLED FROM the bed at the sound of the screaming, like a farmer conditioned to rise at the crowing of a rooster, but she was yanked back to the mattress by the sheets wrapped around her wrists. 

“Who is that?” she whispered to herself, her intoxication still heavy, creating doubt as to whether she had heard anything at all.

“Petr Stenson!” the woman called again.

Amanda got to her feet again, slowly this time, and leaned her body forward toward the window as far as possible without falling, the sheets keeping her from collapsing. 

She could see the shape of the woman standing still in the driveway—based on her voice and posture, Amanda guessed she was in her forties—and then she started walking toward the house, her stride purposeful.

“No!” Amanda called to the closed wall of glass in front of her. “Run!”

With a heavy tug, Amanda tested the curtains on her wrists and could instantly feel the loose wriggle of fabric. Compared to her imprisonment at the cabin, these restraints hadn’t been tied with any real purpose. She flailed her arms now, flexing all the strength in her biceps and forearms; she must have looked like a mad woman, she thought, or a drowning victim. 

But the motions paid off, and within a few more desperate twists and yanks, Amanda managed finally to get one hand free, which she then used to untie the other. She was free.

Amanda immediately ran to the window and opened it. “Go away!” she called to the woman. “She’ll kill you! Go! Please!”

“Who are you? Are you Petr’s grandmother?” The woman’s pitch was angry, accusing.

“You have to listen to me.” Amanda was desperate now, almost crying. “Get away from here. Get in your car and...”

Amanda never heard the woman enter her room, and she never saw the cane that struck her in the back of her head just above her neck. 

And thankfully, she never heard the tortuous death of Sofia Karlsson’s mother as she was torn apart on the dusty driveway at the entrance of the Klahr orchard. 

Amanda saw only a flash of light, followed by a voice that said, “I’ll deal with you later.” And then she lost consciousness.
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Gretel walked out to the front porch and looked up at the darkening sky. It was still early, but rain appeared imminent.

“Hey, Gretel,” a voice called in the distance. It came from the trees at the top of the driveway where the road to the Interways began.

“Ben?”

“That’s me. Can you see me?”

“No, where are you?”

“Up here.”

Gretel descended the porch stairs and then followed the sound of Ben’s voice until she came to a thick chestnut tree that stood about ten yards deep in the woods. She looked up and saw the boy smiling, his face and shirt smeared with dirt. He gave a silly wave and then looked through the sight of his rifle, practicing his aim, a motion Gretel guessed he’d probably done a hundred times already since establishing his position.

“So how good are you with that thing?”

“I’m pretty good.” He paused. “I’m not bad with the rifle either.”

Gretel laughed despite herself. “You’re gross.”

Ben laughed and then almost instantly turned somber. “Hey, Gretel?”

Gretel nodded, waiting.

“I am good with a gun, and I promise I’m not going to let anything happen to you or your brother.”

Gretel smiled. “Not even Hansel, huh?”

“Well...no, not even him.”

“Thank you, Ben. I need to go check on Petr.” Gretel turned to the house and started walking and then stopped and looked back. “And Ben,” she said, “I’m really sorry about Sofia. I know she was your friend. She should never have been a part of this.”

“Thanks, Gretel. I’m sorry too. But it was my fault.”

There was no point in debating the blame. Maybe later, Gretel thought, but not now. Now was a time for preparedness.

Gretel was pleased with Ben’s readiness, camouflaged and poised like a soldier. She sensed that kind of strength and will in the boy from the moment she met him. It was an attractive quality, the feeling that he was a protector. 

Petr, on the other hand, was still balking at the plan, unsure of their decisions to this point. Gretel sensed he was doubting himself, doubting his ability to perform his role once the horror was at hand. 

Gretel walked down to the back of the house where Petr had been standing for several minutes now, staring out at the lake. She stopped beside him and gazed in the same direction.

“I’m scared, Gretel.”

“I am too.”

Petr turned to Gretel now, a look of confusion on his face. “You don’t understand, Gretel. I’m not scared for me.”

“Then who? What?”

Petr shook his head and snickered, seemingly irritated at Gretel’s naiveté. “For so long, I wished for you to come back. I thought about it every night: the moment when you would just appear without notice, to tell me that you were here to stay. And then it happened. You were just floating in the lake in front of me. A mirage. That was a miracle for me, Gretel.”

Gretel felt flush at the admiration being poured upon her.

“And now? Now I wish you hadn’t come back. I wish you were still in the Old World and that I had no idea what you were doing because then I would at least know you were safe from her.”

Gretel let the words land. She didn’t want to step on his thoughts by responding too quickly, diminishing his feelings. Finally, she said, “I’m here, Petr, and there’s nothing that is going to change that. We can only turn into this problem now, face our crisis as the imperative that it is. It’s the only choice we have.”

“But what of this magic, Gretel?” Petr’s face was pleading, not giving up on the possibility of something divine coming into play. 

“What are you talking about, Petr?”

“You have these powers. Like Hansel was speaking of. Powers like the witch, yes? Perhaps you’re even stronger.”

Gretel wasn’t going to argue or downplay her abilities to Petr, so she instead decided to be direct about what she believed her potential to be. “If I wanted that, then yes, I think one day I could be that powerful. Perhaps. But that day will never come to pass. I’ll not live a thousand years, Petr. I’ll never have the luxury of endless time in which to hone and develop whatever heritage has been placed within me.”

Gretel could sense a shame bubbling in Petr. “I’m sorry, Gretel, I just thought...”

“You don’t need to apologize, Petr. Do you think I haven’t thought of that? Of course, I have.”

Petr nodded in understanding. “So what are we doing, Gretel? Are we going to die?”

Gretel placed her arms around Petr’s neck and focused his eyes to hers. “I don’t know, Petr, but my hunch right now tells me that we are exactly where we should be. It’s true that I may never be as physically strong as she is, but my feelings and insights—my natural instincts—are no less resonant than hers. I believe it’s true. I believe it like I believe I need air to breathe.”

Petr smiled and pulled Gretel toward him in a hug. “It’s because you’re a good person, Gretel. It’s your reward from the world. It’s your defense. And I trust you. I trust whatever you decide we should do.”

Gretel pulled away and kissed Petr on the mouth. She held her lips on his for several beats before unlocking and then went in for another short brush of his mouth. “Good. Where’s your gun?”

Petr hesitated, flashing a proud smile at the gift of Gretel’s mouth, and then walked under the porch stairs and picked up the shotgun with the indifference of a bank robber.

“Is it loaded?”

Petr broke open the barrel, peered inside, and nodded; it was a three-part move that Petr pulled off almost simultaneously, and Gretel was comforted by his obvious aptitude with the weapon.

“There’s no range on this gun, Gretel. If it’s going to be me, if I’m the one that’s going to kill her, she’ll need to be right in front of me. If I’m not close enough, I can’t risk it. No one can shoot and miss.”

“So you want to have the pistol too?” 

Petr looked down, as if holding back.

“What is it, Petr?”

“That goes for you too, Gretel. You have to be sure. You can’t pull the pistol unless you’re sure. You have to understand that.”

Gretel did understand it. She’d thought intensively about her role as the lure, the magnet that would draw the witch in, freezing her for just long enough that one of the boys could get a shot on her. But for all the trust she held in Ben and Petr, Gretel was intent on insuring the plan by keeping the pistol in the back of her pants, under her shirt. She hoped not to need it—of course she hoped that—since that would mean that the blueprint of their plan had been destroyed and desperation was at hand; but if the situation did devolve into a level of chaos, she wanted a chance.

“I won’t panic, Petr, if that’s what you’re saying. If you and Ben are as good as you think you are, we can end the day on the right side of life.”

“Is Hansel ready?”

“I’m ready.”

Gretel followed her brother as he walked past them, not making eye contact, his chest full and his shoulders high.

“Are you?” Gretel asked.

Hansel stopped and turned to his sister, his eyes narrow, voice challenging. “Do you think I’m not?”

“Are you at your post right now?”

“Are you? Because it looks to me like you’re down here snogging with your boyfriend. Hardly ready, I would say.”

“Ben is at his post, which is at the front of the property. He’ll see anyone coming from that direction a mile before they’re here. You’re to be at the lake’s edge pretending to be unaware, drawing her to you if she comes from the Klahr’s.”

“She’s not coming from the Klahr’s, Gretel. We were there just yesterday. And how would she come from the lake, anyway? The canoe is here.”

“The Klahrs have boats, you nit. She could come easily.” 

“I know why you put me there. You’ve stuck me on the lake to keep me out of the way. To hide me. You know she isn’t coming from the Klahrs. Not on a boat. She would be too vulnerable.”

“Just get there!” 

Gretel was fuming now, and Petr stepped in to bring down the temperature. “Hansel’s right, I think. About us getting ready. And Hansel, your sister is also right. You should get to your station. We agreed on this, remember?”

“I don’t remember, Petr. I remember you all making the plans and me contesting them and then my sister saying that was the final word on it. I wouldn’t call that an agreement.”

“Yes, but Hansel—”

“Forget it. I’ll be at the lakeshore fingering my arse if you need me.”

And with that, Gretel had enough, and she stepped toward to her brother, intending to grab him by the back of the shirt and pull him to the ground for a wrestling match, the kind they probably hadn’t had since Gretel was in grade school. 

But it was too late for that. 

The witch already had him.
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Anika rode silently in the back of the taxi, taking in the sights of the New Country. The buildings and lights and signage that were routine to most were things Anika had rarely seen in her life. The Back Country—and a few years of riding to the Northlands to visit her father—were the extent of her travels for most her life. Until this past year. Until her incredible journey to the Old World. She considered now the prospects of returning there someday, perhaps even permanently, but something inside her resisted it.

She reached into her bag for her pocket watch and suddenly felt a shriek ripple through her head. She made a sound like, “Ouoh!” 

“Are you okay, ma’am?” the driver asked with a peek toward the mirror and then back to the road, not wanting to be too intrusive.

Anika shook her head quickly, not having the energy to reply.

“Ma’am?”

“Yes,” she managed, and then put her palms to her temples. “May I lie down?” she asked, and then did so before the driver could answer.

“Sure, ma’am. I’ll let you know when we’ve arrived.”

Was it the sickness or the mystery orange pill of the villagers? Anika couldn’t have said, but either way, the pain was ferocious. It was a few more hours to the house. She would sleep until then. And when she arrived, she would find her children. And then find the book.
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Amanda Klahr awoke to the staring corpse of the woman from the driveway. 

Amanda was again tied to the bed, this time with thick strands of burlap rope that cut her skin and brought rings of blood to her wrists and ankles.

The corpse was situated in a chair on the side of the bed, upright, eyes crooked and terrified.

Amanda barely flinched at the dead body this time; her nerve endings apparently having died somewhere back at the woman’s cabin. 

She did, however, regain a small bit of comfort from being back in her home. She had always assumed she would die at the hands of the abominable witch—Marlene, she’d heard the officer call her—so if that were to be Amanda’s fate, then let it happen in her own home.

“What are you looking at?” Amanda said to the dead woman, not the slightest tone of amusement in her voice. “We’ll try, right? That’s all we can do. We’ll try to help them. They drew her away from there. Petr and Gretel. They brought her back here. I have faith in them. You should have had faith too. You should have stayed away from here. This wasn’t your fight.” 

Amanda now looked in the woman’s face and began to cry. “I’m sorry for you. And if those were your children.”

Amanda gave a moment of respect to the dead family and thought of God and heaven; she prayed they were all there now. And then she silently pled for their forgiveness.

“Now let’s start trying, Amanda. Let’s start trying.”
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“Gretel?”

Hansel’s voice wasn’t loud enough to be considered a whimper, and Gretel had to use all her restraint to keep the gun in its resting place at the small of her back. From the corner of her eye ,she saw Petr twitch just a bit, and Gretel held a hand out, backing him off, signaling him to bury any instinct he was about to follow concerning the shotgun in his hands.

“If that gun is still in your hands three seconds from now, I’ll bury my finger deep in this boy’s eye.”

“Petr!” Gretel called, and then watched the gun bounce impotently on the gravel in front of her.

“Gretel Morgan and Petr Stenson,” the woman sneered, her voice like some ancient insect, a beetle that had gained remedial vocal abilities over the hundreds of millions of years of its evolution. “The great untold love story of our time.” She laughed now, and Gretel’s stomach burned with anxiety and hate. 

“If you let him go, I’ll replace him,” Gretel pled. “You want me. And I can bring you to my mother. Just leave him.” 

Gretel’s breathing was shallow, and she almost crying now, in disbelief that they had ended up in this position.  With all their precaution, with all the danger they had left Mrs. Klahr to face, they had still been outmaneuvered.  

But this was the moment now, and she had to turn into it, just like she had advised Petr only minutes ago. 

“He doesn’t have what I have. What we have. You know that I’m right.”

“He’s an Aulwurm. Maybe not with the Orphic instincts you possess, but his blood is your blood. Although, about your instincts, I’d be remiss were I not to point out how dulled they were just now, eh?” The woman looked at Petr before shaking her head slowly, grinning. “I will have all of you in the end, anyway. You’ve always known this, Gretel.”

“You can’t make it away from here...” Gretel paused, chasing a name that flashed in her mind for an instant. She’d never heard the woman’s name, or seen it written, but she sensed it somehow. “Marlene? Is that your name?”

The witch gasped, almost choking on the oxygen in her throat, her jaw hanging loosely in awe, a look of fear glazing over her eyes.

“You can’t get away, Marlene. The System knows about you.”

The spell Gretel had cast on Marlene at the utterance of her name was broken at the mention of the System, and the witch threw back her head in a gregarious, taunting laugh. “Yes, the System. They know all about me.”

“I’m not talking about Dodd.”

Marlene stopped her cackle and stared with interest at Gretel.

“I’m talking about the overseer of your case. Conway.” Gretel could tell by the look on her face that Marlene didn’t know about this person. “Yes, Marlene, it’s not all covered up like Dodd wants you to believe. There are other people at the System, good people, and they’ll be coming for you.” 

Gretel paused, allowing the witch an opportunity to join in the dialogue if she wished. Instead, she remained silent, listening.

“But I can make it go away. Petr and I.”

Marlene’s eyes shifted to Petr, her grip on Hansel’s neck tightening, causing a groan from the boy.

Gretel stayed calm, despite her brother’s suffering. “Petr has known that you were alive this whole time. He tried to convince the System months ago, and everybody else for that matter, but nobody would listen. It’s been his quest to find you.”

“What is this to do with me?” Marlene finally said, humoring Gretel, the impatience in her voice obvious.

“If he says you’re dead, if he tells the System he saw proof of your dead corpse at Rifle Field, or floating in the lake or something, they’ll believe him. And then you can go. You can escape back to the Old World.”

The witch raised her eyebrows just slightly and tilted her head to the side at the idea Gretel had just presented. Gretel thought she even detected the faint trace of a smile.

“But you have to let go of Hansel. You have to take the truck, the truck that’s here, and drive it to the docks. You can get on the first steamer headed for the Old World. It’s your only chance.”

“But there are no more Aulwurms in the Old World,” Marlene said to herself, as if now considering a point she’d failed to earlier. “My potion would not—”

“There’s no more potion!” Gretel growled, the fury in her voice as potent as any she’d ever delivered. It felt almost divine.

Marlene looked at Gretel confused, almost hurt by her words. “But there will always be my potion. That is what this is all for.” She turned now to Hansel and studied him curiously. “I don’t need this one really,” she said. “In the end, you’ll be far more trouble than I need.”

Marlene’s expression turned wickedly twisted, like the face of a rotting jack-o-lantern, and she raised her hand high above her head, nails pointing toward the top of the boy’s skull. 

“No!” Gretel screamed, and then reached at her lower back for the gun tucked in the waistband of her pants. 

As her hand touched the handle, before she could brandish her weapon, Gretel heard the report of a rifle followed by the scream of Marlene.
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“MARLENE? IS THAT YOUR name?”

The sound of her own name landed like a boot in Marlene’s gut. How could a girl this young have developed the skill so quickly? It had taken Marlene generations to finally acquire this ability—which wasn’t quite mind-reading but was something akin to it—and Gretel apparently now possessed it as a mere teenager. And it seemed she was more adept than Marlene, who rarely landed on the exact name.

“You can’t get away, Marlene. The System knows you’re coming.”

Marlene’s fascination with the girl was broken, diminished by the ineptitude of the System. She laughed. “Yes, the System. They know all about me.”

“I’m not talking about Dodd. I’m talking about the overseer of your case. Conway.”

Marlene didn’t quite know what an overseer was and had never heard of this Conway person before.

“Yes, Marlene. It’s not all covered up like Dodd wants you to believe. There are other people at the System, good people, and they’ll be coming for you.” 

Dodd was dead. Marlene had thought little of him since she’d skewered him with the point of her cane, but the mention of him brought her back to the reality of her situation. They would be coming. Again. And there would be no cover-up this time. No hiding out in the ground, hibernating until the trouble passed. 

“But I can make it go away. Petr and I.”

Marlene felt Hansel squirm and pressed lightly on his neck. How easily she could crush him. How easily she could crush them all.

“Petr has known that you were alive this whole time. He tried to convince the System months ago, and everybody else for that matter, but nobody would listen. It’s been his quest to find you.”

“What is this to do with me?”

“If he says you’re dead, if he tells the System he saw proof of your dead corpse at Rifle Field, or floating in the lake or something, they’ll believe him. And then you can go. You can escape back to the Old World.”

The image of Marlene’s mother appeared in her mind again, and she was taken back to her youth during a time when her life had relative normalcy. It had been centuries since those days, and her memory was almost certainly cushioned as it pertained to the comforts and stability of her childhood, but her memory was all that mattered now.

“But you have to let go of Hansel. You have to take the truck, the truck that’s here, and drive it to the docks. You can get on the first steamer headed for the Old World. It’s your only chance.”

The Old World. The Old World had nothing for her. The sudden realization was like a blast of sunlight through a dark room. “But there are no more Aulwurms in the Old World. My potion would not—”

“There’s no more potion!”

If the sound of her own name earlier was a punch to the gut, Gretel’s words this time were a knife to the heart. The potion was all she had now. There was nothing else. There would never be anything else. 

It was time to move forward with this encounter. She was being stalled, and it was time to cut her losses. “But there will always be my potion. That is what this is all for. I don’t need this one really. In the end, you’ll be far more trouble than I need.”

The pre-destruction ecstasy was already flowing through Marlene as she anticipated the feel of her bladed nails sinking into the boy’s soft scalp. She inhaled as she raised her hand high and then screamed in terror as her hand exploded above her.
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“HANSEL, RUN!”

Despite the fountain of blood shooting from her hand and wrist, the witch made a fervent grab to retain Hansel as he spun away from her grasp. Marlene’s face was a tapestry of expressions, the most dominant of which, Gretel thought, were hatred and disbelief.

“I will kill you all!” Marlene roared at the trees as she ducked into the woods next to the house, dodging the one round Gretel was able to get off from her weapon. Her feet reacted quickly to the turn of events, and she strode with deer-like quickness into the deep brush, disappearing.

Petr was a little slower than Gretel getting to his weapon, but he was armed now, the shotgun chambered and ready; Gretel could see by the look on his face that he was still confused, stunned, trying to figure out what had just happened. 

But Gretel knew. It was Ben, from his perch at the front of the property. And he was in the same woods the witch had just entered.

“Ben!” Gretel called. “Ben, watch out! She’s gone!”

Gretel assumed Ben understood that her warning was intended to be a one-way conversation, and that he was not to answer and give away his position. Besides, it was likely he saw all of what happened in his scope following the impossible rifle shot.

“Hansel, come here quickly,” Gretel called. 

After a second or two, Hansel appeared at the front of the house, having gone all the way around it from the back. “Is she gone?”

Gretel motioned to the woods.

“We have to go after her, Gretel. This has to end here. Today.” 

“Hansel, listen to me, and I don’t want any argument.”

Hansel stood motionless, his eyes locked on his sister.

“It’s Mrs. Klahr. I think...I know she is at the orchard. Get to her. She’s in the house somewhere, and she could be in grave condition. When you get there, find her, and then use the phone to call the System.” Gretel looked to Petr, her face intensely serious. “Overseer Conway. That’s right, isn’t it Petr? We can trust him?”

Petr nodded, understanding the impact of his answer.

“Tell him what’s happened. Tell him to come with only his most trusted officers.”

Hansel stood, and Gretel could see him wavering, reluctant to exit the fray.

“Go! The canoe is on the bank.”

“I guess there are two now, right?” Hansel confirmed, a sorrowful look in his eyes. 

“Two what?”

“Canoes. That’s how she came here. You were right, Gretel. I should have kept to the plan. I should have been there watching.”

Gretel calmed her tone, eager to bypass having to reassure her brother that he wasn’t at fault. “It doesn’t matter, Hansel. Everybody is okay for now. But you have to go. Go save Mrs. Klahr and call the System. Remember, only Conway. If he isn’t available, then...”

A scream from the front of the woods interrupted them. It was in the direction of Ben.

“Hansel, go!”
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MARLENE RAN INTO THE woods far enough that she could no longer see the Morgan cabin. She sat and rested at the base of a large oak, hidden from the direction she’d just come. She studied the void in her hand where her last three fingers should have been. This was a terrible loss, she thought, just as her eye had been, but not fatal. Not if she could stop the bleeding.

“Ben! Ben watch out!” Marlene heard in the distance. “She’s gone!”

There was another one then. Of course, a sniper. Marlene had always suspected there would be others to contend with, but she had apparently underestimated them, having seen none upon her arrival at the property. She had been right to attack them from the shore of the Klahr’s, but she hadn’t considered a sniper. 

Marlene moved deeper into the woods by at least a hundred yards, trying to get distance from them in case they decided to hunt her immediately, and then started to make her way up toward the road that led to the Morgan’s property. It took her less than a minute to reach the point where she could see the road through the trees—at about fifty feet or so— and then she began to backtrack in the direction of the house. If her calculations were right, based on the direction the bullet had flown and the sound of the report, once she retraced her lateral movement from the house, she would be just about at the location of the sniper.

The foliage was dense enough that she could stay hidden from view for most of the way, but with the twigs and leaf litter, there was no way to stay silent for long. 

It was time again. It was time to fly.

Marlene crept slowly back toward the house on the latitude where she thought the shooter was and then closed her eyes and smiled. She opened her eyes and began to walk faster. At a small clearing, she broke into a light gallop for three or four steps before lifting herself from the ground. 

She glided like a kite lifted by a sudden wind, rising about ten feet up and twenty feet forward until she landed on the sturdy branch of a thick white oak.

Marlene caught her breath, exhilarated by the feeling of flight and of her own powers. She took a moment to view the world below her before continuing her hunt. She couldn’t see the shooter yet. She assumed he had camouflaged himself in some way—but she knew if she gave him enough time, particularly under these circumstances, he would reveal himself. They always did; it was almost as if they wanted to die, Marlene sometimes believed.

While she waited on the branch of the oak, Marlene thought again of the potion as well as the option that Gretel proposed. Perhaps the girl was right. Perhaps she should have left for the docks, stowed away back to Old World and the mountains of her youth. But that would mean an abandonment of the Morgan women, a violation of her commitment to Life. 

Or would it? The Old World didn’t mean the end. Not necessarily. There were other sources there she could pull from. They hadn’t the virile potency of the Morgans—the Aulwurms—but they could sustain her for a time. Until she could recover and come back for them. 

And even if the Old World meant an end to this life, was that the worst thing? Did she believe it was going to last forever? 

The woman shook off this last notion and focused on the task before her. She looked straight ahead, searching for movement, but she only saw still foliage. She was too far away. It was time to move again. 

She stood tall on the branch now and, never looking down, stepped forward as if walking from a bridge to her death. She felt the pull of gravity on her front foot and then pushed off the tree with her back, flying forward to another tree eight or nine feet straight ahead.

She landed perfectly on the limb she had aimed for, hugging the trunk to retain her balance.

And then she heard it. 

It was just the slightest twinkle of a sound, the clink of metal combined with the cessation of a breath in mid-inhalation, but it was unmistakable and telling. 

Marlene narrowed her stare as she looked up, adjusting her perspective, finally zeroing in on the shine of a boy’s blue irises. Beautiful eyes, she thought. 
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“BEN!” GRETEL CRIED, chasing the sound of the scream that had come from the direction of Ben’s perch. Petr followed closely behind, the shotgun raised in front of him.

Gretel looked ahead to the spot where Ben’s nest had been and saw a violent ruffle in the branches that sent leaves and branches falling to the ground. Petr and Gretel stopped, and Petr aimed his gun at the commotion above him.

“Petr, you can’t see anything. You can’t just fire into the trees. You could hit Ben.”

Petr squinted his free eye and kept the gun poised, his trigger finger stiff and steady. 

“Petr!” Gretel yelled again, horrified at what the boy was about to attempt. She debated stepping in front of him, her arms flailing above her. 

And then she heard a cry dropping from the trees, followed by a thick, gruesome thud. 

“Ben,” Gretel said softly, the defeat in her voice palpable. “Oh my god, Ben.”

“Gretel look,” Petr said, awestruck.

Gretel looked up. She saw an invisible wave ripple through the tops of the oaks, at least ten feet higher than where the scuffle had taken place, cascading away from the house, and flowing deep into the woods toward the Interways. It reminded Gretel of the motion the sea had made when their ship left port for the Old World.

“Is that her?” Petr asked, knowing the obvious answer.

Gretel swallowed, took a deep breath, and jogged over to the place where Ben’s descending yell had come from.

Petr followed behind, saw his friend first, and sprinted over to him. “Ben, are you okay?” 

Gretel came up beside Petr, almost too afraid to look down at the body below her, though the tone of Petr’s voice had sounded optimistic.

“My shoulder is dislocated for sure,” Ben said, “and I probably have a broken collarbone. So after we kill this fucking hag, I’m going to need to see a doctor.”

“Oh my god, Ben.” Gretel’s grin was touching her ears, “I can’t believe you’re alive. How?”

“I don’t really know. She came at me through the trees. Which, truth told, I hadn’t expected. The fact that she can fly would have been a helpful biographical point.”

Gretel looked away sheepishly.

“She landed right next to me and knocked me from the tree. I thought she was going to come down after me, pounce on me like a leopard or something, but she just flew off. Like she got spooked or something.”

“She probably saw you with the shotgun, Petr. She sensed you were going to shoot.”

“I was going to shoot.”

“But what about Ben?” Gretel wasn’t scolding, just curious.

Petr shrugged. “I saw enough of her. I thought I had the shot.”

“You saved me, buddy.” Ben said, pride in his voice at his friend’s conviction. “We’ll call it even on the borrowing-the-truck thing.”

“Well, you and I are not even, Ben. Not even close.” Gretel’s voice was humorless as she and Petr helped Ben get to his feet. Tears of pain erupted from the boy’s eyes the moment he lifted his arm of the ground.   

“You saved my brother. She was going to kill him, and you saved him.”

“It was quite a shot if I do say so myself.”

Gretel put her arms around Ben and hugged him tight. “Thank you.”

Ben let the hug linger for a few beats and then said, “You’re welcome, Gretel. Anything for you.”

“Yeah, well, we can’t get too comfortable now,” Petr said. Gretel detected just a touch of jealousy in his voice. “She could be coming back anytime.”

“Oh no,” Gretel said, turning toward the lake. “Oh god, no.”

“Gretel, what is it?”

“She’s not coming back here.”

“Where then?”

“The Klahr’s. She’s going back for Mrs. Klahr. And Hansel is over there. We have to go. Now! 

“All right then,” Ben said, unable to disguise his weariness. “Let’s go.”

“Not you, my friend.” Petr’s tone was steel, and Ben didn’t raise the immediate protest that was his typical reaction. “You’re staying here. Take the shotgun and stay in the house, alert. I’ll take the rifle. You’re a decent shot, but you’ll be no good firing this thing with one hand.”

“I’d still be better than you.”

Gretel was already in the truck with the engine rumbling. “Petr, let’s go!”

Petr jumped in the bed, and Gretel sped down the drive and out toward the main road. They would be at the Klahrs in less than a minute.
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Chapter 44
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Amanda Klahr lay defeated on the bed, her eyes closed, listening to the front door open slowly, the creaky hinges deafening in their finality. It was over now. The witch was back, and the children were almost certainly dead. She now prayed it would end quickly for her, not because she feared the pain, but because Amanda wanted as little time in this world as possible to mourn the children she loved so much. Amanda doubted that the woman would grant her even that level of mercy.

She listened closely now, the sound of the intruder moving through the kitchen to the base of the stairs. It could be one of the children. A lump of possibility formed in her throat; but her reasoning sprang to life and quickly killed the hope. Amanda knew if it was Petr or Gretel, they would have entered her house with much more urgency to save their beloved Mrs. Klahr. 

No, it could only be the woman; the quiet, unsure footsteps that ascended the stairs were not those of her favorite children.

“Mrs. Klahr?”

Amanda’s eyes exploded open. She waited a beat before answering, needing to register the sound completely, ensuring that what she’d heard was a true sound and not the invention of desperation. 

“Mrs. Klahr?”

Hansel. 

“Hansel!” 

The bedroom door opened slowly, and Hansel Morgan walked in to find his neighbor tied to the bedposts, a brutalized corpse beside her in a chair. She couldn’t have imagined how deranged and pathetic the whole scene must have appeared to the boy.

“Hansel, Hansel it’s me. You’re alive! And your sister? And Petr?” Mrs. Klahr tried to stay composed despite the flood of questions brewing in her mind.

“Yes, ma’am, they’re alive,” Hansel said, his eyes locked on the dead body. He turned his gaze toward Amanda. “But they’re in danger. She’s come here. She’s...”

Hansel stopped in mid-sentence, and Amanda could see that he had recognized there was certainly no need to tell her about the witch’s presence in the Back Country.

“I need your phone. I have to call the System.”

Hansel was already next to the bed working on the restraints, and within seconds, he freed Amanda’s arms. He reached down to her feet and unknotted the twine from her ankles, spinning the fabric away and freeing Amanda completely. 

“Where is your phone, Mrs. Klahr?”

“It’s in the kitchen by the sink. You call and I’ll...”

Before Amanda Klahr could finish her directions to Hansel, thunder blasted from the ceiling above them, shaking the floor and the walls around them. It was as if a stick of dynamite had been detonated on the roof.

“What was that, Hansel?”

Hansel was already staring at the ceiling and said with no doubt in his voice, “It’s her, Mrs. Klahr. She’s on top of your house.”
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PETR WAS OUT OF THE truck before Gretel came to a full stop, keeping his eyes to the sky, looking, unbelievably, for a flying woman. 

Gretel parked and moved quickly toward the house, crouching like a soldier. “Petr, if you see her, shoot,” she said. “No matter what. I’m going in to find Hansel and Mrs. Klahr.”

Petr wanted to protest, but instead just nodded, not knowing if Gretel could even see him. 

But he would shoot. If he had even a sliver of an opportunity, he wouldn’t waste a second in filling the woman with as many bullets as he could get off. 

But Petr was beginning to think it wasn’t his fate to kill her. That despite his superior claim to her life—Marlene having murdered his father—it wasn’t his fortune to have it end at his hand. There was a connection between Gretel and Marlene that he didn’t have, one of blood and ancestry. Petr realized now that if the witch were to die today, Gretel seemed destined to be the one to land the mortal blow.

Suddenly, the trees behind Petr rustled, and he turned away from the house and pointed the rifle in the direction of the sound, exhaling as he watched a golden eagle fly away over the lake. He tracked the bird in his sight for a second before lowering the rifle. That would have been too easy, he thought.

Petr focused a few more seconds on the eagle as it diminished into the blue sky, and for a moment, he was envious of how detached the creature was from the tragedy playing out below him. How amazing it would be to just fly above all the troubles of the world, to escape to the air whenever life became too burdensome.

Boom!

Petr snapped back to the moment and turned to the sound, his right eye already in the scope, searching. It had come from the roof, on the pitch opposite where Petr stood. 

Petr took his eyes from the sight and looked over at Gretel, whose hand was frozen on the door knob as she was about to enter the Klahr house. She was staring back at Petr, eyes wandering, listening for the sound again. 

She gave a pointing motion toward the house indicating that she was going inside, and then gave another to Petr instructing him to head around to the back. Petr shook her off furiously. They had to stay together, and he certainly didn’t want her trapped inside.

Gretel pulled the pistol from her waistband and nodded. She was going in, and no look he gave was going to stop her. She gave Petr the five-minute hand sign, indicating that she would head in, get her brother and Mrs. Klahr, and be back in that spot in five minutes.

Petr frowned and nodded, knowing it would never work out that way.
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AFTER GRETEL MADE HER decision, she moved quickly, entering the house in a sprint and ascending the stairs two at a time. At the top of the staircase, she ran headfirst into Amanda Klahr, nearly knocking her to the floor of the upstairs hallway. Only Hansel, who was standing directly behind her, kept them both on their feet.

“Mrs. Klahr!” Gretel blurted, and then lowered her voice to a whisper. “You are alive! I knew you would be.”

Mrs. Klahr bear hugged Gretel and then released her in one motion. She then spun her and pressed her hands to Gretel’s back, guiding her down the steps. “I know, my baby. I knew you would know. But now we have to go.”

“Hansel, are you okay?” Gretel asked, looking over her shoulder.

The shattering of glass in the bedroom seemed to answer Gretel’s question, and before she could scream, Marlene was standing in her line of sight. Her face was wild, smiling, and she was holding up her hand to show the nubs of where her fingers had been.

“Gretel go!” Hansel screamed. He was at the back of their small pack, and he would have been the first one skewered by the nails of the flying psychopath who had just plunged in from the sky.

“Come here, boy.” The woman spoke with a terrifying confidence, as if she were reaching to grab a lobster from a crowded tank.

As Hansel would tell it later in his life, after the images of the woman started to fade and he could finally speak about the events, that the moment when he felt the woman’s fingernails rake across the back of his head, down his neck, and between his shoulder blades, just missing the collar of his shirt, that he was as certain of his own death as he had ever been in his life. Even more certain than when she had held him as a negotiating pawn and Ben Richter had saved his life. 

If she latched on this time, he knew it would be fatal. At that point, there would have been no more negotiation; Marlene was on a rampage.

Gretel leaped down the remaining four or five steps to the bottom, retained her footing, and then turned toward the stairs with the gun raised. She waited for Mrs. Klahr and Hansel to reach the floor and clear the way, and then she fired three rounds through the empty space into the wall at the top of the stairs.

Marlene was gone. 

Gretel stared up the stairwell, allowing a moment for the terrible face to appear one last time. Just one more chance so she could shoot a bullet through the woman’s cranium. But there was only silence from upstairs.

“Gretel, let’s go,” Mrs. Klahr said.

“She can’t live, Mrs. Klahr. Not past today.”

Hansel, Gretel, and Mrs. Klahr stood paralyzed in the foyer, waiting for the sound from Marlene’s location to dictate their next move. She was fast, faster than any of them had realized, and she was capable of flight, so it wasn’t as easy as just running out the door into the open space of the orchard. From there Marlene could pick them off easily, like grubs exposed in an opossum’s den. 

For now, they would stay huddled at the bottom of the stairs with gun in hand. That seemed like the safest play.

As if a test to the theory, the front doorknob began to turn, slowly pulling the latch from its casing. Preemptively, Gretel grabbed the knob and snatched the door open. She pulled back the hammer of the pistol and held it skull high as she swung the door wide, and then pushed the barrel against the forehead of Petr, who stood on the other side of the threshold.

“Gretel!” Mrs. Klahr snapped a whisper at Gretel, who lowered the pistol to her side. Mrs. Klahr then pushed past the teenage girl and grabbed Petr by his shoulders, bringing him into her arms. “Thank you, God.”

“Gretel was right, Mrs. Klahr,” Petr sighed, the relief in his voice palpable. “She always had faith you would be okay.” 

Despite herself, Gretel basked in the credit and then allowed the reunion of Petr and Mrs. Klahr to last just a moment longer than she should have. 

Finally, Gretel grabbed the bottom of Petr’s shirt and pulled him fully inside the house. 

“She was in here, Petr,” Gretel debriefed, her voice barely audible. “At the top of the stairs. I don’t know where she’s gone. We didn’t hear her leave, so she may still be inside.”

Petr matched Gretel’s volume. “I didn’t see anyone outside. Maybe she’s flown off.” He made a flying motion with his hands, like a bat. “She probably wasn’t expecting us to fight. Maybe she’s decided to quit for now.”

Gretel was quick to kill any hope in Petr. Complacency meant certain death. “No, Petr. She knew. She came to the Back Country fully expecting a battle. She surprised us by coming across the lake.” Gretel avoided Hansel’s eyes, not needing to call attention to his dereliction of duty at this point. “But she knew we would be prepared to fight. It’s part of her nature. It’s her disposition to engage this way.”

Petr was shaking his head before Gretel finished speaking. “What? How can you know this, Gretel? How can you know her like that?” Petr was unsold, weary.

“Because it’s how I feel about things. That need to always struggle, even when there are easier options. Even when the struggle isn’t there at all. I can’t explain it, but trust me, she’s not gone.”

“Maybe we should go before she comes back.”

“Are you listening, Petr? She’s not gone.”

“So are we just going to stand here then? In a circle in the foyer? Our backs to each other, waiting for her to come down the stairs or through the front door?”

Gretel dropped her head, looking down at the floor, and then stepped to Petr until she was only an inch away. She stared up into his face, breathing heavily, her eyes fire. “Did you see her fly?”

“Yes, I saw her, but...”

“She could be waiting for you on the roof right above us. And the second you step back outside she’ll collapse on you like an avalanche. And devour you.”

Petr stepped back toward the window, holding the rifle next to him with the butt on the ground in a resting pose. “Okay, Gretel. I’m with you. I want to get out of here as badly as you do. I just want us all to make it out of here alive.”

“Death is coming,” Gretel said to no one.

Petr, Hansel, and Mrs. Klahr let Gretel’s words hang in the air for a moment before Mrs. Klahr finally picked up where Petr left off. “So what do you want to do, Gretel?” 

Gretel sensed a bit of defensiveness from Mrs. Klahr for her adopted son. 

“She was up there, and I haven’t heard a sound since.”

“Shhh!” Gretel whispered, stepping away from the group with the pistol raised, her gaze slightly upturned. “Did you hear that? It came from the kitchen, I think.”

Gretel took a step toward the kitchen and stopped. She took another, all eyes on her as she crept toward the sound. 

On the third step, the sound of chaos detonated into the house from behind her, inches from where Petr stood. The bow window that looked out toward the lake shattered inward. 

Hansel and Mrs. Klahr stood in shock, showered with glass. The light refracted through the shards, giving them a dreamlike essence. Gretel looked past them, past Petr, and there she was.

Marlene. 

She was standing at the window, her arm reaching through the destroyed frame, grabbing for the barrel of the rifle that was leaning against the wall next to Petr. She coiled her long fingers around the metal tube and pulled it toward her.

Petr’s instincts were fast, and he clutched down onto the butt of the gun before Marlene could pull the rifle entirely through the window. He couldn’t quite get his finger steady on the trigger, but he was holding his own in the tug of war for the weapon.

Gretel turned to Hansel and Mrs. Klahr. “Go to the kitchen and call the System!”

Gretel lifted the pistol and aimed several feet to Petr’s right, eliminating any chance of hitting him with friendly fire. She squeezed off two shots in Marlene’s direction. 

The first shot missed, hitting the right frame of the window. The second was purer and struck Marlene just below her left shoulder, dropping her from the square of the window, her body disappearing as if the ground below her suddenly imploded. There was a delightful howl of pain left in her wake. Gretel knew it wasn’t a mortal shot—unfortunately—but it was injurious. Maybe enough to give them the advantage they would need to finally finish her.

Petr pulled the rifle in and held it ready, looking at Gretel, wonderstruck. “Nice shot.” 

Gretel nodded, a bit surprised at her own acumen.

“I’m going after her, Gretel.”

“No.”

“Yes, Gretel. We’re trapped in here. And you’re out of bullets. Or close to it. And she’s hurt. Now is the time. If we wait, we’ll die in here.” 

“Petr, wait!” 

But he was already out the door, and within seconds of leaving, she heard a round shot from the rifle, and the wails of Marlene’s distress had turned to laughter.
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GRETEL WAS NAUSEOUS now, and for the first time since she’d returned from the Old Country, she had no idea what to do next.

Mrs. Klahr ran back from the kitchen and stood next to Gretel, staring wide-eyed toward the window. “What happened? Where is Petr?”

Gretel was silent.

“Where is Petr, Gretel?” Amanda Klahr shouted at Gretel, her anguish unlike anything Gretel had ever heard from the woman.

“Don’t you fret, Amanda. Petr is just fine.” Marlene was as clear as crystal from outside the door, her voice dripping with disdain as she grotesquely drew out the word ‘fine.’  

Judging by the volume, Gretel estimated the woman was only ten or twelve feet from the house. 

“His tender neck feels wonderful beneath my boot.”

Hansel had now arrived back from the kitchen and stood with Gretel and Mrs. Klahr; the defeat on his face terrified Gretel. He didn’t look afraid—that was the old baby Hansel—he had the more frightening look of disappointment. Whether it was directed at Gretel, she couldn’t have said, but it was as clear to her as anything she’d ever known that Hansel’s faith in the world had been broken.

Gretel hugged her brother. He kept his arms by his side.

She turned now to Mrs. Klahr. “I’m going to get him back, Mrs. Klahr. It’s me she wants, not Petr. And not you either.”

“Gretel, you will do no such thing!”

“This will be okay. I know it will.” Gretel studied the woman’s face for understanding. Okay, Mrs. Klahr? Just stay here. There isn’t anything else to do.”

Gretel embraced Mrs. Klahr, kissed her on the forehead, and then walked to the door. She opened it, stepping out to a beautiful day in the Back Country. 

As Gretel knew before she looked, Petr was in as desperate a position as Marlene described. His cheek was pinned down in the gravelly dirt of the driveway, and Marlene was leaning forward, her foot on the side of Petr’s neck. Gretel could see he struggled to breathe, was begging for oxygen. Marlene stood like a hunter with a trophy kill below her, the rifle on her hip and a smile on her face.

“I’m proposing this trade, Marlene, and you will take it as it comes. You will let him go, and I will go with you to the Old World. With no resistance. I’m sure you have a sedative with you, so just to be safe, I’ll take it and go quietly. You’ve won. Just leave him and my brother and Mrs. Klahr in peace.”

“I don’t need your deals anymore, Gretel, but I do need your gun. Drop it to the ground.”

Gretel had forgotten about the weapon in her waistband. She had no intention of making a desperate play in this situation. Negotiation—the exchange of her own life—was the only hope she had of saving Petr. The System had been called, but they would likely take hours to arrive.

Gretel tossed the weapon to ground.

“Of course you need my deal, Marlene. You can’t make the potion if I’m dead, and if you hurt Petr, that’s the only way you will ever take me. But you have a choice: if you let him go, I promise you I’ll come with you, and you can use me for your liking.”

Marlene stared hard at Gretel, considering.

“It’s not good enough, Gretel. Your deal, that is. There are two Aulwurms here. And another one, as I understand it, is on the way. My Source. I need all you. I need all of it. I could never leave that much behind.”

Gretel closed her eyes, fatigued, her will as frail as talc. She now understood that this woman was mad beyond even the most basic logic. She couldn’t possibly expect to take them all. Her mother too? And take them where? How? It would be nearly impossible to wrangle three people back to the Old World. Or wherever she was planning to take them. She hadn’t shown the ability to maintain even one prisoner in her own home. 

The situation trended toward hopelessness. The deal Gretel had offered was sincere—even fair, in a maniacal way—but it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. Her addiction, her dependency on the potion, was absolute.

“My mother isn’t here,” Gretel said. 

Gretel hoped Marlene could at least reason as far as that. That she couldn’t simply make a person appear from nowhere.

Marlene nodded and rubbed her chin, a motion suggesting Gretel had a good point.

“You’ll just have to take me alone. I’m sorry. The deal I’ve proposed is fair.”

“But your brother is here. Your young, delicious brother.”

“Just me,” Gretel snapped, landing each word solidly, leaving a pause between them. Her tone made it clear that notion was off the table.

“You haven’t the leverage to hold such a strong position, my dear. And I’ve little more patience for this place. Hansel will be coming with me. As will you. Or your lover below me dies.”

“No!”

Marlene lowered the barrel of the rifle until the muzzle was snug against Petr’s temple, her finger hooked around the trigger.

Gretel began to cry. “No...please. Don’t. You can’t take Hansel. I...”  She had nothing more to offer.

Marlene smiled now, displaying her infamous fangs. “So be it.” 

Petr closed his eyes in anticipation.

“I’ll come with you.”

Hansel stood at the door, his eyes as cold as iron.

“Just let him go.”

Marlene smiled wider now and then broke into satanic laughter. It sounded so horrible Gretel wouldn’t have been surprised to see the leaves behind her turn brown and drift to the ground.

Hansel walked over next to his sister and grabbed her hand. “Here we are. You have us as you asked. Now let Petr go.”

Marlene’s laugh ended abruptly and she snarled, “I don’t think so.”

She repositioned the muzzle on Petr’s head and put her eye to the sight.

“No!” Gretel screamed.

And then a blast shook the air around her, and blood, bone, and brains exploded everywhere.
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GRETEL CLOSED HER EYES and screamed, falling to her knees. She was coughing and crying into the dirt, blood from the blast dripping from her face.

“Gretel, are you okay?”

It was Petr’s voice. How was that possible?

Gretel looked up and saw Petr on the ground, miraculously unharmed. Beside him was Marlene, half of her head and face gone. She moved her mouth as if trying to speak.

“What? How?” Gretel stared down at the scene on the ground in disbelief, shaking her head clear, making sure it was all true before forming any hope. She felt Hansel pull away from her and head in the direction of the lake.

“Mother,” he said once, his voice squeaking on the first syllable. And then he started laughing like the child he was.

Gretel looked up. “What? What do you...?”

And then she saw her standing like an infantry soldier, the last wisps of smoke dissipating from the shotgun. Her hair and clothes were dripping wet. Mother.

“Are you all okay?” Anika asked.

Gretel just nodded and then ran to her mother, almost tackling her and Hansel to the ground.

“Petr? Are you okay?”

Petr stood and stared at Anika, his eyes captivated by the woman before him. He swallowed hard and nodded. “I think I am.”

“Mother, how did you? I don’t understand.”

“Your friend Ben told me you were here. I didn’t have a car or a boat, so I swam. Thankfully, he had a spare shotgun.”

Gretel considered this explanation and asked, “So you’re...cured?”

“We’ve a lot to talk about, Gretel. Not now though. Has anyone called the System?”

Gretel didn’t like the deflection, but she knew her mother was right. Now was not the time. “We called them.”

A gruesome liquid sound sputtered behind them.

“She’s not dead,” Petr said. “Look at her. She’s still breathing.”

Gretel placed her hands on the shotgun in her mother’s hands, and Anika let it go with little reluctance. Gretel strode to the woman’s damaged body and stood over her, assuming the position Marlene had taken over Petr just moments earlier.

“Gretel wait,” Anika said. Her tone was unconvincing. “Think about this, honey.”

Anika Morgan had blown the right side of Marlene’s head out from the back; the witch’s face was little more than a pile of smiling red flesh. 

“You had a choice, Marlene,” Gretel said, the pitch of her voice almost sympathetic. “You should have taken it.”

“Marlene. Daughter of Tanja,” Anika whispered. Gretel catalogued the words for later.

The witch made a grumbling sound, trying to form a word, blood and teeth falling from her mouth as she spoke. To anyone else, the word would have been incoherent, but Gretel recognized it at once. Aulwurm.

“That’s right, Marlene. We are Aulwurms. And after today, there will be one less of us in the world. Turn away, Hansel.”

Gretel didn’t check to see if her brother followed the instruction before she pulled the trigger.
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Chapter 45
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“The cure is in Orphism?” Gretel asked.

Anika lay on the bed, a wet cloth over her eyes. Gretel sat at her mother’s vanity table, thumbing through the pages of the mysterious book. Her mother was still dying, and the cure was somewhere in the pages of Orphism.

Marlene was dead. For good. Gretel had left no doubt on that subject. 

Gretel would later rationalize that the shooting was as much a mercy killing as it was revenge, but in her heart, she knew the truth. Marlene had killed Mr. Klahr, and that was enough for Gretel to have pulled the trigger.

Overseer Conway had come with his team of agents, who were followed by a team of medical examiners and detectives. The scene was quite spectacular for a few hours with sirens blaring and lights flashing, but between Marlene’s history and the witnesses at the scene, there wasn’t a need for more than a few questions. After all, as Conway himself pointed out, on the books, Marlene was already dead, so there wasn’t much to investigate. Of course, Gretel interpreted this as an excuse to avoid what was sure to be an amazing amount of paperwork, but the conclusion sounded good to her. She had more important things to do. She had to find her mother’s cure. 

“I’ve read this book front to back a hundred times. I still don’t understand all of it, but the elders taught me enough. There’s no cure for cancer in here. 

“It’s not cancer. And it’s not in your book.” Anika shifted and grimaced, treading along the edges of consciousness.  It was clear to Gretel that the sickness had returned and her mother was now symptomatic. “It’s only in hers. It’s only in that woman’s book. That’s what they told me in the mountains.” 

“Then we have to find her book. Petr said he saw one of the System officers reading it. The officer who was involved with Marlene. Perhaps it’s at the System barracks still. Or maybe he brought it to her. It could be back at her cabin now. Yes, that’s probably right.”

“Maybe,” Anika groaned, her tone as indifferent as Gretel’s was panicked.

“Mother, you can’t quit now,” Gretel commanded. “Please. You’ve come this far.”

Anika removed the cloth from her eyes and sat up. She looked at Gretel and her eyes softened. “It was a long shot, Gretel. I never believed I would make it back there. I just needed to come home. I needed to make sure you were okay. You and Hansel.”

“What do you mean make it back there. You mean here.”

“No, Gretel. I meant what I said. They told me—the ancient ones—that I had to bring the book back to them. Marlene’s book. They said the cure was inside and that they were the only ones who could interpret it for me. Or something like that. I’m not sure exactly why they needed me to bring it to them. The translations weren’t exact.”

“They were lying, mother.”

Anika smiled. “I thought that too.”

“Marlene has been in the New Country for hundreds of years now. There’s nothing in the Old World that we can’t do here.” Gretel was defiant, pride in her birthplace spewing from her lips. “They just wanted you to bring them the book. It was self-serving this instruction.”

“That was a theory of mine also.” Anika smiled wider now. “Maybe I have a little of that special power after all. What do you think?”

Gretel flashed a smile but then was back to business. “I’ve learned the language, mother. The elders were thorough. Once I learned the grammar rules, I was a quick study. I can translate the cure. I’m sure I can.”

“Gretel, you need to rest now. Hansel and Petr are napping, and you should be too.  I can’t imagine how tired you must be. When did you sleep last?”

“I don’t know. I don’t care. I’m going out to visit Mrs. Klahr at the infirmary today. I’m taking her truck, and then I’ll drive up to the Urbanlands after. I’ll speak with Conway.”

“You can’t drive to the Urbanlands, Gretel. When did you learn to drive at all?”

“I don’t know!” Gretel yelled, her voice breaking, closing in on tears.

“Okay, okay, Gretel, we’ll go together. And I will drive. Later, though. You let me sleep for now.”

Gretel watched her mother cover her eyes again with the cloth, and then Gretel quietly stepped out to the hallway. The house was a museum with Hansel in his room sleeping and Petr on the porch doing the same.  

Gretel descended the stairs to the basement, the lingering odor of Marlene still present in the air, and then she stepped out the back door and walked quickly down to the lake. She picked up the oar and pushed the boat into the water, steering the vessel easily across the lake and onto the shores of the Klahr orchard.

She walked up the embankment to Mr. Klahr’s old truck and opened the driver’s side door. She was going now. There wasn’t time to waste, and her mother was in no shape to drive several hours to the Urbanlands anyway. 

According to Petr, he had ‘borrowed’ Mr. Klahr’s truck from time to time—an easy enough task since Georg Klahr had always left the keys inside. But Georg hadn’t been the last person to drive the car. Marlene had brought Mrs. Klahr back from her cabin in the truck, so the location of the keys now was anyone’s guess. If there was a God, and if He was merciful, they would be somewhere inside the vehicle. 

Gretel sat in the driver’s seat and felt first around the ignition with no luck, and then she scanned the passenger seat, again finding nothing. The glove box was also empty, except for the truck’s registration sticker.  

And then Gretel reached under the seat.

There were no keys there either. But there was Orphism.

***
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GRETEL BOLTED FROM the truck and ran inside the Klahr house, dropping the book on the kitchen table and opening it to a random page. She had learned her own book like a religious obligation, and after a brief scan of Marlene’s book, it took Gretel only a minute to recognize the three pages at the back of this book that didn’t exist in her copy of Orphism. 

The symbols on the page organized in her mind like a handful of coins dropped onto a magnet—automatic, effortless—and by sundown Gretel had deciphered the secret to her mother’s sickness. 

It was so obvious.

It was the potion. 

The recipe that had been made of her mother’s own body was the only thing that could reverse her sickness. It was obscene, this revelation. The cure for her mother was a type of self-cannibalism. 

Gretel looked away from the pages of the book for the first time in hours and then stared off across the lake at her home. Her mother was there, dying, and Gretel now realized there was nothing she could do to stop it. 

The book’s addendum described her mother’s sickness in a way that was cautionary to the creator of the potion. This cancer—for Gretel’s lack of a better term—was an unintended side-effect that occurred when a source was prepared improperly or incompletely. The Source should be destroyed at this point, the text recommended, but if salvage is preferable, you must make the source ingest that which has already been prepared. This will normally restore the potency and suitability for blending.

It was impossible.  If this was the only answer, then there was nothing to be done. And not just because her mother would never agree to undergo the torture of the blending again. And not even because Gretel would never be able to figure out how to prepare the blend or that there wasn’t the time necessary to find all the ingredients. 

It was more than that. It was technically impossible to save her mother because even if Gretel could make all those other things happen, the sickness was already inside her, and making a new batch of potion with a sick Source would do her mother no good. It was too late.

Gretel closed the book now, and her mind drifted now to Mrs. Klahr, who had been recovering at the infirmary since early last night. Gretel had promised herself that she’d go see Mrs. Klahr today, but her mother’s revelation had altered those plans.

There was, of course, every excuse not to go now. The hour was late, and Gretel’s prayers of returning her family to normal were effectively destroyed. But still, she wanted to see Mrs. Klahr tonight, and beyond the obvious reason that she loved the woman. Mrs. Klahr seemed to be calling for her, and Gretel knew too much about herself now to ignore those instincts.

Gretel drove the Klahr truck a little less than ten miles up the Interways until she arrived at the infirmary.  Mrs. Klahr’s room was on the second floor—a floor that seemed to indicate Amanda Klahr was in worse shape than Gretel first believed. God knew what poison Marlene had injected inside of her, and Gretel perished at the thought of losing her mother and Mrs. Klahr to the same evil woman.

Gretel pushed open the door to Mrs. Klahr’s room and stepped inside, and there she saw Mrs. Klahr sitting up in her bed, a small glass container clutched in her fist.

“This is it, Gretel. This is what you came for, yes?”

“Yes,” was all Gretel could manage despite the flurry in her mind. 

“It was there, in her kitchen, sitting on the counter. I was alone there, for only a moment, feigning sleep, but it was enough time. It was supposed to happen. Just a moment before we left to come here. And I grabbed it and stashed it in a rather unmentionable place.”

Gretel didn’t even suggest a smile at Mrs. Klahr’s attempt at levity; she just stood staring at the bottle, entranced.

“There’s but a swallow left, Gretel.”

“It’s enough. How did you know?”

Mrs. Klahr paused now, considering the question carefully. “I don’t think I knew anything, Gretel. I still don’t. But I think that whatever gift you have, whatever signals you receive from the world, sometimes transmit outward as well.”

“But I didn’t even know about the potion. I didn’t even know I needed it until less than an hour ago. How could you have known to take it?”

“Or perhaps you did know, Gretel. Without knowing.”

“What do you mean?”

“I listened to that witch speak at her cabin while I was locked away in my own delirium. I heard her teaching that corrupt officer about the lessons she had learned throughout her life. About gifts bestowed upon her that she couldn’t explain. As long as she had lived, she still didn’t understand all the powers she possessed or where they came from. She just accepted them as they came. Unquestioning. The universe delivers, Gretel. You know this. Life delivers.”

***
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ANIKA GRABBED THE VIAL and swallowed what remained of the potion in one swig, not questioning the potential effects or the story her daughter had just told her. At this stage, there was nothing to lose.

“Delicious,” Anika teased. “I can see why Marlene was so set on this recipe.”

Gretel smiled. “I know this will work.”

“I know it will too.”

Gretel left the room and returned an hour later to find her mother up from her bed, straightening the room. “You’re better then?” Gretel asked, the glee in her voice obvious.

“I feel quite wonderful,” Anika said. “I feel as if I could swim the oceans.”

Gretel couldn’t hold back any longer and began to weep, a month’s worth of pent up emotions flowing from her at once. 

With purpose, she walked toward her mother and hugged her tightly, sinking her face into her shoulders to muffle the sobs. Anika stroked her daughter’s hair and reciprocated the embrace. “I knew it would work,” Gretel said. “It had to.”

“Yes, dear. You were right. It seems to have brought me from the brink. I feel wonderful.”

Anika now pulled away from Gretel and smiled with her lips, though her eyes suggested other emotions.

“Is everything okay, Mother?”

Anika chuckled in a way that made Gretel shiver. “Of course. I just, I feel so wonderful.”

“Yes, you’ve said.” Gretel’s smile waned. She looked at her mother, wary. 

Anika’s eyes flickered at the sarcasm, and Gretel detected the slight curl of a sneer on her mouth.

“Mother, what’s wrong?” 

“I have to ask you a question, Gretel,” Anika said stoically, staring in her daughter’s eyes, the pace of her words unusually fast.

“A question? Okay, what is it?

“It’s about the potion.”

Gretel forced down a swallow and then took an enormous breath as she nodded.

Anika Morgan dropped her gaze to the floor for just a beat and then looked back to her daughter and smiled. Her eyes blazed, and Gretel noticed her teeth seemed a bit larger than before.

“What about the potion, mother?”

“I was just wondering,” Anika said, her hands trembling lightly. “Is there any more?”

––––––––
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THE END
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Chapter 1
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I was barely fifteen when I murdered my mother.

Some would call it self-defense, I suppose, but at this point in my life I have a decent feel for the difference between the things that are real and those that make a person feel better. I’ve thought about that night a lot over the years. It was murder.

For most kids, teenagers, the trauma of killing their own mother would be profound. Catastrophic even. And, in truth, that was true for me as well. 

But there was a difference with me. Inside, I always knew things would happen the way they did. That day I left my mother to die, alone in the lake, gasping for air as she sank below the water line grasping and splashing in terror, was merely the culmination of a childhood filled with calamity. 

It’s been almost four years since that day, probably a long enough period to move further away from it than I have, but I’ve come to realize that the more distance I get from the event, and all of those others that led up to it, the more painful the memories become. For the past two years, I’ve been trying with great uncreative effort to drown those memories.  

“Two more, Fritzy,” I bark. “Now understand: that’s two separate drinks, not a double.” 

Tonight, I’m in a bar—The Keller—in the Old World, having just disembarked from a vessel that landed here from the New Country only hours ago. I’m on my way to see Gretel, but I’ve got a couple of birds to kill first. 

“My name is Gus,” the bartender replies, not meeting my eyes. He finishes cleaning the glass in his hand and then pulls a bottle of rum from the ledge.

“Ice first,” I correct. “Please Fritzy, make my drink properly.” 

“Sure, buddy.” The bartender is a burly fellow—he’s got six inches and fifty pounds on me easy—but he is in no hurry to escalate my obnoxiousness to conflict. 

The first of the two drinks hits the bar and I lift it immediately, taking in three quarters with the first gulp, and then the rest with the follow up. Gus shoots me a disapproving glance without lifting his head.

“Not bad, Fritzy, but maybe ease up a little on the mixer, yeah?”

Gus twitches in a splash of soda and sets the second drink down on the chipped lacquer bar top. He wipes away a phantom smudge beside my glass and then drifts away to a spot far in the corner and lights a cigarette.

I’m alone on the stools, and in the entire bar but for a couple of middle-aged ladies who are clearly from somewhere other than here. Probably had a couple of drinks at the inn in which they’re staying and then suddenly felt adventurous, deciding to give the local dive a shot. Their conversations sound a bit too chipper; trying too hard to sound relaxed. I can feel their uncomfortable stares on the back of my neck when I order my most recent round.

Of course, I too have come from someplace else. The Back Country. A place unknown to the rest of the world until only a few years ago, but whose legend, it seems, has grown steadily over time. Unlike the gals behind me, however, my presence in this tavern is not by chance.

“Hey Gus?” My tone is somber now, sober. 

Gus snaps his head toward me, almost choking on his drag.

“I’m hoping you can answer a question for me. Two maybe.”

Gus composes himself, reasserting his dominion. “You writing a story about me, fella?”

I snicker. “No Fritzy, why in the world would anyone want to do that?”

I stay quiet, awaiting an answer, allowing space for the insult to resonate. Gus only frowns.

“I am looking for someone though, and I’m thinking you, running a place like this, might have heard of him. Maybe even crossed paths with him at some point over the years. I just have a question or two. What do you say?”

Gus nods slowly, and gives me a sideways look. “Okay pal, let’s see how the first question goes, and then I’ll decide from there about the second.”

“That’s fair.” I smack the bar twice with both palms. “Set me up first though, Gus. And another round for the mysterious strangers behind me.”

The ladies at the table stop talking immediately, and then after a pause one says, “Actually we were just leaving. Thank you though, that’s very generous.”

The sloshy clink of ice against the glasses lets me know they had at least another half hour in them, but the sudden interest from a strange drunkard has expedited their exit.

“Okay, no offense taken. I wouldn’t accept it either.”

The women smile and assure me their departure has nothing at all to do with me. They quickly settle the bill with Gus and then scatter like butterflies.

Gus watches the ladies leave and frowns again, deeper this time, dismayed. “You’re still gonna buy those drinks, eh?”

I smile. “Sure Fritzy. And you can even keep the booze.”

Gus gives a satisfied nod and says, “What’s your question, pal?”

I put two fingers together and wave Gus toward me coquettishly. He leans in, his face only inches from mine now.

“Do you know the story of Marlene?”

Gus holds my stare and then gives a weak smile. “Sure buddy, most everybody west of Mt. Koude knows that story. We even get people in here sometimes, tourists and rich folk from the New Country mostly, who are planning to head off to find the lost Village. Village of the Elders they call it. The place that woman from the New Country found several years ago. The mountains have become something of an attraction over the last few years.”

The mention of my mother chokes me a bit, but I keep my composure.

“That was an easy one pal, so I guess I’ll let you shoot question two.”

I narrow my look on Gus now and my jaw clenches unconsciously. “Do you know a man named Gromus?”

Gus’ face bleeds to white before I sound off the ‘s’ in the hideous name, and the bartender’s eyes glaze with the moisture of dread.

“I’ll take that as a ‘yes’ then. Do you know where I can find him, Fritzy? Do you know where he lives?” My words have punch now, authority. 

Gus is visibly shaken by my questions, intimidated even, but he tries to stay steely. “You gotta go now buddy,” he whispers, “I’m busy here.” Gus’ voice is anxious, quick and stammered; the absurdity of his last phrase comes flat, without irony.

“Gromus. Just give me a direction and I’ll be out the door.”

Gus drops his head in defeat. “Look, if I knew where it...he was, I wouldn’t tell you. I would send you in the opposite direction. Not for his sake but for yours. But I don’t know where he is. He doesn’t live anywhere. I don’t even know what...”

Gus’ words fall away and closes his eyes, as if trying to explain the person I just mentioned is physically painful for him.

He continues. “He was in here once, only once, and that was three years past. Just over. I don’t know where he lives or where he came from. I don’t know anything about him aside from what I saw that night. And from the legends and rumors that float around in here sometimes.”

“That’s a long time ago to see a man once and still remember him.”

Gus looks down at the bar top and nods. “Yeah.”

“What happened, Gus? Why do you remember him?”

Gus swallows and stares hard in my eyes. He shakes his head slowly and says, “You don’t ever want to meet him.”

***
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GUS GRABS A BOTTLE of scotch and lifts up the bar top door. He walks from behind the bar and over to the table where the ladies were sitting just a few minutes ago. I follow him. 

He picks up one of the drinks and swallows what remains in his customer’s glass, and then flicks the ice from it sideways across the floor. “Sit down.”

I sit across from Gus, watching him recollect. He’s staring at the empty glass now, spinning it on the table slowly with his finger tip, caressing the rim. His thoughts are in the past, the night of Gromus. I don’t pressure him to talk, wanting him to organize the details to get his story accurate. 

“Why did you ask about the story of Marlene?” Gus asks. 

“I just figured anyone who knew the tale of Marlene might also know about Gromus.” It’s not a lie exactly, but it does lack a certain transparency. 

Gus studies my face, sensing there’s more to the explanation; there is, but what more there is is mine. Gus need play no part in this story other than to give me the name of the next person who may know the next person after that.  

“And I was right, Gus. I’d say you do know something, something that has you a bit thinned out.”

Gus continues his meditation of the tumbler, keeping his eyes fixed to the glass. “It was thirty-eight months ago,” he begins.  He blinks once and stares at me. “And six days.” 

I nod, acknowledging the relevance of the precision of his memory.

“It was late, after midnight, but it was still busy in here for that time of night. Busy for us, anyway. Place was maybe half-full but starting to whittle down. It was reaching that time of night when you began to notice people coming and leaving. Nothing unusual about the night though. No fights, no police calls, just a better-than-average night of business.”

Gus stops and rubs his forehead, grimacing, as if the excavation of the memory makes his head throb

“And then it changed, the night that is. A man comes in alone. But he doesn’t stroll in slowly like most people do, apprehensive and wary, assessing the place before they dive in full. No, this guy is quick through door. He wasn’t rushing really, but he came in just...too fast. Too fast for a man walking into a bar. And his steps were...crooked, like he had some kind of deformity in his legs, which made his pace even stranger.” 

“Anyway, he comes in about five or six steps past the threshold and then he just stops and stands there. And he looks...oh god...bizarre.”

Gus’ eyes are wide and he’s shaking his head slightly. It’s a ‘you-had-to-see-it-for-yourself’ look. 

He goes on. “He was wearing this heavy coat, dark and dusty, like he’d just come out of a chimney or something. But that by itself wasn’t what was strange.”

“What was it?”

“It was his face. His head. It was like some kind of ancient mummy. So thin. Gaunt and stretched out. Almost like it was just a skeleton with skin placed on top.”

I resist the urge to remind Gus that everyone’s head is a skeleton with skin on top. 

“And every part of it was...bare. And I mean bare. Not a strand of hair on it anywhere. Nothing. It was almost like it had been burned off. But he wasn’t disfigured exactly, not the way someone in a fire would be.”

Another pause and a glance to the ceiling. Gus measuring in his mind whether what he’s just described is accurate.

“He was tall but not unusually so, but his body was...big. Thick is how I always think of him now. Which made him look more unusual with the emaciation of his head. And his posture was awful. Similar to the way he walked. Old and crooked. He looked like some kind of human dinosaur or dragon or something. Even his fingers were long and thin like a reptile. Nothing about him matched up. It was as if parts of different bodies were put together to make him whole.”

“Did anyone else notice him?”

Gus shakes his head and shrugs. “Not really. I don’t know. I wouldn’t have really remembered him now if that had been the whole of it. If he had just turned and left, I’d have probably never recalled any of this.” 

He pauses and narrows his eyes. 

“But then he smiled.”

I give Gus a nod, encouraging him to continue.

“The smile was something I can’t really explain, other than to say that my eyes watered instantly, and the urge I had to run was as powerful as I’ve ever felt.”  

Gus locks eyes with me.

“I’m a military man, mister. Combat veteran. I don’t run from much.”

I nod again, this time in understanding.

“It was like the smile transformed him into some kind of monster. It’s the only word I can use. ‘Inhuman’ works too, I guess. A woman at the bar shrieked. Another one dry heaved. I don’t think either of them were even looking at him before he smiled. The guy—Gromus it turns out—gave the woman who shrieked a glance and she began to cry instantly and then ran out through the back exit.” 

“So he was ugly? Is that the gist? There’s lots of ugly, Fritzy. It has to be more than that.” I can hear the sincerity dripping from Gus’ voice, but I feign doubt, digging for more.

“It was more than that. I’m ugly. This guy was...horrific.”

“What happened next?”

“He walks to the bar, and by this point the customers who haven’t left are either asking for their tabs or have moved toward the back walls, over by the darts. But they’re all watching. And then, with his repulsive smile still flashing, the guy orders milk. Milk.”

This detail should be funny, but it sends a chill across my shoulders. 

“His voice was high-pitched and gravelly, and there’s some accent there that to this day I’ve never been able to place. Anyway, he touches the milk with the tip of his tongue and then smells it, closing his eyes while he does it, and then he guzzles the whole thing down. And then it becomes bizarre.”

Gus stops and breathes deeply. I stay silent.  

“He walks over to one of the girls who worked here at the time, a waitress, and he does it in that same way he came in, warped and twisted and too fast. And then he leans in close to her, right by her neck, and he starts to sniff her. First it was like he was doing a feeling out sniff, like a dog might do, but then he takes in this huge inhalation. He never grabs her or anything, but his body is close, and positioned so that he’s blocking her from moving. And then he bends down so that his nose is right in her crotch. He starts doing the small sniffs again and then the long deep one. It was surreal. Everyone was just standing there, frozen. And then he...this...Gromus...he darts away from her, crouched, and starts slinking over toward the crowd of people at the back. He was moving like a...crocodile or something. You know, the way they look when they’re about to start running.”

“I’ve never seen a crocodile run,” I say absently, irrelevantly, riveted by the story. 

“Well that was the last straw, of course; this is my place, so I couldn’t just stand there and watch this all play out like it was happening on a stage. I was scared to my toes, but I ran out to the floor anyway, toward the crowd, which by now was frothing into a panic. I’m yelling at this crazed monster, my voice deep, cursing. And I come up behind him and grab the back of his coat, right at the base of his neck.”

Gus swallows hard and refills his glass immediately. He holds the bottle up to see if I’m ready for another but I wave him off.

“Feeling the yank of my hand on the back of his coat, the guy...well, I guess you could only call it a scream. And I know I keep using these animal references, but it sounded like, I don’t know, a horse dying? A cow maybe? Only much worse. I can’t accurately describe it, but I’ve never heard the sound before or since. Except in my dreams, of course.”

“Jesus,” I whisper.

Gus nods. “I’m not sure even He could have loved this guy.”

I smile at Gus’ joke. The more I hear his story the more I like the surly bartender. “Then what happened? After he starts screaming?”

“He spins away from me, twisting out of my grasp and doing a complete revolution until he’s back facing me. He pauses for a just a second and then continues screaming again, only this time right in my face. His breath was putrid, like the milk he’d just drank had rotted in his mouth. And his teeth were long and jagged, like daggers. I realized then that that was why his smile was so terrifying: his teeth were way too big for his mouth.”

I swallow and look away, instinctively covering my mouth. I’ve heard that description before.

“What do you know, kid?” 

I shake off the question. “Nothing. Not really. Not about this guy anyway.”

I can see Gus preparing to pursue my response but he ultimately lets it stand.

“Is that it?” I compel. “What happened after that? Did he attack you or anything?”

Gus shakes his head. “No. He stopped screaming pretty abruptly and then just stood there staring at me for a few seconds, looking me up and down, studying me. And then he smiled again. Like everything he’d just done was a joke and he was now revealing it. I didn’t smile back and I didn’t give up any ground. Instead I just say to him, ‘Leave now and never come back to my bar. And if you do step foot in here again, I’ll be sure to introduce you to a very close friend of mine. He’s got about ten inches sawed off him and will put a nice round hole in your chest.’”

“Nice line, Fritzy.”

“Trust me, I didn’t feel as brave as the words that came out of me, and I don’t even know if he knew what I was talking about. Because after I said it, he kind of squinted at me, and his smile dipped a bit, like he knew it was some kind of a threat but not the exact nature of it.”

“So he left?”

“He started to. He walked past me, brushing me a bit, heading toward the door without looking back at me. And then when he reaches the door, just before he touches the knob as he’s reaching for it, he stops and stares back at me. At all of us.” 

Gus points across the room. 

“We were all crowded back against this wall over here, like we were taking shelter from a storm. Then the man says in that same scratchy, high-pitched, awful voice, ‘My name is Gromus, and if my source ever comes to you, ever enters this establishment, I will know of it. And I will be back to murder everyone in here at the time. If that be necessary.’”

I stare hard at Gus, who senses some recognition in my eyes, some relationship with the story he’s just told to me. I try to deflect. “That couldn’t have been good for business.”

Gus looks around the empty bar and then back to me. “I’m going to ask you again friend: what do you know?”

I refill my glass one last time. I’ve consumed a lot of alcohol by now, but my tolerance and the magnitude of Gus’ story has me feeling as sober as a minister. “I don’t know anything about Gromus, but...Gretel Morgan is my sister, Gus. Anika Morgan was my mother.”

“The shit you say.” The words come out of Gus in a breathy gasp.

“Gromus is after my sister. At least, she believes that to be true. So I’m here to find out who he is and where he might be. And to stop him if that becomes necessary.”

“But why did you come here? How could you have known that he was ever here?”

“Stories go both ways, Gus. The story of Marlene made its way to you, and it seems the tale of Gromus has wings as well. I arrived in this land just this morning, and as I began to ask about Gromus, your establishment came up in conversation more than once.”

“Marlene. You asked if I knew the story of Marlene. Why? What does Gromus have to do with Marlene? And why is he after your sister?”

I look at Gus, my eyes half open and my expression flat. “I don’t know exactly, but Marlene and Gromus seem to have some things in common. Besides just being horrible people, I mean. And being ugly.”

Gus snickers. “What else?”

I’m lost in thought now, thinking about Gus’ story. In particular, about Gromus’ quest for his ‘Source.’ I feel a wave of nausea come over me and I stand to leave. “Maybe everything, Gus. Everything that matters.”

***
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I LAY SEVERAL BILLS on the table—both for the drinks I owe and for Gus’ time—and start for the door. Gus is half asleep at the table, exhausted from the retelling of his Night of Gromus. I stop at the threshold. “You going to be okay, Fritzy?”

“My name is Gus,” he replies without looking up.

I smile. “Gus? Are you okay?”

“Why does your sister think Gromus is after her?”

“I’m not sure exactly. She mentioned him in a letter, but she didn’t go into much detail. But after hearing your story, I’d say she’s almost certainly right.” 

“Where will you go now...uh...?” Gus stammers, searching for my name; the diehard fans of the stories of Gretel and Marlene would remember it, but not the casual ones. 

“Hansel, Fritzy. My name is Hansel. And these mountains you speak of, the ones the tourists are always looking for?”

Gus nods. “The Koudeheuvals. They’re all around us.”

“I’m going to start there. I’m going to find Gretel.”
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Chapter 2
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I knock on the back window of the pickup truck and raise my voice. “How much longer?” 

The driver just shrugs and points to the road ahead. The landscape is barren, and we haven’t passed another car for at least fifty miles. I’m cold, praying for the sun to rise, but I’m no astronomer and don’t have a clock to tell me when the shivers will end. The driver was kind enough to pick me up, but not so kind as to send his dog to the bed so that I may ride in the passenger’s seat.

I pull a small bottle of scotch from the inside of my jacket pocket and take a swig, then another. I realize my drinking is a problem, but not one I’m quite ready to deal with today. Or tomorrow. Soon though. Maybe. 

I close my eyes and try to sleep, and just before I drift, I see an image of my mother’s hand sinking below the surface of a lake.

***
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I AWAKEN TO A BLANKET of darkness and the smell of autumn. The truck is still moving, and I knock again on the back window. “When do we get to Stedwick Village?”

The man raises his thumb tall and points it back over his shoulder. “Stedwick.”

“We passed it?”

“Stedwick,” he says again, heaving his thumb in the same direction.

“Stop!” I scream and bang on the window. “Dammit, stop!” The dog lifts his head from the seat and stares at me for a moment, and then lowers it back down on the torn leather.

The driver pulls to the shoulder and I hop from the bed, still groggy from sleep and liquor, and I walk to the driver’s window hoping to find out where I am or at least to give him a sour look and a couple of impolite words. But before I reach the window he pulls away; the truck’s taillights dim and impotent as they fade into the blackness ahead. 

I’m officially stranded. 

Alone now and a little tipsy on a country road in the Old World, with no clue as to the direction of Stedwick Village other than ‘back,’ I begin to walk. At least I have a general direction. It’s better than nothing. 

I pull out my Scotch bottle again, twist off the cap, and then pause and sigh before screwing it back tight without taking a swig. Sobriety is sure to be an asset when I eventually reach the town, which hopefully will be within a few hours.

Luckily, or perhaps it was something more (I’m always open to those possibilities these days), I awoke in time to save myself a day’s walk, and the driver was accurate with his less-than-specific directions. The glow of morning is just cracking the sky when I see the first lights in the distance, and as I put another half mile behind me, I soon see the first triangles of rooftops piercing up through the mountain. As the hillside town comes further into focus above me, I meet a road which meanders into a shroud of trees and appears to lead up the mountain. 

The mountain road is steep, and it’s less than a mile’s walk before I reach the entrance of Stedwick Village. The town is labeled by a huge arching sign that spans from one side of the road to another. It’s a large, ornate carving illuminated on the tops of the far posts with old-fashioned oil lanterns. The letters that spell out the name are foreign to me, probably from a language lost to most of history, but they’re similar enough to my own tongue to know I’m in the right place. It’s as if I’m walking into a village from a thousand years ago.

I can’t help but think of Gretel and smile. She always knew she would come back to the Old World. To a place like this. Dark and quiet. Mysterious. She loved this land when we came as kids, that feeling of living in a time that had been lost to the rest of the world. If not for the Klahrs and the threat of the witch all those years ago, she would have never left. It was where she belonged.

I have seen my sister only twice since she left the Back Country; once was at mother’s funeral, and the last time was about a year later, a year after Gretel left the New Country for good to begin finding her place in the world. On that occasion, she had been living in a much larger city, in an apartment not much bigger than a tent, and though she had seemed genuinely happy to see me, there was still pain in her eyes when she looked at me. Memories that she couldn’t hide. And no doubt blame. 

Over the years since then, based on details she has conveyed in the occasional letter, Gretel has traveled much of the Old World, usually sleeping at communal campsites or on floors in the homes of temporary friends. Until eventually she landed her here, in Stedwick Village, one of a hundred small towns tucked tightly at the base of the Koudeheuval mountain range, the largest range in the Old World. It was the Koudeheuvals my mother scaled all those years ago, bravely, impossibly, eventually finding the cure to her sickness, only to discover the cure had been in the Back Country all along.

It’s still early, and as far as I can see, the tiny streets of Stedwick are deserted. Evidently, the bustle of the day has yet to start. I reach the first building at the edge of the town and make my way down the street until I come to the first signs of life. It looks to be a general store, still closed judging by the sign on the door, but it appears about ready to open for the day. I can see the movement of shadows inside.

I walk slowly to the storefront window, careful not to startle the occupants, and mime a knuckle knock on the glass, hoping to catch the attention of an elderly man who is arranging cans on a shelf just to my left. 

He lifts his eyes for just a beat, and then double-takes and catches my look. He looks around the store as if searching for an exit, or perhaps an ally, but finding neither, he drifts slowly toward the window and stares at me.

“May I come in?” I say loudly, not able to gauge whether he can understand my language or even hear me.

The man narrows his eyes and shakes his head, a look more of confusion than an expression of denial.

I point to the door and gesture a turn-and-pull motion.

He gives an uncertain look now, seeming to understand my gesture but not ready to agree to the suggestion.

“I’m looking for someone. Can you help me?”

He shakes his head again, and it now seems to me that the problem is one of language and not volume.

“Her name is Gretel. Gretel Morgan.”

The man’s look slowly bleeds from confusion to one of desperate recognition. He swallows down a large lump in his throat and begins to back away from the door, feeling behind him as if searching for an escape hatch. His hand grabs something, and without looking away from me, eyes as wide as eggs, he brings in front of him a shotgun, barrel-shortened, similar to the one Gus described having used to threaten Gromus.

I put my hands shoulder-height and slightly in front of me, palms open. “Gretel is my sister,” I plead. “I’m not here to hurt anyone.”

The man lowers the gun slightly and I hear footsteps approaching behind me. I’m not willing to turn though, afraid that any movement will provoke a blast from behind the storefront glass. Instead, I hold my pose as still as ice.

“Who are you?” the voice behind me says. It’s a young voice, feminine.

“Hansel. My name is Hansel Morgan.”

The man in the store lowers the gun a notch, and seconds later the source of the voice is standing beside me, pushing her palms down toward the ground, signaling to the man to lower the weapon completely.

I steal a look at the woman beside me and see that she is striking, beautiful even, and I notice instantly in her giant dark eyes a resemblance to the man in the store. “Friend of yours?” I ask.

She looks at me confused, not sensing the sarcasm. “No. He is my grandfather.”

It would have been my guess.

“What do you want here, Hansel Morgan?”

I’m feeling unjustly challenged at this point, having strolled innocently into town, and I’m not quite ready to assume the role of interrogated prisoner, despite the armed man behind the glass. “Is it a crime to walk into Stedwick Village?”

The woman looks away for a beat, embarrassed, and then she reloads her stare. “No, of course not. But you are unknown here. And we have had...well, we are wary of strangers.”

I change my tone, altering it from sardonicism to empathy. “I understand. Believe me I do. It’s the way you should be.”

“Where did you come from, Hansel. People do not arrive here without notice. Not to this village. Not without a purpose.”

“I am here for a purpose.”

The woman stays silent, waiting, but I’m not willing to reveal my plight at this point. I don’t know this woman, and the grandfather hasn’t exactly been a modicum of hospitality. I shift away from the subject.

“I’m sorry,” I say, “I didn’t ask your name.”

“I am Maja. My grandfather is Kacper.”

The sun is now up and the streets of the town have started to hum. A small crowd of women has formed just across the street from the general store, with a few of the ladies conspicuously pointing at Maja and me. “Do you think we could go inside?”

We step inside the store, which consists of one large room lined with low shelving that forms five or six aisles. Almost everything seems to be constructed of wood, beams and two-by-fours that are bowed and knotted. But the place is clean and organized and has a homey smell of something vaguely familiar. Maja sits on a long bench at a table next to the sales counter, and I take the seat opposite her.

“I’m looking for someone. My sister. I think your grandfather recognized her name.”

Maja blinks a couple of times and then looks away, searching her mind, and then she turns back and stares in my eyes. Her jaw drops and she puts her hand to her mouth. “Gretel?”

“Yes!” I can’t help but smile, though my subconscious tells me a disturbing revelation is about to come. “So she’s still here then. And you obviously see a resemblance. She’s not quite as good looking as I am, but I guess there is a likeness.” 

“Gretel.” It’s Kacper, standing at attention behind Maja. His gun has been put to rest for now, but it remains in sight, butt down and poised less than an arm’s length away from its elderly master. He gives me the same look as his granddaughter and nods. 

Maja whispers something to her grandfather. The words are foreign to me, but I can sense the import and solemnity.

“What’s wrong?” My smile has evaporated. “Where is she? Where is Gretel living?”

Maja holds my stare for a moment, and then her eyes begin to glisten as she looks away.

“Where is she?” I’m feeling lightheaded now, anticipating that whatever comes next will be grave. 

“I...I don’t know where she is now.”

I let these words hang for a moment and compose myself. I need to be more precise with my questions.

“Has she been harmed in any way?”

Maja swallows. “She has been...taken.”

Panic floods my body and my mouth fills with saliva. My head starts to throb and a sharp ache forms behind my eyes. Settle, I tell myself and take a deep breath. She’s not dead. She didn’t say dead. “Who took her? Where did they go?”

“I don’t know where they went.”

“But you do know who took her.” This is a statement.

Maja shakes her head. “It was a man, that’s all I know. An awful-looking man.”

“So you saw him?”

Maja shakes her head again. “No, not me. There was only one in our village who saw him. He was there when the man came. It happened about three weeks ago. But he doesn’t talk of that day with anyone.”

It was Gromus, of course, the man who took Gretel, I already know that much of the story. But I still want to talk to this man. If I’m going to find my sister, I’ll need more to go on than what Gus gave me. 

“Take me to him.”

***
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I FOLLOW MAJA THROUGH the drab and austere streets of Stedwick Village, which, as the sun has risen higher, have begun lining with more and more people, their marionette-like stares and finger points invoking in me some bizarre sideshow memory.

“You would think I just landed here in a spaceship,” I say flatly, unconcerned with the attention we’re receiving, my focus now narrowed toward Gretel.

“As I said, we get very few visitors.”

I study the people as I pass them. There is a seriousness on the faces of the adults, a shifty nervous look that can only come from a lifetime of suspicion and fear. Even the children lack the joy and ease that is typically universal in their ilk.

“Why is everyone so scared?”

Maja looks at me and cocks her head. “What makes you think they’re scared?”

I can’t help but snicker. “Because I have eyes and I can see them. Look at them. They’re barely talking to each other. And they’re watching me the way you’d watch a rapist being paraded through the streets on his way to the gallows. And keep in mind, this is in the context of your grandfather whipping out a modified twelve-gauge.” 

Maja stays quiet as we walk off the main drive and then pass through a small alley that empties out into a narrow street. This street is nearly abandoned of life other than for a broken-down horse that has been tied up outside of a ramshackle structure.

“We’re here,” Maja announces.

We stop in front of a narrow, three-story building that has a pair of staircases zigzagging across the façade. At each landing is a door, indicating the building is some type of motel or boarding house.

“This is where Gretel was staying?”

Maja nods. “The rooms don’t look much better on the inside. The owner and landlord is Cezar. He was here when...when it happened.”

We walk to the only door on the ground level and push it open, and then squeeze into a small room that appears to be acting as the lobby of the establishment. There is a long, bar-high countertop that runs from wall to wall. The door itself can’t quite be opened to its widest point without hitting the counter, and there’s no one to greet us when we wedge ourselves inside.

“He’s not here,” I say.

Maja shakes her head. “Cezar.”

She holds up a finger, and within a few seconds, a disheveled, stubbly face rises above the counter; the eyes and cheeks are painted with a look of booze and sleep deprivation. “Hmmm.” The man rubs his eyes with the heels of his palms. “Maja.”

“Cezar, please.” Maja looks away in disgust. “I’ve brought someone here who needs to talk to you. It’s very important.”

“Mmm hmm. Talk for what?”

I take over. “My name is Hansel Morgan. My sister is Gretel Morgan. Maja tells me she was staying here and that you witnessed someone take her. Is that true?”

Cezar looks at Maja and raises his eyebrows, a frown on his mouth, a look that says she’s betrayed him by bringing me here.

“It is his sister, Cezar.”

“I saw nothing. I didn’t see him.” Cezar squeezes his eyes shut, trying to will his words to truth.

“That’s not true, Cezar.” 

Maja sounds shrill now, and the conversation seems destined to devolve into stonewalling. I decide to show my cards.

“Does the name Gromus mean something to you, Cezar?”

Cezar stumbles toward the back wall, pinning himself against it, as if I’d just pulled a weapon from my pocket and ordered him to do so. He shakes his head, vibrating it back in forth, eyes closed, trying to make this moment go away.

“What does that mean?” Maja asks. “Who is Gromus?” 

“He’s the man who took Gretel. Isn’t that right, Cezar?”

“I can’t...I don’t...” Cezar looks around the room, searching for a place to flee, but the only escape route is the doorway directly behind us.

“I know about him already Cezar. Whatever you tell me, whatever it is you’re scared of, it won’t make any difference.”

“He knows about things.”

The fear in Cezar’s eyes is real, and I don’t want to scare him off completely. “Things like what?”

Cezar purses his lips and looks away, shaking his head as he does so.

“Do you know about Gretel, Cezar? Have you ever heard her story?”

Cezar looks up at me, intrigued, but his vow of silence holds.

“I didn’t think so. But it’s a story that is quite extraordinary and sad. It’s the reason she came to a place like this, remote and distant from her home, to get away from the whispers and innuendoes that followed her throughout the Back Country.” 

I don’t expect Cezar to understand what I’m talking about, and he’s probably never even heard of the Back Country, but it doesn’t matter to me, and my passion for my family seems to penetrate at least a portion of my audience.

“I thought there was something different about her,” Maja says. “Something exceptional, yes?”

I nod my head, not ready to reveal too much more at this stage. “So was the man’s name Gromus, Cezar?  Is that the man who took my sister?”

“It was Gromus,” a voice behind me grumbles.  

I turn to see Maja’s grandfather standing tall at the threshold of Cezar’s hotel, shotgun gripped low at his left hip.

“And it wasn’t the first time he’s been to the village. He was here before. A long time ago.”
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Chapter 3
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“I was just a boy when I first saw him.”

Maja stares disbelieving at her grandfather. She is nothing short of stunned at the man’s lucidity, which seemed extremely limited only an hour ago. I have a similar reaction, but mine includes his proficiency in my language, which I would have bet everything I own that he didn’t speak.

The four of us—Maja, Kacper, Cezar, and I—have moved to the back porch of the hotel, off the road from curious eyes, and are now seated around a thick stone table. It’s an area that was probably quite festive in the late-night hours a decade past; now, however, with the full light of the sun illuminating the crumbling stonework, the porch elicits images of ruins.

“He was the same then as he was when I saw him again. That would be thirty years later. He’d aged not a bit.” Kacper holds a flame to his pipe and inhales it into the bowl, igniting what I assume is tobacco.

“Why did he come? That first time when you were a boy?” I ask. 

“And why have I never heard you speak of this before?” Maja adds. “You knew about all of this? You knew what happened to Gretel all these weeks?”

“I didn’t know and I still don’t.” Kacper is instinctively defensive but he quickly adjusts his reaction and softens his eyes. “But I knew of the man Gromus, yes. I knew him the way Cezar does.”

Cezar drops his eyes in shame.

“So why did he come that first time?” I repeat.

“First time? No. It was the first time I had seen him. As my father told me when I was bit older, Gromus had been to our village more than one time before.”

“Why have I never heard this, Dedu?” Maja’s voice cracks like a child’s. The name she has for her grandfather—Dedu—is eerily close to the one Gretel and I had for our grandfather when we were kids. The thought of Deda creates a wave of longing for the Old World and my life before Marlene.

“You have never heard it because we agreed to not speak his name again. It was superstition, of course, our belief that simply by keeping the name from our lips we would prevent evocation, but we know of magic in this world, Maja, even if we don’t like to admit it. And I suspect young Hansel has seen his share as well.”

Kacper stares in my eyes and smiles, and I give a slight nod.

“It appeared to work. Our avoidance had kept him from the village for decades. Until recently. Until Gretel arrived.”

Kacper says these last words without a trace of blame. And he seems to be avoiding my question that I’ve asked twice now. I rephrase it and ask, “Does he steal people, Kacper? Kidnap them? Is that why he comes?”

Kacper’s eyes well instantly and he makes no play to hide this weakness. He lets the instant reaction pass and then takes a very deep breath before he begins his tale.

“Tomek was a schoolmate of mine. We couldn’t have been a day older than ten. He wasn’t my friend really, he wasn’t friends with anyone, but that was because he was very different from the rest of us. Smarter yes, we all knew that, but it was more than intelligence. He had an...ability. One that was beyond us. Even at nine I knew it. We all did.”

“Ability?” I ask. But I already know. I grew up with a version of the person he’s describing.

“He knew of things that would happen before they occurred. It wasn’t quite seeing the future though; it was more like a noticing. An aptitude for receiving clues from his surroundings that that the rest of us were blind to. It was animal-like, I suppose.” 

A ‘Noticing.’ It was the perfect word for Gretel’s talent.

“Everyone in Stedwick knew about Tomek, and soon he became a bit of an attraction. Women would come with their sick children for his diagnoses and treatment advice. They were asking for counsel on medicine from a nine-year old.”

“Is his family still here?” Maja asks, riveted. “Why have I not heard of Tomek?”

“They were—” Cezar begins.

“It’s a good question, Maja,” Kacper interrupts, his eyes firmly locked on Cezar. “And I will get to that part.”

“It was a winter day. Snow had fallen quite heavily the night before, but by morning the clouds had cleared and the sun was shining high, creating an amazing glare off the white crusts. Back then we had mid-morning interludes at school, when children could simply leave to play as they wished. Most would stay and play with friends on the grounds, and a winter day as I described was the perfect time for building forts and having snowball battles. But Tomek would go home during the interludes. Every day he would walk alone to his home which was closer than we are now to the shop.”

Kacper and Maja’s shop was perhaps a half-mile from where we sat.

“Every day he walked alone, and then he would return on time for the late morning lessons.”

Kacper pauses and looks off to the distance, the pain of the memory clearly draped across his face.

“I wouldn’t have paid a gram off attention to Tomek as he walked home on this one particular day, except for the presence of a man who was standing at the gate of the school. He was only of average height, I suppose, but he was large, broad. And though his neck and head were covered with a scarf and hat, his face was...his face was bald. Thin and long. I couldn’t make out all of his details, but it looked as if every feature had been burned from his face.”

Kacper shakes his head, as if the description he’s just given isn’t precise, but he doesn’t have the words to correct them.

“I stood and watched as Tomek neared the man. I was silently praying for him to stop, to turn back to the school, but it was as if he was entranced by the stranger. And this man was a stranger. The village had far more people then, when I was a child, but I knew instantly this man was no resident. I would have recognized him in a second.”

“What happened next?”

“All of my friends were involved in their games or books, but I stood watching. I saw Tomek waver not at all from his route, and then the man turned and followed him, sidling beside him, stooping to talk with the boy as a father might with his son.”

“Did Tomek resist the man at all?” I ask. “Or act suspicious of him? With his abilities, he would have known something wasn’t right about him, yes?”

“I don’t know, Hansel. But I feel you may have more insight to this ability than I. Gretel had similar talents, did she not?”

I study the faces of the three villagers at the table and realize they know nothing of Gretel’s or my mother’s story. Of Marlene. It’s refreshing in many ways, but I know that I’ll need them to help find my sister. “I do, Kacper, and some day I have a story to tell you.”

“What happened after that?” Maja asks. 

“He was there walking, as I said, and then he was...just gone.” Kacper swallows and shakes his head. “It was the last we ever saw of Tomek.”

“So the man kidnapped him. And very likely murdered him.” These are not questions, and Maja is astounded by the story, dumbfounded. “The village must have been in arms. Surely they formed a search for your friend. At the very least.”

“I was only a child, but as far as I know, there was never a search.” 

“What? How could that be? I couldn’t imagine Stedwick Village allowing a boy to disappear from the grounds of the grade school without waging some response. Some investigation.” 

“Tomek’s parents explained it all away. It was as simple as that.”

“What do you mean?”

“It was only I and a few others who saw the man—I wouldn’t know him as Gromus until years later—but we were few in numbers. And the next day, once the village got word of Tomek’s disappearance, his parents informed the village that they had sent their son off to the New Country to live with his uncle. And then they left with their three other children a few days later.”

“So what do you think happened, Dedu? Are you saying his parents sold him off to the man? Sold him to Gromus?”

“I only know what I saw, Maja. But it would seem there was something at play along those lines.”

A silence emerges within the group, all of us trying to find a connector to what has happened with Gretel and those events from some sixty years past. I have my own theories, knowing the powers of the potion which drove my mother to madness.

“When I was a boy, he returned. Gromus.” It’s Cezar now, looking at the ground as he speaks, eyes closed. “But this time, there was no secrecy about his arrival.” 

He looks up and meets everyone’s stare individually, slowly moving his head in a clockwise semi-circle, stopping on Maja’s grandfather. “You remember it, Kacper.” 

Kacper frowns and nods. “Of course I do. Jana’s wedding.”

The story Cezar told was not unlike the one I had heard from Gus last night: a man matching Kacper and Gus’ description makes a dramatic entrance at a crowded event and declares himself ‘Gromus.’ 

“He was deranged,” Cezar says, “Nothing like the secretive person of Kacper’s tale. He made demands.”

“Let me guess,” I say, “he wanted his Source.”

Cezar’s eyes widen, matching his look from my earlier utterance of Gromus’ name. “Yes,” he whispers. “He spoke of a Source. That was the word.”

“What is this, Hansel?” Maja asks. “How did you know that?”

“I’ve heard a version of this story before.” I direct my attention back to Cezar. “Did you know what he meant? Did you know what he wanted?”

Cezar shrugs and shakes his head.

Kacper speaks up. “I suspected. And it gave me hope. It had been thirty years since that day when I saw him with Tomek, but I knew it was the same man. It was impossible, I know, but it was him. As I said, he was very unique in his appearance. So I screamed at him, before I had time to realize what I was doing, I shouted, ‘What did you do with Tomek?’ Do you remember Cezar.”

He nods. “I thought you were a crazy man.”

Kacper grins in understanding. “Many of the villagers at the wedding were old enough to remember Tomek, but most of them had always believed the story of his parents. That he had suddenly gone off to live in the New Country. No one ever saw him or his parents again, and any lingering narrative about Tomek being stolen by some strange man in the light of the day was accepted as simply a tale of childhood terror. But I knew the truth.”

Cezar picks up the story. “Mr. Baran—Kacper’s—accusation had an impact on those of us at the wedding. We were all in a state of paralysis when Gromus first appeared, and then we felt even more terror from Kacper’s words, that decades ago this wild man had taken one of our own. We knew intellectually it was impossible, that the man before us couldn’t have been old enough to be the same person. But we also knew Kacper was right. We felt the truth of his words. And then slowly people started to put the pieces together. The wedding guests began to move toward Gromus, becoming aggressive, demanding answers from him about Tomek.”

“Did he give any clue as to who he was he was looking for that day? Did he ever say a name?”

Cezar shakes his head. “I don’t think he really knew what he was looking for. It was like he was just looking for...food. But he seemed to sense the momentum changing amongst him with the crowd. That he was in possible danger. And then he made a horrible screeching noise and ran off, fleeing in the direction from which he came. To the west boundary of the village. It was the first and last time I saw him. Until...”

“As you can imagine,” Kacper continues, “the event was all anyone could speak of for many weeks. And in the end, those of us who knew the name ‘Gromus’ made a pact never to speak it again. As I said, we weren’t predicting that any superstition would grant our wishes, we just didn’t like the sound of it. It may seem absurd to you now, but it seemed like the proper decision at the time.”

“You said you were hopeful. You said you suspected you knew what Gromus wanted when he asked for his source. I assume you meant you thought he was looking for your friend from when you were a child.”

Kacper stands and walks away from the table, looking to the horizon. “It was nonsense, I suppose, but after that day at the wedding, I waited for Tomek to return. I was hopeful. Gromus was angry, accusing us of taking what belonged to him. I could only guess it was Tomek he was referring to. So I believed it was possible he was still alive.”

I know this was impossible. If Gromus had taken Tomek for his immortal purposes, and succeeded at holding him captive, the boy would have been dead within a few weeks, perhaps months if he was strong, like Anika Morgan had been. I had heard the details of the process from my mother; no person would still be alive over thirty years later. Whoever he was looking for was to be the latest in a long line of victims. But I play along. “What did you do?”

“A group of us, including Cezar’s father, formed a search group to track the grotesque man and to find the boy. Of course, Tomek would have been a grown man at this point.”

“Would have been? So you never found him?” Maja asks.

“No. Not Tomek. And not Gromus either. He made only the one appearance at the wedding. As Cezar said, I believed the villagers frightened him that day. And I always regretted that we didn’t do more to capture him then. We were so many in number, if we had just...But he never came back.” 

“But he did.” My response is reflexive, tinged with anger.

“Yes. Understand, Hansel, when I first heard of your sister’s...incident, I didn’t know it was him. Not for sure. Not until today.” 

“But you did,” I say, turning toward Cezar, “and you gave him my sister.”

Cezar puts his hands up and shakes his head. “It wasn’t like that, sir.”

“But you must have known, Cezar,” Kacper says, this realization seeming to just occur to him, his eyes widening as the magnitude of this fact sets in. “He doesn’t change. You would have remembered his face like it was that of your father’s. You only told us that ‘a very ugly man’ asked for Gretel, that he said he was related to her, and that you told him in which room she was staying. That was all. Never that it was...And then you simply reported that she was gone. All of her possessions left behind. Some signs of a struggle.”

At this latest fact, I want to lunge at Cezar, take him to the ground with my hands squeezing tightly around his fleshy throat. But I restrain myself. Ending up in a local jail won’t improve my situation. 

“Many here believed she simply left with the man, Cezar,” Maja continues. “My grandfather never believed that, but I thought it may have been possible. And you knew all along it was this monstrosity.”

Cezar blinks desperately, feeling the walls of shame closing in around him. He takes in a gaping sigh before exhaling the air in short stuttering gasps. “But...but you understand, Kacper. You were there. He has a way to him that...” 

“Did he remember you?” I ask. The question is somewhat peripheral, but it’s important to me.

“I don’t think so. Not my face anyway. But he...” Cezar shakes his head, signaling a strike of the thought he was about to speak.

“He what?”

“He...it was as if he remembered my...smell.”

I recall Gus’ story of the sniffing maniac in his bar, trying like some stray hound to locate his source. 

“I didn’t tell him who your sister was. He said her name and I...she was staying in my hotel. What was I to tell him? He would have found her eventually and then I would have paid for the lie.”

It was the same as marching her out to Gromus in handcuffs and leaving her at his feet, but I let the excuses stand. The fear in his eyes is real, and I can’t say I don’t understand what that fear feels like. I’ve felt it many times, mostly from when I was a child. First from Marlene and later from my mother.

“Then you believe this story we tell you, Hansel?” Kacper asks. “That the man who took your sister is the same man I saw as a child? Having barely aged in over sixty years of life? We have never told anyone outside of the village these stories. Tell us, how can it be true?” 

The man’s question isn’t a test of my belief as much as a plea for an explanation. Perhaps an outsider with a different perspective could decipher this lifelong mystery that has become lure in the town of Stedwick Village.

And, of course, I do have the explanation.

I reach to the ground and bring up my rucksack. I flip open the fold at the top and reach in, immediately feeling the cold leather of the book. Orphism. 

“This is how.”
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“What’s wrong with her Gretel?”

Gretel tried to keep her eyes on mine, but she dropped her stare after just a few seconds.

“It’s the potion, right? It’s making her sick. It’s making her like Mar—”

“I don’t know, Hansel.”

“Of course you don’t know, but what do you think?”

It had been over a year since Gretel gave the first dose of potion to my mother—the antidote to the disease of evil—bringing her back to health. Back from the precipice of death.  

Mrs. Klahr had played a key role in the miracle, having made the split-second decision to grab the vial of fluid from the table in the witch’s kitchen. It was that decision that had saved my mother’s life. Anika’s sickness was the result of my mother being force-fed Marlene’s pies during captivity, and it had only one cure: the bloody concoction the witch had made from the contents of my mother’s own body. 

It was the final piece to a puzzle that had taken Anika to the far corners of our ancestors’ home, the Village of the Elders—only to discover that the answers resided in the Back Country all along. Anika’s homeland had ironically housed the solution the whole time, and Orphism had shown Gretel the way to it.

But barely two months after the cure had taken hold, the joy of our mother’s recovery had all but disappeared. There was a tension with every interaction now, a low-level feeling of dread that either escalated or waned depending on Anika’s behavior. There had been stretches of peace, of course, times of lucidity and happiness, therapeutic nights during which Gretel, mother and I purged the details of our respective tales, re-living our versions of the nightmare that had turned our lives into something unrecognizable from those of years earlier. 

But there were the other nights too. Nights when Anika Morgan was nothing short of disturbing and strange. And as the weeks progressed, those nights became more typical.

“Clearly there is something wrong with her,” Gretel replied, “but she’s gone through so much, more than either of us. We can’t really know yet what is happening to her. Who could really know the effects? But she’ll be fine. She just needs time to...”

Gretel didn’t finish the thought, and it was clear it was because she had no real answers. She no longer believed that time would heal Anika’s affliction, or that ‘fine’ was waiting at the end of my mother’s journey. Or perhaps she just didn’t want to think about what waited there. 

Even after her death, the Marlene train kept barreling onward down the tracks of the Back Country.

“I have to go.” 

“Where?” The question came out too quickly, revealing my panic at being left alone with her.

Gretel continued to avert her eyes. “I need to check on Mrs. Klahr.”

It was the stock answer. Check on Mrs. Klahr. I knew it was true, of course, that Gretel went to the orchard daily since Mrs. Klahr had returned home; our neighbor—who became as much of a mother to me as Anika—was elderly, and the ordeal she had been through was as unspeakable as ours. She had seen her husband murdered and had been held prisoner and tortured for days under the most heinous of conditions. 

Understandably, all of these incidents had taken their toll on Mrs. Klahr, and Gretel was going to do everything she possibly could to ease her back to recovery. Gretel loved Mrs. Klahr. That truth was unquestionable.

But I knew that the trips to the Klahr orchard were also convenient excuses for Gretel to get away. To escape what my mother was becoming. Her growing absence from our home was reminiscent of the days when Odalinde had first come to our farm during my father’s sickness, just before Gretel had begun working for the Klahrs. Gretel had dug her teeth into the work there, and soaked every last hour from that job in order to stay away from Odalinde. Even after her duties ended each day, Gretel would spend hours on the lake, rowing until exhaustion and then drifting aimlessly on the water under the light of the moon.

Her avoidance with our mother was more subtle, of course, unspoken, but to me, it was just as profound. More so perhaps. She would stay with Mrs. Klahr through dinner, and then launch the canoe on the water for another hour or two. When she finally came home, she quickly headed off to her room with barely a word uttered to either mother or me; though, in fairness to Gretel, Anika was usually in her room and rarely noticed.

“Can I come?” I tried to stay composed, fighting the tears developing behind my eyes. “I haven’t seen Mrs. Klahr in a while.”

As Gretel began to answer, a posture of protest formed in her shoulders and head, and she took a deep breath, stalling the lie about to come. Instead she froze on her first word, and we both became locked in our stances at the sound of the door to the back bedroom creaking open. My back was to the door, and I was ten feet away at least, but I could almost feel the breath on the back of my neck. Gretel’s view was blocked by the wall that partitioned the kitchen from the hallway, but her eyes were wide, frightened, and peering unblinking, as if trying to visually penetrate the lumber to the location of the sound. A full two minutes passed with barely a breath passed between us. And then we both shuddered dramatically, as if a blast of snow had just hit us, at the sound of the door re-latching. 

“I think you should stay, Hansel. In case she needs you.” 

But I needed Gretel. And she left anyway.
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“It’s a book of magic then?” Maja is trying to sound casual, doubting, but her eyes are fixed on the book the way only a believer’s would be.

“I suppose it’s even more than that, Maja. It’s part of the reason why I’m here now, and why my sister is gone and my mother and father are dead. And why Gromus still hunts.”

It was a gruesome word to apply to the man, but it was appropriate.

“What’s in it? Where did it come from?”

These are two giant questions, each requiring independent answers and hours to explain. I, however, am neither qualified to give those answers nor blessed with the luxury of time. “I can tell you what I know of it, what I’ve learned through the years, but it’s not a one-sitting story. It will have to be told on the way.” 

The three look at me blankly, awaiting an expansion of my less-than-subtle suggestion about what will happen next 

“On the way to where. And with whom?” Maja finally asks.

I stare at the group a moment, meeting each set of eyes before saying, “I’m going after them. I’m going to find Gromus and Gretel. And I need someone to show me where to start. I need a guide to start me off in the right direction.” 

Certainly, I hadn’t expected that I would simply declare my needs and have them be met by these relative strangers in this small mountain village; they have their own lives, of course, and those lives have little to do with me. But I also know about guilt and redemption, and I trust at least one of these three will appreciate my quest, especially considering how their village has been terrorized by Gromus for generations.

“I have a business to run,” Cezar whines, chuckling as if the thought alone is absurd. “I could never go with you. To where? There is no one to oversee my hotel.” He shakes his head in pragmatic defiance, but the look on his face tells me his true fear has little to do with his business.

Maja and Kacper look at each other but say nothing. I can sense their consideration of my request. I ignore Cezar and focus on them.

“I understand that you have a business as well,” I say, fully intending the slight toward Cezar, “and if this is something you cannot do, I will hold nothing but fondness for both of you in my memories. You were under no obligation even to give me this much information. But I don’t know this land well. I don’t know where to begin. So if you can provide any help, any at all, I would greatly appreciate that. It wouldn’t be for the whole journey, of course. Perhaps just the first leg. Two at the most.”

The elderly man and his granddaughter stay silent for a few more beats, and then Maja finally nods. “I will go with you, Hansel. Not for one leg. As long as you need.”

“Thank you.”

“Maja!” Kacper shouts.

“It is his sister, Dedu. What if it were me who went missing in Hansel’s land? Alone in the New Country? Stolen by some beast? And then you were turned away by those who you knew could help? Is this who we are that we don’t help strangers? We are partly responsible for this.”

Kacper looks toward the horizon, blinking frantically.

“You can’t go, Dedu. Hansel is right about the store. But I can go. You ran the store for decades without me. And cousin Stefan is always willing to help.”

“You don’t know the land, Maja.” Kacper’s voice is stern, and Maja gives a slight quiver at the authority in his tenor. “And you don’t know the ways of men.” This last sentence is said through the grit of his teeth.

“I know the lands better than you think. I’ll have the maps which I’ve learned to read quite well over the years. First in my class in directional sciences three years in a row. And I’m as capable as any man in terms of my stamina and strength.”

I’m not quite sure how this last part could be true, about Maja’s strength—she’s only a hand taller than a young teenager, and slighter than a girl younger than that—but her defiance is impressive, and for the first time I realize that she is the one I need to help me find Gretel. Old men are good for knowledge and clarity, but my instincts tell me I’ll need a young person’s energy and will for this journey. And Maja she seems to have plenty of both.

But I know it’s not the first part of Kacper’s stated concerns that he is truly worried about—he certainly knows of his granddaughter’s capabilities—it’s the second part, about the evils of men, and that, no doubt, includes me.

“You don’t know me, sir,” I interrupt, “I understand that, and as I’ve said, I haven’t the time to tell you the legends of this book or the tribulations of my family. But I’ve lost everyone I loved, save two. The first is an old woman who lives across the lake from the house I grew up in, and the second is my sister. There is no one else.”

“You seem like a nice boy, Hansel, but your words mean very little to me.”

“You’re right. Of course they don’t. They’ll mean nothing at all if you don’t believe me. But I’ll say this anyway: I know the value of life and the meaning of family, and I will never intentionally put your granddaughter in any danger. I have no motives other than to find my sister alive.”

“And if I forbid it?”

“Then I will go it alone.” I stare in the old man’s eyes now, a slight grin forming on my face. “But, if I may make an observation, sir, it doesn’t sound to me like you’re in a position to do that.”

Kacper glances at his granddaughter and drops his look to the dirt.

“I’ll be fine, Dedu,” Maja reassures, “it’s our land I’ll be travelling, not the jungles of the southern continents.”

Kacper frowns. “Our village does not represent the land at large, Maja. And your maps don’t either, other than what they tell you of distances and topography. There are places where mystery and evil still loom large. Where men like Gromus are as normal as mosquitoes on a summer lake.”

I, of course, know that Kacper’s warnings are not to be taken lightly. Stedwick Village is not anywhere close to where Gretel and mother and I lived during our time in the Old World, when we came seeking answers to Orphism. But they are part of the same range of mountains that loom over most of this land, the mountains where mother came to find a cure for her sickness. Surely it’s why Gretel chose to come live here, to find answers to the lingering questions that remained. 

Questions about mother. Marlene. Orphism. Herself.

“It’s late,” I say, “but I’ll be leaving in the morning at first light. If you’re here and ready, Maja, we’ll go. If not, if you have changed your mind, I will understand.” I turn to Cezar, “I’d like to stay in Gretel’s apartment for the night. How much will that cost me?” 

Cezar smiles, assuming his businessman persona. “You should stay there for no cost, my friend. It is the least I can do.”

I consider if there is anything less he could do, and decide he’s right—it is the least he can do. I simply nod my thanks and follow Cezar back to the office to get the key to the apartment.

“I’ll meet you here,” Maja says from behind me. “At first light.”

I keep walking and call back over my shoulder, “Don’t be late.”

“And I know where to start.” 

I come to a stop as my body stiffens and my breathing intensifies, though at first I’m not sure why.

“There’s a man. A guide who knows these mountains very well.”

“A guide?” I turn and face Maja.

“Yes. He’s quite well-known in these parts, mainly for an adventure he embarked on years ago. His name is Noah.”
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“Hansel!”

The sound of her voice pierced the thick morning air, stinging the back of my neck like the lash of a whip. I closed my eyes, praying it would be the only time my name would be spoken; in my head, I summoned her back to sleep with a mantra of commands. 

I had begun staying out well past dark, sometimes sleeping beneath the porch until morning.

“Hansel.” 

My name rang again, just as loud the second time but with less urgency, her voice now muffled by fatigue and sickness. If she called again, I told myself, I would go.

“Hansel!”

I nearly fell back on my haunches with the last scream. This one sounded closer than before, angry and impatient, and my vision became blurred by the tears in my eyes. I stood and walked to the base of the porch stairs and stared up into the darkness. I took a deep breath before I began the short journey from there to the back bedroom of the cottage where mother spent the vast majority of her days now. It was less than three years ago when father had lain in the room similarly, injured in a farming accident and then drugged by his nurse who, it turned out, had come to protect Gretel and me from him. But my father had been barely noticeable then, an invalid really, and Gretel and I had felt mostly sympathy for him and a longing for his return.

The situation with my mother was different. I had grown to hate her.

Of course, I didn’t hate the person she had been only months before—I would have given almost anything for that Anika Morgan—I hated who she had become.

“I’m coming,” I said to the darkness, barely whispering.

I walked up the wooden staircase and opened the screen door. The main door was already open to relieve the stifling heat of the cottage.

I toggled the light switch to the up position and instantly screamed at the horrifying sight of my mother standing tall in the kitchen, rigid, positioned as if she were a funhouse mannequin. Her hair was caked with oil and dirt and fell forward in long strands across her forehead, nearly covering her face entirely. The filth of her hair matched the stained nightmare of her gown, which hung in tatters on her emaciated frame. Through the gaps in her hair strings, I could see her eyes; they appeared yellow in the light, the sockets crusted and wrinkled. But they were alive, glaring.

“Mother?” Instinctively, I kept my tone flat, trying not to display the nausea developing in my gut. “How long have you been up?”

She stared at me for a few beats without answering and then turned back toward the hallway and her bedroom. The odor from within had already penetrated the foyer. “Since you didn’t come when I called.”

“I was...” My voice cracked this time. “I was coming. I think I fell asleep.”

“You have a house to sleep in, Hansel,” she said, her voice weary and dry.

“Are you feeling better? What did you need?”

Like a spring-loaded trap, my mother spun toward me, her hair now fallen back on her shoulders, revealing the extent of the potion’s damage. Her front teeth, once white and beautiful, were now brown and dusky, matching the spots that had spread throughout the skin on her cheeks and forehead. She looked more than old and sick; she seemed, quite literally, to be falling apart. 

She took two steps toward me but I held my ground. If I were to run now, I thought, that would be the submission. The admission that she was gone forever.

“I need you to come when I call you,” she said softly, just above a whisper. “That is what I needed. That is what I always need!” 

With this last sentence, my mother shook her head violently, her hair flailing in every direction, and opened her mouth wide on the word ‘always’ (alllllllllways!). I stared into the chasm of her mouth and could see the first signs of the large, triangular fangs developing in the rear of her upper jaw. Every instinct told me to go, now, to the orchard and Mrs. Klahr. But rumors of my mother’s deterioration had begun to swirl, and there would be no mercy for her if those suspicions reached the wrong ears. I trusted Mrs. Klahr with my life of course, but stories like Anika Morgan’s have a way of spreading, and the Back Country had seen enough horror to last a generation.

“Yes mother, I’ll bring it. But you know the agreement. You can never know. If you know, it all goes away. Forever. Go back to bed.” I held her stare as I spoke, telling myself that if I did nothing else, I would keep my eyes from dropping.

My mother grimaced at the threat of ‘it all goes away,’ but then she smiled, and for a moment I could see the shadow of Anika Morgan, the fearless heroine who had slayed the monstrous Marlene and avenged so many of her victims.

I waited for her to leave and then fished the key from my pocket and proceeded to unlatch the cabinet where the vial of potion rested. There were two more servings, the one for that night and then one more. And then it was gone forever. 

It would all go away forever.

	[image: image]	 	[image: image]

[image: image]





Chapter 7



[image: image]

I sit on the bed where, at least according to Cezar, Gretel had slept only weeks ago. I fish out the two letters I’ve brought with me and place them on the bedspread side by side. One is the letter Gretel sent to me, telling me about Gromus and her fear that he was coming for her. The other is the one my mother wrote; I don’t know when exactly, but certainly after her sickness had swelled, probably over time during short-lived windows of clarity. Those are the times I hold on to; those are the ones I fight to keep at the forefront of my memory when I think of Anika Morgan.

The mention of Noah’s name from Maja’s lips had immediately brought to mind my mother’s letter. It is a dense piece of writing, twenty-two pages of tiny script that envelops the front and back of each sheet. I’ve read it dozens of times over the years, though much of it still doesn’t make sense to me. 

But pieces continue to fall into place.

Anika’s life had been ruined by the Witch of the North. By Marlene. The hag had conspired with my grandfather to take away all that was valuable to Anika—to all of us—for the dream of immortality. Kidnapping her and using her body to form a sickening concoction of magical properties. But Anika had foiled the plan of the monster, making an almost impossible escape to freedom and bringing justice to her attacker, with Gretel delivering the (non)fatal blow from the loft of a cannery on Rifle Field in the Back Country. 

And when the ordeal seemed to have finally ended, and the Morgan family was ready to start their lives again, Gretel, Anika, and I had taken the first steps of that life in the Old World, in a region beneath the same mountains that housed Stedwick Village and a thousand others like it. We were on a quest to find answers to the madness that had brought a plague upon us, and it was in this place, legend told, the region of Jena, where it had begun millennia before. 

And the answers came rapidly to us. My sister’s unusual connection to the world around her had grown stronger, and the teachings from those in our ancient family who still lived in the region were quickly grasped by Gretel. 

But the witch Marlene wasn’t dead at all, and news of her emergence found its way to the Old World, as did her threats of those we loved and left behind in the Back Country.

And the physical ordeal that Anika had endured wasn’t over either. A sickness remained in her from her time in the witch’s lair, and despite the hopelessness of her prognosis, she was determined to find the cure. That cure, she believed, was nestled in the land of an even older sect of our ancestry high and deep in the Koudeheuval Mountains. With the help of local guides, Anika had found the answers she sought and had quickly returned home, following Gretel and I back to the New Country where Anika and Gretel ultimately slaughtered the witch Marlene, just in time to save her children and their friend from certain death. 

But her sickness had been replaced by a venom even more sinister, and one which would ultimately lead to her death. To her murder. Of which I am the felon.

This is the abridged version of Anika Morgan’s life and that of her children, Hansel and Gretel. Each of us has his or her own perspective and experience on the events that occurred, but this is the tale that binds us. This is the tale that has created our infamy.  

And yet, even after Marlene’s death was well behind us—that is, her actual, literal death—we spoke of our tale very seldom. It was all too much to absorb. If there was a specific event that had happened to one of us, an incident which we had not shared previously, then perhaps that story would be told, as unemotionally as possible, just as a way to fully cleanse our consciences. But it was usually told only once and then quietly sealed away in the safety of our unconscious. 

And Marlene’s name was never mentioned again (I consider now that perhaps it was for the same reason Gromus’s name was never uttered in the village after the day at the wedding), and even those we loved—father and Deda and Mr. Klahr, for instance—were rarely the subjects of conversation in the Morgan household. The events of Marlene and Gretel and Anika were by no means buried, but, over time, they faded into the background.

Except when I read my mother’s letter. 

She never spoke of the letter to Gretel or me, but I know she wrote it to ensure we never forgot our childhood or those we lost. And, most importantly, to keep us from descending into the same poisonous abyss into which she had fallen.

I thumb through the yellowed sheets of unlined paper until I get to the approximate middle. The letter isn’t quite chronological—there are constant time jumps and long paragraphs of lessons my mother learned from her imprisonment in the cabin, her journey through the mountains, and from other times in her life, years with father before I was born—but I’ve read the letter enough to know roughly where Noah’s name appears. 

Instead, look for a man here, Gretel.

I spot the sentence on the backside of a sheet at the very top of the page, and I flip it to the front for context.  

If you ever return to the Old World—and I implore you to do this, there lies your heritage, as you already know—and if during your time there you ever need help or feel threatened by the darkness of the place, don’t seek our kin. KEEP AWAY FROM THE AULWURMS. Some of them are kind, helpful, but I see now, looking back at our time there, that those who knew our family’s history held a fear on their faces. A fear at the very name of our descendants.

Instead, look for a man here, Gretel. A man called Noah.

My mother’s letter generally addresses both Gretel and I, but in certain places, usually as it pertains to specific advice, it individualizes, as in this case.

He is a guide, well-educated, and speaks many languages, though this last quality may not be generally known of him. You may remember his name from my story. He was my guide through the mountains during the time you and Hansel returned to the Back Country alone. Ask for him at the travel office in Hecklin—that was the name of the town where we stayed during our months living there. Remember? I do. I remember those times fondly. Often, I wish we could return...

I force myself to look away for fear of being drawn back into to another hour of reading. The letter is captivating that way, and many a day over the past few years has been lost in those pages.  

I think Gretel felt the same way about it, but she never wanted it as her possession, even after Anika’s death. She had read it often, I presume, but when it came to ownership of it, she always thought I should have it. That I would be the better keeper, the better preserver of our mother’s memory. I think it was more than that though. Gretel had Orphism as her safety text, the copy passed down to her from Deda, and she wanted me to have my own words to cling to.

Did she remember this detail of the letter though, this part about Noah?

Of course, it may be a mistake to presume Maja’s Noah is the same man mentioned in my mother’s letter, but if my life around Gretel has taught me anything, it’s that there are very few coincidences in this world. 

I fold up my mother’s letter carefully and place it back into the water-tight sleeve; I have no doubt I’ll be referencing it later. I then pick up Gretel’s letter and stare at it, cringing at the text. For all the care and lengthy meticulousness with which my mother wrote her letter, Gretel’s is the opposite. It’s a one paragraph scribbling of hurried distress, erratic and sloppy, as if written in the midst of sinking ship.

Hansel-

I’m writing in fear, though not immediate danger. I’m still in the Old World and have recently moved to a town called Stedwick Village. It’s remote, but friendly. There’s a man called Gromus. Some think of him as myth, but he is known by others. He’s been in my dreams. He’s after me. I’m sure of it. I will send another letter a day or two following this. If you don’t receive it, something’s happened to me. I wish I was with you. I wish I could overcome the feelings of the Back Country. How is Petr? And Mrs. Klahr? You did the right thing, Hansel. She was declining. 

I love you. -Gretel

Declining. That was one word for it. I could probably think of a dozen others to describe my mother’s transformation into the monster she became, but ‘declining’ was as appropriate as any. It’s been a long day though, and I decide to leave those particular memories for another night, preferably one when whiskey and time are both freely available. 

I ache for a drink now, and I consider making my way back to the main street of the village in search of a tavern. It’s not the best idea considering I’ve got a daybreak start tomorrow, but the edges are digging in sharp right now. 

My flask. I fumble it from my bag and shake it twice, gauging to have about three swallows remaining. I step outside to the miniature landing at the top of the staircase and stare out toward the street with the flask in one hand and Gretel’s letter in the other. Her second letter had never come, of course, but even if it had, I probably would have ended up in this village anyway. There was a fear in my sister’s writing that I’d never heard her speak aloud. She was always the stronger one, always the level-headed thinker and solver of our problems, so her words were particularly disturbing and scared me in a way I hadn’t felt since I was a kid during those first few weeks after my mother had vanished from the Interways. I could never have simply left Gretel alone in this land, thousands of miles from her home. There were too many questions. How did Gretel know Gromus, for instance? Was it strictly from her dreams? Her letter wasn’t clear on that part, but she must have had some contact with him to know his name. And clearly she had asked some of the locals about the man, how else would she have known that he was thought to be a myth? 

Unless her power of intuition had grown to that level of detail. Was that possible? I remember from my mother’s horror story that Marlene had guessed a name very similar to ‘Anika’ during their first interaction, without knowing anything about her. Perhaps Gretel had reached this level through her practice of Orphism. 

The flood of concern fills my head now, but I fight the allure to venture into town. I take a nip of scotch and then breathe a full gasp of air into my lungs before retreating back to my room. The mattress here is small and thin, and what little cushioning it contains has all retreated to the fringes. But I fall asleep instantly, and the nightmare continues.
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I opened the door to my mother’s room with the care of an eye surgeon, but the squeal of the hinges sounded as loud as a plate shattering on a ceramic floor. My mother didn’t stir. She lay on her side, facing away from me toward the window.

“Mother?” I mouthed, letting a tiny breath of air barely sound out the word.

Still not a quiver from the bed.

I stepped toward the closet and pushed apart the sliding panel doors, which glided silently to their respective ends. I was greeted by a lineup of moth-ridden blouses and sweaters, the dust on them visible even in the darkness of the wardrobe. I covered my mouth and slid my arm between two jackets, moving them apart. At first, I could see only a pile of scarves and a crusty pair of boots below me, the latter of which was almost entirely enveloped in the white death wrap of cobwebs. I let the clothing drop back into place and had started to slide the doors closed when I saw it. A small box, ornately hinged, at one time serving as my mother’s jewelry box, but these days housing something much less decorative than the imitation gems my mother wore only on the most special of occasions. Those gems had been sold during another lifetime, and the money was long spent. 

I unlatched the clasps of the box and lifted the lid. The necklace was the only item resting against the velvet floor of the box, snaking from one side to the other, the brown tips of the giant teeth pushing against the walls of the case as if trying to escape. 

Marlene’s teeth.

Gretel and I never knew why she extracted the teeth that day. The shotgun pellets that both Anika and Gretel discharged had left Marlene’s face well beyond recognizable, so much so that we later found slabs of skull on the roof of our house. Despite my best efforts, I had vomited on the crime scene, adding to the grotesqueness of the Morgan driveway that day. 

But even with the destruction from the blast, impossibly, many of the witch’s absurdly large teeth had remained intact. And, as Petr noted at the time, they had seemed even larger after the rest of her face had disintegrated in a sea of lead and gunpowder.

My mother had stood staring at the woman for a few beats that day, unblinking and emotionless, and then, as if given a silent cue from somewhere in the forest, she had walked silently, quickly, to the back of the house and the wooden tool shed. Moments later she had returned with a pair of large pliers and a hammer and proceeded to pull out every one of the teeth that remained in Marlene’s mouth. When she was done with her primitive operation, the witch’s face had turned to a shapeless pile of flesh, a festering pomegranate squashed into the gravel. 

I had watched in sickening fascination that day, so flooded with emotions and amazement at my mother and her strength. She had returned for us, ravaged with sickness and exhaustion, and had saved Gretel, Petr and I from certain death at the hands of Marlene. So this gruesome post-mortem act, which in retrospect seemed bizarre and vicious, was understandable to me at the time. It was to Gretel too, I think. We both tacitly chalked the demonstration up as nothing more than an out-of-body reaction—an impromptu ritual brought upon by a volatile mix of adrenaline and anger.

But then a necklace had surfaced. 

It was weeks later when we first saw it. It was a day or two after Gretel had given our mother the first dose of the potion and Anika had begun the treatment for her mysterious disease. 

It was the beginning stage of her decline. 

Gretel and I had said nothing that first time, or the second or third time, but we both knew it was not a good indicator of her condition that she was wearing a necklace made from the teeth of the woman that had tortured her and whom she’d ultimately helped kill. But we also understood she had been through more than either of us, so it seemed reasonable that she needed to recover in her own way. 

It wasn’t until Petr had asked her about the necklace explicitly that we knew there was something more to it.

My mother had made her way back to the house that morning, slowly ascending the railroad ties that led up to the house from the lake. Once her recovery was underway, she had taken up the practice of beginning every day sitting on the bank of the lake, either standing and staring out into the water, or sitting cross-legged in a pose of meditation. The meditation never bothered me—in fact, I found it peaceful to watch her on those mornings—but the standing and staring, that was something different.  

Gretel and I had never asked what she was doing exactly, and we certainly never disturbed her. It had become my mother’s daily routine, without exception, and we let it rest as it was. 

“Are those the witch’s teeth?” Petr asked. 

Petr Stenson had also changed after that day on the driveway. The experience with Marlene had turned the shy boy who was full of deference and smiles into a hardened stoic, pragmatic and truth-seeking.

At the boy’s question, Anika had instantly reached for the necklace with the tips of her fingers, and then, embarrassed by her reflex, clasped her hands together in front of her at her waist and smiled. She then cleared her throat. “Do you think it strange, Petr?”

Petr had looked at Gretel and then to me, relapsing for a moment into the old Petr, searching for a bailout, hoping we’d provide an answer that we didn’t possess. But he had composed himself quickly and looked back at Anika, nodding. “I do,” he said. This was the answer of the new Petr.

“Of course you do. Just as I would in your position.” My mother had then softened her eyes on Petr and waved the three of us closer into a huddle. “It is so I never forget.”

Petr stayed steely with his expression, eyes as cold as morning frost, contradicting the words that followed. “I love you Mrs. Morgan—I love all of you—but I don’t need a necklace as a reminder. Or anything else. I will never forget that woman for as long as I live.”

My mother had smiled at Petr again, and it was a smile I have never quite forgotten. It may have been the last genuine smile of Anika Morgan’s life, the last smile that didn’t seek to manipulate or condescend. “I know that feels true to you. But you might be surprised at how quickly the mind recovers. I don’t think I’ll forget either, Petr, but I don’t want to take a chance.”

She had worn the necklace for quite some time after that, never commenting on it, but never hiding it either. And then one day it was gone. I had asked her about it, but my mother only said she was retiring it. That she no longer needed it because she had found the answers. The potion was all she needed now; the teeth had simply become a symbol.

I wasn’t sure what that meant—then or now—but there was something I was sure of: I wanted the necklace for myself. I wasn’t sure why at the time, but I knew there was something useful to be gained from its possession, something, perhaps, to harness for the future. 

As I stood in front of the open closet with my mother sleeping behind me, I held the necklace up in front of my face and stood straight up, the white ivory of the teeth shining against the black backdrop of the closet. The instinct to put it around my neck, to adorn it as my mother did, was strong, but I resisted. Instead, I just brought it closer to my face, squinting my eyes, trying to make out every serration and fissure and cavity of the dangling fangs.

I shook myself from the necklace’s absorption, turning my eyes from it as I gathered it in a coil in my palm. I kneeled to put it back in the box when I heard the creak of the bed behind me. I froze in mid-stoop, hoping the sound was just my mother settling, rolling to her other side. It was what I told myself, but to my ears the sound was more deliberate. I closed my eyes for a moment as I stood up straight again, and when I opened them, I could see a shadow slide across the floor beneath me and begin to climb over the hanging clothes of the open closet. The black outline stopped for a beat, resting at the height of the hangers, and then rose further to the wooden beams above the molding. 

She was awake now, and I could feel her watching me.

I forced myself to turn toward the bed, telling myself to breathe no matter what I saw behind me. I was still holding the necklace, but I had dropped my hands to my sides now, and as I spun a hundred and eighty degrees, I saw my mother standing on the bed. Her back was as straight as a pencil, her legs slightly apart and her arms by her sides with her head collapsed forward, chin on chest. She looked asleep from the neck up, but the rest of her looked as attentive as a freshly branded bull.

“Mother,” I said, just above a whisper. “Are you okay?”

Anika pivoted her left foot and turned toward the window. She paused there a moment, and then took two steps across the mattress before, on her third step, plunged the eighteen inches or so off the bed, thudding to the floor with a clumsy bounce, but ultimately keeping her balance. Her head and hair shook violently from the impact, but her chin never moved from her chest.

“Mother,” I repeated, the fear inside me starting to well beyond a point of containment, the lump in my throat nearly constricting me. I could have run, escaped to the safety of the forest and the Klahr’s across the lake, and in the morning, even if my mother woke up on the porch or in the bathtub, she wouldn’t have remembered anything about any of it.

But I was mesmerized by what I was witnessing, even if it meant the next phase of my ruined life was underway. The transformation of Anika Morgan had begun weeks before, and this was simply the latest manifestation. 

She began to walk toward me, sliding her feet across the wooden floor; the sound, benign and insignificant in any other setting, was as terrifying as any I’d ever heard. The soft scraping of her soles seemed destined to consume me. 

As she neared me, now only a few feet away, I could see through the fallen hair to her face. Her eyes were open, glazed and distant, but at the same time watching.

“Mother!” I screamed. I made no play to hide my desperation now, recognizing that if her intentions were to harm me, it was too late to do anything but protect myself. 

But her movements never became aggressive, so I waited, willing to let her land the first blow of attack if that was what was coming. Instead, she stopped about six inches from me, her toes directly in line with my feet, and then she lifted her head. As she did, her hair receded enough that I could see that her eyes were now closed. She reached her right hand toward mine, a gentle motion, that of a lover or sympathetic friend, and placed the grasp of her fingers across the top of my hand, the one holding the necklace. 

“It’s yours,” she said. “Take it. Never forget us.”
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I leave the grounds of the hotel and retrace my steps through the alley back towards Maja and Kacper’s store. The plan was for Maja to meet me outside of Cezar’s hotel, but dawn is still a couple of hours away, and what sleep I was able to capture has quickly turned to restlessness and anxiety. It’s been a long time since I turned in for the night completely sober, and my clear head has turned against me.

When I reach the first curb of Stedwick’s main avenue, I turn in the opposite direction of the store and head down the street which appears to be lined with a mixture of both residences and stores. There’s not likely to be a bar open at this hour, and that’s not the thrust of my stroll, but I keep one eye reserved for the telltale lights just in case.

The street is empty and the night air brings a chill to my shoulders, but the cold keeps my mind off drinking and turns it toward Gretel and Gromus. I’ll need a weapon, something other than the blade I always carry with me in my rucksack, and I’ll have to set my expectations of Maja early on. I promised her father not to put her in danger, so as soon as she takes me to Noah, I will insist she head back home. Or perhaps the whole idea of her coming is a bad one. I could leave now, write a note of thanks and apologies and set it on the bed of the room where Cezar would find it.

I walk a few blocks further, sorting out more of these pre-trip decisions, when a voice hits me the moment I cross into the sphere of light from a lamppost above.

“It’s a bit late for a stroll, no?”

I recognize instantly that it’s Maja, and I stop, giving a half-glance over my shoulder. “Or perhaps it’s just very early.”

“Yes, that could be it too.”

I turn and face Maja, and see now that she has a full-size pack strapped to her back and is wearing the hearty dress of a traveler. “You weren’t planning to leave without me?”

I smile quizzically. “Of course not. What would make you think that?”

“You’re obviously restless, and I imagine eager to begin searching for your sister. And now that I’ve given you a name—a name which, based on your reaction, I believe you’ve heard before—perhaps you’ve decided to proceed without me.”

“Well you’ve misinterpreted. I didn’t make that decision.” It’s technically the truth, since I was only considering the idea. “I’m just taking a walk. But the name you gave me is helpful, so if you’ve changed your mind about coming with me, I understand. You can just tell me where to find him, Noah, and I’ll leave before the sun is up.”

“Do I look like I’ve changed my mind?” Maja hefts up her backpack and smiles.

“So you were trailing me? Ready to go at a moment’s notice?”

Maja laughs. “Maybe a little.” She assumes a more earnest look. “But truthfully, I’ve wanted to leave here for a long time. I love my home, but I want to get beyond the villages and see what other lands await, what other people there are to know.”

“I think you’ve misunderstood, Maja. I just need your help to find Noah. How far do you plan to go?”

Maja drops her eyes.

“What is it?”

“I won’t be coming back.”

“Listen Maja, I...”

“I’m not expecting anything of you. I’ll go my own way once we find him if that’s your wish. But once I leave here I’m not coming back. I’m leaving forever.”

I give her words a moment to linger, letting her know I understand. “May I ask why you’re not coming back?”

“I suppose for the reasons you would expect. There are only a limited number of compelling opportunities to leave a place in someone’s life. And if I come back, I doubt I would ever leave again. I would tell myself that I will, but I won’t. I’ll take over my grandfather’s store and my life will be determined.”

“What about your grandfather?”

Maja sighs. “Something tells me he knows. I think it’s why he was so resistant to me helping you find your sister. The guide Noah isn’t far from here. And I was not embellishing my directional skills and map reading. I’ll keep us on the path, and if he is where I’ve heard him to be, we may find him rather quickly. If the weather holds, I could be there and back in three days.”

“So you’re telling me he wouldn’t normally be worried about you embarking on such a journey? With a strange man? I find that hard to believe.”

“Worried yes. But I’ve never kept my wanderlust a secret, and I suspect he knows that you are my reason to pursue it. I’ve been given a quest, even if my portion of the journey only goes as far as finding Noah.”

There is a question hiding in Maja’s statement, about whether I will want her assistance beyond finding Noah. I may, but at this point I can’t say one way of the other. I ignore the innuendo. “What about your parents? Are they still...”

Maja shakes her head, a signal for me not to pursue the subject. “They’re gone.”

I want to follow up on what happened to them, but I take the hint and don’t push it. “So do you think we’ll reach Noah by tomorrow?”

“Yes, it’s possible, but we need to leave now.”

“Now? Why? I was hoping to get another hour of sleep. And I don’t have my things together.”

“I’ll follow you back to the hotel so you can gather your belongings. And we’ll sleep in a few hours, once we’re out of the village.”

“And the ‘why’ part? Why do we need to leave now?”

“Because your presence here has suddenly created stirrings in the village. I can’t tell you specifically if it has to do with you, but after hearing the story of Gromus, I don’t trust some of the people here.”

“You mean Cezar.”

“Yes, perhaps, but there are many Cezars in Stedwick. Opportunists who would give up much for a lot less than the promise of immortality.”

“Immortality?” I hadn’t mentioned that part specifically.

“It’s what your book is about, yes?”

I give a confused squint, trying to lead Maja away from the subject. It’s an inevitable one to broach, of course, especially if she stays with me throughout my search, but it’s too big to deal with right now.

“I understand your reluctance, but it doesn’t change my point. You showed us the book, and if I was able to figure it out, Cezar could too. Word will spread, and they’ll be coming.”

“Okay. I don’t have much to get, but what I do is important. Let’s go.”

We move quickly back through the streets toward the hotel, passing a few early risers on the way. They greet Maja kindly and give me a confused look. It’s a reasonable reaction given that one of their own is out in the streets with an unknown man in the middle of the night, and wearing a backpack, but I can’t help feeling suspicious of them. Had I never met up with Maja I wouldn’t have given them another thought, but her reasoning that they could be after the book now seems sound.

We reach the hotel unmolested, and I climb the stairs two at a time, my mind having now created monsters around every corner. I open the unlocked door and instantly see a woman, old and haggard, standing in the far corner of the room. Her back is to me, so I can only see the long gray mane of hair draping down her back. She’s wearing a thick black robe that flows around her feet like a velvet puddle.

My mind conjures the face of Marlene and my instinct is to run. But I fight it. “Who are you?” I say.

The woman turns to me, and I brace for the face of an ogre. “I...um...oh my, is this loft seven?”

Her face is ugly, gnarled and worn, the signs of a hard life advertised in every fold and wrinkle. But her eyes display a sweetness that keeps me engaged. 

“Why are you in my room?” My voice is stern, demanding of an answer, though I’m not trying to frighten the woman.

“Oh dear! Your room? Oh dear. Cezar. Uh! He gave me these directions to my room. I must be confused. I didn’t see any numbers.” She settles and stares at me, taking me in from foot to head. “You’re the brother,” she whispers. 

“Why are you in my room?” I ask again.

“I didn’t see any numbers,” she repeats, her eyes now locked in on my face.

I didn’t see them either, and I don’t think it was a mistake that Cezar’s directions led this woman to my room. “It’s okay ma’am. I’m just gathering my things. You can have the room. I’ll just be a few minutes.”

“No, please. Please don’t leave on my account.”

“It’s not on your account.” 

“Stay just a moment. Please. To talk.”

I’m feeling trapped now, interrogated. I switch the narrative. “Are you from out of town?”

She laughs. “Me? Heavens no. I’ve lived in Stedwick Village for most of my adult life. I was born in the New Country though.”

I register this fact as an interesting one. “Why are you staying at a hotel then? If you live here, I mean.”

The woman’s eyes flash for a moment, and I detect her fighting a smile. She shakes herself into focus. “Ah yes. It is a good question. My daughter has come with her children. To live with me. Three teenage boys. Her husband is...well...he has a problem with the drink sometimes. You know how it is with men.”

I nod absently. I can relate.

“And now there’s no room for the old woman!” The woman’s laugh is a wet cackle. It sounds genuine and it makes me shudder. 

“I see.” 

I smile and walk forward toward the old woman, moving past her to the bed which is up against the far wall of the room. I pick up the few items that I’ve unpacked, including my sister’s letter. I can’t remember how I left it—folded or unfolded, face up or down—but a feeling of dread rises up inside me. I scan the room for anything else I may have left behind, and I can see in my peripheral view the woman following my eyes.

“You should stay a bit longer,” the woman says, her voice calm and restrained, no longer that of a jovial old grandmother.

I keep my eyes focused and throw the bag over my shoulder and take the short walk back to the open door of the hotel room. It’s time to go. “No, thank you. Enjoy the room.” 

“Hansel.”

I stop at the threshold, my breath frozen in mid-inhale. The woman’s voice is now a clear contralto; all the residue of age and disease has faded. And more importantly, I sense the evil in it. She’s old and frail-looking, so my instincts to prepare for a physical attack remain inactive. But Maja was right, we needed to leave. 

“Hansel, we need to go. What is...?” Maja stops in midsentence and I turn to see her at the bottom of the staircase. “What is taking so long?” Her voice trails off in a trail of suspicion.

I remain in place at the entrance, a statue in the doorway, and I can see the look of fear in Maja’s eyes and the recognition of danger on her face. I hold up a hand, telling her to stay put.

“I have heard of your sister’s story,” the woman says behind me. “I know of your secret book.”

I don’t know if she’s familiar with my sister’s story from legend, or if she’s heard it in the last few hours since I’ve been here, but in any case, it was an obvious mistake to include Cezar in my earlier discussion with Maja and her grandfather. 

I turn to the old woman now, my teeth clenched, eyes narrowed. “How do you know?”

“It matters not. I have a daughter. You can take her for your own. Or one of her boys if you would prefer that. And I can get you young girls too. As young as you like.”

The woman’s voice is changing again, this time squawking insanely as she offers her sexual gifts for the secrets of Orphism, as if the acquisition of this monstrosity were as easy as bartering it in a sex trade. 

“Who are you?”

“Maja knows me.” The woman nods over my shoulder and I turn to see Maja standing beside me. “Don’t you, dear?”

“She’s crazy,” Maja explains, but her voice is wary, unconvincing. 

The woman laughs again. “Perhaps I am, Maja, but not in the way you mean.”

I hear Maja snicker behind me. “Did she tell you she has a daughter? And grandchildren?”

I nod.

“She has no grandchildren. And she did have a daughter, once, but that poor girl was never able to grow up to have children.”

“Shut up you bitch!” The woman spits the last word out like a sour berry.

Maja holds the woman’s stare steady, absorbing the venom pouring from her eyes.

“Tell him, Gisla.”

The woman stays quiet this time and finally drops her cold stare. 

“Do you have everything, Hansel?”

I nod slowly, keeping my eyes on the woman. “But I’m not leaving until I know what she knows about Gretel.”

“She doesn’t know anything. I told you, she’s mad. I’ve known her my whole life, and my grandfather has known her most of his.”

“She knew my name. And she said she knows my sister’s story and about my book. How would she know these things?”

“I told you people were talking. It’s why we need to go. Cezar is a gossip.”

“I wish you would have told me that before.”

Maja pulls at my shoulder, encouraging me to leave, and I start to turn when the old woman—Gisla—speaks again. 

“I know things about you that you don’t know, Hansel. And Gromus knows more.”

I await some kind of sinister laugh of evil, but the woman’s face is calm, just the hint of a smile lining her mouth.

Maja shakes her head quickly. “Don’t believe her, Hansel, this is what she does. She’s lying. Let’s go.”

I want to believe Maja, but I feel the truth in the old woman’s words. I pull away from Maja and step directly to the woman, grabbing her by the collar of her cloak. “Where is Gromus? Where did he take Gretel?”

Laughter from the woman again, and then she brings her hands out from beneath the thick robe and in her right hand she’s holding a large knife. 

“Hansel!” Maja screams.

I see it immediately and push the old woman away from me, slamming her shoulder blades up against the wall. She stumbles to my left, but unbelievably, she stays on her feet and holds onto the knife.

The woman clutches the blade high now, ear-level, with the business end pointed straight to the sky. The metal shank is brown, corroded; it looks like a museum piece, something found at an archaeological dig site from a civilization long since collapsed.

“Gromus is everything,” the woman proclaims. “The son of Tanja will have his book again.”

The woman crosses her arms in front of her face, making an X at her wrists, with the knife gripped tightly in her right hand. The blade is now on the opposite side of her head with her right hand closer to her neck. She gives one last broad smile and pulls her arms apart, spreading them wide, her hands heading back toward their original positions. I don’t see the slice of her throat as the blade glides below her chin, but the sheet of blood that glazes the front of her chest is glaring. Maja screams and then stifles it with her hands, an instinct to keep away any other vultures who may be circling. There is nothing else to do in Stedwick. It’s time to leave. It’s time to find Noah. 

I’ve been back in the Old World just over two days, and the curse of Marlene has already found me. 
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One sip of the potion remained. I knew it, and so did Anika. 

Her sleeping had increased since the second to last dose had been used, as if she understood that hibernation was the only way she could put off the inevitable. But I wouldn’t be the one to administer it. Not this time. It was Gretel’s turn. As far as I was concerned, I had paid my dues.

I heard the sound of the sliding door in the basement and immediately sprang to action, dashing out the front door to intercept my sister on her way to the lake. Gretel had recently moved to the basement to have her own space, and the back door provided easy access for Petr, as well a convenient escape from the normally inevitable daily routine of family interaction, though mother had long since reached the stage where she didn’t care about either of these teenage manifestations.

“Where are you going?” I stood off to the side of the door, ensuring Gretel wouldn’t see me as she exited, purposely trying to startle her.

“Damn you, Hansel!” 

I felt the sting of her words immediately. The trials of Marlene had hardened me to most of the world, but I still felt the nettles of my sister’s anger as severely as ever. “I need you to help me with Anik...mother.”

It was Gretel’s turn to feel the sting now, hers being brought on by a cocktail of guilt and abandonment. “I was planning to...I mean, I will...I just need to go...”

“No!” I retracted the exclamation. “No. She’s in there now. And she’s awake. There’s one dose left, Gretel. What are we going to do?”

Gretel closed her eyes and put her hand to her forehead and then started to rub. She sighed, “I don’t know.”

“Maybe Mrs. Klahr has an idea abou—” 

“No! Mrs. Klahr cannot know about mother’s condition. She’s still recovering herself. She doesn’t need this burden.”

“So then it’s all mine to bear?”

“Not yours. Both of ours.”

“Well, while you’re running off to the safety of the lake, off to spend a quiet evening with Mrs. Klahr—”

“I’m caring for her; we’re not having tea and biscuits.”

I ignored the correction. “I’m the one that has to deal with our mother’s...sickness.” Madness was the word I wanted to use. “Sometimes I can’t even sleep in the house anymore, Gretel. Do you know that?”

“What? What do you mean?”

“You don’t hear her because you’re downstairs. But I do. I hear her talking about it. But not about it really. Talking to it.”

“Talking to what, Hansel? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“She’s addicted to the potion, Gretel. You know she is. You knew it the first night you gave it to her. It’s why you leave at four a.m. every morning and barely come home at night.”

Gretel looked away, the weariness in her now showing through.

“I see you from under the stairs on the nights I sleep outside. I’m sure Mrs. Klahr doesn’t need you that early. You told me you only arrive after sunrise. How respectful you’ve always been of Mrs. Klahr’s sleep.”

Gretel didn’t offer a retort; she just gazed at me with a look that asked, What do you want me to say? 

But I had her attention now, and I wasn’t letting it go easily. “And I never even told you about the other night, when she was standing on the bed. Asleep but not. It was like she had been resurrected.” 

“What were you doing in her room?”

I hesitated. “She called for me,” I lied. “But she was just talking in her sleep. It doesn’t matter. It was just peculiar, that’s all. She was standing in the dark on top of the mattress. And walking around the room. 

I leave the story there, not mentioning the part about me rummaging through her closet for the necklace.

“She’s been through a lot though, so I’m not putting too much weight into the incident. But today I need your help. I can’t do this alone. This is it. This is all that’s left. Once this dose is gone ...I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

The tears welled in Gretel’s eyes and she reached for me, pulling me into her. “Okay, Hansel, you’re right, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Gretel and I walked together through the basement door and up the stairs that led to the kitchen. As we reached the landing, I peeked toward the cabinet that previously held Odalinde’s mysterious belongings, which included a copy of Orphism. But today it held something far more nefarious.  

Thoughts of Odalinde suddenly flooded me. Those days when she had first arrived—before making her eventual transformation to the caring warrior that saved our family—had seemed as dire as any I had ever lived. Mother was missing. Father was dying. And Gretel and I were on the brink of starvation. And yet, at that moment, staring at the cabinet at the top of the stairs with my sister beside me, I longed for those days. 

“Open it, Hansel. Get the last of it and give it to me. And then I want you to stay here in the kitchen. Or go to the lake or do whatever you want. Everything you said was right. I’ll bring it to her alone. Let me do that.”

There was nothing to say except, “Okay.”

I fished the key from my pocket and slid it into the narrow keyhole, just as I’d done a dozen times in the past. But halfway in I knew something was different. The fit was tighter, resistant, and as I slid the key in fully and tried to turn it, nothing moved.

“It’s not working, Gretel.”

“What do you mean? Is that the right key?”

“Yes. This is the only key this size I have. The key is the same; it’s the lock that is different.”

“Do you think she changed it? Why would she do that? I thought she didn’t know where you were keeping it?”

The next words spoken were mother’s. “That is the part that I find most fascinating.”

I stood tall and turned towards the sound of the voice. My hands were raised in front of my face, almost as if I thought my mother was about to attack. But she was the opposite of aggressive, and she took several steps back from the threshold of the kitchen and took a seat on the living room sofa. The smile on her face was all lips (as if hiding her teeth, I considered). Her eyes showed something menacing.

“Mother,” Gretel said, her voice strong, controlled. It was a tone I have always tried to duplicate but could never come close. “Do you know something about the lock on this cabinet?”

Anika Morgan erupted in laughter at the question just posed by her daughter, covering her mouth with her open hand like a school girl who was embarrassed by her giggling.

“I’ll assume that means ‘Yes.’”

Mother continued to laugh and nodded, missing Gretel’s sarcasm. This part scared me as much as anything.

“She’s taken it, Gretel. Recently. This is how she is for a while. Can’t you tell?”

Gretel nodded, but I wasn’t quite sure if she really did notice it or if she was just going along.

“I mean, after all,” Anika said, “you were the one who told me the story of your father’s nurse—Odalinde—and how she kept her things secret in that cabinet. It was quite obvious to me that you would keep my medicine there as well.” Mother stopped laughing, but her smile remained, and she was shaking her head the way a parent does to children they find foolish.

“Why didn’t you just take it before,” I asked. “If it was so obvious, why did you wait?”

Gretel answered for her. “Because it was the last of it. If she had broken the rules before it was all gone, we would have found it and taken it away, and then she wouldn’t have gotten the most out of it. But since this was it, what difference did it make. Is that about it, mother?”

Anika clapped twice and then lay backwards on the couch, so that her feet were dangling off and she was staring at the ceiling. “That’s right, Gretel,” she said. “You were always my smart one.”

Gretel looked at me and frowned, making sure I understood not to take that comment personally. I didn’t, but only because I knew it was true.

“And now my smart little girl,” Anika was drifting now, on the edge of consciousness, “now you need to find me more.”

Even in the midst of her intoxicating bliss, Anika knew the feeling wouldn’t last much more than a couple of months. Seventy-five days was the longest we had ever pushed it. This was day one, so we had several weeks to figure out what we would do. But whatever solution we came up with, more potion wasn’t one of the options. Anika would get well without the centuries-old concoction of evil, or not at all.
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“Who was she Maja?”

Almost four hours has passed since the encounter at the hotel, and neither Maja nor I have spoken a word until now. 

Our journey through the Western Koudeheuval Mountains has begun in earnest, and thus far the climb up the steady grade of the range is surprisingly easy, with nothing more than common forest debris encumbering our path. Even the weather, which I was told normally resembles that of the poles the higher one goes, has been pleasantly cool, balancing out the heat of our hiking. By my guess, we were a little over ten miles outside of Stedwick, ostensibly heading in the direction of Noah.

“Maja?”

Maja keeps her eyes forward and her pace brisk, stepping trance-like over the fallen branches and leaf-litter that pave our path. “Who was who?”

“The woman who was in my room waiting to stab me with a rusty tent spike. What do you mean ‘who’?”

“I told you who she was. Her name was Gisla. She was an old woman who had been crazy her whole life, and then got crazier the older she got.” Maja pauses. “But she was never cruel. She shouldn’t have done that to herself. I don’t know why she did that.” On the last word, her voice cracks.

“But who was she? What was her story? She said she was born in the New Country. Did you know that?”

Maja stops and puts her hands on her hips. She closes her eyes and breathes deeply, at once catching her breath, fighting back tears, and exhibiting her annoyance with my topic of conversation.

“I’m sorry about what happened, Maja. I’m sorry that she’s dead and that we both had to see that. But I knew a woman that reminded me very much of Gisla. A very bad woman who is, in a way, connected to all of this. She’s dead now but...” 

I gather my thoughts

“And she—Gisla—seemed to know Gromus. Did you hear that? She spoke of him as if he was some kind of a cult leader. You heard her. She said that Gromus ‘will have his book again.’ I never said anything to you or anyone about my book belonging to Gromus. And if that’s true, if it does belong to him, then that’s important to know. Orphism is as ancient as any text known to man, and there are only a handful of copies, so I would understand why he might be after it. But how would she have known that? If it was Cezar who told Gisla about me and my story, he wouldn’t have told her the book belonged to Gromus because I never mentioned that.”

I realize I’m rambling but I keep going. I’ve had hours of walking to reflect on all that’s occurred since my arrival in the Old World, and this spewing of words is therapeutic. Maja stands staring at me, the despair of the suicide she witnessed still shining in her eyes. 

“I shouldn’t have said that about her daughter,” Maja says. “But the things she was saying, about...boys and things, was disgusting. That wasn’t her. She was crazy, but not like that.”

“The book has that effect,” I say immediately, “so don’t ever blame yourself for that. I’ve seen versions of what you saw in my own family. She was going to end up that way. Once the idea of what the book offers takes hold, it is a hard grasp to break free from”

Maja stands unconvinced, so I change the subject, making it more personal.

“How did her daughter die?” I ask.

Maja stares up now, her eyes slightly softened. “The story I was told was that she drowned in a pond in the front of her cottage. Gisla was home, and many in the village blamed her. I think Dedu said the girl was only eight. It happened years before I was born.”

“Is that when she lost her grip on reality?”

Maja shrugs. “I suppose so. I never really thought much about her. She’d always been that way to me. She’d pass our store just about every day and I barely gave her two looks.”

I let Maja’s loss linger and then I move things forward. “Should we find a spot to eat?”

Maja gives me a confused look. “You’re hungry? It’s two hours until noon.”

“Yes, but we haven’t eaten today. At least I haven’t. But I can go on if you can. I just thought it might be a good time to stop.”

Maja shakes her head. “No. I disagree that it is a good time to stop. It is still early and the temperature is fine. We should keep going.”

“Okay.” I feel there may have been an insult in Maja’s statement somewhere, but I appreciate her stamina. 

“And you should also know that your quest has become mine now, so if you’re asking me, I say we continue.”

“Wait a minute, what? My quest is yours now? What does that mean?”

“Clearly, you’ve been thinking a lot since we left, but you should know that I have been thinking too.”

“So I’ve noticed.”

“There is a whole history—apparently a very dark history—to my village that I never knew anything about. Stedwick has been terrorized for years by some cancerous monster, and no one has done anything about it. They’ve allowed children to be stolen! Shepherds and bakers and welders. And all of them cowards. My family included.”


“I think you’re being a bit harsh.”
“Am I?”

“Yes, I believe you are. Those who made the decision to bury the Gromus stories did so to protect others from being hurt. Decisions like those have been made for centuries around the world. They’re difficult, but they’re made with good intentions.”

Maja shakes her head, not buying any of it.

“Besides, as far as stolen children are concerned, we don’t even know if Tomek was actually stolen. His parents said he was shipped off to the New World. That could have been true. Nobody ever confirmed that it wasn’t.”

“You don’t believe that it’s true.” It wasn’t a question; it was an observation. 

I look up toward the mountain peaks, questioning it internally. “No.”

“A century from now, perhaps a millennium, if Stedwick still remains, I will not be counted amongst those who lived there and knew the truth of this monster but did nothing to stop him. I’ve been given this opportunity—you have given it to me—and I will die in pursuit of him, if necessary.”

I sigh, blindsided by this new audacity. “I told your grandfather I wouldn’t put you in harm’s way. I promised him. You would show me to Noah, and that was the extent of your contribution. What you do after that is up to you. If you leave your village forever, so be it. But it can’t be on my watch as my responsibility.”

“You’re not putting me in the way of harm; I’m putting myself there. My grandfather is responsible for your sister—at least in part—so I consider it my responsibility to help find her.”

I have no retort, either from a position of strength or logic. And as I had realized back at the village, at some point along the way, I would need the help of someone with Maja’s spirit.

“So we go another five miles, Hansel, and then we’ll eat. That is what I suggest. After lunch, we’ll put in another fifteen miles before we lose the day, and then we’ll camp for the night. 

“Fifteen miles?”

“It’s your sister, Hansel. There’s no time to do anything else but all we can.”

Maja’s words sober me, and I realize, perhaps for the first time since arriving in the Old World, the severity of my sister’s circumstance. Gretel, I realize, has spoiled me. Her abilities and instincts have always made me believe that, despite the situation, all would be fine. Even in the darkest of times, when Marlene was hunting Gretel and Petr and I in the Back Country, and my mother was off searching for the cure to her unknown disease, that it would end as Gretel wished. She would simply bend the universe to her will.

But this is naïve, obviously, and in the context of Gretel’s current predicament, it’s selfish. Gretel isn’t the only strength to be reckoned with. There are the Marlenes and Gromus’ of the world as well. Beings who have the strength of Gretel—perhaps more in the case of Gromus—but the aim of malevolence. I am here to help Gretel, but for the first time, through Maja’s words, I realize what that means.

“At dawn, we’ll leave again,” Maja declares.

“Thank you, Maja.”

Maja shakes her head. “I’ve done nothing for you yet.”

“Please know that you have.”

She lets my words stand and then adds, “If we keep up today’s pace, we’ll be at Noah’s by dinnertime tomorrow.”

“Suppertime, huh?”

Maja nods with a straight face. 

“I hope he’s serving something good.”
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We keep up the pace—and add a bit to it—and just after lunchtime the following day we arrive at the edge of a village called Zanpie. According to Maja, who had heard it from a friend of hers who lived in one of the neighboring villages of Stedwick, Zanpie was the last place Noah had been known to reside. 

“Is he a kind of celebrity?” I ask Maja. “Noah, I mean.”

“What does that mean? Celebrity?”

“It means famous. Is he known by everyone in the Old World? 

“I don’t know that I would label him as someone quite that lofty. Certainly, everyone does not know of him. But there are many who do, particularly in this region. If you are hiking the Koudeheuvals in this part of the range, he is the guide of choice. But he is not cheap. He charges quite a bit from what I’m told, so his services are reserved for those who can afford him, which would mean tourists mostly, I suppose, and perhaps some of the more wealthy locals who are looking for more adventure than their lives offer. In any case, if the guide Noah is here, or was here recently, everyone in this village would know of it. And now that I’ve talked it through, I suppose I should have asked you before we left Stedwick if you had sufficient money for this quest. If what I’m told of Noah is true, you’re going to need it.”

I keep my mother’s story and her connection to Noah to myself for the time being and simply nod in understanding, implying I can take care of whatever fees must be paid. I do have a bit of money that I’ve brought with me from the New Country—by no means a fortune, but some—but I have no intentions of spending it on information or services that can be had for free. And I’m expecting Noah will offer all the help he can without hesitation; if my mother’s stories and letter are accurate, the man will give his life to help the daughter of Anika Morgan.

“So where do we start?” I ask .“When we arrive in the town, should I just walk up to the first storefront that has a man holding a shotgun and ask him where I can find Noah? You know, similar to the way it works in your village?”

“That’s not the way it works in our village,” Maja responds, again missing the joke. “Our village is simply more vigilant these days. Since the disappearance of your sister.”

Again, Maja finds a way to turn my attempt at levity into what would appear to be my attitude of nonchalance or indifference. I’m neither of those things, of course, at least not as it pertains to Gretel and my commitment to finding her, but this village girl seems to be exposing a weakness in my personality. I feel the sting of her reproaches, which is probably an indication that I need to change my behavior some.

“I’m sorry, it was a joke.”

Maja gives a look that resembles confusion, one that asks how it is I could be telling jokes at this particular moment, which again only reinforces my known flaws. “Let’s go,” she says, giving me a miniature smile that says she understood my humor on some level.

We follow a winding stone path that starts on the outskirts of Zanpie and leads through a valley of large wooden houses that sit high on the hills, their windows like blind eyes staring down on us, watching us without noticing. The path beneath us is masoned and precise, and the grass surrounding the stones is short and manicured, recently cut. The welcoming grounds of Zanpie are idyllic, really, as peaceful as one could expect so deep in the Old World.

The walk is a short one, certainly less than a half a mile, before the path ends abruptly in a dramatic narrowing of the valley. The valley is so narrow in fact, that it almost closes completely, and had the hedges on either side been allowed to grow over, we would never have seen the opening at all. 

But the opening is there—two feet in width perhaps, just wide enough for Maja and I to squeeze through—and as we sidle our way past the tall shrubbery through to the other side, we are instantly greeted by what at first appears to be a huge courtyard. But as Maja and I take in the scene further, it’s clear that the area is too large to be simply a courtyard. The grounds are, in fact, the Zanpie city center.

The buildings around the center are low, nothing taller than two stories, and rather primitive compared to most modern forms of architecture. But they appear well-kept, undamaged and clean, and together they form what seems to be a perfect square perimeter of a shopping district, indicated by the signs above the entrances and a miscellany of carts and tables trimming the storefronts. This is no doubt the hub of trade in this village. Downtown Zanpie. 

We’ve arrived midday, and the sun is high and the weather ideal for doing just about anything outdoors; at this time on a day like today, this area should be robust with Zanpie citizens. Yet the scene is quite the opposite. There are barely a dozen people in the square, scattered randomly, and half of them seem to be either homeless or insane, and in a few cases, both.

In front of the store that stands just to the right of where Maja and I squeezed through the village boundary, two old women stand motionless, watching us, and judging by their stares, they’ve been studying us from the moment we stepped through the valley crevice. They gaze wide-eyed at Maja and me, stiff as icicles, staring at us as if we were passing bears in the woods and they rabbits hiding in a fallen log.

“Hello,” Maja says softly, smiling, her beauty suddenly striking, piercing through as if from nowhere, overwhelming me like the wind from a typhoon. I force myself to look away from her face, concentrating instead on the suspicious women, who aren’t appreciating Maja’s beauty quite as much. 

The first woman simply frowns at Maja’s greeting and backs into the store without ever taking her eyes off of us. But the other swallows and blinks nervously. 

“Nie wizek,” she says softly, tears beginning to fall as she shakes her head. I can’t understand the words, but her voice sounds defeated. “Nie ma wizek.”

“What is she saying?” I ask.

“She said ‘no more to take. There are no more to take.’”

“Who?” I ask, turning toward the woman, but she’s already slipped past the threshold, joining her friend in the safety of the store, both of them leaving their cookware unattended out front. I turn to Maja. “Gromus.” I say. “That’s what you think too, isn’t it? That look on her face. That’s the same look Cezar had.”

Maja doesn’t reply, but the staidness of her expression affirms my belief. “We should keep going,” she says. “If Noah is here, he will be on the outskirts. He’ll have no business in the village hub.”

“But someone here will know him. We need to ask around. You said everyone here will know him.”

“As you can see, Hansel, those here don’t seem willing to talk to with people strange to them. You can see that, right? We’ll have to get beyond the hub. North to the wider section of town.”

“But you don’t know where he is. Is it your intention to knock on every door in Zanpie until Noah answers?”

“We don’t need to knock on every door. As you have just pointed out, if he’s here, it will be known, so we only need to knock on one door.”

I stay quiet, nodding at Maja’s logic, feeling a bit outplayed.

“But not here. This place feels wrong for many reasons. You’re not from the Koudeheuvals, Hansel, so you don’t know all the ways of these people, but you must see it. On a day such as this, the city center should be a picture of activity. Families and children shopping and playing together. But there is only madness here. Faces of lunacy and desperation.”

“No more to take?” I repeat, throwing the words out as a question, quietly emphasizing Maja’s point, hoping she’ll give me her thoughts on my theory of Gromus being the cause of this scene. She doesn’t bite.

We move a few paces forward, away from the valley opening, and step off the cobblestone walking area that borders the hub and forms a square path, allowing pedestrians to pass in front of each store as they make their way around the shopping district.

We take several more steps, quickly now, and soon make our way to the center of the square. I look up for a moment and stop suddenly next to a large stone fountain. The structure was likely once the centerpiece of this town, but on this day it moves no water through its pipes, instead acting as an ornate cauldron for a thick mixture of old, rusty liquids.

“Let’s go, Hansel,” Maja says without breaking stride, not hiding the urgency in her voice.

“Look Maja,” I reply, my voice cracking slightly. “Look at them?”

“Who?” Maja stops and turns to her left, and her eyes widen instantly as a look of fear and confusion begins to drip from them. She turns to her right now and then all the way around to her original position.

Standing in front of most of the stores are small groups of men and women, each with weapons consisting of either farm tools or actual firearms, shotguns and rifles from what I can see. 

“What are they doing?” Maja asks, taking a few steps backwards and joining me at the fountain.

“I don’t know exactly. They’re armed, so they’re ready to fight, but they’re not approaching us. If they wanted to, they could kill us at any time. I think they’re just protecting themselves.”

“Look at their eyes, Hansel. Look how scared they are.”

I can see the fear in their eyes, and their looks of terror are as frightening to me as if they were stares of evil.

“We should just keep going. Look, to the left there, the alley past the bakery.” Maja keeps her hands down, but nods in the direction of a gap between a bakery—which is signaled by a large cake adorning the roof of the establishment—and another store which I judge to be some type of hardware store. The owners of the bakery seem not to be participating in this showdown, as there is no one outside their door, but the hardware merchants are armed to the teeth. 

“Are you sure that’s the way?” 

“It’s a way. And we have to get out before one of them decides to get aggressive. Once one person moves on us, they’ll all come. We need to get out before it escalates. Don’t run, but keep your pace steady. Now, Hansel, let’s go.”

Maja’s command instantly reminds me of Gretel, so definitive and sure, with just the right trace of insecurity to be respected.

“I’m behind you,” I assure her. “Hold your hands up as you pass. With your palms open.”

“What? Why?”

“Trust me, Maja. It’s a sign of deference. It shows that you have no intention to harm them, and nothing to harm them with.”

Maja and I walk toward the gap in the buildings with our hands high, like prisoners being escorted through some ancient city. We don’t look back or to the sides, but as we pass the hardware merchants, nearing the safety of the outer perimeter, I see a woman place her hands together against her mouth and bow. It looks like a prayer. 

“Nadjz gi,” she says, her voice crackling on the last word. “Prosz nadjz gi.”

We’re fifty yards outside the perimeter when I ask Maja what the woman said.

“Nadjz gi,” Maja repeats. “Find him. Please find him.”

We’re about a hundred yards from the opening to the city center when I finally stop and turn back. The exit is blocked now with men, the pitchforks and shovels in their hands conspicuous. There is no turning back to Zanpie. Whether we find Noah or not, Maja and I have no choice but to keep going.

***
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THE PATH FROM THE CITY center leads up a sharp grade that gradually ascends for over a mile before eventually leveling off to a long, straight, tree-lined road which appears to lead to the edge of the world.

“I think we’re leaving Zanpie,” I say to Maja.

Maja shakes her head. “This is the residential area of the town, still Zanpie proper. The homes will be spread out along this road; most of them you will never see until you reach the pathways leading to the property. Many of the Koudeheuval towns are designed this way. 

“Not your town.”

“No, we are not as old as many of the other villages in the range. The architects of Stedwick wanted to design a town where people would live and work in the same community, hoping to create a more cohesive society. But that was not customary at the time. Before then, people came together to work and participate in trade, and that was where the trust ended. Otherwise, people kept to their families.”

This Koudeheuval way of living doesn’t strike me as surprising; after hearing the story of Gromus and his generational history of terrorizing the region, keeping to one’s self must have seemed like a pretty good idea at the time of the town’s development. 

“Where do we start?” I ask. “Do you think there’s a place like Cesar’s out here? A hotel or something?”

“No, that’s not likely in these parts. If there was a hotel it would have been back in the city center. But he wouldn’t be in lodging like that anyway. If Noah is here, he’s here as a boarder. The rumors of him are that he doesn’t stay in any one place long enough to purchase a property, but long enough to set up a residence. He moves on about every few months, so it may be that he’s gone; but as I said, even if he’s not here now, people will know when he left. Perhaps where he went.”

We begin our walk down the dirt path, I a step behind Maja, who passes up the first three driveways we encounter.

“What’s wrong with these places?” I ask, but Maja keeps going, focused on the road ahead. 

The first pedestrian we pass is a man whose age is so indeterminate that he could have been as young as thirty or as old as seventy. His face is a mask of dirt and saliva, and his beard so unruly that it seems to extend past his cheeks to just below his eye sockets. He is conscious, but clearly intoxicated, the puddle of vomit next to him seems freshly eliminated. He raises a finger as if to say something to us, but the words don’t materialize.

“Lovely place,” I say.

“I’m sure it once was. Look.”

Ahead of us, about fifty yards or so, is a group of four men standing on the road just at the tree line. Their arms are either raised or splayed out to the side, and from our vantage point, they appear to be looking into the forest, gesturing to some lost companion perhaps. We continue towards them, tentatively, and as we approach them, we can see they are being held in their poses by the barrel of a shotgun.

“Maybe we should go,” I say, just as one of the men spots us.

“We should try, but that may not be an immediate option.” Maja is calm in her declaration, curious. “But we haven’t done anything wrong, so stay relaxed.”

“I can’t stay relaxed, because I wasn’t relaxed before, but I’ll try to put on a good front.”

“Whatever is happening here has nothing to do with us.”

“Looks like we’re not the only ones Noah,” one of the men says, not looking our way. “Seems a few others have made the pilgrimage. You can’t keep everyone away.”

Noah.

Maja’s and my vision are still blocked by the dense foliage that flanks the driveway, so all we can see of Noah are his hands and fingers, one of which is lightly caressing the trigger guard of the shotgun he’s holding. But we’ve found him, Noah, with as little trouble as Maja seemed to suspect. I begin to take my first step closer toward the gang of men, trying to position myself to get a look at Noah’s face, to get a first impression of the man who is going to guide us to Gretel.

The barrel of the gun swings wildly down toward the ground and to our left, and an explosion of buckshot rattles the base of a tree, sending bark and leaves and dirt flying into the air.

All of us—Maja and I and the four men—instinctively throw our hands above the tops of our heads and stoop down to the ground. The last of the four men, the one who had been a few yards behind the others and seemed far less eager to be in Noah’s presence, lies flat on the ground for only an instant before jumping to his feet and sprinting down the road, passing Maja and I without looking toward us, heading back in the direction of the city center.

Noah’s shotgun was already pumped and reloaded before the man hit the ground; if he had wanted, he could have easily removed any limb from the man’s body.

Maja stands tall now and looks over at me, a disapproving look of have you learned your lesson on her face. I show her my palms, indicating I won’t be moving anywhere again until this is all settled. 

“Noah?” Maja’s voice is comforting, and she says the man’s name the way a sister might to her brother, hoping to get a moment to talk.

“Who are you?” Noah replies in a way that would suggest he’s been asking that question quite a bit more than usual lately.

“My name is Maja. My companion is—”

“We’re not here for treasure,” I interrupt. “We’re here because we need your help in finding someone. A girl.”

The three remaining men turn to us almost in unison, their faces quizzical and disgusted. 

“You think we’re treasure hunters?” the first one asks. “You think we want Noah to help us find some ancient city buried by avalanche a thousand years ago? Or to guide us to the Charms of Atrozure?”

“I don’t know,” I reply, feeling stupid for unleashing such an obvious insult. I haven’t a clue what the Charms of Atrozure are, but by the sounds of it, a quest for them is almost precisely what I suspected. “I wasn’t trying to be rude, I just—”

“We’re all looking for someone,” a second man replies, his voice somber, desperate. “He’s taken so many now.”

“Gromus?” I say. The sound comes from me without thought, like a cry of pain.

The first man closes his eyes and I see the glisten of tears on the edges of the lids.

“Don’t speak it,” Noah replies, his face and body still shrouded in the brush. “Don’t speak that name in my presence.”

“Is that who you’re all here about?” I ask the group of men, ignoring Noah’s warning. “How can that be?”

No replies.

“How long?”

The first man opens his eyes and looks at me, the pleading look of his stare forcing me to drop my eyes to the dirt.

“It only started a few months ago. But to hear the elders tell it, this has happened before. He’s happened before. The last time was before any of us here were born.”

“Is it children?” Maja asks. “Does he take the children?”

“Usually, but not always.” The man puts his hand on the left shoulder of the man next to him, the oldest one in the group. “Dawid’s son was taken two days ago. Right from in front of the bakery where he worked. He was nineteen.” 

“Has anyone done anything about it?” My tone is challenging, though it didn’t organize that way in my mind. “Did anyone see it happen?”

The tears on Dawid flow in full now, though he maintains a steely composure in his voice. “Have you seen him?”

I shake my head and the man then looks to Maja, who follows my lead.

“It is almost impossible to describe him.”

I think of Gus and his story of the Night of Gromus. His description of the sickness the patrons felt at the sight of him. And the fear in Gus’ face and voice, the face and voice of a man who appeared as fearless as anyone when it came to the challenge of another human. 

But maybe that was the point. Maybe Gromus wasn’t human at all.

“Who are you looking for?” Dawid asks, a thin smile just beginning to emerge.

“My sister,” I say, my voice cracking on the last syllable, and I clear my throat. “She was taken from Stedwick Village a few weeks ago.”

Dawid frowns and blinks several times before looking away, a new sadness emerging on his face.

“What is it?”

“Stedwick?” he asks. “A few weeks ago?”

I nod, confirming.

“The trail goes cold very quickly, son. Even if you were to convince a man like Noah to help you, it’s not likely you’ll ever find your sister. I’m sorry.”

I understand the man’s pessimism but ignore it. They don’t know Gretel. They don’t know about the things she’s capable of or the battles she’s won. 

Or her possible importance to Gromus. This thought I consider in full for the first time.

“Have you found anyone? Has it made a difference how quickly after you began looking?” I make no attempt to hide my tone this time. 

“Yes. We’ve found three, actually. Two were alive. We tracked them down to Grom...to his lair—and make no mistake, a lair is what it was—and we were able to rescue them before they were...used. One of the girls couldn’t be saved, her wounds were too severe, but two were brought home and nursed back to health.”

“Physical health,” the third man in the group corrects, never looking at Maja or me.

“What does that mean?” I ask, having some idea.

The first man speaks. “They’ve not spoken about the experience since they came—”

“They’ve not spoken at all! Nobody has even seen those children since they came home. They’ve been locked away for...what has it been? Six weeks now?”

I let the impact of the third man’s frustration fill the air and then ask, “How long had they been gone before you found them?”

“Three days. A little more, I guess. They were taken from the schoolhouse. The teacher had gone for a lesson plan—she’d been gone less than a minute to hear her tell it—and when she returned, they were gone. The rest of the children in the room were stunned, frozen with fear. Nothing they could do.” 

“They were the second batch to be taken, so we knew we do something, make a stand of some kind. There were a few witnesses who said a man like the monster we were seeking had been seen in their parts, and we tracked him to an abandoned barn just a few miles from here. We were prepared to kill him. Armed with the best weapons we had. There were nine of us when we arrived. The kids were there and a couple of us took them home. But the remaining seven of us waited for him to return. Waited four days, taking shifts, but he never came back. It was like he could sense the danger and so just moved on.”

“But then he came back?”

“Yes he did. Three more times. The third time he took eight...” The man can’t contain his weeping at the number he’s just said.

“We don’t know for sure it was him that time,” Dawid says without an ounce of conviction in his voice. “How could he have taken so many? Those kids were a group of friends...and not the best kids in the village. They may have just decided to leave this place for good, get out of this godforsaken place before Gromus came back.”

I note the name being spoken aloud, the superstition gone from the conversation. Noah stands silently without issuing a second warning.

“Even if he didn’t take them, if they left because of him, it’s the same impact.”

Dawid nods.

“As Dawid rightly points out, we never did know exactly what happened to them. We returned to his original lair, but, of course, he wasn’t there and there was no sign that he’d been back. And every other tip fizzled or led us to the wrong place, and each day that passed was just another one wasted and more miles between us and the children.”

“I’m sorry, young man. But I can’t imagine with this much time and distance between your sister that you’ll ever find her. That’s hard to hear, I understand, but it’s what I know to be true.”

Buoyed now by a sense of hopelessness and nothing to lose, I finish my walk toward the men, stopping in front of the first before turning toward the path to see Noah.

He’s a hulk of a man, larger than anyone I’ve seen since arriving in the Old World, six and a half feet for sure, and arms like a horse’s thighs. But there is a kindness in his face, an expression of understanding at the pain that was just passed between the men before him.

“I appreciate your stories men,” I say, still looking at Noah, who has let his gaze wander slightly, “but I believe our friend Noah will help us.”

Noah lowers the shotgun and holds it in one hand along his right leg. He looks in my face, studying it, a furrow of recognition developing on his forehead. “Who are you?” he asks. “You say your sister was taken from Stedwick, but that’s not where you are from.”

“No.”

“You’re not even from the Old World.”

“That’s right, I’m not.”

“How do you know me?” Noah’s eyes continue searching, and the turn of his head tells me he’s close to figuring out the answer on his own.

I begin to unzip my bag, preparing to bring out the letter my mother sent with proof of my connection to Noah, when Maja speaks.

“I suggested we seek you out,” she says, appearing beside me, tall and confident. 

Noah’s eyes linger on me a few seconds longer and then he looks to Maja, squinting, as if confused by her boldness

“You are the best tracker in the Koudeheuvals, yes? That is your reputation anyway. And my friend has come a long way to find his sister, as you’ve accurately judged. And despite the grim beliefs of these men, we have faith that she is still alive.”

“Why is that?” Noah asks. His question is genuine, without doubt or sarcasm.

“Because she is special.”

To this point in our journey, I’ve told Maja very little about my story, and even less about Orphism or the powers that Gretel derives from it. It’s not that I’m keeping secrets, it’s just that the story always seems too big to begin. But Maja’s proclamation that Gretel is special tells me she’s at least gathered that much. 

“Do you think our children are not special?” Dawid asks. 

Maja turns to him. “Are they? Beyond the fact that you love them deeply and they are special to you, is there anything about them that is unusual? Exceptional? Any reason that Gromus would have wanted to take them?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Then I suppose that is your answer.”

“Maja,” I scold, shocked at her inconsideration. 

“So it is your sister then,” the first man in the group says, whose name I haven’t yet heard.

I turn to him, confused. “My sister what?”

“We have to go back to the village square. There is someone you need to talk to.”
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Chapter 13
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Maja and I are seated in the back room of a store that appears to make and sell furniture. The building forms the southwestern corner of the city center, and the two of us await anxiously for the ‘someone’ who apparently has news about Gretel.

Our journey back to the city center was without incident, thanks in large part to the phalanx of three men, plus Noah, who quietly agreed to see out the resolution of this mystery in the town square. My belief, however, is that the mystery he is truly eager to solve is that of me, and who I am exactly.

“They looked like they could have been one move away from attacking us when we arrived,” I say to the first man, whose name I now know is Artur.

“That is probably a fairly accurate assessment. This was once a friendly town, welcoming of strangers. But no longer. Your friend Maja probably knows of this change. Certainly Stedwick has reacted similarly.”

Maja nods at Artur, the sad smile that forms on her face enhancing her beauty once again.

“But they must have recognized a strength of character in you both, otherwise there would have been no hesitation to see that you didn’t find your way in at all. I realize I never learned your name. What is your name, son?”

I look at Noah, who is staring at me, hanging on my answer. I turn back to Artur and say, “Hansel. My name is Hansel.”

I can feel the tension from Noah behind me, but otherwise there is only silence in the room. It lasts only a moment.

“Your sister was taken by him.” The words come not from Noah, or from anyone I’ve heard up to this point in my journey. Instead they drift in melodically from the entranceway that leads to the front of the woodworking store. The voice is young, mild, that of a boy perhaps, or a young teenager. “She is, I wonder, the reason for this emergence of Gromus.”

“Hansel Morgan,” Noah says from behind me. He sounds adrift, still sorting out the meaning, but my eyes are fixed on the doorway, waiting for the secret boy to reveal himself. “You are Anika’s son. Anika Morgan. Your sister is Gretel! You are looking for Gretel.”

“He knows you?” Maja asks. “Noah knows of you? How? Do you know him?”

I shake off Maja’s questions, and as Noah slowly unravels the revelation of my identity, a boy of about twelve walks through the doorway and stands calmly, staring at Maja and me who are both seated as subjects would be before a king. He is short for his age, pudgy, and his skin and hair are much darker than his fellow Zanpie residents, as if his heritage is from an area of the Old World much further east.

The boy looks up from our faces and behind us toward Noah. “You are the guide, yes? Noah.”

“I am. And who might you be? The Emperor of Zanpie.”

The boy ignores the last part of Noah’s response, though the derision seems not to be lost on him. “I’ve not seen you this far in the village before, though I’ve heard talk that you were here. There is also talk that you plan not to stay. Or to help us.”

“I’m a guide. I help people find places. If you need help finding people, you should find a detective.” Noah’s response sounds reflexive to me, as if he’s used this same line dozens of times since his arrival here, and perhaps in other villages who have likewise been affected by Gromus. He pauses a beat after speaking, and I can feel his eyes land on me from behind, studying me. “But perhaps I’ve changed my mind. Perhaps I do have help to offer.”

“That’s wonderful. I’m sure the men here are pleased.” The boy smiles at the men and then Noah before his eyes come back to me. He studies me for a moment, saying nothing, and then he shifts his attention back to Noah. “You mentioned a name just a moment ago. Anika. Young Hansel’s mother, I believe you said. Your moment of discovery suggests that you have a history with her. How did that come to be?”

“Who are you?” I say finally, not liking the aura of inquisition this pre-adolescent has imposed on the room.

“My name is Emre. My grandparents are the owners of this store.” The boy’s voice is calm, matter-of-fact.

“Hello, Emre. I’m Hansel.”

Emre smiles and nods knowingly.

“You seem to know a lot about a lot. Especially for someone so young. You look barely twelve if I had to guess.”

Emre doesn’t confirm his age and instead stares at me smiling.

“I suppose the word I’m looking for is ‘wise,’ yes? ‘Wise beyond your years’ people like to say.”

Emre grins and splays his hands out as if to indicate that word is as good as any.

“The questions then are: Who are you? Why was I brought here to talk to you? And how do you know my sister?”

“The last of those three questions is quite easy Hansel. I do not know your sister.”

“Is that so? Because these men—Artur and Dawid—seemed to think you might know what is happening based on the fact that I have a sister who was taken by Gromus. Maja mentioned my sister, and the fact that she may be somewhat extraordinary, and they quickly insisted I need to talk to you. So what do you know?”

“I know of a prophecy. One that has been spoken of in my family from generations as far back as our tradition goes, and from a land as far from here as any on the planet.”

“A prophecy?”

Emre nods.

I stand slowly and begin to walk towards the back door where we entered the store. “I don’t have time for fables or folk legends. From the East or anywhere else. My sister is missing and we are wasting time.”

“I think you should listen to him, Hansel.” Noah’s voice booms from behind me, and I have a sudden, vague flashback to my father, Heinrich, scolding me as a child for ignoring my mother during some unspecific incident during my previous life in the Back Country. “If your mother were here, I believe she would insist on it too.”

I stare at Noah defiantly, but he only smiles at me and nods, softening his eyes as he does. I frown and walk back to the bench and sit beside Maja, who still hasn’t taken her eyes off Emre.

“You know of a prophecy,” I repeat, encouraging the boy to continue.

“That’s right,” Emre continues. “My grandfather has spoken of it in our home for as long as I could remember, before Gromus ever appeared here. And when the children started to disappear, I told of his prophecy to everyone I could throughout the village. Telling it to all who would listen.” Emre looks at Artur, who nods at the boy. “But people here have had similar responses as you just had. They have ignored my words to this point, but apparently they have heard them.” Emre looks slowly at each of the three men who brought us here. There is no mockery or contempt in his voice, simply a recital of the facts as he has seen them. 

“But I’ve heard the stories of Gromus,” I say. “He’s known by many. And to hear others tell it, he’s been around for decades at least, maybe—

“Gromus has been living for over one thousand years,” Emre says flatly. “That is my grandfather’s estimate.”

The three men who formed the posse outside of Noah’s house and who insisted I meet this boy begin to shuffle and grumble, and I can sense their reluctance to believe anything as fantastic as what Emre is describing.

“I don’t mean to offend, Emre, but you don’t look to me like your family comes from these parts of the Old World. Originally, I mean. Is this prophecy of your grandfather’s something he formed after coming to the Koudeheuvals? Or is this something he carried with him from somewhere farther away?”

Emre smiles. “There is no offense in being observant, Hansel. As you note, the roots of my family are tied to another land. I was born in Zanpie though; my mother and father came from a region thousands of miles to the east. They brought my grandparents along with them. Sadly, my grandmother died on the way and my parents not long after.”

I resist the words of sympathy that emerge in my mind.

“And yes, Gromus’ legend is known, but not his purpose. Not his reason for being.”

“And what of this prophecy?”

Emre smiles quizzically at me, as if noticing something for the first time. “I feel there is a lot of pain in your past, Hansel, tied to what it is we’re talking about here today. As though you know much more about what is happening than we know.”

I say nothing in response to Emre, but his implication allows me a moment to reflect about what I believe has happened to Gretel. Her disappearance is connected to Orphism and my family’s heritage. To my grandmother and Marlene. Orphism, and all of the powers surrounding it, is something that I never fully understood. And as the years went by, I spent less time trying to understand. I wasn’t meant to, that much I knew to be true.

I also have no doubt that Gretel made this connection to the man who was following her. She came back to the Old World to escape her past, but her past was waiting for her here. It was a more ancient past, one she hadn’t experienced herself in this life, but it was here all the time. A legacy leftover from ghosts of a prehistoric world. Waiting. Hiding. Emerging once again in the form of a man named Gromus.

Maja looks at me now, observing me as I reflect, anticipating the story that she’s been promised but that hasn’t yet materialized on our particular journey. “Hansel,” she says. “Are you okay?”

I blink my way out of the reverie and turn back toward the boy. “I wasn’t brought here to tell you my story. I was brought here to hear yours. A prophecy, Emre. You brought up the subject, and you believe it’s connected to my sister. And to the scores of other people who have been stolen from their homes, I would imagine. Stolen from their families, only to be tortured and murdered by some inhuman ogre.” My voice is guttural now, thinking of the ordeal my mother endured and imagining something similar—though likely worse—happening to my sister.

Emre nods and his face turns dour. “The story that has existed for as far back as my family’s history is certainly older than that. And the prophecy that accompanies it, though it is not written, is a narrative that has been memorized and recited orally with great diligence for hundreds of years.” Emre lets the impact of his credentials settle in before continuing. “What is happening here, in this village and throughout the Koudeheuvals, is very similar to the gruesome story of my ancestors. And thus, the prophecy that follows it must be considered.”

I stare, saying nothing, my silence encouraging Emre to continue.

“I will not spend your time by reciting the entire story. There isn’t the time and something tells me that you have already heard a good deal of it. Perhaps what you have heard is even more accurate than what my grandfather has passed on.”

I think back to the story Odalinde told to Gretel and me that evening in our kitchen, when she revealed the legacy of my grandmother and the powers inherent in the black book that has brought so much misery to our lives.

“You, your family, I imagine that none of you have lived on this land for many years. But you are connected to this land in a way that no one in this room—perhaps in this village—are. And you have heard of Orphism.”

Emre says this last sentence as an undeniable statement. 

“And if you have heard of Orphism, and know about all that it entails, you, of course, understand that what is happening to this village, to all the villages and your sister, is connected to it.”

In spite of myself, I nod, feeling the sting of a tear form at the corner of my eye.

“It’s your book!” Maja says. “Isn’t that the name of the book you showed us?”

Emre puts his hand to his mouth, and then, as if disguising what might be considered a gesture of weakness, begins to rub his chin in a false display of contemplation. “You...you have the book? Orphism?”

“What book is that?” Artur asks, his voice dripping with confusion and fear. 

I shoot Maja a quick glare, jaw clenched, but she avoids my eyes, seeming to have realized instantly the potential danger she’s put us in. It was only days ago when Gisla took her own life by running the blade of a rusty knife across her throat, proclaiming Gromus would have his book again. Perhaps mentioning to strangers in a foreign village that I am in possession of the book wasn’t the best idea.

“What do you plan to do with it?” Emre asks, his voice soft and low, his composure which had slipped for just an instant now regained for the moment.

“Do with it? I don’t know exactly, Emre. I guess I’m going to keep it for now. It is mine, after all. And then, if there comes a time when I need it, I will use it. Whenever that time may be. Which will, perhaps, be never.” I am making no attempt to hide the irritation in my voice. “So now that we’ve established that I know the story of Orphism, and of the book of the same name that contains so much knowledge and danger and evil, I think now is a good time—the best time really—to reveal this prophecy of your family’s. Otherwise, I’m going to stand up from this bench and walk out the door. And this time I won’t be sitting back down.”

Emre nods and continues. “Occasionally—and this occasion could be two hundred years or more—one of the ancients will pass. Die.”

“Ancients?” I ask.

Emre smiles. “So, you have not learned everything I see.” He straightens his look and continues. “As one continues living the Orphic life, practicing the beliefs of the book’s words and...using its lessons of deathlessness...that person’s presence grows stronger amongst others who have lived a similar life.”

“What are you saying exactly?”

“The older an Orphist becomes, the more powerful their spirit becomes. And this power is felt by other Orphists around the world.”

“Felt how?”

“I don’t know, really. It’s part of the story. I suppose you would have to be an Orphist to truly understand the feeling. But there is some kind of universal sense that Orphists have of one another. A feeling they pass in the ether. But that isn’t really the important part of this prophecy. What is critical is that when one of the ancient Orphists dies, that death reverberates at the highest frequencies among the ancients. But the death frequency typically builds over time, and the Orphists expect the feeling when it finally arrives. When an Orphist is killed, however—murdered—the vibration is quite shocking to the older Orphists. Almost unbearable. And it resurrects them for a time, brings them to the forefront of a society that, for the most part, they have shunned. Most Orphists, and in particular the oldest of them, live their lives in isolation, as hermits and cave dwellers. But this vibration of death, of killing, wakes them. And instinctively at this awakening they hunt in a way that is bloodthirsty, savage.”

“Gromus,” Dawid says.

“It would seem so. My grandfather has studied what has happened. The man’s movements would suggest that the Legend of the Death of the Orphist is accurate. And it is not just Gromus; many of the other ancients around the world are likely hunting as well.”

“How many others?”

“My grandfather says there is no way to know for sure, but there are not as many as there were in the time of his grandparents, and quite a bit fewer than in the time of theirs. They are dying off slowly. The beliefs and ways of Orphism had spread quite significantly several hundred years ago, but as traditions tend to do, they are being washed out into myth.”

“So when Gromus showed up thirty or forty years ago, that was because some Orphist somewhere in the world died?”

“Maybe, I don’t know the details of that time, my family was not here then, but probably not. Re-emergence doesn’t always mean the death of an Orphist. Orphists, even the ancient ones, need to feed from time to time, and they will emerge, depending on their need, every few decades to find a source.” 

I’m all too aware of this part. This was the time of Marlene in the Northlands, and the unlucky circumstances of Anika, my mother, running off the Interways, only to be captured by the cruel witch and used for her own grotesque concoction. Marlene’s potion had gone dry, and she was forced to hunt. And my mother was the sacrificial lamb that had been given up to her by Deda.

“And when they do emerge for the purposes of finding a source, the hunt will usually occur close to where they reside, often in the same town or village. This makes sense, of course, since that is where they live. And in these cases, the emergences are often done very secretly, often without anyone seeing them. And even if there are witnesses to whatever atrocity they commit, the stories are often disbelieved or forgotten over time.”

“It’s like with Dedu,” Maja says. Her voice is somber now, still regretful of her earlier transgression about my belongings. “The story of his friend from school. And later at the wedding.”

I nod at her and turn back to Emre. “But this is different. Gromus isn’t finding just one person to use as his source. He’s hunting many people. And you’re suggesting this is because an Orphist was killed somewhere in the world.”

“Yes,” Emre says, “but not just any Orphist. Judging by the amount of carnage he’s left, it must have been someone of consequence. And the theory goes even further. It suggests that these massive hunts are done for a purpose: to find the one who has committed the crime against their own. The prophecy says that he who is capable of killing an Orphist, is the one who will eliminate them from the world. It will be someone of exceptional ability, able to resist the draw of the belief yet use its powers just the same. Gromus is not just hunting any source: he is looking for someone in particular. Someone exceptional.”

“Gretel.”

Emre stays quiet, not asking the next obvious question: did Gretel murder an Orphist? I suppose in retrospect, it’s questionable who technically has the stain of Marlene’s blood on her hands, but Gretel certainly contributed a very large part in her death.

At this moment, I’m not interested in the rest of the prophecy’s details. If anything, the story has just confirmed what I already knew: that Gretel is in serious danger and time is wasting. Besides, I don’t entirely trust this boy in front of me. The story and the prophecy seem a bit too neat, and it feels like I’ve revealed far more than I ever intended when I first sat down.

“We should be leaving tonight, Maja. And Noah, if you intend to come with us, we would greatly appreciate your assistance.”

Emre smiles and shakes his head. “You can’t leave tonight. It’s far too dark past the village to continue. There are crags and cliffs around every bend that you won’t see until you’re in freefall.”

“He’s right, Hansel,” Maja says, “we can’t go tonight. We’ll leave at first light.”

“You’ll stay with me tonight,” Emre’s smile widens, showing the face of pride and opulence, like a prince who’s just found a playmate to entertain him in the royal palace.

“Is that okay with your grandfather?” I ask. “Perhaps you should ask him before inviting strangers into your home.”

“What is okay with me is okay with grandfather. It is settled then. Bring your belongings. We’re going to have an evening together.”
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Emre’s house is one of the homes that Maja and I passed on the way into the village, sitting high on the hill above the valley. It’s not particularly large, but its design and stone construction give it the feel of something more substantive than just a regular lodging, like a small castle. As we enter the main living area, a large bay window greets us, displaying a view from the back of the house that looks out across the country for miles. Darkness has almost fallen completely, but the lights of villages that lie past the town limits of Zanpie shine brightly. It’s quite a remarkable sight, beautiful really, and I’m transfixed for the moment as I take in the setting.

“If you intend to find him, there is the direction you must travel.” Emre has positioned himself beside me, his head below my shoulder, following my gaze and pointing off just to the left. “Now that Gromus has found Gretel, he will continue on toward the village of legend. The Village of the Elders. Do you know of it?”

If it’s the village my mother found with Noah and the other man, then I do. But I decide to keep this information to myself for the time being. I don’t know if Emre knows the full story of Anika Morgan and her quest to find the village of our ancestors, but I decide that keeping the information close to my vest is the prudent choice at this stage of our relationship. 

“The village was mentioned to me soon after I arrived here. It’s a bit of a tourist attraction from what I hear.”

Emre turns to me, smiling. “Yes, I suppose it is. But something tells me you know it more intimately than that. It was your mother who found it. She is the one of legend that has given Mr. Noah his name. Am I wrong?”

Embarrassed, I drop Emre’s eyes and change the subject. “You seem to know much more than tall tales from your family’s history, Emre. Much more than Eastern prophecies.” 

This time it’s Emre who looks away. 

“Who are you really?”

“I am who I say. I am Emre Parvin of Bircussh.”

I let the boy’s words float around us for a moment, allowing Emre the opportunity to amend his statement, to add to his story, to confess to me his digressions, if indeed a confession is warranted. Instead, he stays silent. “Will he kill her?” I ask.

“You have to know he will.”

“Yes, I suppose I do. But I mean immediately. The village men who came back with us from Noah’s house told us that the children...and others...who were taken from your village—that they were killed quickly. And the one they could save was one that had been found soon after being taken.”

“Yes, all of that is true. But that will not be Gretel’s fate. Though she may wish that it were. He will keep her alive as long as necessary.”

“How long does she have? Are Dawid and the others right? Is it too late to save her?”

“There is always hope, Hansel. It will depend on your sister’s will. And Noah’s ability to track her. He wants something from her, but he’ll not wait forever. You’ll not have long after tonight.”

A stray image of Gretel suffering at the hands of Gromus sneaks its way into my head and I shake it away, coughing and clearing my throat to help rid my mind of it. “Will we be able to meet your grandfather? He sounds like an interesting man.” 

“Yes...he will...yes, of course. He returns from the store late most nights. That is his way. Tireless in his work.”

“I would like that. Perhaps he knows more about where we should begin our search tomorrow. Would he be willing to talk to us?”

“Yes. Yes, perhaps. I would have to translate, of course.”

I smile and nod.

“Now, let us eat. I’m sure you and your companion are famished.”

Maja, Noah and I sit down with Emre to a meal of lamb and some kind of caramelized carrot and potato mixture. It’s all quite delicious and, as Emre noted, I am extremely hungry. Noah had at first insisted going home for the night, but he was convinced by Emre to sleep at his house and then stop by his own home on the way out tomorrow. It was impressive to observe the negotiations of a boy so young, how he wore Noah thin, eventually trapping the serious, steady guide into an agreement. There is a persuasive ability in the child that is like nothing I’ve ever seen.

“Did you make all this food?” Maja asks, forking another heap of potatoes into her mouth. “It’s fabulous.”

“No. Not me. My grandfather is the cook around here.”

“It tastes so fresh. Like it just came from the kitchen. You said he’s not here though, yes?”

Emre smiles, but only with his mouth. His eyes become piercing, irritated. “No, he is not here at the moment. He should be home soon. It’s the herbs he uses. They keep things quite crisp.”

Maja nods, not seeming to notice the change in Emre’s demeanor.

“Whenever you finish, your beds are made with fresh blankets upon them. There are but three rooms in this house, and, unfortunately, my grandfather’s is not available. But I have made my room yours, so perhaps Noah and Hansel, you two will share my room? The lovely Maja will take the empty spare. I’m sorry to say it is not decorated appropriately, but the bed in there is quite comfortable.”

“That’s very generous, Emre,” I say. “But where will you sleep?”

“I don’t sleep much. I will be fine on the floor out here.”

“That’s not very healthy for a boy of your age. You need your sleep young man. And you don’t seem to be indulging in too much of this delectable food that your grandfather has prepared for us, in advance, in the off chance that visitors from afar would be stopping by for an evening feast.”

The look of disdain grows deeper in Emre’s eyes, but I resist the urge to look away, holding a steady scan of the boy’s face. I can see Maja and Noah staring at me now, curious as to the tone and challenge that has just left my lips.

“But we appreciate your hospitality,” I continue. “And please don’t feel the need to wake with us in the morning when we leave. It will be very early. An hour before the sun fully rises is when we plan to be on our way.”

“As I’ve said, I need sleep less than most. Even for a boy my age. And I will of course see you out in the morning. That is the hospitable thing to do in Zanpie.” Emre rises from the table and begins to clear the dishes, though it’s unclear if Maja has finished her plate as he clears it from beneath her. “If you are all done then, please feel free to retire to your quarters.” 

The insistence is obvious, and neither Noah, Maja nor I give any resistance. Maja shoots me a look of mild concern as she walks in the opposite direction from Noah and me toward the guest bedroom. I smile weakly, likely adding to her unsettled feelings.

Emre’s room is plain and uniform, containing nothing more than what would seem absolutely necessary to qualify as a bedroom. A bed. A chair and a desk. And a single floor lamp in the corner. Nothing hangs on the wall and there is not a single book or writing utensil to be seen. 

The bed is too small for Noah and me to both sleep in it even uncomfortably, so our host has graciously devised a pile of loose bedding made of blankets and towels on the floor at the foot of the bed. Noah says nothing about choices, and instead simply begins pulling back the blankets from the sleeping quarters on the floor, where he lies on the thin mattress, fully-clothed, sans pillows. 

My instinct is to argue with him a bit, make a play of insistence that we should decide the sleeping arrangements more equitably; but the process seems pointless and patronizing. Instead, I climb on the bed and lie on top of the bedding, staring at the ceiling, and start my nightly practice of organizing the events of the day in my mind. 

“If it’s all the same to you, Noah, I’d like to keep the lamp on for awhile.”

“Of course. Whatever you like, Hansel.”

The tension I feel I can sense in Noah as well. We haven’t spoken a word about my mother, about where she is now or of her experiences with him all those years ago, hiking desperately in the deepest regions of the Koudeheuvals. But everything has happened so quickly since we’ve arrived here, from the moment Maja and I met Noah on the road outside of his house on the outskirts of the city, and after Noah’s discovery of my identity in Emre’s store.

But now, as the two of us lie quietly in the dimly-lit bedroom of our host, there is a window of opportunity to speak of it, a gap to release at least some of the things itching on our minds.

As if telepathic, Noah says, “We don’t have to talk about your mother. Discussion of her is not a requirement. It plays no part in the reason that I’ve decided to help you, Hansel. The truth is, I didn’t know your mother long, or very well. Not very well at all really. But for reasons that I’ve never been able to explain, she became somebody very special to me. And as the years have gone on, that feeling has never waned. Don’t misunderstand, I would love to know all that became of her, but I am committed to helping you and your sister whether we ever discuss her or not.”

I’m deeply touched by Noah’s words, and I feel a sudden sense of safety and security from the man. I want to tell him everything about Anika. About her safe voyage back to the New Country. About her role in the triumph over Marlene. About Gretel and her discovery of how to cure the sickness that put my mother on the path with Noah in the first place. And about my mother’s eventual descent back into a different sickness, seized by the claws of the remedy that kept her alive for so many years.  

And about her death at the hands of her own son.

But none of it flows from me, the timing not at all right in my estimation. Instead, all I can manage to say is “Thank you.”  The time will come though. Noah will know of what happened to Anika Morgan after she left him that day on the docks at the foot of Mount Koude and returned from the Old World. He’ll hear all of it. As ugly as the story may be. 

The moment of Noah’s sincerity and pledge to help us dawdles in the room for a few moments, and as I lie on the thin mattress staring at the ceiling, the first strokes of sleep begin to touch my eyes. But I fight them, not quite ready to enter that arena. There are immediate concerns that must be addressed before the start of a new day. “Noah?”

“Yes?” Noah replies instantly, his voice as alert as a morning soldier.

“Do you trust him? Emre I mean.”

“I don’t trust anyone, Hansel.”

I smile and sit up, swinging my legs over the side of the bed. Noah remains lying flat, and I can only see his feet sticking out at the foot of the bed, boots still on, tightly tied. “But do you get any particular feeling of distrust from him? You must, right? Have you ever met his grandfather? Has anyone?”

Noah sits up now and meets my eyes. “I wish I could be a better judge for you, Hansel, but I’ve been here less than a year. Eight months perhaps. I don’t know the people of Zanpie much better than you. They’ve started introducing themselves more lately, because of...all that’s been happening...but I’ve been to the village square maybe twice. This place is simply a station for me. A resting place until I move on to the next town.”

I frown and nod. “I understand.”

“But it’s obvious that you don’t trust him, and that is something that interests me, and something you should not ignore.”

I pause for a beat, considering his words. “You’re right, I don’t trust him. Have you ever met a boy who speaks with as much confidence and clarity as he does? I sure haven’t”

Noah gives a slightly disinterested shake of his head, agreeing with me, but not putting much weight to this observation. “He’s smart. If that’s what you mean.”

It’s not. Not exactly. But I let the comment stand. “And there was a reaction he had back at the store, did you see it?”

“When Maja mentioned the book?”

“Yes! You did see it.”

“I did.”

“Then you know what I mean. He was stunned for a moment, and then tried to cover it up. There’s something suspicious about him.”

“There may be, Hansel, but I wouldn’t base it solely on his reaction to the mention of Orphism.”

It’s not the sole basis, but I follow up, wanting to hear more of Noah’s opinions about Emre. “What do you mean?”

Noah smiles and gives a soft snort. “It’s understandable, I suppose. You’ve probably been so close to it for so long that you’ve forgotten the power contained in the pages of the book.”

“I haven’t forgotten anything.” The words come out sharper than I’d intended.

Noah pauses and looks away, slightly embarrassed. “Of course not. I’m sorry. ‘Forgotten’ is not the right word. But you have to understand that for those who know of the book, who have heard tales of it all their lives, it must be quite shocking to finally be in its presence. It’s a bit of a holy grail for a small segment of people in the world.”

I think about Emre’s tale a bit more, about how, according to his grandfather, Orphism is known beyond just the Old World and New Country, in places as far away as the East. Were there copies of the book in those places as well? It’s a daunting thought, and one I need to save for later. My focus must be much narrower if I’m going to find Gretel.

“Why wouldn’t you help them, Noah?” The words come from me almost without thought, as if to fill the gap of silence that suddenly took hold in the room.

Noah stays quiet and looks away, and then stands and walks over to the far wall across from the bedroom door. He looks out through a small recess window and rubs his hand through his hair. 

“Was it about money?”

“No! No, of course not.”

“So why then? All of those children. And it can’t be coincidence that you are living in this village at the precise moment that some ancient monster happens to be passing through.”

“Why can’t that be? Am I some famous monster killer?”

I shrug. “It just doesn’t seem possible. Not for you. Not for someone who does what you do and is as well known as you are.”

Noah opens his mouth to speak, appearing ready to reveal a bit more about himself than perhaps he thought he would before this night’s sleep, when a scream pierces the air of the bedroom. It is nothing short of bloodcurdling and sounds as if it originated right outside the door. The stones of the ancient dwelling seem to rattle at the noise. 

It’s Maja, about that I have little doubt.

Noah and I give each other a knowing look, one that confirms my earlier feeling of distrust and that those feelings are about to manifest themselves outside this door, somewhere in the kitchen of our host. 

“Give it a moment, Hansel.” Noah whispers and puts two fingers up, a gesture to wait for the next piece of the event to play out before we storm from the room. But nothing comes immediately. There is only silence.

“I’m going.”

I open the door and see Maja sitting at the table where we ate dinner less than an hour ago. She is sitting in the same chair, and in front of her on the table is the severed head of a man. It’s an old man, his hair gray and groomed, his skin the same color as Emre’s. The grandfather, I presume.
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“Hansel!” Maja sits stiff in the chair, crying; next to her is the sage boy Emre.

Instinctively, I turn to look behind me and see that Noah has held his place at the far end of the bedroom, unable to be seen from anywhere past the threshold of the door.

“Hansel, he’s after your book.” Maja’s says in a panic, out of breath.

“Ah, but you know that already don’t you?” Emre says immediately, stepping dramatically into my line of sight, entering the kitchen and dining area from what is, ostensibly, his grandfather’s room. He is carefully carrying a bowl that looks small enough to hold easily in one hand.

“Maja run,” I say calmly, moving only my mouth. “Get up and run to the square. I’ll meet you there. At the fountain. We’re leaving tonight.”

Moving only her eyes, Maja looks to her right, and I turn to see a thin man standing tall, his shoulders high and tense; he’s holding a small handgun, the barrel of which is pointed directly at Maja’s head. There is something in the man’s nervous posture that is familiar, and as I focus on his face, I recognize him as the fourth man from the crowd at Noah’s house, the one who ran after Noah fired his warning shot.

Emre giggles, presumably at my naïve plan, and I realize his laughter is the first sign of sincere emotion I’ve seen from him. “As you can see, if she moves, or if you do, for that matter, Leon will shoot her in the head, and I will remove it and place it next to my grandfather’s.”

“So is she right? Is it my book that you want? Is that all?”

“Is that all?” Emre looks genuinely surprised at my question.

“I understand your fascination with it, Emre, but what are you going to do with it? I doubt very seriously that you can read it. And even if you can, you won’t be capable of carrying out the instructions inside. There are complexities you can’t even imagine.”

“Perhaps you’re right and perhaps you’re not, but it is of no consequence. I don’t need to be able to read it. The book is not for me.”

“Gromus?”

Emre gives a long blink and shrugs, nodding as he does. “Yes, Gromus, the son of Tanja.” Emre closes his eyes again, this time for several seconds, as if basking in the sound of his own words.

I immediately think of Gisla, the woman from Maja’s village. The son of Tanja will have his book again.

“What did you say?” Noah steps beside me now. I’m surprised at his timing, giving up his position so awkwardly. His legs are stiff and straight as he wedges in between me and the door frame, as if his pants are too tight, or his knees have been locked in place. “The son of who?”

“What is he doing here, boy? You didn’t tell me Noah was here.” It’s Leon, his hands now shaking, looking back and forth frantically from Emre to Maja and then to Noah and me.

I ignore Leon for the moment and focus on Noah’s question. “He said ‘The son of Tanja.’ Does that mean something to you?”

Noah nods. “Yes. But it will obviously have to wait until later.”

“Yes, obviously.” It’s a nervous joke on my part; still working out the personality flaws.

“And when do you think ‘later’ will come, Mr. Noah?” Emre asks, a slight tone of nervousness lining the boy’s words.

But Noah ignores Emre and instead focuses on Leon. “What are you doing here, Leon?”

The shame in Leon’s face is unmistakable as he swallows and looks briefly at the ceiling.

“What has he promised you? He’s just a boy, Leon. And your daughter. She was—” 

“Shut your mouth, Noah. What have you done to help?”

“She was taken. Murdered by the man this boy calls his master?”

“I have no master!” Emre shrieks. He takes a few deep breaths and then composes himself with a forced smile. “And I would be much more careful with the remaining words that come from your mouth, guide. Unless you want to be responsible for the explosion of this girl’s head.”

“Just answer me Leon. What is he giving you?”

“Noah, that’s enough,” I say, struggling to keep my pitch level.

Emre walks in front of Noah and holds the cup just beneath his nose. Noah takes in a small whiff and closes his eyes, swallowing heavily. But he keeps his head still. “What is that?”

Emre grins and looks at me, lifting his eyebrows. “You know what it is. Don’t you, Hansel?”

I do know, of course, but I say nothing, instead focusing on solving the increasingly difficult puzzle of how we’re going to leave this house without any of us dying.

“It is the promise of Gromus, Noah. The promise of life eternal.” Emre’s smile widens in unison with his eyes as he speaks, and his breathing turns heavy and labored. “But as your new friend Hansel has mocked at me, I cannot read the magical words of his legendary book. And thus, the tiny droplets that remain in this bowl are not enough even to last me the month. I need more. And Gromus has promised it to me.”

Noah turns to Leon again. “And I suppose he has promised you the same thing, Leon? Is that it?”

Leon’s silence is the answer.

“Alchemy isn’t real, Leon. There is no such thing as magic elixirs.”

I can hear the lack of conviction in Noah’s words, and I have no doubt that Emre and Leon can hear it too.

“But there is,” Leon replies with sincere wonderment. “This boy, Emre, has described it all to me, with detail impossible to invent. And what about Gromus? And the stories from the elders? How else could he still be alive after so many years? Centuries possibly? And obviously he is alive, because he’s taken my child!”

“Then why don’t you help to kill him?” Noah snaps, his jaw clenched in anger and frustration.

Leon gives a soft, slightly maniacal laugh. “Don’t you think people have tried over all these years? He’s been here for a thousand years! You don’t think men have tried to kill him?”

“So then become like him? Is that your decision?”

“Enough!” Emre yells. “Give me the book, Hansel. Turn around toward the bedroom slowly, pick up your bag, remove the book, and bring it out to me. Do it in less than ten seconds or things will get bloody very quickly.”

I waste no time and squeeze past Noah, who remains stiff by the door, not moving his leg as I pass him. I grab my rucksack, fumbling nervously, hearing the seconds tick down in my head. There’s nothing left to do but give the book over and hope Emre allows us to leave, perhaps having Leon lead us—at the end of the barrel of his gun—down the long road that leads from town. 

I bring out the thick book and rub my hand across it, in a moment recalling the days when Gretel first became enamored with it. I was so young then, as was she, and the mysterious book of my grandfather had brought her so much comfort during the time of mother’s disappearance. I grip it in my fingers and hold it against my hip in a carry motion, suddenly feeling possessive of it, not quite ready to relinquish it without a little more information. “Did you kill your grandfather yourself? Or was it Gromus?”

“Give me the book.” Emre reaches his hand forward.

“Did Gromus tell you that using a blood member of your family would make the potion stronger? Perhaps even reverse aging. Though for you that would seem absurd.”

Emre drops his hand and stares at me.

“It’s true. My grandfather tried to use my mother. He gave her up—his own daughter—to a horrible woman named Marlene. She then tried to use her—did use her really—to make the concoction. Using the recipe in this book.”

Emre continues staring, as does Leon, mesmerized by my story. “But it took her months Emre. And even then she wasn’t successful. It’s a very slow process, and you must keep the source alive. Dead organs aren’t viable.” I pause a moment and frown. “Why did you...” I point to the dead head of Emre’s grandfather, which sits on the table in gruesome normality. 

Emre smiles and shakes his head, confused. “My grandfather? No Hansel, I’ve no plans to use grandfather. He is far too old. Gromus told me all of this. All of what you’ve said.”

“Then why did you kill him?”

“I decided he would be too difficult to manage. He’s of a different time and culture.”

I can’t know exactly when the murder occurred, but, judging by the condition of the head, it has happened recently, perhaps hours before we came. 

“Gromus says my parents are still young enough though. That’s why I’ve kept them alive in the back room. The process has begun. The blending has started.”

I stare back at the room at the end of the kitchen, the one that was off-limits as sleeping quarters. Grandfather’s room. 

“Wait a minute,” Leon says and turns to the room, momentarily taking his eyes and aim from Maja. “What are you saying boy?” 

My heart hammers as I prepare to lunge at Leon, but Noah, somehow sensing my intentions, puts his arm out across my chest and stops me. And then, as if performing a circus act, or perhaps a roadside trick from some bygone sideshow era, he extends his foot about eighteen inches in front of him and then flicks his ankle in the direction of Leon. 

I don’t see the blade fly through the air, but after it slices its way into the right side of Leon’s neck, I can see the short handle protruding towards me, and the crimson blood that begins to creep down around it. 

I realize instantly that was the reason Noah had been moving so stiffly. He had the blade balanced on his foot the entire time of our showdown, waiting for just the right moment to attack. It came at the perfect moment, just after Emre’s disclosure of his murder and madness. 

Leon drops the gun in favor of addressing his wound, which will no doubt be fatal by the time the chaos of this scene ends.

As if possessed, or perhaps desperate for a miracle, Emre swallows what remains in the dish, tossing the bowl back against his lips. But he has little knowledge of any of the potion’s powers. And Gromus certainly told him the lies necessary only to use him. Orphism doesn’t work so neatly. The fluid contains no magic shield of protection. It’s only benefit is the awful plodding of eternity. 

Emre stands alone now, and Maja has risen from her chair and stands beside him. “What do we do with him?” she asks.

I instinctively defer to my elder, but Noah looks back at me, waiting. It’s my quest, I now realize, so these types of decisions will be mine to make. “We’ll take him with us. If Gromus made him promises, then he’ll be useful in tracking him.”

“I’ll die first. The moment I get the opportunity, I’ll kill myself.” The smile on Emre’s face as he makes these proclamations is in complete contrast to the words themselves.

“Then we’ll have to keep an eye on you,” I say, grabbing the boy by his neck and leading him toward the door. I look down at Leon who is bleeding out slowly, the jerks of his head almost unbearable to witness. “I’m sorry, Leon. I’m sorry that happened to you.”

“Hansel,” Maja says grabbing my arm. She then motions toward the back room. “We should look. Maybe we can still help them.”

I stand in indecision, not wanting to risk the small window of escape that’s been presented.

“It’s okay,” Noah says, “I’ll do it. You two head out. We’ll have to be very careful in this darkness not to walk straight off a cliff, but we’ll just have to risk it. Head to the outgoing road, down toward the home where I’ve been staying. I’ll meet you there in an hour. And then we’ll head off to find your sister.”
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The first sign of the potion’s diminishment came a few days short of a month following Gretel’s administration of the last dose. It was slight, the aggression, and would have no doubt gone undetected by anyone but me, and that includes Gretel. 

But as the days wore on, the aggression soon grew into danger, and I sensed it immediately, even before the first word left her lips that day outside of our house. 

It was late morning and I was in the driveway, repairing one of the dozen or so potholes that had formed since the spring rains had begun. I cringed instantly at the sound of the wooden-framed screen door opening on its corroded hinges. I wasn’t anticipating anything in particular, anxiousness was just my ordinary state of being during those days, having no illusions that the end of the addiction was imminent and coming soon. 

I looked to the porch to see the door open slowly and wide. But no one exited for several seconds; it looked as if a ghost had opened the door and had stepped outside and was just standing there staring at me. 

Anika eventually appeared, and I noticed the signs the moment she stepped out the front door and walked to the top of the porch steps. The stagger and fatigue in her gait and posture were as clear to me as the blue sky above us. 

But she also looked pretty. It was a quality in my mother I used to note quite regularly when I was younger, but which I hadn’t consciously observed in months. In contrast to her tipsy saunter and slumping shoulders, her hair was brushed into long waves, and her face was pink with blush and lipstick. And her nightgown, a hallmark of her descent, was clean and ironed. 

This transformation was Gretel’s doing, of course, part of her newfound dedication to making our lives as normal as possible until the time for change was inevitable. She had felt the guilt of her absence deeply that day in the kitchen, and had re-committed herself to helping me deal with our mother. I smiled at the sight of Anika, the properness of her appearance rendering the scene almost tender. 

But I could see the hurt in my mother’s body. Feel it almost. And I could tell from her posture alone that the cravings had returned.

She took a deep breath, an exaggerated sigh that was meant to be heard. “Hansel, baby,” she said, “come here a minute please.” Her words were quick, jittery, an impatient dictation trying to sound sweet.

But I ignored the command, refusing to fall in so easily, and focused back on my work. I picked up another shovelful of dirt and poured it in the hole at hand, patting it down with the back of the spade. I took my time smoothing over the dirt and then, after wiping my brow and sighing, I grabbed the end of the handle and leaned on it casually before looking up at Anika. I made no move to obey her order and instead said, “What is it mom? I’ve at least seven or eight more holes to fill.” Not to sound completely insubordinate and indifferent, I added, “You look very nice today, by the way. I especially like the makeup.”

“Thank you, baby. Come here though. I just need you to...” Anika cut off her own sentence in a whimper, and then ran a hand through her hair. It wasn’t a move of modesty or embarrassment at the compliment; it was the move of a junkie. 

She took her hand from her hair and then covered her mouth with it, looking off to her left toward the clouds in contemplation. 

“I don’t know. I just...” Her voice cracked at that point and then she rubbed her face with both hands and sat down on the first step of the porch.

“I could use some help out here, mom. I know you’re all dolled up and such, but there are still a bunch of pots to fill.”

Anika looked up at me slowly, a wrinkle of confusion on her brow.

“It will be good for you. You can’t be inside all day. All day in bed. You should get out and get some exercise.” I held my mother’s stare, and then teased, “There are laws against children doing all the work in any one particular house.”

There wasn’t even the trace of a smile in return. “What?” is all she said and then she stood up slowly. She held her pose as still as a mountain for a moment, tall and strange, and then she began to walk down the steps.

“There you go,” I said, “that’s the attitude,” pretending that my encouragement was what had precipitated her movements. But I knew in my heart that Anika Morgan was not coming to help me. 

The moment she reached the platform at the bottom of the steps, I could see that the wrinkle of confusion on her face had turned to hate. The blood vessels in the sclera of her eyes seemed to flare, appearing almost to bleed throughout the white surfaces in her sockets.

Anika stood on the platform for a moment longer, staring at me, not at all trying to disguise her contempt. 

And then the screams started. And she started to run towards me.

“Oh my god,” I said to myself, and a swallow of vomit forced its way into my mouth. The fight-or-flight response told me that if I turned and tried to run, I would be caught from behind and killed, strangled by the hands of my own mother. So, instead, I stayed in my spot, widening my stance while gripping the shovel tightly in my palms.

My mother then put her arms out straight, with her fingers curled at the tips like the talons of an eagle. As she approached in a full sprint, still screaming like a gypsy, I could see her teeth again, like that day in the kitchen, chomping up and down in robotic relentlessness. I absently imagined that that was what a shark would look like if it were bred with a human. I gagged at the thought, a reflexive act that was half-laugh, half-terror.

Anika Morgan was only steps from me now and her hands were aimed directly for my throat. At the pace she was moving, and with the unbridled fury she was possessing, if she slammed into me and grasped her fingers around my neck, she would have killed me. Quickly.

My instinct was to try without hesitation to kill her, to swing the spade with all the force in my hips and shoulders and catch her at the top of the head, perhaps at her temple, cutting off the blood flow to her brain and thus the instrumentations of life itself. Or maybe, I thought, I could bring the lip of the spade up into her chin, thrusting the pierced end up through the jaw, perhaps catching her esophagus and jugular along the way.

But I restrained myself. The instincts to preserve my own kin wrestled their way into my muscles, and instead I threw the blade of the shovel low, catching my mother just below her left knee.

The scream was revolting, and my mother dropped to the surface of the driveway as if she had been struck by a stray bullet, one from an errant hunter, perhaps, who had discharged his rifle from somewhere from across the lake. 

“I’m sorry, mom,” I said, “I’m so sorry.”

She squirmed for a moment, grabbing her leg in panic and desperation, her hair and face, so pristine only moments ago, now looked grotesque.

I leaned down to help her, but I wasn’t quite sure where the safe distance was.

“Get away from me,” Anika said suddenly, not looking up. Her voice had no anger; the words were those of caution. “I’m going to get better Hansel, I promise. But until then, stay away.”
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The road out of Zanpie is as long and straight as it is empty. When we began our walk, I noticed there were only three more houses past the one where Noah was staying; after that the landscape became a desolate moonscape. 

We’re now into our second day of traveling and the walk has become a maddening journey of redundancy. The straightness, however, has been a blessing during the night, and has allowed us to gain ground during the dark hours. The linear path has meant there is little fear of a wayward fork or death-disguising curve that would lead us into some gaping chasm or river. There is just the unbending path of an eroding stone walkway, almost completely overgrown and purposeless, appearing to have been built during an era before common man.

Emre walks in front, alone and unshackled; Maja, Noah, and I had decided the boy posed little physical danger, and he certainly didn’t possess the frame of someone athletic enough to overpower or outrun any of his handlers. During the two nights that have passed we’ve taken shifts to oversee him—a combination of suicide and escape watch—but the supervision has proven unnecessary on both evenings, as Emre has slept as soundly as a sated hog.

“How much longer, Noah?” Maja asks. 

Finally. It has been the question at the front of my mind since we began our walk at sunrise about four hours ago. But I’ve said nothing for a day and a half now, maintaining a sentry-like responsibility to some sort of vague pride.

“Zanpie forms the last of the Western Koudeheuval towns. The moment we passed the town limits, we were sure to see no other town for four days.”

Maja stops walking and closes her eyes for a moment, processing what she’s just heard. “Four days? So you mean to tell me that we have another two days to walk?”

“No. We have a two-day walk to the next town. But we aren’t going to the next town. We’re going further.”

“Where is it that we are going, Noah?” I interrupt, trying to head off any panic that Maja seems headed toward. The four of us have moved off the path now and are seated on a fallen log at the side of the road. 

“We are tracking Gromus.” Noah looks confused by the question. “We are traveling to find your sister. And others, perhaps. It is my hope.”

“Yes, I understand, but where is that?”

Noah smiles and shakes his head. “I thought you knew.”

“The Village of the Elders? Is that right? Was Emre telling the truth about that?”

“If it’s what he told you then yes, I believe that’s where he’s headed.”

The Village of the Elders. We’re on the way to retrace my mother’s path to recovery, the road of redemption she traveled with Noah during our original pilgrimage to the Old World.

“My mother spoke of it briefly, and I’ve heard it mentioned another time since I’ve been here. The place of the ancient mystics. It sounded almost unbelievable when she first told us the tale. And truthfully, if anyone other than Anika Morgan had told that story, I would have surely doubted such a place existed.”

“It does exist, Hansel. It is all so true.”

“Here is something though: a bartender I met west of Stedwick, and then Emre later, told me the village has become something of a tourist attraction. Is that true? Has your discovery opened the place up for amusement?”

Noah chuckles. “I have made my living on the story of your mother’s quest. It is but one more reason that I owe her so much. But I don’t take them there, Hansel. Not to the places we explored. Never would I do that. There is another village, though, just off the mountain path that we’ll be traveling, that is where I take them to satisfy their intrepid wishes.”

“The people there must despise you.”

“Not at all. I only take those people who are willing to spend when they arrive. And the villagers welcome their wealth. The privacy they lose is the price, but it is one they have decided they are willing to pay.”

“But the place we’re going, the ancient village of my ancestors, this Village of the Elders, why is Gromus going there?”

“Hansel, that village is not just the birthplace of the Morgan family, it is the birthplace of Orphism itself. I don’t know exactly what his plan is for going there, but I’ve no doubt he will find the way. Not easily, but he will find it. It is one of the reasons I believe he has taken your sister as his company. To somehow guide him there. And then present her as his offering. Or perhaps use her for...” He cuts off the thought.

I feel a twinge of sickness and urgency at this last part. “So when would you expect us to get there? Traveling at the rate we’re going?”

“Five days. We will make up a considerable amount of time on Gromus if we can make it in that time.”

“Get up,” I bark at Emre. I look to Noah again. “What do you think about him? Do we need him? I don’t want anyone slowing us down. Not for even for a minute.”

“I don’t want to admit it, but we may indeed need him. After seeing the condition of his parents, he may, unfortunately, have more use than we would like.”

There had been no discussion of Emre’s parents since Maja and I reunited with Noah at the front of his lodging. It had registered as irrelevant to me, the parents, and I hadn’t bothered inquiring about their fate. I had passively hoped they were okay, but I was more concerned with my own problems.

“They weren’t dead when I found them, but...there was no way for them to be saved. It turns out he used them quite extensively.”

“Monster,” Maja whispers, covering her mouth.

“Did you..?” I ask, frowning at Noah, not needing to finish the question for him to get the gist.

“I did what needed to be done. But I will never assume the responsibility for taking the lives of those two people.”

“I’m sorry.” 

“In any case, the blood in this boy, the blood that now flows in his veins, it may be valuable. I believe we should keep him as long as we can. If he gets away from us, or slits his own wrists in the middle of the night, then it will be decided. But until that time comes...it is your decision, Hansel.” 

I stare at the boy now, pushing him out in front of me, meeting his eyes. His expression is stoical, but I detect the slightest trace of a grin. “I don’t blame you entirely. You’re a boy, and I’m sure he gave you few choices.”

“He’s my god now. And I have decided I shall not take my own life. It is for him to decide.”

It’s my turn to smile now. “You’ll tell yourself that for the rest of your life I’m sure, however short that might be. But you don’t believe it. You feel guilty for them, and now that he’s left you, now that he’s found what he was after and doesn’t need you anymore, you feel too invested to let him go.”

The boy’s face morphs grotesquely, and his sneer is primal, animal-like. “You don’t know anything about him!”

“I’m not going to let you die, Emre. I’m going to try to keep you alive long enough to see who your god really is. And to watch him choke to death on his own blood.”

Emre closes his eyes now and smiles fully, entering some type of meditative trance. He opens them again and does a scan of his three captors. “I think he’ll kill the girl first. He won’t want to listen to her screams. He can be sensitive to the high pitches of females. Yes, I’m sure of it now. She will be first, followed by Mr. Noah.” He focuses his gaze on Noah. “You think he’ll fear you but he won’t.”

Noah snickers as his eyes narrow on the boy. It’s a gesture that says he hopes he’s underestimated. 

“But Hansel,” Emre continues, “he has plans for you. I have no misconceptions regarding that. Once he has you, he will have both of the Morgan children! Both of the killers of his beloved Marlene. It is a miracle delivered from the Universals. The Life Givers.”

The words are stunning to me; they sound as if they’re being delivered in a dream. Marlene. He said Marlene. His beloved?

“But that’s not quite all of it, is it Hansel. There was more than just you and your sister. Your mother too. But she hasn’t come to rescue her daughter. Why is that?”

“How do you know about all of this? How do you know about Marlene?”

“As Noah has discovered, we’re all kin now.”

I don’t know what that means, exactly, but I’ve had enough of Emre’s mysticism and impertinence. He knows more about me and my family than I would have preferred, but that knowledge also means that Noah’s right: he’ll likely be useful at some point along our journey. On an impulse, and somewhat childishly, I smack Emre in the back of his head. 

“Ow!” The exclamation is so normal in its juvenility that I feel the slightest twinge of sympathy for the boy. He is just a boy, after all, and whatever attitude and demeanor he’s presenting at this point was clearly not the same he had at this time last year. In many respects, his life was taken from him by Gromus the way my father and mother’s life was taking from them by Marlene.

“Get walking, Emre. You seem very chatty about what you know, so expect to be talking more along the way.”

“I’ll be happy to, Hansel. But you’ll have to promise to answer that question.”

“What question is that?”

“About your mother. Where is your mother?”
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My mother rose slowly at the edge of the water, pushing the ground gently with the tips of her fingers, her upper body staying perfectly still as her legs scissored straight. She spun and looked up at me, smiling, the sparkle in her eyes genuine and alive. Human.

Six months had passed since that day in the driveway, since the day my mother turned her addictive mind toward me in a terrifying act of aggression, leaving me no choice but to smash her shin with the business end of a shovel. There was no break to the bone, thankfully, and after the pain and tears of the moment had faded, we made a pact to tell Gretel the injury came as a result of a missed step and a fall, just as mother was making her way down to the waterfront. The story was mother’s invention, coming to her almost as an epiphany, and one she instantly took as a sign that the cure to her addiction could be found in the form of resuming her meditations by the lake. She had made a re-commitment to getting well, to making a clean and successful break from the monstrous drug that had taken control of everything she loved.

During those two seasons of recovery, I had chosen to follow the advice she’d given me as she lie mangled on the gravel, and had largely kept away from Anika Morgan. But the distance I’d chosen to keep wasn’t really done out of fear or suspicion; on the contrary, I could see that the rehabilitation was working, the effort my mother was giving to it, and I wanted nothing more than to wrap my arms around her and tell her how proud I was of what she had done, that I had forgiven her the second the incident was over in the driveway, which, of course, was the truth. I had kept away from her out of some obscure belief that if I got complacent with mother, and we began to settle back into our old routines, then all of the infected parts of those routines would return too. I couldn’t have said for sure what these old routines would look like—after all, there was no more potion, so even if mother wanted to she couldn’t recommence her habit—but everything seemed to be working, and I didn’t want to test it. 

And mother knew what was happening too, though we never spoke about it. Every interaction now was superficial, intentional. She would simply give me a smile and a nod as I walked out the door on the way to school, grabbing an orange and a piece of toast on the way and telling her I loved her in that casual adolescent way. Or when mother went to sleep, there was nothing but the same thing said every night. “Lights, locks, and love Hansel. See you in the morning.” No hugs or moments of reflection. No long knowing stares. And never a mention of how she was feeling.

Gretel inquired about my absence on occasion, noting I had become both emotionally and physically distant lately, especially from mother. But the answer was simple and mostly the truth: I was a teenager now, growing up, and I didn’t want to spend all my time hanging around at home with my mother. I was making it a point to start becoming more social with my school mates. 

It all made sense, of course, my excuses, but more importantly, it kept the chances of disturbing the recovery to a minimum. 

“And don’t ask about how she’s doing, Gretel,” I had told my sister, without a grain of humor in my voice. “She’s getting better, getting past it, so please just let it happen. If you ask about it...I don’t know.”

Gretel had smiled and hugged me, and we both cried softly. “I won’t say anything. I promise. I don’t know exactly what happened between you two, but I know it’s something more than a fall down the railroad ties.”

I had pulled away from her, giving her a look that said I wasn’t ready to talk about it, and maybe never would be. 

“But I don’t care, Hansel. I don’t care if she had suddenly become bald and had a cactus growing from the top of her head.”

I had laughed so hard at the image that I snorted and almost puked.

Gretel had smiled hard but held in her laugh. “All I care about is that my family is healthy again. And getting close to happy. And you are the reason, Hansel. You were the one that stayed with her during the bleakest of times. You made sure she was fed and not putting herself in danger. And you were the one that usually administered the...”

I had shaken my head furiously at Gretel, quietly begging her not to speak about the potion. 

Gretel had acquiesced, instead doubling back on her original point. “It was you, brother. Don’t forget that.”

I shook from my mind the conversation with Gretel from months earlier, and now focused on mother, who walked briskly up the steps from the lake, stretching her arms high to the sky as she came, keeping the pose for several seconds before lowering them and circling them into a windmill motion to shake out the burn.

“Hi mom,” I said, dropping my eyes as I spoke. “I was just heading out.”

“Where are you going?”

I detected something new in her voice. But the new was something old. An aggravation in the pitch.

“I mean, it’s fine of course. I’m just curious what you’ve been into these days.”

I had put myself in this position and I immediately cursed myself inside. The window had opened, and instead of passing through it, heading into town for the day, I watched it slowly close with each step my mother took toward the house. It was a sloppy mistake.

My timing had been fairly consistent over the last few months: when mother went to the lake, I left the property. Sometimes I would simply walk the road into town, usually meeting up with a couple of friends from school if they happened to be around; or I took a cue from Gretel and rowed out to Rifle Field, bringing with me a book or a notebook or, on occasion, my bow and arrows. 

But today I had stopped and stared, measuring mother and her condition, breaking the vow of ignorance I had taken, even knowing first-hand how blissful it was. 

But this was simply a setback, a slip on my part, and one that could be recovered. I addressed my mother’s question, keeping it formal. “I’m going into town.”

“Friends there?”

“I don’t know, but that’s not why I’m going. I saw a sign a couple of weeks ago in Georgette’s. They’re looking for help. ‘Sweeping and Cleaning Help Needed’ I think the sign said.”

“A couple of weeks ago?” My mother tilted her head forward and looked at me with doubt, her eyes asking if I understood that what was there two weeks ago was not likely to still exist.

“I know what you’re thinking, but then I was in town yesterday and the sign was still up. I was going to ask about it today.”

“Oh? You’re a little young to be working, don’t you think?”

“Gretel was working for the Klahrs at my age.” The words came out before I could stop them, and I instantly saw the pain flare on Anika’s face. 

She had heard the whole story, of course, during the days following her ordeal with Marlene, when everyone gave their angle on the nightmare that had unfolded. Part of our story was that of Gretel finding work with the Klahrs after father’s illness. The suspicion and negligence of Odalinde, after she had first arrived, forced Gretel into a desperate attempt to steal food from the Klahr orchard. But the Klahrs had caught Gretel in the act, and after hearing of her dilemma at home, had offered her work. The money and relationship that Gretel had earned from the Klahrs had saved our lives, and it was something we would never forget.

Anika had nothing to feel shameful about, of course—it wasn’t her fault that she’d been kidnapped by an ancient witch—but my statement invoked too many terrible memories from that time, in Anika more so than in either Gretel or me. Her husband had ended up dead, her children were essentially abandoned, and, ultimately, she had become sick, on the verge of death, only to be brought back to life from a mixture consisting of her own bodily poison.

The potion. This was why I had stayed away. No matter how the conversation started between mother and me, it was always going to come back around to the potion. Always back to the addiction.

“She didn’t work in a restaurant,” Anika said, her words coming in a deflated whisper. “It wasn’t in a restaurant.”

I studied my mother’s face, almost expecting it to morph into the creature that had erupted from the porch over a half a year ago and made a direct line to strangling her own son. 

But instead she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I think it’s a fine idea. You’re growing up. Georgette’s will be lucky to have you.”

“I’m only going to ask about it. And when school starts again, I’ll only tell them I can work on the weekends.”

“Work where?” Gretel came out on the porch, her backpack slung across her shoulders, no doubt on her way down to the lake and off to the orchard.

“Nowhere,” I said, “it’s nothing.”

“Your brother is going to get a job in town.”

“What? Really?”

“I don’t know. I’m just going to ask about a position I saw advertised there.”

“I always thought you would come to work with me at the orchard. I would have talked to Mrs. Klahr about it if I had known you were ready to start working.” Gretel looked up at Anika. “And mother, you’re allowing this?”

“I guess I am, though I was never asked,” mother replied, her tone more tsk-tsk than scolding or threatening.

“If you don’t want me to I won’t. Like I said, I was just going to ask about it.” The annoyance in my voice was certainly detectable, though it wasn’t directed at either my mother or sister. It was at myself, once again, for not obeying my schedule and leaving the house promptly when the opportunity presented itself. “Besides, Mrs. Klahr doesn’t need a third person all year round. Once the harvest is over and the workers leave, she won’t have enough work for me, you and Petr.”

Gretel dropped her eyes and lowered her neck slightly, frowning. “Petr leaves next month. For the university in the Urbanlands. I’m sure I’ve mentioned this to you.”

I didn’t remember hearing about this. “How can he leave? What is Mrs. Klahr going to do without him?” 

Mr. and Mrs. Klahr had been a hearty couple, for their ages or any other age quite frankly. But Mr. Klahr was gone now, brutally killed by Marlene, and Mrs. Klahr, who had also undergone her own trauma in the name of the witch, never quite regained the same energy she possessed previously. The truth was, Gretel’s almost constant presence at the orchard had been an easy getaway for her, an escape from home and mother, but it was also an absolute necessity. Gretel was Mrs. Klahr’s caretaker, and it was a job that she took very seriously, having committed herself to it years ago when Mrs. Klahr had given Gretel her new life.

But the orchard was something else. Petr was the caretaker of the property and overseer of the business. 

The boy had lived with the Klahrs since his father had died—another victim of Marlene—and with Georg Klahr now gone, Mrs. Klahr had given Petr full control of the orchard operation. He was in charge of all the hiring and schedules of the workers, as well as the pricing and distribution of the fruits to the various stores throughout the Back Country and beyond. And it turned out Petr was quite the businessman, not only maintaining the survival of the orchard, but turning an already prosperous enterprise into a force of commerce. And it was due almost entirely to him and his tireless efforts.

“He’ll be back in the summer. But he’s always planned to go to school. Mrs. Klahr has known this was coming.”

“Who will run the orchard then?” 

“I don’t know.” A look of concern crept to Gretel’s face. “After the harvest, I suppose we’ll have some time to figure it out. But when the season hits again, I’m not exactly sure. I’ll help with the hiring and supervision, I suppose, but I don’ know anything about the business part of it.”

“She’ll sell it,” mother said, the words containing traces of the Anika Morgan from a year ago.

Gretel swallowed and I could see the fight in her to keep her eyes dry. “Why do you say that?”

“It’s what people do when they can’t work a farm anymore. It’s what we should have done the day I came back from that cabin. When your father was as dead as the crops. And we were all ruined.”

Gretel and I stood in shock, neither of us wanting to move. We stared at my mother, who herself was staring distantly in the direction of the lake.

“And you’ll be leaving soon too, won’t you be Gretel?”

“I...I don’t know. To college? Next year? If there is money...” Gretel was rambling, caught off guard by the question and the aggressiveness of mother.

“She’ll give the money to you. To you and to your boyfriend. You’re all she has. Of course it will go to you. But it will only come after she dies.”

Gretel begin to cry now, though no sounds accompanied her tears. “I hate you,” she said, in what could only be described as a violent whisper. “And I wish you were dead.”

Gretel took three or four slow steps backward, her hateful glare lingering on mother until the very last moment before she turned at the first railroad tie and began her descent down to the lake. She ran quickly, taking each step like a deer, two at a time, until she reached the bank. Mother and I watched as she pulled the boat from the small cluster of trees and launched it onto the lake, deftly hopping in as it drifted forward, displaying a skill that can only be acquired from doing a thing a thousand times.

Mother’s gaze followed the canoe as it aimed for the Klahr orchard, and then turned toward the cabin. As she walked up the steps to the porch, without stopping she said, “I wish I was too, Gretel. I wish I was too.”
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“Is she dead?”

Noah and I walk side-by-side behind Maja and Emre. According to Noah, we’re on what should be our second—possibly third—to last day of the journey. His plan is to make one side stop along the way at a town that is six or seven miles off the path leading to the Village of the Elders where Gromus is expected to be. 

And Gretel. 

Noah has prepared us well for the journey. Along with various tools and a few first aid items he collected from the home where he was boarding, when he stayed behind to check on Emre’s parents, he had collected more provisions. He took the additional step of loading his rucksack with food from Emre’s pantry and icebox, bringing as much as he could fit into the tote. It has proven to be plenty so far, and by the looks of the load, it can last us for several more days. We’ve eaten all of the perishables, using those first of course, and we are now into the smoked meats and breads. At our layover town, however, Noah has promised there will be an opportunity to restock. 

“She is,” I reply, feeling little emotion about it at this particular moment. Now, with my focus on Gretel, it’s as if my experiences with Anika Morgan happened during a different lifetime. “She’s been dead for a few years now.”

Noah nods his head and breathes deeply. The move tells me he had anticipated the answer, but the blow is still a heavy one for him to absorb.

“She trusted you very much, Noah.” I keep my eyes forward, focused on the road ahead. “She didn’t speak of the events of her journey often—truth told, after a short time, we didn’t speak of them at all—but she wrote a letter, telling me and Gretel to find you if we ever needed help in the Old World. It was the letter, that’s how I knew to look for you.” I snicker. “Funny though, it was Maja who already had you in mind. You’re a bit of a giant in these parts. But you already know that, I suppose.”

“I’m no giant. I take rich old men to an invented town and let them think they’re in some magical village where your mother was healed by ancient medicine men.”

“Why didn’t you just take them all the way? Why not just follow through on your promise and take them to the village?”

Noah nodded. “It was my plan at first. I needed work and people were willing to pay. But as I re-traced our path, in preparation for taking my first group, I found Lyria. The plan struck me like a lightening flash, and after I spoke with the town elders, explaining the money it would bring to them, they were more than willing.”

I say nothing, not sure if he’s ever told this tale aloud, and wanting to give him the opportunity to finish.

“Your mother’s story became a well-known tale, Hansel, and I one of the few connections to it that remained in the Old World. It plagued me at first, the notoriety, but I learned to parlay it. I’m sorry for that. Sorry to you and your family for exploiting Anika’s quest.”

“Don’t apologize to me, Noah. You were a part of that quest—an integral part from what I know—and you have a right to make a living.”

Noah frowns and clicks his eyebrows up, acknowledging that I may have a point.

“But how did everyone hear of it? If it was a curse to you, and you consider the experience with Anika and the lost village unique and intimate, sacred even, why did you spread the story so widely?”

Noah flashes a feeble smile and looks at me. “The story was spread, but it was not by me.”

“Who then?”

“That is who we are on the way to see now. His name is Oskar. He was the third in our party.”

I shake my head. “I don’t think my mother mentioned him; for sure she didn’t in the letter.”

“That’s not surprising. Your mother and Oskar got off to a bit of a problematic beginning in their relationship. But he is not a bad man, and he was instrumental in communicating with the villagers.”

“But he’s not expecting us, right? He can’t be. We left Zanpie impulsively.”

“He’ll do as he’s told. Whether he’s expecting us or not is of no concern. It is an agreement we made long ago. And despite the difficult genesis of his relationship with your mother, he became very fond of her by the time she left. He’ll want to help find your sister.” Noah looks straight ahead now, into the distance of the Western Koudeheuvals. “He’ll be very sorry to hear of Anika’s passing.”

We continue walking for several more hours when suddenly the long barren road that was the way of our journey for three days becomes lined with a bouquet of giant firs. Below us I can hear the rush of a river and the crunch of leaves as animals make their way through a lush forest. The air smells instantly cleaner, and the inhalations feel almost medicinal in my lungs. 

“What is this place?” Maja asks. “It’s beautiful.”

“We’ve reached the region of Jena. It is an ancient region, known for centuries throughout the Old World for its beauty.”

“It sounds familiar,” I say. “Jena. Why do I know that name?”

Noah laughs heartily. “Yes! Of course, Hansel. This is the region containing Hecklin. That is where you and your family lived during your stay here.”

Maja looks at me. “You lived here? 

I nod sheepishly. “Did I not mention that?”

Maja frowns and shakes her head.

“Why are we here?” I ask, “Is this where your friend lives?”

“Not in Hecklin, but yes, in Jena, in a town not far from where we are now. We’ll camp here tonight and then find Oskar first thing tomorrow. And then two days up the mountain to the lost village.”

“This village. The Village of the Elders. Is it close to Hecklin?

“It’s an interesting question. On a map, the line from the elder’s village to Hecklin is barely a dash. But the mountains, Hansel, they are forgiving, easily scalable, but high. And it is easy to get off track in them. It’s why the village hasn’t been found by many. Even if you find the town that fronts the village, few are ever taken back to see the elders. It’s a very difficult place to find. We would never have been shown it had your mother not been kin to them.”

“It is strange, isn’t it?”

“What’s strange, Hansel?”

“That Gromus has found Gretel and is taking her back to the land of her ancestors? And that this village is so close to the place where we lived only a few years ago.”

Noah shakes his head and assumes a serious expression. “It is no coincidence, Hansel.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Gromus knows of your family. He knows of it very well.”

“Why? How could he know of our family? Is it to do with what Emre said? About knowing when an Orphist is killed.”

Noah stops walking and the rest of the group follows suit. He blinks at me several times and cocks his head to the side, as if giving me the opportunity to figure out the obvious on my own. “I thought you understood. It’s not just Emre’s story—I have my doubts that any of that story is even true.”

I had the same doubts.

“Gromus is the son of Tanja.”

“The son of Tanja. Yes, I’ve heard that several times now. I don’t know what that means.”

“Marlene was the daughter of Tanja. She was Gromus’ sister.”

I’m almost too stunned to speak at this revelation. “And that means...”

“He’s going to try to find the village because they are his ancestors, just as they are yours. You’re of the same family, Hansel. He’s an Aulwurm.”
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Gretel came home late on the night she said she hated my mother and wished her dead. I held no bitterness toward her for the outburst; my sister loved Mrs. Klahr—and Mr. Klahr, for that matter—as much as she loved mother and me, and any speak of Mrs. Klahr’s death, even hypothetically, was sure to push her toward the rage she showed.

I was awake in the living room reading when she opened the front door and entered the cabin. I expected her to keep her head tilted down as she walked through, her eyes forward as she made a beeline toward her room. But instead she stopped and gently put her bag down on the kitchen table.

“I’m glad you’re awake, Hansel,” she said. “I was hoping to talk to you tonight.”

My heart dropped like a hammer at the last sentence, as I could sense the trepidation in Gretel’s words. She had something serious she wanted to talk about. I put the book on the side table and sat straight. “What is it?”

“It’s about a couple of things really. Good news I guess you could say, depending on how you interpret them.”

“Just get to it Gretel. You know I don’t like things like this to be drawn out.”

“Okay, here it is. I told you how Petr was leaving for school in a few weeks, right?”

I nodded.

“And mom caught me off guard this morning about my own plans regarding school. But the truth is I do have plans.”

I frowned, not surprised by the news, but my stomach ached at the thought of Gretel leaving. I couldn’t imagine not seeing my sister every day, even if it was for just a moment or two in the mornings and evenings. “I figured, Gretel, of course. You are smarter than everyone I know. Of course you need to go to college. But how will you pay for it?”

Gretel looked away, embarrassed. 

“What is it?”

“Well that was always the question, right? Money.” Gretel frowned. “As much as I hate to say it, mother was right today. At least the part about Mrs. Klahr.”

“She’s selling the farm?” The alarm in my voice was obvious. My heart wouldn’t be able to take this much change all at once. Petr, Gretel, and Mrs. Klahr all leaving at once!

“No! No, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean about that. Mom was right about the money. About Mrs. Klahr giving some to me. When I got there this morning, to the orchard, I was still upset about the...conversation...and Mrs. Klahr noticed my mood immediately. So we discussed what happened, and the fight with mother, and that’s when she told me. Told me that she had set up a savings fund for me and Petr. And some for you too, by the way.” Gretel raised her eyebrows and gave a pirate’s smile. 

“For me? Why me? I’ve never worked for them.”

“That doesn’t matter, Hansel. I get paid separately for working. This is something else. This is for our well-being when we get older. To give us a start in life as adults. And she loves you, you know that. You became very special to her after what happened with Marlene.”

“I guess so. I should... thank her, right? Or something. Or am I not supposed to know?”

“I don’t know, but for now, just let it be. You still have plenty of time to have that conversation with Mrs. Klahr.” Gretel paused a moment, and I could see she had something else to get out. “But I don’t have that much time.”

I cocked my head, genuinely confused. “You have another year of school. That’s not a lot of time, but it’s a year.”

Gretel shook her head slowly and locked my eyes. “I knew after last semester that I only needed three more classes to graduate. I checked again with the school, just to be sure, and they confirmed it. My plan was to spread the classes out over my final year, take it easy, you know, and just enjoy my final season. But that’s changed now, Hansel. With what Mrs. Klahr told me, and after the things mother and I said to each other this morning, I’m going to leave in the winter. After the holiday. Petr has no doubt that I’ll be accepted to the university. After all, if he got in...”

Gretel was smiling but my head was spinning, and I could feel her looking at me, measuring my response, allowing me the space to absorb all of the information she was piling on top of me. I’m sure she was expecting me to be angry, to lash out even, or at least break down into a crying episode. And all of these possibilities would have been my guess too had someone asked me a year ago how I thought I would react to Gretel’s intentions. But I was strangely at peace with the news, as if some instinct inside me knew that my sister’s plan for her life was a sign that she was healthy again, a normal, ambitious girl who was ready to become the woman she was always meant to be. She was going to grow up whether I wanted her to or not, and she was too special to live out her life as some spinster in the Back Country.

But something inside me, something deeper and more cynical than pride, knew there was more to Gretel’s ambitions of independence. This morning’s encounter with mother had done more than anger her into leaving home; it triggered a fear in her that everything wasn’t right with mother. That the effects of the poison concoction were seeping back into her cells and mind. 

“I’m happy for you Gretel,” I said, flashing a melancholic smile. “I really am.” 

“Good Hansel. Thank you. That means so much to me.” It was Gretel’s turn to smile now, but it lasted only a few seconds before the tears began. She pulled me toward her and hugged me, now sobbing.

“I’m going to miss you too, Gret.”

Gretel pulled back and looked at me. “Listen. There’s something else I need to talk to you about.”

“You haven’t dropped enough weight on my head tonight?”

Gretel forced a quick smile and then said, “You have to get out of here too.”

My breath caught in my throat and I coughed. “What?”

“That’s the other thing I needed to talk to you about.”

“I’m smart too, Gretel, but I’m not ready for college.”

“I mean this house, Hansel. You have to get out of this house.”

“What are you talking about? Out of this house? Why? Where would I go?”

Gretel grabbed my hand and leaned in close, nodding at the validity of my questions. “Remember how concerned you were this morning about the orchard and Mrs. Klahr. After Petr goes away to school?”

“Yes.”

“And I told you that I would pick up the work as best I can?”

“Yes, Gretel, I remember. It was this morning.” My voice was testy, but I wanted her to make the point.

“Right. Well, after I leave, Mrs. Klahr is going to need more help than ever. She’ll find someone to handle the orchard and the harvest, but she’ll want someone she can really trust to help her in the house. To do the work I’ve been doing all these years.”

“Okay. So?”

“So you could do the work, Hansel. That’s what I’m saying. It’s perfect.

It was quite perfect really, given that Gretel was leaving rather abruptly. “Okay...I guess...I was going to see about that diner job in town. Remember I told you...”

“Forget that, Hansel. That place will pay you almost nothing, and it’s too far to walk home when the season changes and it starts getting dark early.”

“Almost nothing?”

Gretel ignored me. “But listen, I don’t just want you to work at the Klahr orchard.”

I wait for clarification, and receiving none I ask, “What does that mean?”

“It means you can’t stay here anymore, Hansel. What I’ve already told you. Especially not after I leave.”

“Then don’t leave,” I said, but immediately followed it up with a smile, sensing the childishness of it.

Gretel smiled and then got back to business. “I’ve talked to Mrs. Klahr already and she’s thrilled about you living at the orchard.”

“Wait. Living at the orchard? Why would I go live at the orchard?”

Gretel’s eyes narrowed and her mouth got thin and flat. You know why the look said. 

“No, Gretel. You’re wrong. She’s gotten better. So much better. You can see it.”

“Yes, I can. There’s no question that she’s improved. And I’m very proud of her. And of you.” Gretel’s cheeks fell, her eyes scared. “But it’s coming back, Hansel. I think I always knew it would. And I saw it today. And so did you.”

“She’s fine,” I said, unconvincingly.

“She’s fine when everything is easy and serene. When all she has to do is wake up in the morning and walk down to the lake, and sit still and focus on her mind. But life isn’t going to allow for that all the time. There are going to be problems and arguments and tragedies. And what then?”

“But there’s nothing left, Gretel. There’s nothing for her to poison herself with anymore. The potion is gone forever.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that the sickness that infected her, it’s never going to fully leave her. Potion or not. She can focus on other things, meditate it away for a while, but it’s always inside. And when the madness comes back again, what then?”

“I can’t abandon her Gretel.”

“It’s not abandonment; it’s for your safety. And besides, you’ll be right across the lake. You can check on her whenever you like. Every few days just...”

“Just what?” The cracking of mother’s voice felt like an icy puncture in my eardrums, and I was thrust back to the day, years ago, when father had come home from searching for mother on the Interways and had overheard Officer Stenson instructing us about mother’s disappearance.

Gretel stood tall and faced mother, shoulders back, her face stern and defiant. I knew at that moment, in the stature of Gretel’s pose, that the relationship between Anika and Gretel Morgan was broken forever. I couldn’t recall any thought, up to that point in my life, which had made me sadder than that.

“Perhaps Hansel can come check on me when I’m sleeping, and if I’m good and still, perhaps dreaming of my potion that you still believe I so adore, he can slide a knife right into the back my neck. Slide it in at the nape and—”

“That’s enough!” Gretel barked.

Mother said nothing, holding still her position in the showdown.

“I think it’s best that he not be around you for a while, that’s all.”

“And perhaps I disagree with that.”

“Do you? Really? Didn’t you tell him that very thing six months ago? That he should stay away from you?”

Mother turned her head slightly toward me, glaring. It stung at first, that Gretel had violated her promise not to tell mother that I had spoken of that day on the driveway; but how could I be mad at her when I had violated the very same pact with mother. 

“It was true then. At the time. And I’m glad he stayed away. But things are different now.”

Gretel, mother and I stood in a triangle, each waiting for the other to make the next move. I felt like a pawn on a chessboard, recognizing that I had little say in the final matter. Mother was  my sole guardian—not Gretel or Mrs. Klahr—so it wouldn’t be as simple as me just agreeing to go live at the orchard. Mother would have to agree to it too, and that didn’t seem likely. Certainly not after this interaction. 

And besides, although I trusted Gretel’s instincts, I wasn’t sure I wanted to leave.

“We’ll not figure this out tonight,” Gretel said finally, “and I’m very tired.”

“It’s been figured out, Gretel. He’s my son, and he’s not going to live anywhere else but here.”

Gretel inhaled as if preparing to unload a rebuttal, but instead she lowered her head and walked toward her bedroom, saying nothing. The weariness in her eyes and face was severe, and I knew then that after she went away to school, she had no plans to return. 
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By the time we reach Oskar’s house, I need a drink more than I’ve ever needed one in my life. 

I carry a new burden now: the knowledge that the horrible scourge of the Koudeheuval Mountains, Gromus, is in fact a blood relation of mine. And the weight of this revelation has grown heavier with each step. Beyond just the fear that my own blood and cells may be more rotten than I’d thought—I’ve already known about and accepted the blood ties to Marlene—I now feel partly responsible for the children that have been taken. It’s not rational, of course, I couldn’t control any of what’s happened here, but I’m sure my clean hands would make little difference to the families of the lost children. I know if it were my family, I’d hold a place of blame for me. I hold a place now, in fact. 

For Gretel.

Oskar is more than happy to oblige my thirst, and has, in fact, already begun his own indulgences of the bottle, apparently starting just after sunrise, several hours before our arrival.

“You are the son!” Oskar slurs after Noah’s introduction of me. “You mother, she love me so much! Yes, Noah? Is true? Tell this boy it!”

Noah smiles at me, an eyebrow raised, signaling that, as warned, this is Oskar.

Oskar hands me a half-full bottle of something that smells like a cross between potatoes and kerosene. I hold my breath and let the liquid roll down my throat. The burn is significant, but I refrain from coughing, knowing Oskar is watching me, ready to unleash his own happy version of ridicule if I spit any of it up.

“Ha, he no boy! Only the man can drink that!”

The alcohol hits me immediately, warming my chest and shoulders, draping all my muscles with the sensation of tranquility.

“Are you curious as to why we’re here, Oskar?” Noah asks.

“To the village.” Oskar’s response is casual, a throw away response, as if he’d been anticipating the question just asked. “You want to be back to the village.” 

Noah gives a curious look. “That’s right. But how did you know? Why would you think that?”

“You come with the boy of Anika. All this way. With other strange ones too. Why else to come visit? Because you so much love me?” Oskar belts out an outrageous laugh, spitting his mouthful of potato kerosene across the room.

Noah smiles and shakes his head slowly, seemingly never amazed by his friend’s ebullience.

Oskar composes himself and then looks at Maja and Emre, giving them both a slow, mindful scan. “Who is this boy and girl?”

“Maja is Hansel’s friend. She’s from Stedwick.”

“A friend.” Oskar smiles at me and winks.

Maja ignores the act and simply smiles and nods. 

And then a lull of angst fills the room before the final introduction is made.

“And this is Emre. His story is a bit more involved. Tonight is probably not a good time to get into it. But...you should know that he is not to be trusted.”

Oskar studies Emre, giving a serious look that I haven’t seen to this point, measuring the boy as if considering whether he should throw him out of his house, or perhaps interrogate him personally. 

Emre, who has maintained somewhat of a vow of silence over the past few days, sits calmly in a corner, staring out through a small casement window toward the mountains.

“We’re tracking someone, Oskar,” I say finally, having taken several more sips of my drink and feeling nearly uninhibited. “Perhaps you know the story of Gromus? Name ring a bell?”

“Maybe not tonight,” Noah says. “Let’s get some rest now and we’ll head off tomorrow. We’ll discuss the details along the way. Two days and we should be at the village.”

“I’m just asking about Gromus,” I chortle. “What’s the problem?” I can feel my indignation, a spawn of the alcohol. It’s been several days since my last drink, and I’ve taken in too much at once. But I’m in it now, so I keep going, trying to keep my mental balance. “Do you know about Gromus?”

Oskar smiles at me, a sparkle in his eye. “You like this drink, Hansel?”

“It tastes like rotten piss. Has Gromus come through here?”

Oskar holds his smile on me, and I detect a twinkle of insult in his eyes. “There is no Gromus,” he says finally. “This is legend.” Oskar laughs again, regaining his merriness, and walks away toward the door.

“We saw too much in the lost village for you to really believe that, Oskar. You know what can be.”

Oskar shrugs. 

“He is real. And he’s been murdering people. It’s lasted for maybe a year now. But you know from the stories that his crimes have been perpetrated for centuries.”

Oskar looks away, no longer smiling.

“I’ve been living in the east, in a village where he’s been recently, and when Hansel arrived and told me about his sister, I was sure then that he’d be headed here. Headed back to the village of his ancestors. So that’s why we’re here.” Noah pauses. “But you already knew that.” His stare lingers on his friend.

Oskar frowns, his brow wrinkled in confusion. “I know you come for the village. To go back to the village. For Gromus? Ha! Why I think you would come for fairy tale monster?”

“Anika is dead,” I blurt out, somewhat irrelevantly. “Did you know that?”

Oskar puts his hand to his lips and his eyes flash open. He swallows and blinks twice. “How I could know this?” he asks solemnly. 

I shake my head and look away, not sure where to go from there. The jovial scene of only a few moments ago has turned heavy, Oskar’s potable certainly playing its part in the shift.

“Do you have family, Oskar?” It’s Emre, who is now standing at the window continuing to stare out at the landscape. 

“The boy have a tongue!” Oskar barks. “What you say to me, boy? You say my family?” There is no mistaking the sinister tone of Oskar, and, even in my increasingly intoxicated condition, it sends a chill through me.

But Emre is undaunted, and he turns toward Oskar, his eyes narrow, searching. “He’ll smell him, you know. Hansel. His blood and perspiration. He smells very well.”

“What you...” Oskar doesn’t seem to know quite what to do with the words coming at him.

“He’ll trace it here. The scent. And whoever is here will die. And it will be your doing, Oskar.” Emre starts laughing now, his eyes mad with delight.

“You fuck.”

“But it’s more than that,” Emre continues, having sobered at Oskar’s insult. “He’ll trace anyone who has ever been here. I’ll say, Oskar, by the looks of this house and the lines of your face, you don’t have a wife, but—”

“I kill you, fucking kid!”

“But surely you have sisters. A mother?” Emre walks to the middle of the room, centering himself at the hub of the circle formed by Noah, Maja, Oskar, and me. “And he will put them in a fucking stew!” The boy’s scream is ear-splitting, laced with enmity and possession, as if Gromus himself were speaking through him.

Oskar explodes toward Emre, reaching for his neck, mirroring the boy’s hatred. “I kill you!”

Noah intercepts Oskar just before he reaches the boy, slinging one hand across the back of his friend’s neck in a kind of half-nelson, the other wrapped around his torso. “Relax, Oskar. I know. I know. He has that way about him. And you may get your chance yet. But we need him now. He may be of use to us still.”

Oskar’s breathing is heavy, almost panicked. “Need for what?”

“Gromus is real, Oskar. And he has Anika’s daughter. Her name is Gretel. Hansel’s sister.”

Oskar relaxes and puts his arms straight in the air, a sign that Noah can release him without fear that he’ll attack Emre.

“He calls himself the son of Tanja, which makes him kin to Anika and her offspring.”

Oskar looks over at me, slightly awestruck, judging by his eyes and jaw. “He bringing her to the village? Gromus? To the old people? For why?”

“I’m not sure exactly, but I think you know that I’m right. He’ll bring her there. For their power. It has to do with that book.”

“Orphism.”

Noah smiles, as do I, never guessing Oskar would have remembered the name.

“I help you. Of course.” 

Oskar looks back to Emre, who has sauntered back to his place by the window and is now staring at his host.

“And about you...I going to kill you for your threatening my family.”

“Maybe, you will, Oskar,” Emre replies, “but that won’t bring them back to life.”
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Two weeks before Winter Holiday, Gretel had already finished packing the entirety of her possessions into two small boxes and a portmanteau. I noted how it all fit so easily into the receptacles, and this observation made me nearly despondent. But the feeling, I knew, wasn’t to do with Gretel’s austerity; it was because she was leaving. 

She had received acceptance into the University of the Urbanlands, and, due to a formidable combination of her academics, essays, and interviews, had been encouraged to start her schooling early, to get a head start on her collegiate endeavors by taking an accelerated winter course before the start of the spring semester. The final dissolution of the Morgan family, therefore, which was slated to start just after the onset of the new year, was now scheduled to be completed by mid-December.

“Hansel, can you carry this down to the driveway for me? Petr will be here in twenty minutes or so and I want everything to be ready.” Gretel lowered one of the corrugated boxes onto the kitchen table and scribbled her name on the side, followed by the superfluous word ‘Things.’

“I figured you would be leaving tomorrow. It’s Saturday; your winter class can’t start on a Sunday.”

Gretel avoided my eyes. “Petr has some people he wants me to meet today. And then I’ll need to spend tomorrow getting settled into my dormitory. It will be too much to do all in one day.”

I frowned and picked up the box and carried it to the door. “I assume you said your good-byes to Mrs. Klahr?”

“Yes, of course. There were some tears, mostly from me, but she’s fine. And that reminds me, don’t forget about the ad. It needs to be placed some day this week.”

“I won’t forget.”

Gretel had spent the previous two months showing me the routine of the orchard, but the first major assignment I’d been given since assuming the temporary role of Orchard Overseer was to find a permanent replacement for the position. The assignment involved contacting the only two newspapers in the Southlands and having them write up a job announcement. After the person was hired to do the heavy lifting of the property, and once the harvest season began several months from then, I would stay on to help Mrs. Klahr in the house. I would assume most of Gretel’s responsibilities, as well as her pay, which I was told would stay at the current rate. That part was certainly generous of Mrs. Klahr—she could have started me at the bottom of the pay scale and been perfectly justified in doing so—but I made no feign to oppose the offer.

“And mom?”

Gretel walked past me at the threshold to the front door and carried the portmanteau down the steps, keeping her stare forward, as if willing Petr’s car to come crackling down the driveway ten minutes early.

I followed Gretel down the steps and put the box on the ground. She tried to move past me, back up the stairs to retrieve the last box, but I grabbed her arm lightly. “Gretel.”

“What?” Gretel shook her arm away. “What do you want, Hansel?”

“Why are you acting cold to me? Every time I try to talk about mom, and other times too, this is how you get. It’s been like this for months now. And today? You’re still doing it today?”

Gretel narrowed her eyes and stared at me, shaking her head. “You know why, Hansel. I told you to get out of here. Things are going to end painfully in this house, and if you don’t get out, you’re going to be the one to absorb the pain. It might not be today or tomorrow, or even next week or month, but it will end badly.”

I shook my head, exasperated. “It’s been almost a year. You have to stop. She’s not that person.”

“You think all is right with her? You really see nothing wrong?”

“Yes, something is wrong. She’s not who she was before all of this happened. Before Marlene and father. Of course not. You couldn’t have expected that.”

Gretel stayed quiet, shaking off my logic.

“And besides, what was I to do? What am I to do? She doesn’t want me to go. I’m just a kid, Gretel. And...” I broke off the rest of the sentence.

“And what?”

“And I’m not you. I don’t have what you have. And I’m not just talking about your power, or intuition or whatever. I don’t have the fight that you have. It’s not something I love about myself—I hate it about myself actually—but it’s the way it is. The way I was born. I accept that now.”

Gretel stood directly in front of me and lowered her head, and stared at me just below her brow the way a stern teacher might to a mischievous pupil. She pointed a finger at me, directly between my eyes. “You’re so wrong about that, Hansel. I know that you’ve always thought about yourself that way, but you’re wrong. So wrong. And if I see it, it’s there. You have so much fight in you. And you’re going to need it one day.” Gretel smiles. “And probably a lot more days than that.”

“I don’t want you to leave,” I responded. It was almost a reflex—a reaction to the torrent of love I suddenly felt for my sister—and I scrunched my face into an incongruous grin, hoping to look brave while attempting to tighten my tear ducts.

“If you had any idea how hard this is for me Hansel, to leave you here, you would feel very sorry for me. But I want you to know that this isn’t just for me, leaving early—leaving at all—it’s for you too.” Gretel put a crooked finger beneath my chin and lifted it so my eyes met hers. “You can’t stay here much longer, brother. I’m leaving now to give you a little more time, but the change is coming again. You have to stay with Mrs. Klahr. Pack some things, whatever you absolutely need, and keep it at the Klahr’s. And start staying there as often as you can.”

“Gretel, I...”

“Hansel!” Gretel stood firm for a few seconds, imparting the seriousness of all she’d said before, and then she pulled away, showing me her hands in a gesture of apology. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to leave it like this.” 

We stood staring at each other, neither of us having the words to change the mood of the moment. But it lasted only seconds before it was destroyed by the sound of Petr Stenson’s car turning onto the dirt road that led to our cabin. Gretel’s white knight had arrived to rescue her. Rescue her from the Land of the Witch. The Land of Marlene. And her wake of destruction.
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The first day of our hike up the Western Koudeheuvals is proceeding as routinely as anyone could have expected, particularly considering all of the things that are festering in the group. Thus far, Emre has obeyed the track of the mountain road, as well as the pace we’ve set for him, and Oskar has managed to keep his distance from the boy. Just in case, either Noah or I are never far away.

Maja, who has been caught in the maelstrom of my personal mission for the bulk of this adventure, has suddenly found her stride. She’s become durable, developing mental and emotional calluses, going from eager guide, to scared hostage, to willing follower among this coterie of travelers. 

I watch her as she takes long, decisive steps up the slope, noting that although she is a follower, most of her following occurs at the front of the pack. Despite the cool temperatures, the sweat drips from her cheeks, and there is no lag in her pace as she reaches a small stone step and leaps deftly to the flat top. She has a smile on her face, and I know that, despite the gravity and danger of our quest, not to mention the frequent sexual innuendos from Oskar, there is no place in the world she would rather be. This is where she always knew she belonged, surrounded by the land at large, not stacking cans in a broken-down cantina in Stedwick Village.

One by one, the rest of us follow Maja up the low stone step, bunny hopping the two-foot riser. Once on top, we’re immediately met by several more large stones, boulders really, stacked neatly in step formation. Each stone is larger than the next, and each step is higher than the last. We’ll be able to scale the first two alone, I note, but by the time we reach the top stone, we’re going to have to work as a team to get everyone up, hoisting and hauling until the last person gets pulled up by the others. 

“Is this right, Noah? This path? There’s no other option?”

“You are tired, Mr. Hansel?” Oskar asks.

I am tired. “Yes.”

Oskar frowns at my unwillingness to engage.

“All right, we should be able to get to that last boulder alone, except maybe for Emre. Once we’re all there we’ll figure it out.”

“We did no problem with Anika,” Oskar says.

“Good for you, Oskar. But we’re a bit of a different troop today. You can see that, right?”

Oskar shrugs, unconvinced.

“I’ll tell you what. You be the sergeant for this mission. We’ll follow your lead.”

Each of us climbs the boulder, Emre needing a little assistance on the second to last stone, until we reach the face of the final boulder, which seems more ominous from this distance. I stare up and gauge it to be about eight feet high. “The stage is yours, Oskar. How do you want to solve this little puzzle?”

“Is easy. We push the small ones first. Then go in order like that. Noah to be the last. We all pull him at the end.”

It was a method that would work, all things equal, but in this scenario, Emre was the smallest person, and if he was to go first, that would leave him alone at the top. It would only be for a few moments, but it bothered me still. This wouldn’t have been my strategy, but it was I who insisted Oskar take the reins, and now I have little choice but to follow his lead.

“Come here you boy.”

Emre stands in place and swallows nervously. It’s one of the first times I’ve seen trepidation in the boy since we left Zanpie.

“I not kill you right now. I push you up. But still to kill you later.”

With little choice, Emre assents, and Oskar, Noah, and I push him up easily, giving him a small thrust at the end to clear the edge, making up for his lack of height. 

Maja is next, and I hurry her along, not wanting Emre to be alone for too long. “Let’s go, Maja. Up.”

Noah, Oskar, and I hoist Maja up to the top stone, and as she reaches the lip and pulls herself topside, she says, “Shit!”

“Dammit!” I say immediately. “I knew it.”

“What it is?” Oskar asks. 

“He’s gone, Oskar. That’s what it is. Emre, he ran. He shouldn’t have gone first.” I turn my voice up toward Maja, who’s staring down at us listening. “Go, Maja. Go get him.”

Maja nods and turns, and Oskar, Noah, and I work out getting ourselves up the stone. With urgency now upon us, we scale the boulder fairly easily, with Oskar and I pulling Noah up a few minutes after Emre’s escape.

“Lead the way, commander,” I say to Oskar, making sure my sarcasm is clearly detected.

“Is my fault?” he replies. “How I know?”

I again avoid taking the road that leads to Oskar’s land of excuses, and instead continue up the less-beaten dirt path that snakes up the mountain. 

I sprint for the first quarter mile or so, and then, as my stamina wanes, I drop into a steady jog. I don’t stop to look back for Oskar and Noah; Emre is my only concern at the moment. 

I hop up another rock and follow the mountain path around a giant clump of bushes until I reach a small clearing. 

And then I see her.

About a mile from where Emre escaped on the top rock step, I see Maja sitting on a fallen log. Her face is calm, serene even, and her elbow is perched on her knee. She looks exhausted. In her hand is a gun pointed directly at Emre’s head. The only thing more relaxed than the look on Maja’s face is the one on Emre’s.

“Hi, Maja,” I say gently. “I see you got him.”

Maja nods. “I did. He is a little bastard.” She coughs and spits, still trying to get her lungs back to steady. “I sprinted the whole way from the rock and then found him just sitting here. I don’t know what he’s doing. Maybe he just got tired. Or realized he’d be on his own up here. Nobody would want that. Especially when night falls.”

I nod in agreement, and then my eyes shift to her hand. I tip my chin toward the weapon. “And I see you have a gun too.”

“Yes, I do.” There’s no apology in her voice, just acknowledgement of the fact.

“That would have been something I would have liked to have known about.”

Maja shrugs. “You thought my father would send me off without protection?”

“I don’t know, but I feel like there were times along the way when a gun would have come in handy.”

“Never had it handy at those times.”

I think about the times when the gun would have been handy and realize she’s right.

“But today I did.”

“You caught him,” Noah says, jogging up beside me, appearing completely replenished despite the mile or so run. He studies the scene, similarly to the way I did, and also takes note of the gun that Maja had in her backpack all along. “Did he fight you?”

Maja shakes her head. “Like I told Hansel, he was just sitting here. Like he was waiting for me. But I can’t run anymore, and if he decided to take off...anyway, the gun.” She waves the weapon casually and then, realizing it’s no longer necessary, secures it back in her sack.

A few moments later Oskar stumbles onto the scene. In complete contrast to Noah, Oskar appears on the verge of having a heart attack. He doubles over, hands on knees, and then finds a spot on the log next to Maja. Almost at once, he stands again, something seeming to catch his eye behind Noah and me. He begins a careful scan of the area, and then walks quickly past us to the tree line. He peers in for a moment and then pushes aside a large, bushy branch. Behind the branch, as if Oskar has just performed an amazing act of magic, is a large stone arch. 

The structure is about six feet high, perhaps eight feet in width, and each stone looks to be the size of a car engine. From where we now stand, the arch is completely camouflaged by the lush foliage. 

“Is here,” Oskar says barely above a whisper.

“What is that?” I ask to no one specifically, mesmerized by the exposed stone bridge. I stand and crane my neck, trying to get a better look.

Oskar turns and faces us. “Noah know what is. You know it, right, Noah?”

“Let’s go. We’re wasting time sitting here.” Noah nudges Emre with his knee, prodding him to stand.

I walk over to the arch and run my hand across one of the stones, staring through the passageway that leads into the woods. The area beyond it has been cleared of trees, and a long stone path, which begins about twenty feet in, leads straight from the arch into the forest. It meanders slightly before being swallowed by the woodland, disappearing down an embankment. 

“Where does this go?” I ask.

Maja has joined me now, and we both turn toward Noah. He drops his head in resignation, having clearly lost the battle to keep moving. “It’s Lyria.”

Maja looks at me and then back at Noah. “What is Lyria?”

“We go see it, Noah. Is your pretend village, yes?” Oskar turns and looks at Maja and me. “I the only one that know,” he says proudly. “Noah don’t take them to the elders.”

“He told me too,” I say quickly, feeling obligated to defend Noah’s honor. “But now that we know what it is, where this leads, I think Noah’s right. We should go.”

“What you mean ‘Go?’ Is night soon. We stopping anyway at dark. We stay here. In Lyria.” Oskar draws out the name of the town, pronouncing it ‘Leeee-ria.’

“It’s not a ‘pretend’ town,” Noah replies, “and this is not the arrangement I have with the people here. I bring them thrill-seekers, people who have come to spend their wealth, contributors, not devil-hunting passersby.” 

“We contribute. The girl she will help with the meal.”

Maja rolls her eyes.

“I said we’re leaving. We are not welcome here under these conditions.”

Oskar digs in. “We just ask, Noah. Ask to stay for one dinner. One drinks. Is all.”

“No.”

Oskar looks around at the group and then back to Noah. “Is five people. We vote, yes? Agree? Is fair. We all walking, Noah. Is not only you.”

Noah holds his glare on Oskar, but seems to understand the issue won’t be resolved without a proper vote, and maybe not even then. “It’s up to Hansel. If he agrees to a vote, then we’ll vote.”

My instinct is to parrot Noah, and that is obviously what he wants me to do, but my impression of Oskar to this point is one of instability. He may not respond well to dictators, and I certainly don’t need a mutiny. “We’ll do a vote, Oskar, but you have to accept the results, even if you don’t like them.”

Oskar smiles and claps once. “And you will too?”

I nod to the terms.

“Okay. Who say we go to see Lyria?”

Oskar’s hand goes up enthusiastically, and at first he looks to be the lone vote. 

And then Maja sheepishly raises her hand. “I’m sorry,” she says, “I just...I’m very tired. And I could use a proper meal. Besides, it looks like it could be amazing down there.”

Noah frowns out Maja, disappointed, and says, “It doesn’t matter. Two votes doesn’t win it. We go.”

“Wait,” Oskar says. “Have to ask the other way too. Proper vote, yes? 

Noah shrugs in resignation.

“Who want to keep going and no see Lyria?”

Noah and I wave our hands at shoulder height, performing the formality for the sake of Oskar’s deal.

“Aha! You see it. Is the boy. He don’t vote for either one.”

I walk over to Emre, who is sitting like granite on the ground in front of the log, eyes closed, a smile on his face. “Emre?”

Emre opens his eyes and stares at me, the smile growing slightly as he does.

“Did you hear what we were doing?”

The boy looks toward the trees where the arch stands receptively. “I can’t wait to see Lyria,” he says. “I’m sure it will be lovely.”

	[image: image]	 	[image: image]

[image: image]





Chapter 24



[image: image]

It turned out Gretel was wrong, at least about the last thing she told me before she left to the Urbanlands. She told me her leaving would give me more time. 

She was so wrong.

It was Gretel’s belief, I suppose, that somehow her presence in the house was disrupting the balance and causing some type of disturbance, an irritant to our mother. It was true that they didn’t get along—in fact, by the time Gretel left, they had virtually no relationship at all—but in other ways, far more important ways, I now know that Gretel was the force keeping everything together. I had always suspected it was so, I knew her leaving would be a mistake, but as usual, I was a victim to the force that was Gretel’s personality. 

Mother did, in fact, start to regress, just as Gretel predicted, and I discovered the disturbing regression only six days after the new year—less than a month after Gretel departed for the Urbanlands. 

Mother had continued her daily routine of travelling down to the lakeside, ostensibly to meditate and stretch her mind and muscles, trying to keep both healed and on the proper path. She understood better than anyone that the windows to the evils of the world were easily opened within her, and she had spent the better part of a year and a mountain of energy trying to keep them closed. By the winter, she was up to four or five sessions a day, each of which averaged maybe ten or fifteen minutes. A ‘reset’ she started to call these sessions, and I liked the word. Some days, sessions lasted longer, depending on the hurt, I presume, but never more than thirty minutes from what I could tell, which, from my vantage at the house, wasn’t much.

But then Gretel left, and less than a week later, even when the weather turned cold and biting, gray and dark, mother started spending an hour or more on her reset sessions, with one lasting almost three. I started to check on her more often, walk to the porch and try to decipher what was happening through the spruces and twilight, and though I could never quite see exactly what was happening down by the lakeside, with the leaves now gone from the other trees and bushes, I could at least see the top of her head when she was sitting, and down to her waist when she stood. She was alive, at least, and, as long as she was working on herself, that’s all I cared about.

But I knew deep inside things were wrong. There was too much movement down there. Whatever was happening seemed quite the opposite of meditation. The opposite of quiet.

And the evidence grew each time Anika returned to the house, always seeming to come back less relaxed than the last time. She wasn’t mean exactly, just distant, agitated and distracted, and she rarely wanted to spend any time talking, even if I engaged her and prompted a conversation. Whatever routine she had recently adopted down by the lake, it was no longer healing her. The tics were returning, the lack of care to her personal appearance. And the tunnel-vision focus. Her aim may not have been on the potion like it was a year ago, but that same maniacal focus had returned.  

And then she began taking things down in duffels. Things from the kitchen and shed, items and tools that I hadn’t seen since I was much younger, back when father was still alive.  

My suspicion began to metastasize into fear one afternoon when, after a particularly long reset session by the lake, I stood on the back porch and watched in horror as Anika Morgan bathed herself using the hose at the rear of the house. She was laughing the whole time, gleeful as she let the water flow over her neck and face, ruffling her hair furiously all the time. She scrubbed her hands and arms and then pulled down her pants and moved to her lower half. I turned away, not embarrassed by my mother’s nudity, but appalled at the speed and mannerisms of the whole display. It was awful. 

But something else chilled me to my core. I didn’t see it clearly, the thick dark fluid that was coming off of her body, but I knew in my heart it was blood.

And then three days later, everything changed forever.

“I’m going out,” mother said, walking into the kitchen, truck keys in hand, making no eye contact as she pulled the door open with twice the force necessary.

“Out?”

“That’s right, just to the store. To the pharmacy, actually. I just need a few things.”

Mother had been off the property maybe twice since her return from the Old World, and both of those occasions were to visit doctors, experiences she vowed never to have again. Pills and rehabilitation were unnecessary, she told us; she would get better her own way, at home. And until that time, she would stay away from society at large. It wasn’t such a shock though, this shunning of the world, mother had rarely left the house in her old life. But now she’d become a certified hermit.

“Do you want me to go?” I asked gently, as casually as I could muster, trying not to condescend. “I’d be happy to.”

Mother gave me a look that was a cross between confusion and disgust. “Why would I want that?” she asked.

“I...I don’t know. Maybe you don’t. It’s just you haven’t really been out in a while. And when is the last time you drove? It’s only a few miles to the pharmacy. Is that your list?” I motion to a small scrap of paper in her hand. “If you give it to me, I’ll go for you.”

Mother stayed silent, continuing to stare at me with the same look of perplexed revulsion, and then she began shaking her head slowly. “All I heard from you for months, you and your sister, is how I needed normalcy, routine, to bring myself back to the ‘old Anika Morgan.’” She grimaced as she said the words, mocking Gretel and I. “Get away from the madness of my trials and get back to a regular Back Country life. That’s what you said!”

“Mother, I know, I just—” 

“And now this!” she screamed and then lowered her voice immediately and asked with disdain, “Now you are my headmaster? My jailer?” 

“No, of course not,” I replied in a panic, now feeling nauseous and lightheaded. There were few things I wouldn’t have given at that moment to be able to return to three minutes prior, when I could have ignored my mother the moment she walked into the kitchen.

“You’ve always wanted it like this, haven’t you, Hansel? With just me and you. You’ve wanted to keep me weak and under your control. It’s the reason your sister left. You put up no fight for her to stay.”

Anika knew none of this was true, and her indictments of me sobered me back to the truth. This was her way of manipulating. I recognized the triggers instantly. In her darker days, when the cravings got the worst, she would often accuse me of having completely contradictory feelings about the things most important to me. Or she would become crude and awful, implying sexual feelings were influencing my decisions, or that I was jealous she was the one who got the potion, because, deep down, I craved it too. 

The Anika Morgan of a year ago had returned, just as Gretel had predicted.

I frowned and gave my mother a knowing stare, showing her a look that said I recognized what was happening. But it was lost on her, and she gave no indication that she understood the meaning in my eyes. 

“Drive safely,” I said finally, and then I walked past her and into my room.

***
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THE TRUCK VEERED ERRATICALLY up the driveway toward the road that led to the Interways, and I was genuinely concerned that by the end of her journey to the pharmacy it would end up bowed against the trunk of a tree, with Anika thrown dead into an empty field. 

And I fought away the stray thought that followed, the one telling me that her death would be welcome and solve a whole host of future problems.

I watched the taillights fade in the distance and then turned quickly and walked down the first three steps that led to the lake. I stopped abruptly and stared off across the water toward the far bank of the Klahr orchard. I had an out, I thought. If this gets too bad, I have a place to go. A tidal wave of gratitude washed over me as I considered the notion, realizing how lucky I was to have that option. 

I focused on the spot by the small clump of bushes where mother meditated daily. I’d stayed away from the lake since Gretel left; it was too cold to row to the orchard in the winter, and besides, I’d always preferred walking the road anyway. Rowing was Gretel’s thing, I thought, and then I felt a twinge of nostalgia, remembering how I would watch my sister row the lake like a titan every Sunday. 

My instinct was to continue staying away from the lake, to forget my suspicions and let whatever secrets existed there lie still. But another instinct had broken through, a stronger more insistent one, perhaps the one Gretel told me I always had inside of me. 

I calculated that the pharmacy was a five-minute drive each way, and allowing for the time it would take her inside the store to find whatever bizarre item was she was searching for—ten minutes, I estimated—I gave myself a total of twenty minutes to explore the grounds before mother came pulling down the drive in some manic fashion.

I was hoping I’d need none of the time, of course, that the spot would be little more than an open pad of dirt and grass, perhaps with some smooth colored stones arranged just so, their shape and positioning promoting tranquility and mindfulness. 

But as I neared the bank, I knew there would be more. I could smell it.

I reached the last landing of the railroad-tie walkway that led to our lake and could see clothing shredded and strewn throughout the branches of the clump, torn so thin as to be almost thread by definition. This was the first signs of the lunacy that was occurring here each morning. But then it got so much worse.

Now that I knew there were discoveries to be made, I hurried, fearful not only that I would run out of time, but also that I would lose my courage and turn back. I stepped down the remaining ties until I reached the bank and then pivoted, with my eyes closed, until I was facing my mother’s space of meditation. 

The first thing that struck me when I opened my eyes was the glaring white of bone, so stark and clean as it poked through the darkness of the bloody mats of hair and grisly organs. Just behind that was the smell, which had been mostly contained in the space by the cold, heavy air, drifting only slightly beyond its perimeter. When the summer arrives, I thought, that will be evident for miles.

As I began to take in the totality of the scene, I was certain I was looking at human corpses. This was a massacre, I thought, one that, when finally revealed to the System, would ruin the lives of dozens and send my mother to her execution. It was far worse than I could ever have imagined, and the thought of all that had happened and was still to come made me retch. 

But as the wave of nausea passed, I waded into the center of the space, toward the bodies, stepping over a strange pile of stones that had been built near the perimeter, not stones of tranquility certainly, but an arrangement of stones they were. I knelt down by the heap of flesh, which was a gruesome pyre of ravaged skin and appendages. 

But it wasn’t human. 

I used a thick fallen branch to move aside the heavy mounds of tissue and cartilage, and I could see that the bottom layer of the stack was formed by the skulls of animals. Deer. Squirrels and birds. Others that were of a size somewhere in between. I gauged those to be either foxes or raccoons. Perhaps both. There was a shudder of relief, that the remains were of animals, but in some odd way it made the scene even more frightening.  

I continued scanning the area and noted again the strewn clothes. They appeared to be some of Gretel’s old things, perhaps from when she was a little girl, but they were so shredded it was hard to be sure. Littered on the ground throughout the area were stems and petals from flowers I didn’t recognize, and I unconsciously presumed they were picked from somewhere off our property.

I measured the scene further, trying to put the pieces of this horrid puzzle together, hoping to get a hint of understanding about what was happening in this space. I was unsure whether I wanted it to be attributed to madness or wickedness, but in some ways it didn’t matter. 

In others, though, it was everything.

I stood and began to turn around to investigate the pile of stones that met me as I entered the circle, and that’s when a gleam of light flashed, just for an instant, from behind a spruce branch just beyond the perimeter of the space. It flashed again, a wink of tinted orange, and as I leaned in toward the flash, I picked up the source of the reflection, following it through the brush to something curved and metallic. I judged it to be copper.  

I moved the branch aside and was met by a large pot—a cauldron—sitting benignly, isolated from the gruesome circle of death. It was about a foot wide and eighteen inches deep, and the mouth was covered with a thin sheet of metal that had been tied down with string that was wrapped around the vessel on three sides. On top of the metal sheet were several fist-sized stones, the smooth type that are commonly-found along the lake bank, reinforcements for the string ties.

“My god what is happening?” I say aloud. “This can’t be....”

I forced myself to turn away from the cauldron, to get back on task, and scurried back to the pile of stones. I kneeled before them, as if in prayer, and picked up the top stone, placing it aside carefully. I continued to unstack a few more in the same manner. I needed to see what was buried beneath, but I likely had only a few more minutes before I’d be forced to flee. I had no intentions of learning what would happen if Anika caught me there.

I kept going with the unstacking, keeping a mental vision of how the pile looked before I arrived so that I could restack it properly. I had no doubts that Anika was well-tuned to the arrangement of everything in her ‘meditation’ spot, including the positioning of her bizarre stone temple. 

With the removal of the fifth rock, I could see that the pile of stones was indeed burying something. The thing beneath was wrapped tightly in heavy black plastic, and I immediately noticed that the material was a piece of fabric that had been cut away from the tarp that was formally used to cover our canoe. 

I unfolded the swatch of tarp at the top and could see that something even blacker was contained underneath. Something cold. Something as black as the belly of a horsefly. I rolled the fabric all the way down, fully revealing its contents. 

And then I screamed. 

It was a book, and the words draped across the cover seemed crisp and bold, taunting.

Orphism.
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We begin our walk down the path toward Lyria, with Noah in front still brooding from the vote. Before we’ve even left sight of the clearing, he repeats several times that if we’re not welcome by the people there—and we will know this at once—we must leave immediately. There will be no bargaining. This village accounts for a large part of his income, he tells us, and as it is, just by showing up without notice will threaten many of his future earnings. 

“Despite the deal we made, these people value their property and solitude very much. Their existence is known, but not by many, and their location by even fewer. Every one of my clients signs a contract forbidding them to disclose the location.”

Maja picks up her pace and strides past Noah. “I doubt that all of them abide by that contract,” she says. “And you just said that people other than just you and your clients know about this place. Oskar knows. Hansel knows.” 

Noah ignores the last part. “What others know is not my concern, and whether or not my clients violate the terms or their agreements misses the point by quite a bit. The Lyrians allow in who they wish. And perhaps you’re right. Maybe every stranger who stumbles upon their village gets treated quite comfortably. They were certainly agreeable with me. I don’t know about all of that. I just know that we have agreed upon my requirements for visitation.”

Noah is getting worked up again, and I can see that he is on the verge of turning us back whether we like it or not. Or at the very least not guiding us in. Again though, I want to keep this peace that has been managed relatively well thus far in our journey.

“It will be okay, Noah. We’ll simply be honest with them. That’s all there is to do. We’ll tell them of Gromus. Of Gretel. That we are not here out of curiosity. We’re here in desperation, and we’re requesting only one night of hospitality. I don’t have a lot of money, but I have some. I’d be happy to pay them. And if they still refuse, as per our deal, we’ll leave without question.”

Noah takes a deep breath and then relaxes his face and shoulders, gearing down his stride to a slow walk before he stops and smiles at me. “It is why you should decide these things. As I knew. You have the measured logic of your mother.”

The stone path leads down a steep hill and then flattens out to another clearing where, ahead, the horizon presents a long straight line which seems to head off into infinity. “Come,” Noah says, a grin on his face, prideful at what we’re about to experience. 

We walk toward the empty horizon and reach the top of another hill, one that is perfectly even and manicured, invisible from a distance. “Look there,” Noah says, pointing down. “There it is.”

The veiled village sits at the bottom of the hill in an exquisite arrangement of small wooden homes which radiate from a center hub. In the middle of the hub is a large stone building, perhaps the seat of power in Lyria, and surrounding that building is an evenly distributed set of wooden structures that look like telephone poles, though unless the Lyrians have independently figured out electricity and telecommunications, the poles are more likely totem in nature, or perhaps some other decorative structure. We’re not yet close enough, though, to see exactly what they are or the purpose they serve.

“This is it,” Noah says. “Lyria. It’s beautiful, is it not.” Noah is in full smile now, sunny with pleasure.  

Oskar looks away and frowns.

“As I knew it would be,” Emre replies. “Just as I knew it would be.”

“They will greet us at the bottom. The people are generous and kind. There is nothing to fear.”

“I thought they didn’t trust people,” Maja challenges.

“Yes, that is true. But they are a peaceful people, uninfected by the modern world. It is a true community, with few personal possessions.”

“I don’t see anyone to greet us,” I say absently, mostly to myself.

“What is that building in the middle?”

“It’s where we’re going. To speak with the Seniors.”

As we begin our descent, I notice the homes seem to be made from a deep brown wood—some species of rosewood is my guess—and don’t look much different than the Back Country cabin in which I was raised. But as we approach, I can tell now that there is nothing modern accommodating these homes. Certainly no electricity, as there are no wires running in and out, and nothing mechanical on the roads or properties. 

“What are those poles surrounding that building?” I ask, now certain the poles aren’t a power source.

Noah stays quiet, and just as I finish asking my question, he begins moving faster toward the foot of the slope. He reaches the bottom and stops, staring into the hub, and then he explodes into a full sprint toward the building.

And then I see the bodies.

“Oh my god,” Maja says. “What in..?” She turns away and puts her hands on her head, palms to her forehead in a motion of disbelief, and then she lowers herself to the ground in a half faint. 

I watch Maja collapse in a slow-motion crumple, and then I turn back to the building and start a steady march in Noah’s wake, progressing behind him toward the hub, all the time doubting what I’m seeing is real. From behind me I hear Oskar utter the word, “No.” It sounds like he’s stifling a cry.

I’m just at the hub now, and I position myself a few paces back from Noah who is standing frozen, staring at the totem poles and the bodies adorning them. The bottom sections of the poles are painted and carved with images of nature—animals and rivers and mountains—as well as more indistinct tribal lettering and shapes. 

The designs and carvings at the tops of the poles I can’t see. They’ve been covered up, re-decorated with the corpses of Lyrians.

Men, women, and children, their necks and bellies cut wide, have been tied tightly to the poles by some type of heavy jungle vine. Their eyes have been removed, and to ensure their stability on the pole, a stake has been shoved through the middle of their chests. Some of the victims now possess only a torso, the lower half of their bodies having been cut too deep at the stomach, gravity having now sucked the rest of them to the earth.

There are two dozen bodies at least surrounding the building in a ring of torture and horror. 

I walk up next to Noah, who has been standing in front of the pole that stands directly outside the front of the hub building. His head is bowed and he is crying. I stand beside him but say nothing; I can’t remember how to speak.

Oskar arrives next to me, and though I don’t turn to see him, I can sense the awe in him, his wonderment at the monstrousness that it would take to carry out the crimes above us. 

I can’t stare anymore and I turn back toward the hill. Maja is standing again, but has moved no closer to the catastrophe, a decision for which I attribute no shame. 

Emre has moved toward the hub as well, but he has stopped about halfway between us and the bottom of the hill. He is engrossed by the carnage, his eyes bulging. He shifts them toward me until our eyes meet. And then he starts to laugh.

I expect to feel abhorrence toward the boy, which in a way I do, and I have thoughts about attacking him, threatening to switch his corpse with one of the innocents hanging above. But my feelings don’t match the thoughts. What I’m feeling is beyond hate, transcendent of any feelings I’ve known before. As I take in the extent of the massacre, it’s as if I’m floating above it, not fully accepting of the reality.

“Is so bad,” Oskar says finally, snapping me back. His voice is more shocked than sad, and I suspect his feelings are similar to mine.

“It’s so much worse,” a voice cries out, the desperation in the words heartbreaking. 

The voice has come from in front of me, generated from the direction of the stone building. I lift my gaze to the top of the wide stairs that rise up from the ground to the front of the building, and there I see a girl standing outside the door. 

It’s Gretel. And Gromus is standing directly behind her.
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Gretel had taken her own copy of Orphism, the one given to her by Deda, off to school with her. About that I had no doubt. But I had never considered that the other version—the witch’s version—had ended up with mother. With Anika. And she was now using it for her own blending purposes.

I was still staring at the book when I heard the truck pull into the top of the driveway and begin its descent down toward the house. 

I began furiously to pile the stones back on top of one another, in a pattern that was certain to in no way match the stack previously. But it didn’t matter now; I was out of time. I’d misjudged the minutes and my ability to hear the truck from the Interways, and now I was caught in a trap of my own mischief.

As I built up the small stone mound, I kept my body low to avoid mother as she walked to the cabin. And in that position of vulnerability, I reflected on exactly what it was I had discovered. Anika was using the book in an attempt to make her potion, that was clear to me, and it was also obvious that she was attempting to craft it with wild animals. This was folly, of course, and Anika would have known this better than anyone. The witch had told her how delicate and exact the recipe was, and Gretel had confirmed this from the translations. She knew there was no possibility of success with this concoction, and yet her obsession drove her on. 

And it was also obvious to me that her trip to the pharmacy was to do with the potion as well, an attempt to locate those ingredients that couldn’t be found in the woods of the Back Country. But that was foolishness too. She’d be lucky to find aspirin at the small, country pharmacy in town, let alone whatever obscure sorcery was listed in the pages of Orphism.

I heard the truck door open and then shut in a slam of anger, an interpretation that was immediately confirmed when I heard the scream of, “Nothing is ever fine!” The shout was then followed by the heavy clap of footsteps climbing the porch stairs and, finally, the opening and crashing shut of the cottage door.  

It was a blessing, I knew, her current mania, as it would allow me time to make my away from the bank and get back up to the house. But it was also one more sign that the end of my life as I knew it was near.

I made the decision then, lying on that ground, that I would talk with Mrs. Klahr the following day, immediately, before work began, about moving in to the spare bedroom, just as Gretel had insisted. If Mrs. Klahr was accepting of that—which she obviously would be, as she’d been practically insisting on it for a week and a half now—I would move in that same night.

The problem of mother’s consent still existed, but my concern now had little to do with legal custody or hurt feelings. My concern now was far grimmer. 

Mother was spiraling quickly, and after witnessing for myself her kitchen of slaughter, it was apparent to me that things were even worse than I’d believed. It was as if Gretel’s leaving had the opposite effect from what she’d suspected, and instead her departure had released the chains that were keeping Anika in control. 

“Hansel!”

The scream boomed from across the porch railing, sounding as if it was focused toward the lake where I lay frozen now, nearly belly-flat on the dirt. I was fighting both the stench of the dead animals and my instinct to run from this calamitous ground.

“Hansel!” she called again and then, after a pause, screamed one word so loud that it sent a dozen or more birds flitting from their perches. “Ungrateful!” she screamed and then returned to the cabin.

I waited until I heard the porch door close before I finished stacking the last of the stones, reassembling them to the best of my recollection. Finally, I made my way up to the shed where I would sleep for the night, the door propped slightly open for air. 

A tarp, a section of which had been cut away, was my blanket.  
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“Why are you here, Hansel? How did you find this place?”

Gretel is nearly unrecognizable, her body emaciated, and the dirt and blood caking her face and hair is almost absolute in its coverage. She’s coherent, but her voice sounds deranged with fear and trauma.

“Gretel. You are alive.” I’m inundated with emotions; on top of the dread that became of this village, I’m suddenly reunited with my sister, though a reunion isn’t quite what this is. “Are you hurt?”

Gretel closes her eyes and shakes her head slowly, the magnitude of the question too much for her to conquer right now. “He’s going to the village.”

“Shut up!” The hulk of a man behind Gretel puts a hand on the back of my sister’s neck and squeezes, and then puts his long, thin cheek up beside hers, closing his eyes as he smells her skin, his body pressing up against her. He then pulls his face back and smiles before forcing Gretel to the ground, jerking her neck violently as he bends forward and pushes Gretel’s cheek to the stone porch. He removes his hand from the back of her neck and puts the bottom of his foot in its place, and then stands back tall, Gretel now beneath him under the vice of his shoe. She makes a weak move to get up, but her exhaustion keeps her in place.

“Gretel,” I whimper.

Gromus removes his foot from my sister’s neck. “Stand,” he says.

Gretel lies on the ground for a moment, exhausted but unencumbered by the foot of Gromus, and then makes her way to her knees where she rests a beat before finally rising to her feet.

“If you don’t like the feel of your face hitting stone, you will not speak again.” 

“Noah,” I whisper for no other reason than to know he is still there. Still focused on the task. Recognizing that despite the horror that has occurred in Lyria, Gretel is still alive and we can save her.

“I know, Hansel,” Noah replies, the distress in his voice having now turned to resignation.

Gromus walks forward to the edge of the steps that lead to the hub building, ushering Gretel along as he comes, and I instantly recall the twisted description of the man Gus described. With every crooked step Gromus takes, it’s as if the bones he’s using to propel forward are breaking apart, or perhaps dislocating inside him, working the wrong way, fighting all the natural connections of his muscles and tendons. It is quite difficult to watch, and were it not for the speed with which he moved, I’d wonder how he’d ever walked this high into the Koudeheuvals. 

He is larger in stature than I’d expected, possessing a body more animal than man in shape. He is as tall as Noah, but under his dark coat he is carrying at least a hundred pounds more of flesh. 

Gromus reaches the top of the wide stairs and stops, scanning his new visitors with a look of delight and enthusiasm. And then he opens his mouth wide and begins to laugh. 

I avert my eyes from the man’s face, the hideousness of his look almost unbearable. I look over to Gretel, numbed in the clutches of Gromus; she looks at me defeated and then closes her eyes before silently coughing out a few cries of fear and disgust.

I slowly look over at Noah. His eyes are still locked on the man in front of him, studying his movements. He’s looking for the vulnerability, I think to myself. He has the look of calculated hate.

As abruptly as he began to laugh, Gromus stops, continuing to stare out at the small crowd before him, looking back from Maja on the hill to Oskar, Noah, and me just beneath him.

And then he speaks. 

“You’ve done well, young Emre,” he says, staring out now to the midway point where Emre has been standing alone. The voice is high-pitched and throaty, cracking on every other syllable, the words fighting to make their way out of his mouth with as much difficulty as his legs demonstrated when he strode. “I didn’t expect you to be here with them, but here you all are. I suspect the book is with him. The book, yes?” I don’t turn to see Emre, but I assume he’s signaled to the monster with an affirmative nod, as Gromus follows up his words with, “And your reward is forthcoming.”

I expect Noah to look back at Emre, to direct his hate there, and then to begin a full sprint toward the boy, catching him as he begins to retreat, throwing him to the ground before strangling him with his bare hands. 

Instead, Noah maintains his position, standing tall, never taking his eyes from Gromus, the rucksack on his back positioned high and still at attention.

Gromus then looks down at this group of three men standing below him at the foot of the steps. “And I assume you played your agreed upon part in this too...” he hesitates, searching for the word. “Your name: it is Oskar, yes?”

I look over at Oskar who is shaking his head furiously, eyes wide and full of tears and fear. “No, there was no this agreement. Not this.”

“No this agreement?” I ask, whispering in disbelief. “But there was an agreement?”

Oskar puts his hand to his head and begins to rub, unsure how he’s come to find himself in this position.

“This is why you were so eager to see this place.”

“But I just think...” Oskar begins and then stops, the speed and confusion of what is happening overwhelming him.

“This is why you insisted on the vote. You saw that Maja was intrigued by the place, and you already knew Emre would vote your way.”

I give Oskar a beat to reply, but he continues rubbing his head, staring at the ground, continuing to try to figure out the scene before him.

“But I don’t quite understand. When did you and Emre make a deal together? How could you have made a deal with this boy who lives isolated and more than a hundred miles away?”

“I never see this boy. I don’t know him. I never make deal with this one. I kill him!”

Gromus listens to the conversation from above, letting it play out, seemingly from a place of morbid curiosity.

“He knows you, Oskar. He just called you out by name.”

“Yes! He know me.” Oskar points up at Gromus. “Not that boy. Gromus come to me. Few days before you. With the girl.” Oskar looks up at the sky and shakes his head. “I not know is daughter of Anika.”

I feel a twinge of compassion for Oskar as he says this last sentence, and I fully believe him about Gretel. But even if he didn’t know she was Anika’s daughter, she was still someone’s daughter.

“He tell me Noah coming. Tell me a deal to make. To make you come here. I tell him I don’t know where is Lyria, but he say I will know.”

“Because Emre would know. Emre would find it. That’s why he gave him the potion. He was going to bring the book, and then find this place with his ability to...smell or something. And you were going to be the one to convince us.” 

I look up at Gromus, as if expecting him to confirm my theory. The man just sneers down at me. 

“After Emre ran away, he stopped right at the entrance. And then we all gathered there and you saw the arch. And that’s when you decided to uphold your part of the deal.”

“He no say this,” Oskar pleads, waving a hand up toward the bodies floating above us, the blood and entrails hanging down like crimson streamers. He puts the palms of his hands flat over his face and then falls to his knees and begins to sob. “I sorry.”

“You will be paid nevertheless,” Gromus shouts down. “Nevertheless.”

“What do you want from us?” I ask, finally addressing the monster of a man directly. “Why did you murder these people?”

“Not just these people,” he replies. “In all the houses. All of them are dead.”

There is a moment after Gromus speaks the last two sentences that time seems to freeze, when every cell of my body tingles, becoming alert and hyper-sensitive, preparing for the reckoning that is about to occur.

From the corner of my eye I see Noah reach his hand high toward the top of his rucksack and grab the zipper which rests at the apex of the bag. He pulls slowly to the right, bringing the zipper toward me and then down the side of the bag. The rucksack is open on the right now, and I can see inside what it is he’s going for. 

The shotgun. 

It’s the first I’ve thought of it since we left Zanpie, but as I consider it now, Noah certainly would have retrieved the shotgun from his home before we started on our journey. He hasn’t revealed it to this point, and I suppose there hasn’t really been a need to, but the large rucksack is clearly big enough to stash the shortened weapon and keep it concealed. 

My mind floods with terror and the possibilities of catastrophe, knowing that Gretel is likely to absorb a portion of the shot and the strangulation of Gromus. And Noah is too far away from the man to make any kind of accurate shot, particularly with a sawed-off shotgun. Even if some of the spray lands perfectly, I calculate, it won’t be lethal enough to prevent Gromus from snapping my sister’s neck.

“Noah, no,” I whisper, barely loud enough to know if he heard me at all.

Noah freezes, his arm behind him now, hand dipped in the bag in a pose that looks like he’s scratching his back. He doesn’t look over at me, but I can see by the look on his face that he has heard me and is considering whether to make this the moment when he no longer allows me to decide how the group proceeds.

“I know, Noah. I can’t imagine how you feel right now. But you can’t get off that shot. Not without Gretel dying.” There’s no point being anything other than blunt. 

“What have you in that bag, Noah?” Gromus calls down. 

Noah stays quiet.

“If you’d like to prevent any further deaths on these grounds, I would take my hand away from there. There is no need for more violence. Though I can see you had feelings for the people who lived here.”

Noah clenches his jaws, and I can almost hear the grinding of his teeth as he pulls his hand free.

“But you should know that they were weak-minded. Most of them came to me willingly. One at a time. After only a few days, and the lot of them thought me their god. Or it could be that they feared me and thought obedience was their only chance. But really, what is the difference? Perhaps it will make it easier for you to know that it was peaceful when they died. What you see up here,” Gromus looks up at the bodies, the backs of which are facing him, his face neutral, “this was not the manner in which they took their last breaths. This was for...decoration.”

“Why?” I ask again. 

“Hansel.” Gromus turns the entire focus of his immense presence toward me now, eyes narrow, his long bald head tilted slightly forward as if pointing at me with his body. He shows his teeth again, though this time not in the form of laughter. It’s a baring, the way a wolf would show to another not part of her pack.

I feel almost light-headed from fear, but I stand sturdy, eyes high and watching, awaiting my answer. 

Gromus breaks off the stare down and waves his hand. “This place, Lyria, was the perfect location to meet before I take you off to the Village of the Elders. The great guide Noah’s secret village. Oskar told me all about this adventure story. And Emre has my scent inside him now. I’m sure he was able to track me easily. Our scent is very strong, as is our ability locate it in others.”

“Why kill them?” I scream the question at him this time, no longer interested in the conspiratorial part of the story. “These people had nothing to do with me or Gretel. With any of this.”

“You’re a smart boy, aren’t you Hansel?” Gromus snaps back. He’s in a lather now, spitting the words towards me. He takes a few more heavy, snorting breaths before calming himself down a notch, but the venom is still evident in every word. “The men here spoke so fondly of Noah. If he had shown up while they were still alive, they would have listened to him, followed his direction and resisted me. He would have, perhaps, been able to even raise an army against me. And that would have delayed my plans for you and your sister quite a bit. It’s time for me to grow younger, and your blood can make it so.” 

I want to vomit again, but I keep the conversation moving forward.

“I understand. In a demented, evil way, you make sense. But now you have to offer something for the lives of all these people you murdered. Noah and Maja...and Oskar...you need to let them go. I’m here now, and I’m what you really wanted. Me and the book. I have it with me. Orphism.”

Gromus’ eyes twinkle at the word.

“They brought me here, and now you owe them their lives for the lives you took. They have nothing else to do with this and nothing to offer you.”

Gromus keeps his eyes fixed on me, listening.

“It’s my blood and Gretel’s that you want. For the potion.” I pause, letting Gromus drift just to the edge of my words, and then I say, “Just like your sister, Marlene wanted.”

Gromus’ face melts at the sound of his sister’s name, a softening occurring in and around his eyes that I would have never thought possible from such a creature. “Marlene.”

“Let them go and I’ll come with you to the village without incident.”

“What else do you know of Marlene?”

“I know a lot, Gromus. My mother told me a lot.” I rest a beat and then say, “And I saw her die.”

Gromus gasps and makes a move forward, squeezing down on Gretel’s neck, his thin gaunt face scrunching into a look of pain.

“But you’ll never hear how it happened unless everyone leaves here alive.”

The large ogre stops and takes a deep breath and then smiles, looking down at Gretel for an instant and then back at me. “Your sister said she knew nothing at all about how my sister died. But I knew she was lying. She lies as everyone does. All of you. You’re always lying.”

“I’m not lying now. I saw her die. I heard her last words. And you can hear them from me. But you have to take your hands off my sister and let the rest of them go.”

“You’re not going anywhere alone, Hansel.” Noah says, loud enough for Gromus to hear.

“Hey!” I turn to Noah and take a step forward until I’m only inches away from his face. He’s got eight inches on me at least, and my eyes only come level with his neck. “I make the decisions! Remember? That is the deal! You and Maja and Oskar are not coming to the village. You were never coming. This is about me and my family, not you.” 

I take a step away from Noah and look back at Emre, and then I turn back to Gromus. “As for him, I don’t care what happens to him. That’s your decision.”

Gromus’ face has turned expressionless, and his voice mimics the expression. “There are only three of us who have the potential to leave this village alive, and your friends are not among them.”

Oskar looks up in disbelief, distress still in his eyes, his tears having left streaks like rivers on his filthy face. “No me, Mr. Gromus? I do what it is you say?”

The sympathy I felt for Oskar has turned once again to disgust. I understand his instinct for survival, to plead his case, and in truth he had little to do with the slaughter that has taken place here; but I want him not to care what happens with his life. I want him to feel unworthy of it. 

“Gromus?” It’s Emre, and for the first time since I met him in the back of the store in Zanpie, I hear fear in his voice. “You said my obedience would be rewarded with the gifts you possess.” He waits for confirmation from the beast but gets none. “I’m coming with you. Surely you mean for me to come as well.”

“Your duty has been fulfilled, young Emre. I’ve no more need for you.”

Emre lets these words sink in and then, with a tone of acceptance, says, “Then I’ll go. As Hansel has suggested.”

I said I didn’t care what happened to him, not that he should go, but I let the misquote stand.

“You’ll not,” Gromus says simply with the same lack of humanity in his voice.

“What’s to stop me?” Emre challenges. “Threatening to kill the girl? Kill her, I don’t care.”

Emre takes a few small steps backward, his eyes hovering on Gromus, and then the boy turns and begins a light jog toward Maja and the hill, heading toward the path that leads to the arch and the clearing entrance to Lyria.

But he falls well short of his aim.

At about five paces past Maja, just at the beginning of the ascent of the hill, Emre stops and bows his head, and then begins to press his palms tightly against his temples. He looks back toward us, a look of anguish now washed over his face. He makes no sound at first, his eyes squeezed shut and his mouth open in a silent scream, and then the sound erupts. 

I’ve never heard pain displayed the way Emre expresses it now, and the fact that he’s a child, albeit one that has been turned into something immoral and unfeeling, only amplifies the misery of the sound. 

The boy stumbles forward a few steps and then falls to the grass. His hands are still on his head, but his fingers have moved to cover his face, and I can see the blood seeping through the cracks in them. I don’t know for sure from my perspective, but the blood can only be coming from his eyes.

“Stop,” I say, still staring at Emre, hypnotized by the calamity unfolding by the hill. But my words barely pass the width of my lips. I can’t explain exactly what is happening to this boy—the man child whose intelligence was exceeded only by his lust for the temptations of the supernatural—but I know that Gromus is killing him, and I can only assume it has to do with the potion he gave to the boy during his time in Zanpie. Gromus hasn’t raised his hands up in any strange maneuver of spell-casting, but his concentration on the boy is visceral, like a tiger watching a deer from the tall grass.

And then I remember Gisla, the woman who slit her own throat back in Stedwick Village. I had thwarted her attempt to steal my book, and she had taken her own life, as if programmed to do so by something outside of her body. It wasn’t the same thing that is happening to Emre now, but the similarities are undeniable.

How many other victims were there, I wonder, poisoned by Gromus, waiting impatiently in villages all along the route from Stedwick to Lyria for the arrival of a boy who had come from the New Country looking for his sister? 

Emre’s screams have turned to spurts of coughing and then they turn to nothing at all. His body wrenches a few times as he lies face down in the dirt, and then he becomes still. 

I see Maja staring at his body only a few feet away from where the telepathic murder just occurred, and then she begins to walk toward Noah and I, her head staying fixed on Emre’s corpse until she is at least ten or fifteen feet past it, as if suspicious of it rising from the grass and following after her. She then turns fully towards us and runs the rest of the way. There are no tears from her, and it seems to me she has moved to some other plane of emotion.

“You probably understand that it is only he amongst you that I can control in that way. He having made a rather meager deal with me, you see.”

“Why not let him go?” I ask, my voice sounding broken and exhausted.

“And where would he go? Back to Zanpie? Where he would have been questioned without end? And when he didn’t explain himself fully, tortured until he spoke.”

The people of Zanpie seemed incapable of anything like the inquisition Gromus is describing, but I remember the monster’s age, and the worlds in which he has lived.

“And eventually he would tell of everything. I’ve learned from much experience that, if at all possible, never let them go. They—and this is especially true of the children—recall a lot. It would simply be an unnecessary risk to allow him to leave.”

“Why not take him with you then? As you promised him.” Maja asks her question with a voice of steel, disgusted at the lack of honor she just witnessed.

“I have already explained who is leaving alive and I have no wish to discuss it further.”

Gromus knows we are aware that whatever magical connection he had with Emre he does not possess with Oskar, who has begun to move backward toward the exit of the hill.

As if reading my thoughts, Gromus says calmly, “You will stop him, Hansel. That is how. Or I will kill your sister.” 

“I no can die,” Oskar pleads generally, still edging away slowly. “I sorry for you and for Gretel.”

“Oskar, stop moving!” I call to him, panicked and desperate. It’s not a helpful tone, so I blink a few times and take a breath, trying to compose myself as much as possible under the stress. “You’re not going to die. But I need you to stay right where you are.”

“He no going to kill her. He tell that you just now. He need her for his potion. It’s like he say.”

“I will kill her, Oskar,” Gromus replies, showing no tells of a bluff. “And I’ll take the organs from her corpse one by one. It is true, as Hansel surely knows, that this is not the way things are thought to be done, and Gretel’s death may very well be the death of my potion. But perhaps not. Perhaps there is more time than the recipe explains. There are always flaws in these ancient texts. In any case, I cannot allow you to leave, and I will kill this little bitch in less than an instant.” Gromus pauses and points at Oskar. “And then I will find you within the day.”

“I no can die,” Oskar repeats, clearly not feeling the intended effect of Gromus’ threat. He begins to move more quickly in his retreat.

“Oskar!” Noah shouts. The guide takes a few steps toward his former friend, hoping to grab him, or at least impede him enough that maybe Maja or I can get to him and detain him. 

I look back to Gromus and see that he has his giant hands around Gretel’s  neck, his long thin fingers fully enveloping her throat. The tension in his grip is visible even from my vantage point at the bottom of the staircase. 

“Gretel!” I scream.

“She’s going to die now. Understand the truth of what I’m saying. If Oskar leaves my sight, I will strangle her and break her neck all in one swift motion.”

I look back to see that Oskar is now running, and despite Noah’s efforts, the rucksack is weighing him down, allowing him no hope of catching up. He unhinges the pack from his shoulders and starts to run, but it’s too late, Oskar has created too much distance between them and has a clear path to the hill.

Instinctively, I turn back to Gromus and Gretel and make a desperate rush toward the staircase. Gretel is about to die, and though my steps are in vain, I have to make at least an attempt to save her, ill-fated though it may be.

And then I hear the report of the gun.

I spin in place, still several paces from the staircase, and I’m met by the image of Oskar grabbing his waist just above the hip. He’s been shot, and as he staggers forward two or three steps before falling to the ground, I see the cause of his collapse.

Maja. 

The girl from Stedwick Village, who was as innocent as a duckling when we first began our journey, and who is still as pretty as the sunrise, stands with arms outstretched in front of her, the handgun extended, holding the pose of a marksman. She’s a statue of pride, unsmiling though, standing as if in admiration of the difficult shot she’s just made, taking down a moving target at some distance.

Oskar tries once to get to his feet and collapses immediately, trying futilely to keep the spring of blood shooting from his side. In spite of myself, I feel nothing for the man lying in pain behind me; after all, Oskar was, in part, responsible for the current condition of my sister—as well as mine and my new companions—and he seemed to have little confliction about saving his own life at the expense of Gretel’s. 

I again turn back to Gromus who is smiling wickedly now. He has released his grip on Gretel, and I consider now that he had no intention of killing her. At least not at this time in that way. Not because Oskar ran. It was a test, a game to see who amongst us would take out the coward.

But with Oskar no longer a threat to leave, we have now reached another place in the game. There are two more people who Gromus vowed would die on this ground, and those two are completely innocent.

Noah and Maja.

“You’ve made your point, Gromus,” I say. “And I see it now. I really do. Emre and Oskar were your creations. So, in a way, I suppose you had some decision in their demise.” I slow my cadence and raise my voice. “But that is not true of Maja and Noah. They belong to me. They are my responsibility. They don’t die here.”

“Nobody leaves this village. Nobody that is not of our family.” There is no humor in Gromus’ words, just fact and stoicism. 

Maja has released her pose and now joins Noah at Oskar’s side. They are both trying desperately to stop Oskar’s bleeding, to somehow seal what appears to be, from what I witnessed, a mortal wound. 

“You can’t expect them to kill themselves. And you could never expect me to murder them without cause or mercy. And even if I had that ability, that capacity to take the life of an innocent person, I haven’t the weapon with which to do it.” 

Gromus smiles at me and looks down at the rucksack that Noah dropped on his way to chase Oskar, and then back to me. “They listen to you, Hansel. They have followed you to this place. You do have the capacity. Just as your sister does. You are an Aulwurm. And they will die for you if you wish it. Convince them.”
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The following day, I arrived at Mrs. Klahr’s before dawn having slept miserably in our family shed the previous night. Things scurried constantly during most of the evening—both outside and within the wooden structure—and the chill of dark fell swiftly and harshly, proving to be no match for the canoe tarp.

I wasn’t used to walking the Back Country roads during the dark of night, and the recollection of my discovery from the day before made the strolling commute particularly eerie. The experience felt almost like a dream while it played out in my head: that Mother had turned back to the cruel person from a year ago and was now trying, through her own attempts at translation, to make the potion that had held her so tightly in the clutches of addiction. 

She had broken away for a period of time, and the effort she’d put in had seemed genuine and admirable. But the need had hunted her down, imprisoned her once again, promising her that the same feelings with which she’d become so obsessed could be had again. There would need to be a few modifications, perhaps, but the feeling, she believed, was within her reach.

And when the animals she was slaughtering for this new mixture proved unfruitful, what then?

The sun was still a few minutes from rising, which meant that Mrs. Klahr was still asleep. Gretel told me that she had become respectful over the years about not encroaching on the Klahrs before her hours began—even though they insisted they didn’t mind—and she imparted to me that I heed the same respect. I would do that going forward, but not today. Today I had to get away from the house. Away from the graveyard that formed the water rim of the Morgan property. 

I sat on the stairs of Mrs. Klahr’s porch for a minute or two and then decided to walk through the orchard and down to the lake. I was intrigued about what things would look like from this perspective. Could I look out across the water and make out any inkling of the crazed temple. The spot was shrouded well from the various views at our house, but perhaps from the Klahr bank there were signs of the madness.

I brushed past a row of pear trees, and my thoughts instantly went forward a few months to the time when the harvest would begin. It would be a busy time at the orchard, and I would be burdened with responsibility and upholding the legacy of Gretel. My stomach filled with nerves at these thoughts, which was absurd, I realized, considering the far more dire and immediate concern of Anika Morgan. 

I walked to shore and stood next to a canoe and looked over to the far bank and our property beyond. It was too dark to see much of anything, let alone a hidden factory of corpses in the trees. I could, however, just make out the outline of the house, and I immediately noted how bleak it looked from here. There was a hopelessness that rang throughout the property. An emptiness to the design of it all. Perhaps in a few minutes, I thought, when the light of the sun hits the porch side on the east, the vision would be different; but under the veil of Back Country darkness, with the knowledge that neither Gretel nor father nor the Anika Morgan that existed before Marlene, still lived there, it was a disheartening sight.

I started back to the house with the intention of knocking on the front door at the first crack of sunlight, and then I stopped suddenly and lifted my head in terror.

I turned around and looked back to the lake and gasped. And then I sprinted toward the bank again. 

The canoe.

I reached the shore and confirmed what I already knew: it was our boat—the Morgan boat that Gretel had made her own, the one she found solace in rowing for so many hours during the days of mother’s disappearance. As far as I knew, that canoe hadn’t moved an inch on our property since Gretel had left for college. I had always walked to the Klahr’s for work or to check on Mrs. Klahr; and mother had barely left the house in the truck, let alone to take a rowing trip on the lake. 

And here it was now, at the Klahr Orchard, on the bank directly across from our property.

I turned back toward Mrs. Klahr’s house and began to run up the path, and that’s when I saw them. They were descending the same path that led through the orchard and were now headed directly toward me. 

Anika and Mrs. Klahr. 

I had a notion to duck off to the side and avoid them entirely, and then formulate some plan to rescue Mrs. Klahr.  But the beam of light from the flashlight Mrs. Klahr was carrying landed directly on me. I was stuck.

“Hansel, go,” Mrs. Klahr said, her voice deflated and weary. The metal barrel of a handgun pressing against her temple made her lean leftward, and she struggled to keep the beam of the flashlight steady.

“Hold the light straight,” Anika ordered. “Straight!”

“Hansel, run!” Amanda Klahr commanded once again. “Go!”

“Mother,” I said, ignoring Mrs. Klahr. She didn’t respond to me and I barked, “Anika!”

Mother looked up at me and squinted her eyes, focusing on the light that illuminated my face. “Be thankful, Hansel,” she said.

I shuddered at the reply and instantly interpreted the statement to mean Be thankful this is her at the end of this gun and not you.

“Mother, I can’t let you do this.”

“Do what, Hansel? Mrs. Klahr and I are simply going for a boat ride. Just like your sister used to love to do. When I was away.” She said this last part with a creepy nonchalance, as if she had been on vacation. “Besides, you always told me I needed to get out more often. ‘Too much time in the house’ you always said.” Anika cackled at this last sentence, and for the first time since the bedlam had taken over our lives, I saw a resemblance of Marlene. The image of the witch was from a specific time, that first day I saw her standing high on the porch, almost levitating above us—Gretel, Odalinde, Petr and I below in awe. Father stood beside her that day, bewildered in a haze of the potion with which she’d tempted him and that would cost him his own life. Marlene had looked stunning that day, otherworldly, fresh from the rejuvenation of the potion. But beyond the ethereal glow she emitted, her newly-formed face was also enveloped in depravity. 

And now, as mother stood behind Mrs. Klahr, holding a pistol against the elderly woman’s temple, I saw the witch’s likeness once again. It was as if the potion itself—or perhaps the desire for it—brought about certain traits that manifested in one’s appearance.

Anika shoved Mrs. Klahr forward, and the women were now only a few steps away from me. It was a standoff, and I was the only thing positioned between my mother, Mrs. Klahr, and the canoe that waited at the shoreline to take Amanda Klahr to her death. 

“It doesn’t look like that to me, Anika.” I never called my mother by her first name, but it seemed appropriate at the time. “It looks to me like Mrs. Klahr isn’t very eager to take this trip at all.” The words were a bit lighthearted given the circumstances, but the joke came from a place of nervousness and fear, not cool calm. The truth was, I was terrified and knew that tragedy was imminent.

“It’s fine, Hansel,” Mrs. Klahr said, tears now streaming down her cheeks. “Just let us go. I’ll be fine.” She began to cry in earnest now, sobbing desperately. I felt the need to run to her, to embrace and console this woman who had endured so much trauma over the past few years, all of which, I realized, had been brought on by the Morgan family. I restrained my instinct and looked over at my mother, who sighed and rolled her eyes.

“I found it mother. I found your...nest...or however it is you think of it. I know about what you’re doing. I know now where your pain has brought you. And what you’re planning to do. It doesn’t have to go this far. You need help. You need it very badly. And I know you said you’ll never see a doctor again, but stop and really think about what it is you’re planning to do.”

“Move Hansel,” Anika said. She exaggerated the enunciation of my name, holding the ‘L’ between her teeth and sticking her tongue out forward like a serpent.

I stood my ground, suffering the growl that ended my mother’s last sentence. “Even if you are willing to do this, even if you do have it in you to kill the most innocent of people, to murder someone who has taken care of your children in the harshest of times, you will never be able to re-create it. You do realize that, right mother? It will never work.” 

Anika blinked several times and shook off my words. “It was the animals. They were the problem. Their innards are not proper. They were pollution to the mixture. But I tried, Hansel, I really tried to be humane, to spare lives.” 

There was sincerity in Anika’s words, in the rationalization about what she was prepared to do.

“But I always knew deep inside that it would never work. Not with animals.” 

Her final words came without the quality of desperation, or even remorse. Instead they arrived as if read from a checklist, and she had now come to the next item to test her theory. 

“But think about it,” I said. “You saw it mother. You know better than anyone that what you’re about to do will only be murder with nothing on the other end. You don’t understand it. Gretel barely understands this part. And you told Gretel and me about how long it took Marlene to use...”

“DO NOT SAY THAT NAME!” mother screamed. She pulled the gun away from Mrs. Klahr’s head and held the trigger of it against her own, the barrel pointing straight to the sky. She then squeezed her eyes shut and let loose another incoherent screech. The noise sounded like some abominable fusion of pain and frustration.  She brought the gun back down to shoulder level and pointed it straight at me. “Move now, Hansel.”

I was stunned, dismayed, for the first time in my life looking back at the black hole of a gun’s shaft. I had no conscious thoughts enter my mind, but my voice said, “I’ll help you.”

Mother blinked twice and her lips twitched slightly, and the trajectory of the gun lowered just a fraction. I wasn’t absolutely sure, but these were all indications that Anika Morgan was intrigued, if only vaguely.

“I’ll help you hide the body when we’re done,” I continued. “However, many bodies it takes.”

Anika snorted and then lifted the gun again to its previous spot. “You’re lying, Hansel. I understand you and I understand lies.”

I was unflinching in my charade, committed to it as if I was leaping across a chasm with a thousand-foot drop. “I’m not lying. But there’s a price for you to pay. I am expecting something in return.” I paused, waiting for another line of resistance, or perhaps the report of the gun and the end of my existence. When none came, I said, “You have to promise to let me have some of it too.”

Anika flinched, as if pinched or stung by a bee. She dropped my stare and looked away. For a moment I could see the traces of humanity that still existed inside her, that could be brought to the surface with the right combination of words. She was disgusted at the thought of me becoming addicted to the thing that had both saved and ruined her life. “No, Hansel,” she whispered. “Not you.”

“Yes. Of course, me. Who else, mother? But we have to do things properly. You can’t kill her now. If you kill her now, without extracting the fluids properly, the mixture won’t be potent. Remember?”

“I don’t believe in that,” Anika replied, but her words came weakly, without conviction and slightly confused. “The witch was torturing me. For her enjoyment. She could have killed me at any time and whatever she needed would have been fine.”

“Okay, mom, we’ll try it that way first. And if it doesn’t work, you let me help you find another source.” In most situations, my concession would have sounded like condescension, but my mother was in another place, on another plane where such nuanced verbal cues are lost.

Anika was shaking her head steadily, fighting acquiescence, but I could almost see the seeds of willingness being implanted in her mind.

“Why should we resist this anymore? This is our heritage, right? Our family created—or at least we discovered—this magic. Our birthright is this secret of secrets that humans have searched for throughout history.” 

“I don’t want to live forever, Hansel, I just want the pain to go away. I just want—” Anika’s eyes were soft now, pleading.

“Yes, mother, but that’s the beauty of this. You know of the beauty. You can feel it. You can have both. We can have both. We can have everything. Your pain will be gone forever, but your life—our lives—will continue on for as long as we wish.”

“Hansel, I...”

I was willing to hear out all the protests and counter them with what I believed Anika wanted to hear, but she broke short her final remonstration, and I took control. “Let’s go, Mrs. Klahr,” I barked, and then I took my gamble. I turned my back on Anika and Amanda and began to walk, leading them to the shore, all the time feeling the gaze of my mother upon me as I strode confidently down the orchard path. I felt as if she was judging the sincerity of the proposition I had just offered with every step I took. 

About a third of the way between my mother, her hostage, and the canoe, I stopped and turned around. “Let’s go, mother, the sun is rising. Back Country eyes will be opening soon.”

There was something of a stunned look in my mother’s eyes when she began her initial hike down the path, but as she came close to me, with Amanda in front of her, the gun again now securely placed at Mrs. Klahr’s head, Anika’s expression turned to something resembling acceptance. Hope even.

I avoided Mrs. Klahr’s face entirely, fearful that if I made any kind of eye contact, my mother would notice some silent exchange between us, real or imagined, and the whole situation would revert back to start. Better to be safe and hope Mrs. Klahr deciphered what was happening here.

My mother and Amanda Klahr made their way to the bank, and before any further words could be exchanged, I picked up the single oar that mother had used to row the canoe across the lake and said, “I’ll row us across,” holding the oar above my head.  

Our canoe had been fitted with oarlocks for double-oar rowing—it was the kind of sport rowing that Gretel loved so—but for the skimpy trek across the lake, I had always sculled with a single oar; and thus, the single oar was what mother had found in the canoe and used to get to the orchard.  

I tossed the oar in the hull and pre-launched the boat, pulling it toward the shoreline until the bow was in the water. “Let’s go,” I said, my voice commanding now, serious, letting my mother know that the decision we’d just made together could not be reversed.  

Mother ushered in Amanda first, pushing the woman to her knees on the dirty floor of the hull. Anika then followed immediately, stepping gingerly as she entered the boat before taking her position in the stern seat above Amanda. I shot a quick glance at Amanda, to judge her condition, and saw that a type of serenity had set in. Whether it was borne from knowing my true intentions or from acceptance of her imminent death, I couldn’t know, but I was relieved she had at least found a moment of peace in the midst of this nightmare.

I launched the boat in full and took my place on the bow seat, my back to the women now as I rowed the first stroke toward the opposite bank. I continued rowing, putting the oar starboard of the canoe for a few strokes and then switching to the port side for a few more, alternating this way as we made our way toward our property. 

The journey by canoe from the Klahr orchard to the Morgan shore was a short one. Even at a leisurely pace, the time it took to cross from one side to the other was only a few minutes at most. 

So what I was planning to do had to be done quickly. 
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“Has the choice been made?” Gromus asks. He’s standing at about the middle of the staircase that leads to the Hub building entranceway, with Gretel in front of him held tightly against his chest. The disgusting figure’s face is only inches from my sister’s as he speaks, and I can only imagine the stench coming from his mouth.

Maja and Noah are on their knees in front of me now, and I am above them with Noah’s shotgun pointed directly at them. 

Oskar is dead. The bullet had entered his abdomen above his hip and never came out. The bleeding was fierce, and whatever damage was done to his organs was severe. He died within minutes of Maja and Noah reaching him. While they tended to him, I retrieved Noah’s gun from his rucksack, all the time moving very slowly per Gromus’ instruction. 

“They’ll both die, it’s only a matter now of deciding what the order will be.”

“You know I can’t do this,” I say, my words directed toward no one. 

I explained to Maja and Noah the choice given to me by Gromus, and neither of my companions hesitated to sacrifice themselves for me and Gretel. In some ways, I could understand Noah’s loyalty, with his connection and history to my mother, but Maja was no less willing to die for us, having no knowledge we even existed a few weeks ago. 

“If that is your decision, then I take your sister in my grasp, leave this dead village, and kill her with my hands. And what I do with her body after that I shall just have to see how I’m feeling. My interests do change from day to day.”

I shake my head and stare up a Gromus. “No.”

Gromus raises his eyebrows in surprise, the snarl of his teeth just shining through his lips. It’s an angry gesture that he’s trying to hide. “No?”

“You’re going to kill her anyway. When we get to the village. And you’re going to kill me too. So this way you’ll just take Gretel and the rest of us will live.”

“Do you know what I will do to her?”

I close my eyes, trying to concentrate away the thoughts. I pause and then say, “I don’t want to imagine that Gromus, but you’ve left me no choice. I won’t kill these people, not for you and not for Gretel’s life.” 

I’m gambling now, and Gretel is the chip with which I’m playing, but I really do have no choice. I simply don’t have it in me to murder the two innocent friends that have helped lead me to this place, and I can’t shoot Gromus now, knowing that will be my sister’s immediate death. 

As long as we’re still breathing, though, we have hope.

Gromus erupts into laughter, staring back and forth between the three of us below him. He then begins to walk down the stone steps, Gretel in front of him continuing to act as his shield. “Of course you can’t, Hansel,” he says, now at the bottom of the staircase. “But it was almost so, yes?” 

And then I understand. He didn’t really think I would go through with these murders and become part of his trek to the village. He was always intending to take Gretel alone. This stopover in Lyria was just Gromus means of tying up loose ends. For him to dispose of Emre and Oskar, and anyone else who might be in pursuit, which turned out to be Maja, Noah and I. My murder of Noah and Maja would have been an added bonus, as would I coming along to the village and becoming an addition to the potion.

“What about the book, Gromus? What about Orphism?”

“You’ll be following, I’m sure. As long as I have your sister, and you know she is alive, you will bring the book to me.”

Gromus starts walking backwards toward the hill; he has a huge clump of Gretel’s hair in his hands and is pulling up on it as he walks, stretching her taller to give him full cover. I raise the shotgun up to my shoulder and Gretel shakes her head. “No, Hansel. Not like that.”

If I didn’t know Gretel the way I do, I would have thought she was shaking me off out of fear of pain and death. But that wasn’t it. She had faith in another way. Some way in which we all lived.

And then I remember it.

I toss the shotgun to the ground beside me and drop to my knees, tossing my backpack from my shoulders and unzipping it furiously.

“Yes, Hansel, even better now!” Gromus screams from behind me. “Give the book to me now! It is part of your destiny to do so!”

I pull my hands from the pack and stand up straight, turning toward Gromus, and I hoist my arms straight in the air above my head as if it were I that had a gun pointed toward him. Draped in my fingers is a necklace. Gromus and Gretel have stopped walking, and they’re both staring at me with looks of confusion. 

I take a few steps forward and stop, and then I hold the necklace out in front of me, dangling it like a lure on a fishing line. “Do you know what this is, Gromus?”

Gromus moves Gretel forward a few paces. “It looks like...jewelry. But I’m supposing it is more than that?” 

“Not to me it’s not, but I think it may mean more to you.”

Gromus stays quiet, but his head is leaning in, trying to get a better look. He moves Gretel toward me again, a few more cautious paces, and squints at the necklace, which I hold steady now. “Teeth,” he says.

“They’re the teeth of your sister. They are the last thing that remains of her. My mother pulled them from her mouth just after she killed her. She polished them quite nicely, yes?”

Gromus closes his eyes for a beat and twitches dramatically, raising his shoulders and shuddering epileptically. He swallows and tries to regain his focus. “You’re a liar.”

“What am I lying about? That these are her teeth? Or that my mother shot her dead?”

“About all of it!”

“You know I’m not lying about her death. You could feel it when it happened, right? Isn’t that one of your Orphism powers? We were all wondering about this mythical part of Emre’s grandfather’s story.”

Gromus closes his eyes again and starts shaking his head steadily, giving no real answer on this subject. Gretel is still at the end of his grasp, bearing the brunt of his breakdown.

“And you know I’m not lying about the teeth either. You can see them. How big they are. They look a lot like yours. And I suspect you can...smell her in them.”

Gromus opens his mouth now and starts to pant like a dog, as if he’s suffocating on his own tongue.

“But you’ll never see this necklace again, Gromus, and the last remnants of Marlene the Cunt will be buried forever in this godforsaken town. Along with all these people you’ve murdered.” 

I pull on the string that holds the teeth in formation, wrapping it around my fingers for leverage, until it snaps like a dried-out bone. The teeth explode outward in all directions, free of their nylon captor.

“No!” Gromus screams and charges toward me, leaving Gretel behind him. “Marlene!”

I look at Gretel’s face during Gromus’ charge, but she’s looking past me, over my shoulder. She smiles and nods, and then I hear the blast of the shotgun. 
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We were halfway across the lake when I stopped rowing and turned back to look at my mother and Mrs. Klahr. Anika met my eyes with a wide stare, and I couldn’t tell if the look meant she was suspicious of, or excited about, what I’d proposed we embark on. Or perhaps it was something else. 

“Mother, do you remember when we used to go out to Rifle Field? With father and Gretel and all of us? Look at it over there with the light shining on it. It looks so pretty in the morning.”

Mother gave a disinterested glance in the direction of Rifle Field and then back to me. “My memories of Rifle Field are not good ones, Hansel.” Her voice was irritated. “Let’s go.”

Rifle Field was where Anika and Gretel had ended up after their first battle with Marlene, where they’d escaped to after Gretel put a hammer in Marlene’s head at the top of the Weinhiemmer Cannery.

“Yes, I know,” I said, still staring at the women in front of me, measuring the height difference between where Mrs. Klahr was sitting on the floor of the boat and my mother on the stern seat. There was a good two feet between the top of Mrs. Klahr’s head and the top of Anika’s. “But I think we should visit there some time. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but when it gets a bit warmer. Remember the picnics?”

“I don’t care about picnics!” Anika raised the gun again and this time put it under Mrs. Klahr’s chin. The old woman opened her mouth as if to scream, but she choked on her fear, managing only a sound of coughing distress. 

I kept my eyes fixed on Anika and held up a hand, encouraging calm. “Okay Mother, we don’t have to have a picnic. But please put the gun down. Do you remember how stress affects the potion? You told me yourself that Mar...she was always worried about that with you. That it was important to keep the source as stress free as possible.”

Reflexively, Anika took the gun away from Mrs. Klahr’s chin, and the flame of rage in her eyes dimmed slightly. “Please just go, Hansel. Why are we stopped here? What are you looking at?”

I stared just a beat longer, drawing the picture in my head as tightly as possible, knowing there was no room for a miscalculation, and that there would be no opportunity to try again. I flashed a look at Mrs. Klahr, keeping my expression neutral, and then turned back around and picked up the oar. But I wasn’t preparing to row.

Instead, I grabbed the oar like a baseball bat, right hand over left, and squeezed it tightly. I took a huge breath, letting the air exhale fully, and then, in one motion, I stood and turned, swinging the oar out as wide as my arms would allow. 

And then I smashed it against the left temple of my mother’s head.

The impact was square, and I saw bloody pieces explode into the air. I thought I was seeing bits of my mother’s skull at first, but then I realized the shards were from the oar that had broken length wise, leaving only half of the device in tact.

Anika screamed and toppled from the seat, but she didn’t fall into the water as I’d anticipated. To my amazement, she wasn’t even unconscious. 

“Hansel?” she said, and then stood up in the boat. The gash on the left side of her head was enormous, and the impact was clearly brutal, as blood was flowing from her eye sockets and nose.

Mrs. Klahr sat in place, still staring forward, a stunned look on her face. She never turned to see my mother take one stumble to the right and then topple over the side of the canoe into the lake.
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The buckshot catches Gromus in both thighs and a large part of his left knee. The shriek that comes from him is minimal compared to the pain he must be feeling. But his focus is pure and concentrated on the necklace that has just been destroyed in front of him. He continues to crawl forward, clawing at the dirt and pushing uselessly with his legs.

Noah walks up from behind me and puts his boot on the ogre’s face, stopping him from proceeding. “You’ve killed too many to die this easily, Gromus,” he says somberly, “but we don’t have time to bury the bodies here, and thus we don’t have time to draw out your death.”

“Marlene,” Gromus says, seeming not to hear Noah’s words.”

“Look at me, man.” Noah reaches down and picks up one of the teeth, drawing Gromus’ face to his. He places the tooth between his own teeth, holding it in his bite, forming a crazed smile. Gromus stares at the tooth, which isn’t quite Noah’s eyes, which I realize is what Noah truly wants. 

But it’s close enough.

“For Lyria,” Noah says, and then blasts Gromus’ head from his body.
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“We have to save her, Hansel! Turn the boat toward her.” Mrs. Klahr was staring over the side of the canoe at my mother, who had regained consciousness and was trying to avoid drowning.

I had turned the canoe around and was now heading back to the orchard, giving myself a wide enough berth that I wouldn’t come close to Anika as we passed by her. I kept rowing forward.

“Hansel, I understand what’s happened, but you can’t let her die.” Mrs. Klahr’s voice was calm, consoling, trying to bring the situation from emotion to logic, hoping I’d see the mistake I was about to make before it was too late to correct it.

I stopped and looked over at my mother. Her face was blank, absent of humanity. The oar had caused too much damage for her ever to recover. The blood in the lake surrounded her like a halo of death, and she was spitting and slapping at the water, screaming gurgled, incoherent cries of help.

Mrs. Klahr stood and began to take off her shoes, and I moved to her, first grabbing her arm, and then wrapping my arms around her. 

And then we both began to cry, watching together as my mother drifted below the surface of the lake.
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“I’ve been here once before and I know what they want. You have the books, right?”

I hold the witch’s copy of Orphism high so all can see, and Gretel reveals hers as well. 

Noah, Maja, Gretel and I stand beside an ivy-covered wall that, had we been walking in these woods alone, would have been completely concealed. Beyond the wall, according to Noah, is another village, one which is more ancient than the one we just left. That village was a day’s walk from Lyria and was a bustling community of commerce and sophistication. They had welcomed us with the excitement of royalty arriving, with smiles and handshakes all around. Noah was beloved amongst them, it seemed, and they all appeared to know the story of Anika Morgan. 

That was the village that had become legend throughout the Koudeheuval region, and the one that all of Noah’s clients believed they were seeing when they saw Lyria. 

But beyond that place, miles higher into the mountains and shrouded in the dense forest, was another place. This was the Village of the Elders, which lie just beyond the ivy wall where we now stood.  

“This is where my mother came?” Gretel asks, “When she was sick? How could you have known to come here?”

Noah shrugs. “It is a long story, Gretel, but, in short, we didn’t know. They did.” Noah is referring to the people of the initial village, who had ushered my mother back to this place as they’ve just done with us. “She was sick, and needed help, and they knew the people here could help her.”

“Why are we here now?” Maja asks. 

“I don’t know exactly, but since we were so close, and Hansel and Gretel had their books, it felt right to come. When Anika was here, when she was seeking her cure, the elders instructed her to bring the book back to them.”

Gretel nods, her eyes widening. “Yes! Yes, I remember mother telling me that. She said that the elders wanted her to bring the book to them because they were the only ones who could read it. They were the only ones who could cure her when she was sick.”

I wasn’t familiar with this part of our family’s tale. “But she never did bring it back,” I say.

Gretel looks at me for a long time and smiles, and then a tear falls down her cheek. “And she never did get better.”

The blame on Gretel’s face is tragic.

“I told her they were lying when they told her that. That they were being self-serving and just wanted Marlene’s book for themselves. But they weren’t lying. I did something wrong. I interpreted something wrong in the book.”

“You don’t know that, Gretel. You may have been right. Maybe it was just too late for her. Or maybe the cure doesn’t always work.”

Noah walks to Gretel and stands in front of her, towering above her. “I don’t know whether or not what you’ve said is correct, but I can hear in your voice and see in your eyes that you loved your mother as much as she loved you. So please don’t ever question yourself. You are a rarity in this world, for many reasons, and you must walk through life with this absolute belief.”

Gretel frowns and nods at the man, and then looks over at me. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there, Hansel. It wasn’t fair for me to leave.”

I look away, shaking my head, trying to avoid the tears that are welling inside.

Gretel walks over to me and positions herself inches from me. “It was my fault that she died, and if it felt like I blamed you for all these years, it’s because I did.”

I look up at her, astonished at the admission.

She smiles. “But I was wrong to, and I only did it because I was a coward, and admitting that was much more difficult than blaming you. You saved Mrs. Klahr’s life. And your own. And I know it wasn’t easy to do what you did. I can’t imagine it, Hansel.” Gretel’s eyes glisten at the thought. “But it was right.” 

“I could have saved her, Gretel. I could have gone back for her. I lived with Mrs. Klahr for four years after that day, and she never talked about what I did, but I always felt that she blamed me. That she was...afraid of me even.”

Gretel pulls me toward her and grabs the back of my head, pulling me tightly against her chest. I’m crying in full now, letting out years of guilt onto the shoulder of my sister.

“I don’t know about that, Hansel, but if she did blame you, or feared you, she was wrong too. You are the kindest most courageous person I have ever known.” She pushes me away and looks in my eyes. “Look where you are. You saved me! You came for me and rescued me! If I had any other brother in the world, I would be dead.”

I smile. 

“Bosomari,” a voice says, and I turn to see the face of the tiny guide that led us to this ivy fortress. He has opened the camouflaged entrance to the sealed village and is waving us forward.

“What does that mean?” Maja asks.

“It means ‘time to talk,’ Noah replies. “It means the elders are ready to see us.”

“Have they agreed to the deal?” Gretel asks. “Did you tell them what we wanted?”

The tiny man listens to Noah’s translation and then looks back to Gretel and nods.

We make our way through the narrow ivy wall and enter into the Village of the Elders, where we instantly see a row of men seated in front of several large stones which form a large circle. Inside the middle of the circle a large fire rages. 

As we walk toward them I ask to no one in particular, “What was Gromus going to do here? To all these people? And the village that lies outside of this one? Was he going to kill them all?”

“I don’t know,” Gretel replies. “I think it may have ended up that way. But he wasn’t coming here for that. Not to start. He seemed to think because of his familial connection to this place that they would help him...I don’t know...understand how to create the recipe that Marlene had discovered. I think he believed they would be eager to help him.”

“I think he was wrong about that,” Noah says. “Though I don’t know that for sure. But it doesn’t matter now.”

Gretel and I walk to the men, each with our copies of Orphism in hand, and lay them down on the stones, just outside the fire.

“These will never again leave this place,” Gretel says, Noah translating behind her. “And you will give me as much information as you know about the other books that exist.”

The men nod almost in unison, and a woman exits from a hut about fifty yards behind them. She is carrying a small satchel, tied at the top with what looks to be a weed of some kind. 

She hands the bag to me, and I untie it, pulling out a list of what appears to be names and places. There are perhaps fifteen rows in all. 

“Is this all of them?” I ask.

The men nod again and then stand. The man in the center picks up the two copies of Orphism and walks back toward the huts from where the woman just emerged.

“Can you read them,” Gretel asks Noah as I hand him the list. 

Noah looks at the list and immediately starts nodding. “I can. Most of these places are quite far from here though. Far from the New Country as well. Some of them in distant lands like those Emre spoke of in the East.”

Gretel looks at me and smiles, and then she nods. “I think Hansel and I need a few months to rest. Maybe even a year. But once things are back in order, we’ve got some work to do.” 

“You’ll not go without me, of course,” Noah says. “As long as that is understood.”

“I would like to come to,” Maja adds. “I’ve nowhere to go until then, but whenever you begin, I would like to help.”

“You do have somewhere to go, Maja,” Gretel says, “if you wish. Have you been to the New Country?”

Maja shakes her head, fighting to conceal a smile.

Gretel looks at me for approval and I nod, not concealing my smile at all.

“But what was the deal you made?” Maja asks. “Why were they so willing to give up the names and places of the people known to possess Orphism.”

“The deal was their continued isolation from the rest of the world,” Gretel replies. “The books are evil in the hands of most, and they must be brought back to the only place that should ever have them. And if they would have refused the names, then Noah would have made their village a popular tourist attraction. And this time it would have been for real.”

We walk back through the ivy wall to the forest, and then make our way to the forward village that fronts that of the Elders. A carriage awaits us there, ready to bring us down the Koudeheuval Mountains to the docks at the base. It was on those docks that Anika Morgan left in sickness so many months ago, taking a similar carriage down the mountain and then sailing the ocean for days, arriving back in the New Country just in time to help slay the witch Marlene.

For much of the ride down the mountain road, the four of us iron out many of the details relating to our future quest, that of locating and bringing back the scattered ancient texts. Where we will meet and start. Who else we might recruit. And how we’ll finance it, though this last part becomes something of a nonissue when Noah reveals to us that he has amassed a small fortune over the last year and a half.

For the remainder of the ride, I sleep, dreaming of a life years from now, where guilt and fear are a distant remembrance. A normal life. With Gretel. And perhaps Maja.

We arrive at the docks and Noah leads Gretel, Maja, and me to the platform to await the arrival of the next vessel that will take us back to the New Country.

“You’ll be ready to meet us then, Noah, whenever that time might be?” I say to the guide, feeling the pang of his absence already. “We’re going to do this. Our decisions are made.”

Noah smiles. “I will think of nothing else until the day arrives. You’ll send word when you are on your way?”

I nod, and then, after a pause, I pull myself to him and hug him. I feel a bit childish, him being a full eight inches taller than me, but it feels right. “Thank you for everything you did to save my sister.” I pause and then add, “And my mother for that matter.”

Noah stays silent, despite what I know are his urges to defy me and tell me it was I who saved Gretel. And I know it’s from a fear that he’ll begin to cry.

I look at Maja and ask for the last of a dozen times, “Are you sure about this? Where we’re going is a long way from home.”

“I told you back in Stedwick Village, Hansel,” she replies. “I’m never going back home.”

I look out toward the horizon and see the first images of the steamer that we’ll be boarding shortly, eastbound for the New Country. “Well I am, Maja. I’m going home today. And I can’t wait to get there.”

THE END

	[image: image]	 	[image: image]

[image: image]



About the Author



[image: image]

Christopher Coleman lives in Maryland with his wife and two children. He received his degree in English Literature from the University of Maryland and has been writing professionally for over five years.




Subscribe to Christopher Coleman’s Newsletter

	[image: image]	 	[image: image]

[image: image]



Did you enjoy reading the Gretel Series?


[image: image]

Leave a review 

	[image: image]	 	[image: image]

[image: image]



More from Christopher Coleman


[image: image]

They Came with the Snow

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg
I <P G e





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





