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The Moon and Stars Follow Their Courses
Grampa Louvin’s house was like him. Both were weather-beaten and full of creaks. Fading memories–snapshots and brittle sheet music–hid in cupboards and behind the couch.
Spencer had only met Grampa Louvin twice before that summer. But in May, Spencer’s mom had sat on his bed. She told him they and Jeff, Spencer’s older brother, were flying down to stay with Grampa Louvin for awhile. She talked about the French Quarter, the Audubon Zoo, and everything else to see in New Orleans. Then, with her voice starting to shake, she’d explained that Grampa Louvin was sick and wouldn’t get better.
Spencer knew more than that. He didn’t spy, exactly, but if he was quiet, keeping his face hidden behind a book, adults forgot about him. They’d start talking between themselves and say things they wouldn’t have said straight to Spencer.
Years of drinking had scarred Grampa Louvin’s liver. It couldn’t clean toxins out of his body anymore. He was so full of poisons, they’d turned his eyes yellow. Spencer also knew Grampa Louvin had gone to City Park in April, even though it took him grim effort to get across the kitchen. He’d collapsed in the park, and a jogger called 911. Grampa Louvin spent two days in the hospital, but wouldn’t tell anybody why he’d gone to the park in the first place. That’s when Spencer’s mom decided to go look after him.
So far, Spencer’s mom had spent the summer talking to the Medicare people, running to the doctor’s office and pharmacy and grocery store. She’d been too busy to visit the zoo or any of the other places she’d talked about. Finally, she’d snapped at Spencer to stop asking when they could go.
Their second day in New Orleans, Jeff had made friends with some kids playing basketball. Now, he hung out with them most of the time, especially a girl named Sarah. And Mom was always off rushing somewhere, leaving Spencer alone in the old house with Grampa Louvin, his eyes full of poison.
Grampa watched a lot of TV–court shows, game shows, whatever was on during the day. If Spencer walked into the living room, he’d smile a fluttering smile around false teeth and say, “Hey there, Spencer.” Spencer would nod and say hey back. Then, unable to think of anything to talk about, he’d leave Grampa on the couch and go read, or kick pine cones around the the alley behind the house, or poke through those cardboard boxes full of memories.
Grampa had been a musician. From the dust and dead moths, Spencer pulled out snapshots of him and his friends goofing around on-stage and on tour busses. Women puffed cigarettes and sipped beer from cans, their eyes half-closed like hunting tigers.
One day, Spencer found an old copy Billboard Magazine. Grampa stared out from an ad in the back, his hair gleaming black with some kind of oil. His guitar was decorated with rhinestones, and a little beaded charm dangled from the strap. Usually, Spencer couldn’t connect that grinning photograph with the man who shuffled through the present, watching Everybody Loves Raymond and waiting to die. But sometimes, if Spencer woke up super early, he’d hear Grampa playing his guitar on the porch. Grampa played mostly sad songs. One morning, though, the tune was as bright and steady as the dawn. Listening to that music, nobody could feel lonely. And Spencer, who’d felt plenty of loneliness in New Orleans, slipped out of bed, got dressed, and followed the music through the dark house.
Spencer wasn’t the only one drawn to the music. Stray cats crept up the steps, jumped onto the railing, and gathered around Grampa. Some of them twitch their tails in time to the music.
After Grampa had finished, the final notes fluttering out into the city, Spencer said, “That was really good.”
Grampa nodded, “Appreciate it,” and sipped his coffee.
The cats slipped off to hunt for breakfast. Grampa stared out at the street and toyed with the charm hanging from his guitar strap. It was an ancient wood knot, worn shiny from years of handling, dangling from a beaded string. Spencer recognized it from the magazine ad. After a minute, he said, “Gonna be a hot one today.”
“Yeah.” Spencer fidgeted. He didn’t know if he should say something else or if Grampa wanted to be left alone.
Then, Grampa sighed. “I’m dying, Spencer.”
Spencer stiffened. He already knew, but nobody had said it so plain before. He managed to nod, mumbling, “Yeah.”
“Not as scary as people think. Wish I’d done some things different. Wish I’d been around when your mom was little. But hell, I couldn’t make up for that if I lived another hundred years.”
While Spencer’s grandmother had been raising Mom, Grampa Louvin had been making music and raising Cain across the country. Mom didn’t meet him until she was in college, and the distance between them had never closed completely. It’s why Spencer had only met Grampa Louvin a couple times. It was also another thing grown-ups didn’t think he should know, that Spencer had only stitched together from scraps of overheard conversation.
“Another rotten thing I did was steal this. Long ago.” Grampa’s knobby, winter-twig fingers untied the charm and handed it to Spencer.
“You stole an oak knot?”
“Look at it, Spencer.”
Spencer looked again. He stared into the knot’s age-grimed whorls until he could see a head and beak hidden there. A pressed-down wing. “It’s a bird,” he gasped.
“That’s right,” Grampa smiled. “I hoped you could return it for me.”
“To . . . To who?”
“To a Houma Indian named Water-Moving-Under-Ice. See, the Houma used to be part of a bigger nation called the Choctaw out in Mississippi, and Water-Moving was a pretty girl meant to marry the chief. She fell in love with the chief’s brother, though. I guess he fell in love with her too, because one night they ran off together, along with a dozen or so other families, to start their own tribe.”
“When?” Spencer asked, his eyebrows scrunching together.
“Oh, long ago, hundreds of years ago.”
“But then how did you steal–?”
“Just listen. Water-Moving and her people had to leave everything they knew. They spent years wandering, getting run off one place then another by bigger tribes. Finally, they settled on the Bayou St. John. New Orleans didn’t reach that far north yet. And no other tribe wanted the swamp because it was full of haunts and sickness.
“They did okay for awhile, but New Orleans kept growing. Settlers flooded in until the city sprawled from the Mississippi to Lake Pontchartrain. Eventually there was a run-in between the Houma and the whites, and Water-Moving’s husband was killed.
“After that, the Houma had to move again, try their luck further south. But Moving-Water–she was hardly a girl anymore–couldn’t bear moving again. So when her people left, she stayed. She knelt by her husband’s grave and just didn’t move. Moss grew on her. Roots and branches grew out of her skin, and she still didn’t move. Finally, Water-Moving turned into an oak tree. The birds–they’d always loved her and were sad when her husband died–sent their sweetest singers to perch in her branches to attend to her.
“When I was your age, a Houma Indian worked with my daddy. I always liked listening to his stories, especially that one, because I loved fishing on the Bayou St. John. That was the last little piece of real wilderness left, of Water-Moving’s world left. The last place that kept its secrets. Now, they’ve made it part of City Park. It’s all golf courses, now.”
At the mention of City Park, Spencer stiffened but said nothing. Grampa Louvin moved his hot coffee mug from one hand to the other, warming his fingers.
“One day, I was deep, deep back there, looking for a good catfish spot. It was almost winter and getting cold. And I always walked through the water since haunts can’t follow you across flowing water. But I was a lot tougher back then. I didn’t mind the cold or the haunts because I liked how quiet it was out there. Then I came up on a big oak tree full of birds singing the prettiest songs I’d ever heard.”
“It was . . . Water-Moving?”
Grampa Louvin nodded. “I hid behind some brush and listened to the birds. For a long, long time, I just listened. Then I decided to try and catch one. Didn’t know what I was going to do with it, put it in a cage and give it to my momma, maybe. I just couldn’t leave without one. So I climbed up Water-Moving’s trunk slow as molasses, slow as anything. Most of the birds saw me and flew up to higher branches, but one little sparrow didn’t know any better. He sat there singing his heart out. And while he was singing, I grabbed him.
“Well, as soon as I snatched her sparrow, Water-Moving tried to snatch me. All her branches reached down and up and across for me.” Spreading his fingers, Grampa made a slow grab for one of the cats lingering on the porch. The scrawny, scabbed thing bolted for the tall grass.
“Somehow, I made it to the ground without breaking my neck. I ran all the way home, holding that sparrow tight. When I got home, I’d squeezed that bird so hard, I’d squeezed it down into that charm. And while I held it, I wanted to sing. Hell, I couldn’t not sing and make music. And I could make music as pretty as that sparrow. No one ever taught me. I just knew. Just like a bird knows.”
“That’s why you went to the park in spring? To give it back?”
Grampa nodded. “That and apologize. I went looking for Water-Moving, but the place has changed so much since then. The heat got to me and well . . .” His voice drifted off. “Listen, Spencer, will you return it for me?”
“Huh? I can’t. I mean . . .” Listening to the strange story was one thing; getting pulled into it was another. His skin felt stretched too tight across his bones and every nerve bristled. It was the feeling of being little and getting lost at the grocery store, of feeling sick at school and wanting to go home. Spencer tried to give the charm back, saying, “You should probably ask Mom to do it.” His tongue felt dry and stuck to his teeth.
Grampa shook his head. “Your mom can’t find the quiet haunts like Water-Moving. But you’re one of those people that’s good at listening, at picking up on things most people can’t. Spencer, please. I can’t die with someone like Water-Moving mad at me.”
Spencer couldn’t make himself say no even though he wanted to. When he nodded, slowly, Grampa sighed with relief, closing his dark-veined eyelids for a moment. Then, giving Spencer two folded dollars for bus fare, he told him which bus would take him to City Park.
“But how do I find Water-Moving?” Spencer asked.
“Just keep your eyes peeled and your ears open. You’ll find her, I’m sure.”
Stuffing the money and sparrow into his pocket, Spencer slipped through the purple veil of morning. He walked briskly, heading for the bus stop three blocks down, hoping he could get to the park and get back before Mom woke up.
Spencer had never ridden a bus before. Even when it was stopped, it wasn’t still. The seats and rubber floor trembled like an animal breathing. He watched the streets pass, first rows of clapboard houses like Grampa Louvin’s, painted cotton candy blues, pinks, and yellows, then brick buildings wreathed in curled iron fences and window grates.
The lumbering bus threaded up narrow streets built for horse-drawn carriages. Spencer took the oak knot out of his pocket again. The longer he stared, the more details he saw–delicately veined feathers, a closed eye–a sparrow trapped within the wood, waiting to be freed.
The bus hissed to a stop across from City Park. It wasn’t like a suburban park like Spencer had assumed, with some playground equipment and a few baseball diamonds. Miles of grass and water, a pale mist of daises, stretched over low hills. Giant spiders and men of pitted iron hung out in a sculpture garden. The Bayou St. John flickered the browns and yellows of beetles wings as it crept toward Lake Pontchartrain.
Families and couples passed Spencer, heading into the granite-columned art museum or carrying fishing poles toward the bayou. Spencer scanned the trees. The cypresses and pines rose straight as soldiers. But the oaks were bent like old men. Branches clawed for the sky and for the people walking along pea gravel paths.
Spencer stepped up to one of the oaks. A squirrel scrambled up into its maze of branches and green shadow. Making sure no one could hear him, Spencer mumbled, “Hello? Water-Moving?”
Dogs yapped, people laughed, and fishing lines whizzed out over the water. The tree made no sign it was listening.
“My grampa took something of yours years ago. I want to give it back.”
A cell phone rang, a jogger rushed by, panting hard, but the tree stayed silent.
Spencer started walking again. He whispered to the next oak, then the next, but there were hundreds. They shaded the paths and stood on distant slopes. Gazing at them all, shielding his eyes with his hand, Spencer realized how huge his errand was.
By noon the heat had grown cruel, biting the back of Spencer’s neck and his shoulders. Gnats buzzed around his face no matter how much he swatted at them. Grampa said he could find the quiet haunts if he listened, but Spencer didn’t know what he was supposed to be listening for. He strained his ear toward each oak tree he passed, praying for something to set one apart from the others. Worry kept him distracted, though. His mom had to be awake by now. She’d be furious that he’d gone across town by himself.
Spencer stopped at a drinking fountain near the soccer field. The water tasted like metal, but he didn’t care. A faded map of the park hung on the concession stand wall. Spencer had barely crossed a quarter of the park.
Slumping down against the wall, he pulled his knees up, dropping his sweaty face onto his arms. Grampa Louvin shouldn’t have asked him to do something so important. Spencer couldn’t find Water-Moving, and now he was in trouble. His mom might even send him home because of this. Grampa was dying, and Spencer would never see him again.
“Spence . . . er!”
Spencer’s head jerked up. It was his mom. Looking between the bleacher seats, he saw the car creeping up the road. His mom stared around and shouted through the open window. “Spence . . . er!”
He started toward the car, feeling queasy at how mad she’d be. Grampa sat in the passenger seat. Why had he told Mom where Spencer was? He’d been desperate to clear the theft from his soul; why hadn’t he just kept quiet until Spencer came home? But no, he was already eaten with guilt about going missing while Spencer’s mom had been a kid. He couldn’t let her think her own child was missing now.
Spencer wondered if he’d told her everything, about Moving-Water and the stolen sparrow. But Grampa hadn’t explained why he’d gone out to the park himself, even after they took him to the hospital, even after everybody thought he was a fool and couldn’t take care of himself. That made Spencer stop. Grampa had kept his secret for decades until he’d told Spencer that morning because most people wouldn’t have believed him. They couldn’t find the quiet haunts.
He and Grampa Louvin were a lot alike. They kept apart from the world’s rush and roar. When you did that, you heard its whispered secrets. Spencer looked at Grampa and, for the first time, didn’t see a stranger.
“Spence . . . er!”
Spencer touched the charm in his pocket. He couldn’t get in any more trouble than he was already in. Turning, he dashed into the thick underbrush, dusk-dark even in the afternoon. He didn’t have much time. His mom would talk to the park police if she hadn’t already, and they’d find him soon. If she sent him back home, nobody would be left who could help Grampa.
Spencer skirted the edges of golf course fairways, pushing and tugging his way through tangled scrub. The oaks wore clingy gowns of Spanish moss. Catkins and acorns dangled like jewelry. Spencer trusted that, if he listened close, he would find Moving-Water, just like Grampa had decades earlier.
The sun peered through the leaves overhead, diamond-bright spots of light sprinkling the wild flowers around him. More than once, the glittering shadows dimmed, like something large and silent had walked up behind him. Spencer would whirl around but never saw anything. Just in case, he’d cross the bayou’s tea-colored water, because haunts couldn’t follow you across moving water.
He mucked across a lagoon, duckweed clinging to his calves, when he heard a bird singing on the other side. It was the same happy tune Grampa had played that morning, a tune that could make anyone feel less lonely.
There by the water, she’d grown ancient watching over her husband. Branches sprouted from her bowed spine. Birds fluttered through her leaves. Kneeling near the bank, Water-Moving-Under-Ice stretched one pollen-painted hand over the lagoon’s murky surface. If she still had a face, it was hidden by Spanish moss and yellow blossoms. Grampa had been right; the birds keeping Water-Moving company were the most beautiful singers Spencer ever heard.
As Spencer approached, the birds stopped singing. The only sounds were the drilling buzz of insects and distant, muffled voices beyond the wild underbrush. Pulling the charm from his pocket, Spencer held it out. “Water-Moving-Under-Ice? My grampa stole this from you a long time ago.”
The great tree didn’t move.
“He’s sorry. And he sent me to give it back.” Spencer started to worry this was just another tree, but he raised the charm higher, yelling, “Please. All he wants–”
A high branch dipped from the cloudless sky. Sap-sticky wood groaned. Acorns rained down around Spencer. It took all of his courage to stand still as the wide-lobed leaves came down and surrounded him.
A twig hooked the charm’s waxed string and lifted it up. Spencer lost sight of it among the Water-Moving’s rustling body. Then a single sparrow called out. After a few notes, all of Water-Moving’s retinue joined in. The beaded string that had held the sparrow fell to the mud.
Spencer picked it up and craned his head back again. “Grampa’s really sorry. Okay?”
Water-Moving ignored him.
“He tried to come himself, but he’s sick. He’s dying,” Spencer hadn’t spoken the words out loud before. It took effort to to form them in his mouth. “He just doesn’t want you to be mad at him anymore.”
The top of the tree made a slight bow. Maybe it was just the wind, but Spencer decided to take it as his answer.
“Thank you,” he whispered, and stood there for another minute, letting the birds’ bright song fill his chest. Then he began picking his way back through the brush. Thin scratches covered his arms and cheeks. Mud caked his sneakers. When he emerged back near the golf course, a stout woman in a brown uniform came loping up the path.
“Spencer? Are you Spencer?” the policewoman asked.
“Uh-huh.”
“Your momma’s been looking for you. Why don’t you come with me?”
Spencer got to ride on her ATV to the tiny police station near the tennis courts. His mom hugged him, then demanded, “What were you thinking? I told you not to leave the yard without telling me.”
Grampa Louvin stood up from one of the plastic chairs lining the wall. “Don’t blame him, Janey. I was the one who told him he needed some fresh air.”
Spencer’s mom was mad, but she wasn’t going to shout in a police station. On the way to the car, she walked with quick, angry strides, not noticing Grampa shuffling behind and unable to keep up. Walking beside him, Spencer pressed the loop of string into Grampa’s palm. Grampa felt it was empty, squeezed Spencer’s hand, and they said nothing.
Grampa took all the blame for Spencer’s adventure, never trying to explain what he’d really asked Spencer to do. Mom and Jeff both would think he’d gone insane. Mom yelled at Spencer for an hour, but he wasn’t sent home. Instead, he spent the mornings sitting on the porch with the ragged cats, listening to Grampa play. He was never as good without his magic charm, but still, he was ok.
One evening after supper, Grampa asked Spencer’s mom to call an ambulance. The next day, a slumping puppet dangling from plastic tubes and EKG wires, he slipped away.
Spencer’s dad flew down. They got to work gathering the stray pieces of Grampa’s life. The library at LSU wanted all of his old photos for their archives. That made Spencer’s mom a little happier, that somebody would remember her dad.
With Grampa gone, the dusty boxes of memories cleared out, there wasn’t anything left in the old house except sadness. Spencer grew sullen. He spent a lot of time imagining how many other wonders like Water-Moving Grampa might have shown him if they’d had more time. But chewing on his lip, Spencer told himself the wonders were still out there. Generation after generation of human voices faded to silence, but the quiet haunts endured.
In New Orleans, musicians formed a second line that follow funeral processions, walking behind the mourners in black clothes and eyes red from crying. Spencer and his family scattered Grampa Louvin’s ashes in the Mississippi River. As they floated toward sunset, just as the days of mourning felt too heavy to bear any more, his old friends raised a wild, bounding song. Trumpets and French horns frightened off heartbreak and sweep them back into the loud, laughing world of the living.
Philip never thought his hands were beautiful before. Sitting in the parking garage, though, they amazed him–the way his fingers curled into pink snail shells, how the palm formed a waiting hollow, how the tiny muscles and bones worked together perfectly.
He was stalling. He was losing his nerve. Climbing out of his car and activating the alarm, Philip took the stairwell down to the street. Outside, the winter sky was marbled pink like raw steak.
Restaurants and clubs prepared for the weekend. Doors stood propped open, leaking music and chatter. At the corner, some boys from the college rushed past. In his tie and rumpled shirt, Philip was background to them. But one boy had glossy black hair tumbling over his ears, and Philip let his gaze linger. Running through the glare of headlights, the boy’s skin flashed white hot like a struck match.
Philip turned up Williamson Avenue, the pulse in his little finger twitching.
He’d run into J.D. at Best Buy, paunchy and balding now. Once, J.D. had been gorgeous and crazy, the two intertwined in some mysterious way. When he was stoned, he’d go on for hours about government mind-control programs and the Tibetan monasteries in contact with trans-dimensional beings. Seeing him poke through a bin of discount DVDs felt sad, almost shameful.
When Philip went to say hi, he noticed J.D. had lost his left pinky.
They started catching up, talking about Will and Chase and the day Jeremy’s brother came to visit, about April and . . . Whatizname . . . her boyfriend, and that time they went out to that little church to pick up that piano. J.D. was still funny as hell. He could still tell a story like nobody else. Even when Philip knew he was making half of it up, he didn’t bother correcting him.
When Philip finally asked about his finger, J.D. said he had to get it amputated because of circulation problems. He slipped his hand in his pocket, still a little vain, still a little like the old J.D.
There was a friendly bar across from Best Buy where Philip took clients sometimes. He offered to buy, and so they sat at a corner table, talking about that house April and Whatizname–Mark, Mike, something all-American like that–had rented with the leaky roof and the tangle of wires sticking out of the bedroom ceiling. They laughed until their sides hurt. They spent hours going over those thrift store days, all the ramen noodles and huge plans.
And they talked about the flashing ambulance-light night. They talked about the paramedics heaving Jeremy onto the stretcher like a sack of potatoes, rushing him out of the apartment. Jeremy had tugged at the plastic oxygen mask. He’d stared around, looking for Philip, but couldn’t find him even though Philip kept shouting his name, promising everything would be okay. That was the last time they saw him until the funeral.
“Those medics tracked mud all the way to the bedroom,” Philip said, swirling the last foamy swig of beer around the bottom of his bottle. “I remember, all the next morning, trying to get the boot-prints out of the carpet. Just easier than dealing with it, you know?”
“Sure, yeah.” J.D. flicked ash into the ashtray. “Still, don’t you miss it? Not that night, I mean, but that whole time with the old gang.”
“Sure,” Philip shrugged, glancing his watch.
“I miss it. Before you went back to school, and everybody else sort of drifted apart, those were the best days of my life.” J.D. slumped into himself like a collapsing birthday cake.
Philip made himself smile. “Come on, man. You can’t spend your life looking over your shoulder. At the good stuff or the bad stuff. You have to keep looking ahead, or else you miss everything that’s still coming.”
J.D. snorted. His voice had a hard edge. “Easy for you to say. Got a Volvo parked out there, got the job you always talked about.”
“Don’t be like that, come on. I’m doing okay, yeah, but it’s not about that. It’s just . . . Yeah, those were great days with Jeremy and everybody, but life goes on whether we want it to or not. Those were great days, but they’re gone.”
J.D. studied the stump of his pinky. After awhile, he licked his lips and spoke slowly. “They’re not, actually. At least, you can get them back. If you want to bad enough.”
“What do you mean?”
“There’s this apothecary shop downtown. Supposedly, it sells botanicals, homeopathic shit. Really, though, it sells memories.”
“Huh?”
“It sells– It’s run by this exile who knows a type of magic–”
“Exile from . . . ?”
“Where do you think? The fairie-lands.”
“Jesus Christ, J.D., what have you gotten into?” Occasionally, a prince of the cobwebs and foxglove came to the human world. Nobody really understood why Oberon banished them from his court. Or why, after a century or two, he’d have a change of heart and summon them back. While they were here, the exiles kept to the edges and the old places. They were beautiful but unpredictable–like J.D. in his prime, actually–and it was smart to leave them alone.
J.D. shook his head. “He’s not bad, Philip. He can give you back old memories.” He rubbed the nub of his missing finger. “Well, he doesn’t give anything. It’s a trade.”
Philip’s stomach twisted into a hard knot. “Jesus Christ, J.D.”
One finger for one day–a day from his childhood, from his grandmother’s backyard garden. J.D. spent ten minutes trying to explain why that day was worth so much, but it was something past words. Finally he gave up, saying, “Anyway, I figured if, you know, if you really missed that time with Jason and everybody . . .”
“No. That’s just . . . I mean . . .” Philip couldn’t look at him. “Thanks, I guess, for the offer. But really, I need to get going.”
“What? You think I’m full of shit?”
“No, no, I’ve just got work tomorrow. Got an early meeting tomorrow.”
“The shop’s down on Williamson. The sign’s got, like, ivy painted around it. Go see for yourself if you think I’m full of shit.”
But Philip finally saw how broken down J.D. had become, and it scared him. Paying the bill, he got out of there.
It was already too late. Driving home, Philip already knew–not that he’d ever cut off a finger at all–just if he ever did–exactly which memory he’d trade for.
The apothecary shop stood down from the square, with ivy painted on the sign like J.D. had said.
You can’t spend your life looking over your shoulder. You have to keep looking ahead. Philip believed that. Really. But in the week since he’d run into J.D., a familiar sadness had settled in again. He still wanted Jason, still carried the dull ache of something missing. Usually he could ignore it, bury it under paperwork at the office or just drown it out with the nerve-sizzling sensations of a fresh relationship. Sixteen years later, he was still scrubbing boot-prints out of the carpet. Once the new boyfriend wasn’t new, though, Jason’s ghost always reappeared, hovering on the edge of sight. Philip would stop returning phone calls, grow bored and sullen, keep to himself.
Now a small hope crouched on his chest at night like an incubus. It whispered, One finger for one day. Is that really such a terrible price? Not if it’s the right day. And just a pinky too. Not if having that day finally lets me move forward.
Half a lifetime spent wanting Jason. How could one quick cut be worse than that?
When he pulled the brass door handle, brown glass jars rattled together, giggling like Japanese school girls. The place didn’t smell like Philip thought it should. He expected the shop’s air to bloom with exotic spices, like a Turkish bazar. Instead, it was damp and full of winter. Also a faint stink of . . . sour milk, maybe?
“May I help you?”
Philip turned, and his heart gave a hard thump. “Jason?”
Jason stepped out from around an antique cabinet, still impossibly young. A sob rose from Philip’s throat. But Jason shook his head, saying, “Afraid not, sir. I just have one of those too-familiar faces.”
Philip remembered where he was. “You’re the exile.”
“Some call us that, yes. May I help you?”
“I . . . Yeah, I . . .” He’d forgotten how blue Jason’s eyes were.
“Sir?”
“Sor . . . sorry. You sell . . .” Philip forced his focus onto some cork-stoppered bottles lining the counter. The man even sounded like Jason.
“You’re looking for grass. Am I right?”
“Grass?”
Turning, he took down a jar. “A field of grass and corn poppy. Pollen. And . . .” He inhaled the dank air of the shop. “Everything’s so dry. It’s late summer, right? The grass is dying. The flowers have started to wilt.”
“Yeah,” Philip whispered. “That’s it.”
“Hot tar, just a pinch. The ozone sizzle of power lines. The smell of the edge of the city.” He selected more jars from the shelves, talking more to himself than Philip. “The edge of life, the edge of possibility. Not too difficult.”
The exile set a glass bowl on the counter. He chose ingredients and tapped out a tiny amount of each. One was ground-up leaves. Another, a fine red powder, wafted like smoke when he opened the jar.
The apothecary looked like Jason at first glance. The longer Philip stared, though, the easier he could tell it was somebody else underneath. The apothecary didn’t smile like Jason, wide and slightly lop-sided. He didn’t move like him either. He moved precisely, every step smooth but measured.
And he smelled foul. Standing close, Philip was pretty sure the bad smell was coming from this almost-Jason. He wondered what he looked like underneath the glamor. Could he pass for human at all? Did everybody see someone they desperately wanted when they came in his shop? Had J.D. watched his grandmother gathering eye of newt and toe of frog?
For now, though, the exile was beautiful. He wore a crisp green shirt, grey slacks, and Jason’s blonde hair combed back. There was nothing fairie-like about him except the signet ring. Tarnished with age and crowned with a blood red stone, it belonged to the noble prince of some long ago and far away land.
The ring clacked against the bowl as the exile stirred the ingredients with his finger. Then, lifting it to thin lips, he blew the powder toward Philip.
A hot August breeze swept away the shop’s miasma. Philip stood in the field of grass scorched by the sun, tickled by the wind. The bouquet faded quickly, but for an instant he’d been there again, on the edge of the city, on the edge of everything he wanted.
“Yes, yes. That’s . . .” The rush of memories had left a lump in his throat.
The creature wearing Jason’s face said, “The boy himself, that’s harder. The scent of his hands. His soap and sweat and underneath . . .” He closed his eyes, inhaled gently again. “Underneath almost a sweetness. Like not-quite-ripe fruit.”
“You can do all that?”
He smiled his careful smile. “You know the price?”
Philip dug fingernails into the palm of his hand, but he nodded.
The antique cabinet sat on carved lion’s feet, rising several inches above the apothecary’s head. He opened it, revealing hundreds of jars stacked on shelves and crammed several rows deep. Every jar held a single finger in yellowing preservative. Philip’s heart pounded so fast he felt dizzy.
Ordinary pruning shears with green plastic handles hung from a nail inside. The apothecary tossed them into the air. Offering them to Philip, the apothecary snickered, “Your scalpel, doctor.”
Philip took them. The blades were short and curved like a sparrow’s beak. “Just one, right?”
“Just one.”
“My little finger and that’s it. No tricks?”
“No tricks.”
Just one finger, and he’d have that perfect day in his pocket. The aching hunger would be sated.
The shears opened with oiled, silent expectancy.
And just his pinky. Philip still had half a bottle of antibiotics left over from his knee surgery. He’d keep the stump from getting infected, and after a few weeks, he’d barely notice it was gone.
But when the cutting edge touched his finger, Philip’s hand spasmed into a trembling fist. He tried to spread his fingers again, but the tiny muscles had cramped up. “Listen, what if I paid you? With money, I mean.”
“No.”
“Well, isn’t there anything–”
“You said you understood the price,” the apothecary said. He was annoyed, but it was a very polite sort of annoyed.
Philip forced his hand open. The pulse in his finger fluttered like a moth. As the steel beak opened to snatch it, his fist clenched again, pressing itself against his chest.
Jason, I’m sorry. I’ve gotten old, he whimpered inside his head. Old and gutless, and I’m sorry.
The Jason-thing sighed. “Sir, if you can’t–”
“Just listen, okay? Just name a price, okay? Five thousand? Screw it, ten thousand. That’s nothing if you can give me what I want.”
“I know it would be nothing. That’s why I don’t want it.”
Philip blinked at him. His gaze drifted to the exile’s trophy cabinet, and he let out a bile-bitter laugh. “So . . . what? This is just a game? There’s no reason for it, you just like watching people mutilate themselves?” He slammed the shears down onto the counter. “Sick fucker. Sick motherfucker.”
The light seemed to shift around the exile’s face. Jason’s sharp features grew too sharp, almost insectile. “Spoiled, squalling children,” he hissed. Grabbing the bowl he’d mixed his magic in, the apothecary showed Philip its emptiness. “You had it. You had this day for real. Did you savor it then? Or were you thinking about all the things you didn’t have? All the other places you were desperate to go?”
“That wasn’t–” Philip’s anger congealed into a cold lump in his stomach. “It wasn’t–”
“That day didn’t mean a thing until its loss hurt, did it? Until that sweet memory cut like a razor hidden in an apple.” The bowl clattered back to the counter. “If I gave it back to you for free–from the goodness of my heart–you’d grow bored within a month, throw it away just like you did the first time.”
”No–”
“Nothing matters until it hurts.”
No, no, no! Philip wasn’t a kid anymore. He was older but wiser. At least wise enough to know how precious his time with Jason had been.
Wasn’t he?
“Come into my shop and call me sick? You need this pain, not me. I only want to help you. You should be kissing my hand.” Taking the shears, the apothecary offered them to Philip again. “So close you eyes and think of your boy on the edge of the city. Otherwise, leave.”
Philip took the shears. He spread his fingers. He whispered, “Jason, Jason . . .” until he could almost hear Jason’s laughter, almost feel the sunshine on his shoulders. Then just pain.
Pain exploded into a color. It was a roar in his ears, a taste in his mouth. Raw pain swallowed the shop. The shears bit through skin and muscle, then snagged on bone. Philip’s scream drooped to belly-heaving pants. He twisted the shears hard, and the blades cinched shut.
Pain swept out of his brain like a red tide. He opened his eyes just long enough to check. His pinkie was a clean stump and jagged burr of bone. Blood spurted out in rhythm with his pulse, and Philip wanted to puke.
“Oh God, oh shit, oh God.” He cradled his bleeding hand against his belly. “Oh God, oh shit.”
The apothecary picked something off the floor. Philip couldn’t look, but he heard the soft plink of his finger being dropped into a jar and the glu-glug of alcohol being added. Setting his freshest trophy in the cabinet, the exile started thinking out loud again. “Now what was it? A field in late summer . . . soap, sweat . . .”
Philip wished there was somewhere for him to sit. He stood on trembling legs and risked another glance at his hand. Blood glued it to his shirt. It looked so weird, the empty space where his finger had always been. Philip clamped his good hand over it again.
The exile’s ring clacked against the glass bowl. He poured the contents into a sachet, then handed the precious day to Philip tied with a green ribbon.
The sachet was smaller than a ping pong ball, but Philip held under to his nose, and the shop’s stink faded again. It was replaced by a field hazy with pollen and the sappy, sticky sweetness of skin.
“You even got the . . . I’d forgotten the beer-taste when he kissed me.”
“A simple enough thing.” The exile gave a slight shake of his head, but pride tinted his voice.
Philip inhaled the day until his lungs burned with it. The pain from his missing finger felt distant and unimportant. “Thank you,” he whispered. “Oh God, thank you.”
The exile just smiled, nodded.
Stuffing the satchet in his coat pocket, Philip said, “You were right, you know. I never loved him like I should have. Not when he was alive, at least.”
“You wouldn’t have come here if you had.”
That long ago, summer-scorched day lingered in Philip’s nostrils. He knew the apothecary wasn’t Jason, but he had Jason’s voice. Philip wanted to touch him, cry in his lap and tell him how sorry he was.
Philip reached out, and brushed a fingertip across the exile’s jaw. The exile took his hand, fingers weaving together. He leaned close, inhaling Philip’s scent. Then he whispered, “Oil and sizzling beef. Celery and fat tomatoes he let ripen on the windowsill. He loved to cook. The smells would cling to his shirt the rest of the evening.”
“Stop.”
The exile squeezed Philip’s hand in a tight grip. “Don’t you remember? Don’t you want to? You can have this memory too, same price as the last.”
“Stop it, please. I’m done. I’m–” Philip twisted free and something metal struck the floor. Forgetting him, the apothecary chased his ring as it bounced behind the counter. He caught it and stood up, and Philip saw where the foul smell was coming from. It wasn’t sour milk, it was burned flesh.
A band of charred skin around the exile’s finger had split open across the side, oozing fluid and revealing angry red muscle. The iron ring burned him. Philip glanced around at glass jars with cork stopper and the plastic-handled shears. Even the doorknob was tarnished brass. But even though the fairie avoided iron everywhere else in his shop, he slipped the finger back on his finger, gritting his teeth as he did.
He looked at Philip and saw that he’d seen. “We can’t ever be done,” the exile said–and nobody could say exactly why he’d been exiled or who he’d left behind. “Nothing matters unless it hurts. We can’t ever let it stop hurting, ever, ever.”
“What– What are you doing this for?”
Jason’s blue eyes showed no pity, not for himself or anybody else. “I want to help.”
Philip couldn’t answer. Fighting a second wave of nausea, he turned and stumbled outside. Philip kept glancing over his shoulder, but the apothecary wasn’t following him. He probably knew he didn’t have to. He knew a part of Philip already wanted to turn around and pay for the other memory. And the next. And the next. After decades or centuries running his shop, the exile already knew Philip craved both the sweetness and punishment hidden inside those squandered days, a razor in an apple. The taste he’d gotten tonight only whet his appetite.
J.D. had sent him there for revenge. Philip had pretended he was happy, and J.D., with a Cheshire cat grin, had baited the trap beautifully. Maybe he thought Philip had disrespected Jason’s memory by moving on. Maybe he was jealous. Maybe he was just crazy. But he’d sent Philip to the shop to look into the exile’s eyes and see himself reflected there and see how broken he really was.
Clutching the memory in one hand, clutching the other hand to his belly, Philip dodged the music and laughing knots of bar-hoppers. In the lights of passing cars, the boys flashed like stuck matches.
Mr. Spain leaned forward in a friendly manner. He excelled at doing things in a friendly manner. After twelve years as the psychiatric councilor at Oak Ridge Middle School, he could talk in a friendly manner, gesture in a friendly manner, and even call security in a friendly manner. Right now, he tried to smile in a friendly manner, but it was hard. These kids got uglier every year.
“Now, Becky,” he said in as friendly a manner as he could manage. “Lots of young people have trouble adjusting to the new environment when they get to middle school...” He let his voice trail off, hoping Becky would take the cue.
She didn’t. The sixth grader slumped in the chair swinging her feet, watching him with bulgy eyes that didn’t line up right.
Forcing another smile, Mr. Spain went on. “Sometimes it makes them angry, or maybe sad, that other people seem to be getting along better. And they vent all those bad feelings in different ways. For example, they may disrupt class or do things just to get attention. Or maybe they start hanging with a group of friends that, well, might not be the best people to hang with.”
“They’re not my friends,” Becky said.
“Well, I’m not talking about you specifically. I’m just talking about what lots of peop–”
“Yes you are, and they’re not my friends.”
He mentally backtracked, searching for another route. “Well . . . If they’re not your friends, who are they?”
“They’re my acolytes.”
Mr. Spain opened his mouth to answer, but no words came out. He closed it and stared at the girl for a few seconds. Then he opened it to try again. Then closed it. Finally, he managed, “I’m sorry?”
“They’re my acolytes.”
“Oh . . . Kay.” Mr. Spain retreated into the manila folder on his desk: Becky’s permanent record. He thumbed through the pages, nodding occasionally as if her vaccination record held the answers.
He could have gone into private practice. He could have had an office downtown, helping bored housewives deal with their yuppie non-problems. But no, he’d wanted to be down in the trenches. He’d wanted to roll up his sleeves and make a difference.
He hid in the folder for as long as he could, clinging to the vague hope that Becky would just go away. She refused. Mr. Spain could feel her glaring a hole through his bald spot. After a minute, he looked back up, leaning forward in a friendly manner. “Now, Becky, lots of young people have trouble adjusting to the new environment when they get–”
“You already said that part.”
“Oh, yeah, well, what I’m getting at is that sometimes they make up stories to make their lives seem better and more exciting. And there’s nothing wrong with that, nothing at all, but it’s important to know what’s real and what’s make-believe. Understand?”
Becky didn’t answer. Her face was blank, her mouth was a thin crooked line. Her cheeks puffed out as a small, croaking burp escaped.
Mr. Spain burrowed back into the folder on his desk. He couldn’t concentrate while looking at her. She was so weird, it messed with his head. Pulling himself together, he skimmed the notes from the councilor at Becky’s elementary school, looking for something solid to hold onto.
“Your mother has had some emotional problems, hasn’t she?”
“She’s deranged. Every night she tears at her belly, screaming into the darkness, cursing the day I was born.”
“I see.” Still no handhold. He kept skimming. After awhile the councilor had stopped writing notes, filling page after page with sketches of burning eyes and bleeding stars. On the last page, there was one more sentence. It was written backwards, and Mr. Spain furrowed his brow trying to read it. “And your dad’s name is Cth . . . Cth . . .”
“Cthulhu,” Becky said.
“Coo-thoo-loo,” Mr. Spain parroted. “Is that his first name or last?”
“It’s the name whispered in the stygian shadows. It’s the name that fills brave men with horror and gibbering, animal madness. It’s the name of the Great Old One, the Eater of Dreams, the Star-Born Reaver of the Unworthy.”
Mr. Spain nodded. “So, are you telling me your dad can be get angry, Becky?”
The girl snorted. “He’s a being of unspeakable terror and beauty. With a wave of his hand, he has swept mighty races into oblivion. Soon he will reclaim the Earth, and every man, woman, and child will cower under his reign.”
“I see . . . And is he ever mean to you?”
“No. I’m one of his seed. When the new age comes, I’ll dance by his side to the screams of the doomed.”
Mr. Spain nodded. In the margins of her file, he wrote, Idealizes strong male role-model?, then scribbled through the question mark. “Well, okay. But are you sure he’s never yelled at you, or maybe hit you? I promise it’s okay to tell me, Becky.”
Becky shook her head. “Right now, he’s mostly dead.”
“Mostly dead?”
“Dead but dreaming upon his throne in R’lyeh.”
The gears in Mr. Spain’s head freewheeled. “So . . . He lives in North Carolina?”
Becky rolled her eyes. “Not Raleigh. R’lyeh. The immortal city of the star-spawn, its verdigris-shaded spires lost beneath the waves eons ago.”
Mr. Spain studied her, then slowly dropped his face into his hands. Alone in the dark there, he imagined the downtown office he could have had–the sunny waiting room, the calming beige and blue decor and maybe classical music playing softly.
“You don’t believe me, do you?”
He looked up and smiled (in a friendly manner.) “Well, it’s pretty hard to swallow. What I mean is, sometimes students come see me, and maybe they’ve been treated badly by other people, so they make up stories to try and make themselves feel better. Like, one girl may tell her friends that her mom is a famous super model. Another may tell people her dad is a, um . . .”
“Dread being of unimaginable age and power with nought but contempt for the whole of human civilization?” she offered.
“Exactly. And maybe after telling people the same story over and over, they start believing it themselves. Now, doesn’t that sound just a little familiar, Becky?”
“Cthulhu is my dad,” she said, knotting her arms across her chest. “And nobody is ever mean to me. The passing of my shadow make them quake with fear.”
“Uh-huh, but maybe there was somebody who didn’t quake? Somebody who was mean despite all that?”
“Nope.”
“Okay, Becky. But I just want you to to know that–”
“Stupid Veronica Woodham called me ‘fish-face’ at lunch last week, and all her stupid friends laughed, but they just think they’re so great because they went to see the Jonas Brothers last month, and Veronica’s dad is their lawyer or something, so they got to go backstage, big deal, like I care, plus I heard Heather Lawrence got so nervous she threw up on Nick, and the security guards kicked them out and almost had them arrested because they thought she did it on purpose.”
“Well, it wasn’t very nice of Veronica and her–”
“I tried to summon the Hounds of Tindalos to come through the angles of space-time and devour them, but it didn’t work and just made the cafeteria smell like dirty socks. And they all laughed and started yelling, ‘fish-face, fish-face.’”
“Well, Becky. It wasn’t nice of Veronica and her friends to call you names, but maybe you could have talked to her instead of . . . summoning things. Did you think about that?”
“Whatever. Stupid Hounds of Tindalos.” She kicked the leg of his desk. “Can I go back to class now?”
“Actually, Becky, that’s what your teachers wanted me to talk to you about. You see, they think you’re a very exceptional girl. And they want to make sure you’re in a class where you’ll get the sort of attention you deserve.”
“What? You’re sticking me in special ed?”
“Now, Becky, I don’t want you to get upset. This is just a place where you’ll get a little extra attention. And be around kids just as exceptional as yourself and won’t have to worry about what people like Veronica might say. Doesn’t that sound good?”
“I can’t believe you’re sticking me in special ed,” she huffed.
He would have had Van Gogh prints on the wall. The ones with sunflowers. And photos of himself on the fishing boat he could never buy on a school counselor’s salary. But no, he wasted every day in a windowless misery box with nine hundred pimple-faced hyenas because he’d wanted to show them all the beauty they possessed inside.
“Fine, you want to know the truth?” Mr. Spain spoke through grinding teeth. “Yes. We’re sticking you in special ed. Know why? Because you’re creepy. You look creepy, you say creepy things, and you creep everybody out, including me. There. Happy? You’re a creepy, creepy, very creepy little girl, and you’re going to special ed, and if you can’t play nice with the other short-bus baboons, we’ll find an even deeper hole to bury you in, got it? Now get your stuff, get up, and let’s go.”
Becky stood up, grabbing her backpack and slinging one strap over her shoulder. Ignoring her scowl, Mr. Spain prodded her out of his office. Classes were still in, and their footsteps echoed through the empty halls.
“You know what your problem is?” Mr. Spain hissed as they walked. He should have kept quiet and smiling out here, but it felt so good to finally tell off one of these little beasts. “Books. Most kids spend every waking moment sitting in front of the TV. Sure, they’re all turning into diabetic sex-maniacs, but at least they’re all turning into the same thing. But kids like you, oh no, nobody ever knows what you’re going to come up with. Had an eighth grader in last week. He’d just read On the Road and wanted to travel across America. Kid’s afraid of spiders for Christ’s sake, and now he wants to hitchhike to San Francisco.”
They approached the last door at the end of the hall. Grabbing the knob, Mr. Spain said, “Take some advice, Becky. Watch Jersey Shore. Watch lots of it. It’ll be good for you.”
A bustling, happy pandemonium filled the classroom. The little tater-heads sat around activity tables with scissors, glue sticks, and salt shakers full of glitter. Scraps of yellow construction paper fell ankle-deep on the floor. Seeing them all together, Mr. Spain wondered if something was wrong with the city’s water supply. Every one of them was funny looking, with too-wide mouths and pale, greenish skin. He spotted the seventh grader the faculty had named Catfish Boy for the thin quivering tentacles trailing down from his upper lip.
They were very intent on whatever the hell it was they were doing, decorating paper stars with magic markers and plastic googly eyes, then pinning them up on the bulletin board. The special ed teacher stood nearby making sure nobody swallowed a thumbtack. When they came in, he walked over. He looked pretty special himself, rail-thin, with slicked-back hair and a vulture-beak nose.
Mr. Spain put his friendly smile back on. “Becky, this is Mr.–”
“Lovecraft?” she murmured.
“That’s right.” The teacher grinned, holding out his hand. “And you’re Becky. How do you do?”
She pumped his arm up and down. “I . . . I’m a fan.”
“Me too.” He gave her a wink. “I heard what you tried to do in the cafeteria.”
“Yeah, didn’t work though.”
“Bet it was a pronunciation problem. That Tindalosi dialect is tricky. We’ll work on it.”
“Awesome.”
They just stood there, smiling at each other like idiots.
“Yes, well,” Mr. Spain finally interrupted. “Looks like you’ve got quite a project going on here.”
“Oh, yes. Today we’re studying astronomy.” Mr. Lovecraft waved a bird-boned hand toward the bulletin board. “Want to help us, Becky? The stars have to be just right.” He led her over to the activity tables. As Mr. Spain started to leave, Becky glanced at him over her shoulder.
“That is not dead which can eternal lie. And with strange–”
Mr. Spain pulled the door shut, cutting her off mid-sentence. Nothing she had to say could possibly be worth listening to. He was just glad she was somebody else’s problem now.
The Moon and Stars Follow Their Courses
The moon searched for her missing son, her lantern light reflecting off the snow-tucked fields and curving earthwork ahead, knapped limestone set into its top like teeth in a jawbone. The trail was a soot streak across the silver land. Se’Tsiv wore her cloak wrapped almost double around her shoulders and woven mats of tough water grass on her feet, keeping out the damp and worst of the cold.
The cloak had started as a blanket–a gift from her father to her mother–rich blue cloth and embroidered with abalone beads from the edge of the world. After one of the goats chewed it up, Se’Tsiv’s mother cut it down and re-stitched it into a cloak. The last few beads hung around Se’Tsiv’s shoulders. They shimmered like the moon’s tears as she wept for her son, lost since before the age of man.
Bronze Heads had built an earthwork wall to protect themselves from the forest spirits. The alarm house stood at the head of the path. As Se’Tsiv approached, a Bronze Head came outside to gather sticks of firewood.
Se’Tsiv’s grandparents sometimes told her how terrible the Bronze Heads had been when they’d first come, bodies hard and shiny like wasps. Father-killers and brother-killers, with no women of their own, led by the thunder-cry and black shield-cloud of their god, Tsiv. But now, only the guards at the garrison gate ever wore their bronze helmets.
Actually, no. Se’Tsiv remembered the time all the soldiers had dressed in full armor when some trembling old man visited from Kabt. They stomped around outside the garrison, all yelling with one voice. Then the prefect had thrown apples and nuts to the crowd.
The guard gathering firewood noticed Se’Tsiv in the corner of his eye and turned. “Who’s that?”
Se’Tsiv chewed her bottom lip. Then she lifted her head higher and kept walking. Her breath fluttered behind her like a white pennant.
“Pines?” The watchman grinned. “I can smell you on the wind, my precious.”
“No. I’m Se’Tsiv, daughter of Beau’ca,” she answered in his language.
Another watchman appeared in the entrance of the alarm house. He had a leather-wrapped cudgel in his hand. He said, “I know you, Servant-of-Tsiv. Go home. It’s vile for one with a name like yours to creep around here at night.”
He thought she wanted to lie with them, like Sweet-as-Pines sometimes did. That annoyed Se’Tsiv, and it felt good to snap back, “Well, I’m going to find the witch and have her change my name.”
The kindling dropped to the snow. “In seven hells, you are. Think that’s funny? I’ll beat your–” He made a grab for her, but Be’Tsiv danced sideways. The watchmen chased her across the field, but their heavy boots slowed them down. Se’Tsiv bounded up the earthwork ridge, the ball of her foot landing sparrow-light between the sharp stones. “No joke. I’m changing my name.” The mocking words felt delicious in her mouth. “Then I’ll creep around wherever I like.” A hurled piece of kindling glanced off her shoulder. She laughed and slid down the other side of the embankment and ran for the forest.
The watchmen shouted curses at her. But the forest spirits were volatile. They couldn’t be bribed with gifts of fruit or flesh like the gods of Kabt, and the Bronze Heads never entered their home.
Se.Tsiv’s mother was born in autumn, while the Antlered King hunted the great bear, its fiery blood dripping down the sky. The lovers reached toward one another, never to touch. Their chains shone like silver. Her father washed away the blood, named her Beautiful-Like-Mica, and so she was set on her course, with flecks of gold glittering in her brown eyes.
Her looks even drew the Bronze Head priest out of his holy thoughts. His name was Beloved-by-Tsiv, and followed his course as wielder of the sacrificial knife, reader of steaming entrails and crimson smears. He was bound to his god by chains as strong as those that kept the lovers forever apart, but the girl had the hard beauty of the mountain. Her mouth was a clean fissure he ached to trace with his fingertip.
He was bound to Tsiv and could never marry. Still, when he visited, he tried to make the hut feel something like a real home. He brought treasures from Kabt–earrings and the blanket for Beau’ca, painted bowls for her parents, and when the baby came, a name: Servant-of-Tsiv.
Maybe he wanted to soften his guilt for ignoring his duties and wallowing in the bed of a goat-herder’s daughter. Maybe it was to protect the child from his jealous god. Se’Tsiv didn’t know. Her father had returned to Kabt long ago for some reason or another; nobody really understood why Bronze Heads came or went.
The stars followed their courses night after season after year, watching Se’Tsiv grow. She carried supper to her grandfather in the lower fields and plodded beside her mother carrying loads of wool to the garrison. The village men never helped them. Beau’ca had chosen a Bronze Head over them, and now, they relished seeing her bent low under her burdens. But Beau’ca’s beauty just grew even harder and sharper, into a flinty pride. She only let herself look tired inside the house. And only when they were squeezed together under the blue blanket did Se’Tsiv ever hear her mother murmur the name of her lover from the edge of the world.
The ice storm had risen up from nowhere, killing the fields. There wouldn’t be enough fodder to get all their goats through winter, so the herders slaughtered their oldest and sickest, getting what meat they could before the animals wasted away. Se’Tsiv worked with her grandfather. Blood blackened her hands and dripped to her elbows and melted the snow wherever it splashed. The whole village smelled like blood and salt when someone called, “There she is! Over there.”
A knot of people came down the path, leading the Bronze Head priest who’d replaced her father. Or maybe the one who replaced that one. Either way, he was a gawping, turtle-like man bundled in furs and thick wool leggings. The jeweled knife that made him priest hung from his belt.
As the crowd approached, Se’Tsiv’s grandfather took her arm and pulled her behind him. “What’s this?” he barked.
The priest ignored him, looking to Se’Tsiv. He asked her, “You’re Servant-of-Tsiv?”
Se’Tsiv managed a nod, and so she was set on her course.
The ice storm had grown from Tsiv’s anger. A dove’s entrails told the priest to go into the village and find the one bound to the great fire-spear hurler and conduct her to the god’s house. Once the roads opened after the spring thaw, the priest would take Se’Tsiv to Kabt to serve in Tsiv’s temple.
When she heard, Se’Tsiv’s mother squeezed her tight, spit on the ground, and said she was too young. There was no point, though. She’d stolen the love of one sworn to a god. A theft like that must be repaid. By the next morning, she started talking about getting Se’Tsiv sturdy leather boots for her journey. Se’Tsiv’s grandfather went to the garrison and traded the meat of the slaughtered goats for metal coins, a whole clacking string of them, that Se’Tsiv could take to Kabt.
Se’Tsiv made her own visit to the garrison a few days later. The Bronze Heads were so far from home. The young ones carried spears the same size as the veterans did, but in a crowd, their eyes flitted from face to face, helplessly searching for their mother or sister. Father-killers, brothers-killers, howling and terrible, but a gentle smile toppled them.
A Bronze Head with a forehead full of pimples told Se’Tsiv about the thousand wives of Tsiv. They lived in a long windowless building on the grounds of the great temple in the heart of Kabt. They prepared ritual meals for Tsiv and prayed to him on behalf of the Emperor, the army, and the devout who gave generously to the temple.
Se’Tsiv paid for his tale with a quick kiss and an easy laugh. As soon as she slipped away from the young Bronze Head, she started brooding. She didn’t want to be locked away in the house of a black-cloud lord. She didn’t care if Kabt’s armies won their battles or if the god dribbled blessings on some soft-handed wine seller she’d never met. She was Servant-of-Tsiv, though, and this was her course.
A witch could give her a new name, though. By picking a new name, Se’Tsiv could choose her own course.
That night, Se’Tsiv laid down with a rock under her back so she’d stay awake. After everybody else fell asleep, she got up, took the string of coins from their hiding place under the mattress, and slipped out.
The witch lived high on the side of the mountain. People were afraid of her, but those haunted by foul dreams or poisoned by fairy arrows went to her anyway. Se’Tsiv had never seen her herself, but Constance had gone for help when her brother was born and nothing could stop their mother’s bleeding. She’d told Se’Tsiv the witch’s hut lay east of the lower fields, to just keep following the stream up the mountain.
The trees closed in, so only pale shavings of moonlight came through. The deep winter forest lay silent. No birds sang, no insects thrummed. There were only Se’Tsiv’s steps crunching through the snow and the occasional pik of ice cracking.
The Bronze Heads would be furious that she’d cheated their lord. But the whole clattering, bellowing mass of them wasn’t much more terrifying than the two watchmen had been. She’d have to stay out of sight for awhile, and by summer they’d be worried about something else.
While her mind wandered, Se’Tsiv got turned around somehow. Finding her way back to the creek, something started following her. It kept its distance, but constantly sniffled and muttered to itself. Se’Tsiv didn’t know what would happen if she had to backtrack again and cross paths with it.
Then she entered a shallow bowl of sandy earth protected by a curving cliff face. A hut stood below the cupped hand of stone. The muttering thing didn’t follow Se’Tsiv into the clearing. That as much as anything assured her this was the witch’s home.
The hut was the old, round kind with the pointed thatch roof like a wool cap tugged down over its ears. Se’Tsiv decided not to wake the witch. She sat with her back against one of the pines to wait for dawn. Pulling her cloak around her, she let her eyes close for just a minute. When she opened them again, she lay on her side, the cloak draped over her head. Sunlight seeped through the blue fabric. She heard birdsong, and realized it was morning.
A sharp kick made Se’Tsiv yelp and scramble up, jerking the cloak off her head, certain the muttering thing had come back.
It was just a woman, sharp-faced and worn down to bones. “Shouldn’t sleep in the snow,” she said. “You won’t wake up.”
“I know,” Se’Tsiv snapped, embarrassed. She was shivering and her teeth chattered together, but she forced out the words. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”
The woman snorted. She wore rotting layers of pleated grass, and her skin was black with soot and dirt. “How much would that matter to the crows who gobbled your eyes, hmm?” Before Se’Tsiv could answer, the woman gave her a bowl of steaming broth.
The bowl felt wonderfully warm in Se’Tsiv’s hands. The woman walked away, calling, “No, not dead. Not yours.”
Two crows watched Se’Tsiv from the hut’s eave. They squawked, and the witch shook her head. “No, not dead, not yours yet. Go on.”
The crows flapped up into the air, looking for breakfast elsewhere.
A long spear of ice ran down the center of the cliff face, a frozen waterfall stabbing at the stony creek bed. The woman smashed it with a rock, gathering the ice chunks onto a long scoop of bark. She was missing her right hand, balancing the bark between her shoulder and stump.
Finishing the vegetable broth, Se’Tsiv wiped her mouth and said, “So... You’re the witch?”
“Uh-huh.”
Her arm holding ice sagged, thin muscles quivering under the weight. Se’Tsiv took the bark from her, and the witch motioned toward her hut. “Now, what do you want? A love charm for some special boy, eh?”
Se’Tsiv rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t come all the way out here for that. An old Bronze Head at the garrison sells love charms, three for a sheep shank.”
They ducked through the doorway into the dank-smelling house. “Well, what then? Drop the ice in the pot there.” She pointed to an iron pot hanging over the fire on three legs.
“I want a new name.”
The witch didn’t look at Se’Tsiv. She squatted down to grind barley. “Not stuff to be playing with, girl,” she finally answered. “Go on home.”
“I’m not playing. My name is Servant-of-Tsiv.” And Se’Tsiv told the witch about her father the holy slaughterer, the grey god who claimed her, and the women locked away at his temple at the edge of the world. “I won’t bleat and beg some god to help somebody’s uncle’s gout. What do I care if they have the gout? Look. I can pay.”
She untied the string of coins from around her waist. The witch barely glanced at them. “I don’t want your little pretties.”
“They’re not jewelry. They’re money. Each one has the emperor's face on it, see? That shows they’re good anywhere in the empire.”
“They’re just pretties to me, girl.”
Se’Tsiv groaned. “Fine. What about my cloak, then? It’s way warmer than pleated grass. Stronger too.”
“It stinks of Bronze Heads.”
“It does not!”
The woman said nothing. A sparrow dropped onto the swept earth just outside the doorway, trilling its song. The witch nodded. “Yes, I’ve heard. Just past Robin’s Hill.” She tossed a few barley grains to the bird.
“So, what do you want then?” Se’Tsiv asked.
“I don’t know. What new name do you want me to give you?”
“Starling-Bright,” Se’Tsiv said, loving how the name danced on the tip of her tongue. She’d thought of it last night, waiting for her mother and grandparents to fall asleep.
The witch chuckled. “I’ve heard in Kabt, they keep pretty birds in cages. You might change your name and still follow the course set down for you.”
“Then not that then. Something else, I don’t know. But something that opens the world up to me instead of locks me away.”
The witch went on grinding the barley. “What’s my name, girl?”
“Uh... I’m not... I don’t know.” People didn’t toss a witch’s name around easily. Se’Tsiv had never heard her called anything but ‘the witch,’ and that was in whispers.
“We’ll make a bargain. If you can guess my name, I’ll give you a new one.”
“How many chances do I get?”
“As many as you want.”
“Really? And if I get it, you’ll really give me a new name?”
“Of course.”
“Um... Magic-Knower?”
“No.”
“Knows-the-Language-of-Birds?”
“No.”
“Friend-to-Birds”
“No. And while you’re thinking, go collect some more firewood. The pile is down to twigs.”
“Lives-In-The-Forest?”
“No.”
“Lives-With-The-Birds?”
“No.”
“Thin-Like-A-Bird?”
“You’re focused on birds, aren’t you?”
They sat by the fire, eating barley cakes. “This isn’t a fair game,” Se’Tsiv groaned. “You’re supposed to give me a clue to think out, not just make me guess anything.”
“For a girl who wants to change her course, you’re very sharp on how things should be.”
Se’Tsiv didn’t answer. Instead, she guessed, “Pretty-Green-Eyes? Watchful-in-the-Dark? Pretty-Green-Eyes-Watchful-in-the-Dark?”
The witch grew tired of saying ‘no’ again and again. She sat weaving water grass, holding the pleats still with her foot, while Se’Tsiv’s guesses bounced off her silence like raindrops off a boulder.
“Nimble-Fingered?”
“One-Handed?”
The witch scowled at her. “Who would name their child that?”
“I don’t know. It hasn’t been any of the other names I’ve guessed.”
“Well, let’s get some sleep. Perhaps your mind will be clearer in the morning.” The witch’s bed was a pile of grass with some worn furs on top. Stretching out beside the old woman, Se’Tsiv wound herself tight inside her cloak, trying to ignore the bugs skritch-skritch-ing inside the straw.
The moon searched for her son another night, and another and another. Se’Tsiv guessed more and more names, never getting even a flutter of recognition in the witch’s eyes. Sometimes birds came to share news of what they’d seen in the fields and village, but it was only things birds were interested in. Se’Tsiv wanted to know if her family knew where she’d gone. Were they angry? Were the Bronze Heads looking for her? But the birds chattered about the food in the garrison’s garbage pit.
The vegetable broth grew thinner each day. Still, the witch woke Se’Tsiv up every morning offering her a bowl. Finally, Se’Tsiv shook her head. “It’s not broth anymore. Just water,” she said, rubbing her eyes.
“It has the taste of the mountain. It’ll make you strong like the mountain while you work.”
Se’Tsiv drank it, the warmth chasing the stiffness from her bones. Then, hunger still clawing at her stomach, she went into the forest to earn her keep. She gathered firewood and dug acorns out of the frozen leaf litter, the branches above tittering with ice. At sundown they had small cakes of barley and acorn meal. They even ate the burnt-black edges, but the cakes never filled their stomachs totally.
Se’Tsiv stopped guessing every name that popped into her mind. The witch’s name couldn’t be anything, obviously. It would be true, describing her course through the world. If Se’Tsiv watched closely enough, her name would reveal itself in something she said or did.
Except the witch hardly did anything. She wove grass mats or just sat in the embers of the fire, staring into its red-on-red glow and singing songs for the forest spirits.
She kept time slapping her hand against hard-packed earth, singing about how powerful and beautiful the spirits were, telling them how hungry she was, how cold. After days and days, one finally answered her. It came rooting into the clearing wearing the fur and yellow tusks of a boar. Se’Tsiv cried out a warning when she saw it, and stupidly, her first thought was to get the goats inside. But the witch grabbed a flint blade and stepped through the hut’s low doorway, still singing. Toddling toward her, the boar laid down at her feet.
“Come hold its scruff,” she said.
Se’Tisv crept closer, fighting hard to swallow. Brave-Killer had cornered a boar while hunting two summers ago. It had turned, slashed his inner thigh, and Se’Tsiv had seen him when they buried him. She could have slid her fist in the hole the beast’s tusk had ripped open.
The witch cuffed Se’Tsiv with her stump. “Quick. You’re being ungracious. He won’t hurt you.”
Se’Tsiv knelt down and grasped the bristly fur at the nape of the boar’s neck. It didn’t resist. The witch continued singing soft praise as she opened the veins in its neck. The boar thrashed once, raising a sharp squeal that echoed off the cliff face. Then accepted its death, quieting down, breaths growing shallow as its blood pumped onto the ground. The witch caught some in her cupped palm and slurped it. Dripping off her chin, it was the first time Se’Tsiv saw her smile, and that made her laugh. She realized the tangy smell was making her mouth water.
It was the best meat Se’Tsiv had ever tasted. They snatched sizzling pieces straight out of the fire, gorging until they felt sick. Still, there was plenty left. They dug a hole in the floor of the hut and buried the rest of the carcass packed with snow.
“How long until it spoils?” Se’Tsiv asked.
“Few days.”
“If you salted it, you could have meat all winter.”
The witch shook her head. “Don’t have any salt.”
“They have salt at the garrison. Barrels of it. Change my name, and I’ll bring you as much–”
“The forest spirits provide what I need, girl.”
They feasted for three days. When the meat soured, they drank soup from the boar’s bones for three more days. Then they went back to barley cakes. Se’Tsiv grew used to constant hunger again, a little stone in her stomach that made everything–talking, laughing, going to relieve herself–a chore.
The witch sang night and day, but the spirits had never felt hunger themselves. No others ever came to help.
The storm rose up from a pale blue midday sky, catching Se’Tsiv in the forest. Cold-stinging drops slithered down the neck of her cloak as she hurried to the hut.
The storm screamed for hours. She and the witch were eating their barley cakes when the wind flung a sparrow through the low doorway. It hit the ground, fluttered drunkenly up to one of the cross-posts, screeching down at them.
“He says it’s Tsiv,” the witch translated. “Says he’s angry at you. He’s looking for you.”
The god beat his spear against his massive cloud-shield, three sharp booms that shook the forest and made Se’Tsiv’s bones rattle. She looked up at the witch.
“Don’t worry. Bronze Head gods can’t come into the forest.”
So they sat–Se’Tsiv, the witch, and the lost sparrow–while the storm god hurled down ice and slashed out with his fire javelins. The sky was so dark, Se’Tsiv couldn’t tell when evening fell, but they had just laid down when an ice-bowed branch broke and smashed through the roof of the hut. Wind scattered the embers, and they had to rush around stomping them out before something caught fire. As they did, the witch just laughed. “Hoo-hoo, you’ve made him mad, haven’t you?”
With the fire out and the wind blowing through the hole in the roof, the hut grew cold. As they laid back down to sleep, Se’Tsiv said, “Here, take my cloak.”
The witch snorted at her. “In trade for changing your name?”
“No. Just take it.”
“Keep it. A little fresh air never hurt me.”
In the morning light, Se’Tsiv examined the hole. One of the joists had cracked clean through. “I could use a pine branch for awhile, maybe,” she said, knowing soft pine wood wouldn’t last long. Somebody would have to chop down an oak and cut a new joist from is heartwood, but the witch didn’t even own an ax.
The witch pointed to a spot on the edge of the clearing. “Go and dig under the snow there.”
“How come?”
“You’ll find what you need. Go dig.”
Se’Tsiv went, feet breaking through the freshly frozen crust of snow with each step. The spot was a slight rise in the ground. Se’Tsiv dug, first with her hands, then with a stick, first through snow, then tall dead grass. Another hut had collapse long ago, the roof joists splayed out like leaf veins. Curious, Se’Tsiv dug a few paces further away, uncovering a fence of woven branches moldering under the weeds.
She strained and grunted and heaved up one of the heartwood joists, strong and free of rot after years on the ground. Dragging it into the witch’s hut, she said, “There was a village here?”
“Yes.” The witch had unlashed the broken joist and helped Se’Tsiv fit the new one into its notch on the center pole. It was longer than the others, sticking out past the wall some, but it held sturdy.
“What... What happened to... the people?” Se’Tsiv panted.
“They left for the fields around the garrison, the big village there. Go cut some thatch. You’ve already dallied enough.”
Se’Tsiv followed the stream down to where water grass rippled waist-high along the banks. She cut it in bunches with the witch’s flint knife. Soon both Se’Tsiv’s hands bled, but she kept working and kept thinking about the collapsed hut.
The cold copper coin of a sun sank down into the trees. Se’Tsiv trudged back under the mound of grass.
In the hut, the witch smeared ointment across Se’Tsiv’s cuts, massaging it into her palms. Se’Tsiv stared up at the new roof joist. “The fields are better for farming and goats then here, right? That’s why they moved the village. But it’s also open on all sides and would have been too dangerous living there before the Bronze Heads build the garrison, right?”
The witch nodded. “We were safe as long as we kept the mountain at our back. It guarded us, held us safe like a mother. Then the Bronze Heads built the garrison, built the road. They brought salt and pretty things to trade.”
“And everybody left you here alone?”
“I lived with my mother for a long time. She taught me magic and the names of the forest things.”
“But why don’t you move to the village now?”
“You think I want to be surrounded by bleating goats all the time? My birds give me as much company as I want. Now, it’s time for sleep.”
They laid down, Se’Tsiv wrapped in her cloak, the witch shivering beside her. Se’Tsiv’s body was exhausted, but her mind kept worrying at the abandoned village, a puppy biting its mother’s teat.
“What was it like when the Bronze Heads came?”
The witch groaned. “I hadn’t been born yet. Go to sleep.”
“You’re younger than my grandparents, then. When were you born?”
“The year after the Bronze Heads arrived. Go to sleep, or I’ll turn you into a cricket.”
Se’Tsiv sat up. “But I know your name. It’s Hates-Tsiv. That’s why you can’t live by the garrison with everybody else. Why you won’t even wrap up in my cloak.”
The witch lay still. Still facing the wall, she said, “When the Bronze Heads came into the village, one killed my mother’s husband right were you sit. He raped my mother beside his body.”
“Your father was a Bronze Head too?”
The witch chuckled. “Hardly some rich priest with pretty gifts. Just a soldier with blood still boiling from battle and a knife at her throat. I don’t know why she didn’t dash my brains the hour I was born. Instead, she raised me to carry her hatred after the rest of the village curled up with the killers of their people, even after she died herself.”
Sitting up, she looked Se’Tsiv in the eye. “So tell me, Servant-of-Tsiv, now that you’ve eaten my food and slept in my hut. My course lay in the opposite direction as your own. Is it any better?”
Se’Tsiv tried to speak. She could only shake her head.
“So what name would you chose for yourself if I took yours away? What name would promise you a better course than the one you’re on now?”
“I...” Se’Tsiv looked down and shook her head again, but was too proud to admit there wasn’t one.
She didn’t have to. Ha’Tsiv squeezed her arm with a twig-thin hand. “The stars and moon follow their courses through the sky, and we’re no better. Tomorrow, go back to the village. When the melts come, go to Kabt. It’s the road you were meant to follow.”
Ha’Tsiv lay back down, hugging herself to keep warm. “Tomorrow after you finish the roof, of course.”
The next morning, Se’Tsiv got up quietly and started tying the grass into sheaves. She’d never thatched a roof before, but she’d seen her grandfather do it, and it seemed pretty easy. Layering the bundles across the hole, Se’Tsiv watched the witch.
Ha’Tsiv sat in the embers, curled over like a dry leaf. She chewed a bone from the boar just to have something in her mouth, trying to trick her empty stomach. She couldn’t survive many more winters like this. Hates-Tsiv’s name only meant she’d die alone out here, surrounded by her birds and the old, mostly-forgotten spirits.
Had being Beautiful-like-Mica made Se’Tsiv’s mother’s life any better? And just because he was Beloved-by-Tsiv, hadn’t her father still ached for a human touch? Working on the roof, Se’Tsiv bit her lip and forced back tears of frustration. No name would make her any less of a servant than she already was–everyone was a servant to something.
When she finished, the witch gave her a larger-than-usual barley cake. “Eat before you go. You only have about an hour of sunlight left.”
Taking the cake from her, still warm from the fire, Se’Tsiv said, “I’ll go after you take my name from me.”
Ha’Tsiv shook her head. “Child, I thought you understood. We all have our courses to follow. Any name, any course–”
“Then take my name, but don’t give me any other.”
The witch jerked. It was the first time Se’Tsiv had seen her surprised. “You don’t know what you’re asking. If you didn’t have a name–”
“I won’t have a course laid out for me either.”
“but you won’t belong anywhere. Not in your family’s house, not in Kabt, nowhere. The gods and spirits won’t know you. You’ll blow around the world like dust.”
Se’Tsiv set her jaw, letting stubbornness stand for confidence. “We had a bargain. Will you honor it?”
“Not like this, no.” Ha’Tsiv set her jaw too.
“Then I’ll go back to the garrison and tell the Bronze Heads your name, Hates-Tsiv. I’ll tell them how you cast curses and sickness against them. And they’ll listen because I’m the servant of their stupid god.”
“I shared my food with you, my fire,” the witch hissed.
Se’Tsiv glared at her. She refused to reveal any guilt or give up what little leverage she had. “We had a bargain. Will you honor it?”
Ha’Tsiv finally nodded. “I will. It’d be kinder to cut your throat, but I will.”
She used the same knife she’d killed the boar with. Se’Tsiv bit down on her scream as it sliced deep into the soft skin at the crook of her arm. Pressing her lips to the wound, Ha’Tsiv sucked the blood and spit it onto the floor. The earth wouldn’t absorb it like it should have. The blood drops danced and spit like lard in a hot pan.
The inside of Se’Tsiv’s skull grew hairy and wiggling like a caterpillar. She thought to herself, Servant-of-Tsiv.
The witch spit out another mouthful of blood.
Servant-of... something... somebody...
Moths of light fluttered around her vision. The witch hacked, coughing up a red mist.
Se... Se... It had been there just a moment ago, but now the girl could feel the emptiness, a weight she’d grown used to suddenly lifted. “It’s done, isn’t it?”
Ha’Tsiv rubbed salve into the cut, then pressed a wadded ball of spider silk to it. “It’s done,” she said. “Now go.”
She stood up on wobbly legs, and looked at the witch. “I wouldn’t have told. Not really.”
“Go. Please.” The witch was afraid of her now.
The girl ducked through the low doorway. Taking a handful of snow, she washed the blood off her arm, pulled her cloak around her, and looked around. The village lay west, so she would go east. It was as good a direction to go as any.
Before leaving the witch’s clearing, the girl broke a piece of ice out of the stream and put it in her mouth. It melted on her tongue, and she drank the strength of the mountain.
Here’s a taste of Kristopher Reisz's Unleashed, available now.
Chapter 1
“I’m about to slap you if you don’t shut up.”
“Quit yapping, Keith,” Scotty said. “You can’t even lift your arm with that hunk of fake platinum strapped to it.”
“I bought a nicer watch at Burger King once,” Bwana added, covering his mouth with his fist as he laughed. “At least it had SpongeBob SquarePants on it.”
Napkins and empty plates littered the table. Getting in one more night of jaybird chatter before the end of winter break, Daniel sat with his friends and his cousin Keith, a small riot wedged into the diner’s corner booth. While his friends jostled one another, Angie curled her fingers through Daniel’s hair. “Tell them,” she whispered.
Nudging Angie’s hand away, Daniel asked, “Seriously, Keith, why’d you buy that thing? You hope if you’ve got a watch with four dials, people might think you can tell time?”
“I can tell– Shut up!”
At the Galleria, Keith had spent his Christmas money on an aviator’s watch with sixty-second, sixty-minute, and twenty-four hour dials set into the face. Now, flustered, he stumbled over every joke they threw at him.
“We’re just messing with you. Relax. Let me see it.” Reaching across the table, Daniel grabbed Keith’s wrist.
Angie mouthed, “Tell. Them.”
“Man, the numbers go up to five hundred. What kind of Korean junk did you buy?”
Keith snatched his hand back. “That’s the tachymeter, idiot.”
“It’s tacky, all right.”
Before another swell of laughter could drown her out, Angie blurted, “Daniel got accepted to Cornell! He got in.”
The booth went silent. Everybody turned toward Daniel.
“He got in,” Angie said again.
Bwana stood up on the seat. He climbed over Geneva and Spence, then dropped back down to give Daniel a bear hug. Squeezing Angie out of the booth, both Bwana and Daniel spilled to the grimy tiles.
“When did you find out?” Bwana punched him. “Why didn’t you tell anybody?”
“I found out a couple days ago. I was going to tell– Will you get off me?”
Bwana got to his feet just in time to smile at the waitress and keep her from kicking them all out. After folding themselves back into the booth, Daniel said, “I was going to tell you. It just hasn’t, I don’t know, sunk in yet.”
“How do you already know even?” Geneva asked.
“I sent my application in October and got an early decision slot.”
“Aren’t you excited?”
Daniel shrugged. “Yeah.”
The table shook again as Scotty grabbed Daniel’s head. “You got into Cornell! The Ivy Leagues! Be excited,” he told him. “Be running around buck naked, smoking a blunt, and telling rat ass Birmingham it can kiss your ass on the way out.”
Grinning, Daniel pried free of Scotty’s hands. “I’m excited. I promise. I’m excited.”
Claws scraped against asphalt. Vapor trailed from muzzles. All around the wolves, the city was an opal, cold-burning with a million flecks of light.
A white water of sound–tires and grumbling engines–rushed along the overpass above them. Val carried a can of spray paint in her jaws, but she couldn’t paint in wolf shape. Shifting into her human skin, she began slashing at the first pillar with black strokes of paint. Eric, still a wolf, brushed against Val’s legs as she worked.
Misty loped down Clairmont toward a diner’s parking lot. Hidden among mounds of dirty slush, she watched cars float past and kept a lookout for cruisers. Chunks of ice froze to the course outer coat of Misty’s pelt, but they didn’t bother her.
Val finished the first pillar and dashed to the second. Above, Misty’s twin brother Marc patrolled the expressway, padding ghostlike through the orange glow of the street lamps.
A homeless man trudged along the overpass’s narrow footpath. Seeing Marc, he stopped and held out a palm for him to sniff, cautious but not afraid, mistaking Marc for an ordinary dog. The man didn’t see that Marc’s rangy shape concealed more speed and strength than any pet. He didn’t realize a wolf could tear the flesh and tendons of his arm, shatter the bones, as easily as he could bite through an apple.
The man tried to scratch Marc’s head. Ducking, Marc pressed himself against the guardrail and let him pass.
Misty’s ears flicked toward giggling whispers. A couple stepped out of the diner. Strains of laughter and food smells, onions, sizzling oil, and meat wafted out the door with them. They hurried across the parking lot, the woman pressing against her lover for warmth. Before sliding into the passenger seat, she kissed him. Her voice dropped to a gentle hush.
Misty listened from between the cars. She remembered the way Andre used to whisper to her, even though he was a jerk. Suddenly, the wind that had plucked harmlessly at Misty’s pelt stung her face cold enough to sear. She grunted, realizing she was a human again, the slush soaking through the knees of her jeans.
They shifted into wolves from the inside out. Before their bodies changed, Misty’s pack had to let their minds sink to a primal, instinctive depth. Thinking about Andre and how good the woman looked in her red overcoat–thinking too human–yanked Misty back into her shivering human shape.
Closing her eyes, Misty imagined her wolf-self. She dropped her hands against the ground, but her fingers stayed thin and tipped with pearl white polish. Frustrated, she slapped the ground over and over until a speck of glass scraped the pad of her thumb. The ragged pain made Misty cuss. She sucked the cut, rocking back onto her haunches. From the overpass, Marc sent up an alarm of frantic barks.
Misty turned and saw the cruiser coming down Clairmont. Luckily, Marc had spotted it before the police spotted Val and Eric.
Eric answered Marc with more barking. Fangs bared, he twisted around, snapping at the air. Val dropped to all fours and turned back into a wolf. The pair ran east. Bounding down the embankment, Marc ran west. All of them were on the opposite side of the street from Misty.
She tried shifting one more time, but it was no use. Giving up, she watched her pack scatter in different directions. Marc vanished behind a twenty-four-hour pharmacy. Eric decided to cross Clairmont and double back. Horns blared and the flow of traffic closed immediately behind him, leaving Val stranded on the far side. They were werewolves. They just weren’t competent werewolves.
The cruiser pulled into the diner parking lot just as the couple in love pulled out. Misty slipped behind the building. A single bulb burned above the rear door. Misty inspected her hurt thumb and stomped her tanker boots against the cold.
Listening to the Friday-night clamor, Misty waited. After a minute, she heard Marc’s howl. He was a couple blocks west. Zipping her jacket up above her mouth and stuffing her hands in her pockets, she trudged off to find her brother.
Daniel’s friends wanted to know everything about Cornell. He gave them one- and two-word answers until the conversation finally drifted to their applications at different colleges. It was past midnight when they left, sidling past two policemen coming in.
Daniel drove Angie home. On the way, she asked, “Why didn’t you want to tell them about Cornell?”
“I was going to tell them. I just... I don’t know.”
“Is it that SAT thing?”
“No.”
Angie sighed. “Daniel, You got into Cornell. So what if you had to hustle a little? I promise, everybody up there had to hustle somehow to get there. Including the teachers, probably.”
“Yeah. Maybe.”
“Everybody’s happy for you. Me, the guys, your parents. Just be happy too, okay?”
“Okay.”
“Promise?”
“I promise.” He pulled to the curb in front of her house. The porch light burned, but the windows were dark. Their goodnight kiss turned into open mouths and teasing tongues. “Let’s go up to your room,” Daniel whispered.
Angie snorted. “My parents are asleep, not dead.”
“We’ll be real quiet.” He kissed her again. “Two little mousies.”
They stole through the kitchen and down the hall one careful, creaking step at a time. Angie’s shoulders trembled with held-in laughter as they passed her parent’s closed door.
In her bedroom, she put on music to cover the squeak of mattress springs. While a woman crooned in a studio-polished voice, Daniel pulled Angie’s sweater and T-shirt up over her head. They had hushed, fumbling, giggling sex. Hands covered mouths and mouths tasted warm skin. Sweat filmed Daniel’s back in the cool January night. By the time the CD came to the last track, he was reaching for his jeans.
“Stay awhile,” Angie mumbled.
“I need to get home.”
“No. Just a few minutes.” Laying in bed, she reached for him.
Daniel kissed her fingertips, then her lips. “Sorry. I love you.”
Mad he wouldn’t stay, se answered, “Love you too, jerk.”
Daniel pulled on his shirt and didn’t say anything else. Stripey, Angie’s stuffed tiger, lay in the windowsill above her bed. She’d had him for years, the nap of his fur worn smooth. Picking him up, Daniel tucked him into bed beside Angie.
Angie watched him turn to leave. “Congratulations on Cornell.” The soft words dripped venom.
“Thanks. Goodnight.” Daniel gently shut her door and crept back downstairs. On his way through the kitchen, he noticed the box of raspberry strudel sitting on the counter. Cutting himself a piece, he slipped into the moaning cold and jogged to his car.
Daniel had been accepted by Cornell. The Ivy League. Everybody was happy for him, even if they weren’t surprised. Since he’d been seven, people had seen something special in Daniel. He was always the bright one, the determined one, the shooting star who could rise above Birmingham and go on to great things.
When Daniel was in eighth grade, though, his dad lost his job with Pfizer. Then Mack was born. With three kids and nearly broke, his parents realized it wasn’t enough to let Daniel’s destiny unfold on its own.
Once his dad was working again, they nickel-and-dimed together the fee for a professional college consultant. Through high school, Daniel took advanced placement courses, volunteered as a peer tutor and at church, played shooting guard on the basketball team, and was a student representative before he could drive himself to the functions. He busted his ass, and when it came time to pick a college, he could have walked into practically any school he wanted.
But the brochure from Cornell had a satiny finish. It didn’t feel like paper, almost like fabric. Inside were photographs of neoclassical buildings in far-off Ithaca, New York, their bluestone faces twisted up to spires and pierced by arches. The towers of Cornell seemed both somber and completely weightless.
Daniel’s dad had never finished college. As a drug rep, he worked his natural charm to keep the family’s bellies full. The army had sent Daniel’s mom through nursing school. They paid the bills on time and had a little money left over for a few comforts, but Cornell lay beyond their dreams. Only shooting stars could ever reach it.
Daniel’s standardized test scores might have weighed him down, though. After two rounds, they were okay but would hardly make anybody’s eyes bulge. Reading up on the tests, his parents learned that, if Daniel had attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, he could take them untimed, practically guaranteeing better scores. After working in Birmingham’s sprawling medical industry for years, they knew plenty of “candy men,” shady doctors who’d write prescriptions for Vicodin or OxyContin for anybody paying in cash. Getting a psychiatrist to say Daniel had ADHD was a phone call away.
“Well? You have trouble concentrating sometimes, don’t you?” his mom had asked one night after Daniel’s brothers were in bed. He and his parents sat in the living room, all three of them pretending to watch a Law & Order rerun.
“You’re a nurse, and you just figured out I have ADHD?”
She sighed. “I haven’t figured out anything. We just want to find out if you do.”
“C’mon.”
“It’s not cheating. You still have to answer the same questions, right? And even if it was, people go to doctors for a lot worse reasons than this.”
“I don’t care give a crap what other people do.”
“We can’t make you do this.” His dad glared at the TV. “But you’re not a kid anymore. And honesty counts for a lot less in the adult world than you seem to think.”
Daniel was about to snap back, but his dad stood up and walked out of the room. Daniel realized this was making his parents sick. They knew it was wrong, but they wanted him to escape the crumbling city he’d grown up in. They had worked even harder toward that dream than he had. He couldn’t let them down.
A week later, Daniel went to see a therapist. While his mom sat in the waiting room, the doctor asked him questions. Was it ever hard staying on task? Did he get frustrated easily? He gave the answers he was expected to. Thirty minutes later, he walked out with a sheet of paper declaring him a sufferer of ADHD.
When they got home, Daniel’s car was missing. His dad pulled it into the driveway that evening, and Daniel had a new sound system, MP3 compatible, 180-watt amplifier, and duel-coil, custom-fit subwoofers in the trunk. His parents wanted him to have something nice when he went off to college.
He retook the SATs, untimed this round, and did just as well as everybody knew he would. He mailed his application off to Cornell and got their answer a few days after Christmas. When he showed the acceptance letter to his parents, they went ecstatic. His mom found somebody to cover for her at work so they could go out and celebrate.
His dad had probably been right. Angie too. Nobody got anywhere without a little hustle. Still, the rush of pride Daniel had spent years working for never came. While everyone around him beamed, Daniel just felt exhausted and kind of pissed off.
Now, after a night filled with friends and laughter, the early morning quiet made the tangled thoughts worse. Finishing the raspberry strudel, Daniel worked the green-glowing controls of his new stereo until every rhyme Freetown spit made the steering wheel shudder under his hands.
Passing the diner again, Daniel crossed beneath the overpass on his way home. Below it, three of the support pillars bore the same graffiti tag, a stylized wolf’s head, tongue lolling, fangs displayed. Daniel gave the leering wolves a quick glance. Drawn in profile, they watched cars curving off the expressway onto Clairmont.
Chapter 2
It was the last semester of their last year. An anxious energy electrified the whole senior class. They milled around the threshold of their lives, waiting to scatter off to wherever they would go, to become whatever they would become.
Misty walked into the school lobby, Marc trailing behind her. She spotted Val standing alone beneath the frost-stippled windows. Looking up, Val gave her a sleepy smile.
“Hey.” Misty leaned against the wall beside her. “Where’s Eric?”
“Bed. Some dumb fuck college sent Andrew a brochure.”
Two years ago, marine officers had shown up at Eric’s house to tell his family Eric’s older brother had died. Since then, every few weeks, a college brochure or flyer from a Ford dealership where Andrew had gone to check out new trucks would appear in the mail, whispering about the man he might have been.
Misty sighed and wrapped an arm around Val. Exhausted from comforting her boyfriend all night, Val needed comfort herself now. Letting her head drop to Misty’s shoulder, Val yawned and said, “There should be a fine for keeping somebody on your mailing list after they die. Jackasses don’t know what they do to people. They don’t care.”
“Still, it’s cool she lets Eric skip whenever he wants,” Marc said.
Both girls looked at him, then at each other. “If you listen real close, you can actually hear the hamster wheel in his head spinning,” Misty said.
Marc punched her. Misty punched him back.
“Well? We’re fucking werewolves,” Marc growled. “And we still have to come to school every day? It’s retarded.”
“Marc, you’re just mad because you’re a werewolf and you still don’t have any chest hair, so just shut up,” Val said.
“Oh, hell.” Marc jerked up his T-shirt, displaying a downy streak of hair running down his stomach.
“Aw, it’s like dandelion fluff,” Val cooed. “If I blow it off, do I get a wish?”
“That’s the treasure map, baby. Leads all the way down to the pirate’s chest.” He started belly dancing. “It’s okay, Valentine. Your man’s not here. Give in to your desire.”
Val tried to shout, “You’re so stupid!” but was laughing too hard.
“Don’t make me show my nipples, Valentine. You know my nipples shoot love beams straight into your heart.”
Squealing, covering her face, Val retreated into the corner. Marc chased her with hip-swaying steps. “All right, I didn’t want to do this, but, pow! There’s one. Pow! There’s the–”
“Hey! Put your shirt on. Now!”
Mr. Fine, the vice-principal, pushed through the crowd toward them. Marc let his shirt drop back into place.
“What’s the matter with you? Do you see anybody else ripping their clothes off?”
Marc fixed a bored expression on his face, staring off to the side through half-closed eyes.
“Well?”
“No.”
“Then cut it out, or you’re going to ISS. Clear?”
Marc shrugged.
Mr. Fine gave Misty and Val a warning glare, then stalked off. Once he’d walked away, the three pulled tighter together.
“Let’s maul him,” Misty said. “Rip his throat out.”
Grinning, Marc and Val watched Mr. Fine over their shoulders. Then Val turned back to Misty. “Oh. Remember Monday I was complaining about Geneva Jones being in my health class? Wondering why bother since she’s already got every crotch critter in the textbook?”
“Yeah?”
“Well, I should have kept my mouth shut, because the very next day Angie Walton transferred into that class too.”
Misty snorted. “There’s probably a couple crotch critters named after her.”
“I know. God, I hate both of them.”
Daniel stood with his friends and lieutenants near the trophy cases, waiting for first bell. The lobby’s commotion swirling around them, Angie squeezed herself Daniel, her head nestled on his shoulder.
“Mr. Morning!”
Daniel stiffened at the sound of his name. Mr. Fine appeared, his right hand extended. “I heard you got some good news over the holidays.”
Daniel shook the vice-principal’s hand. “Yeah. I guess I did,” he said, glancing sideways at Keith.
“Congratulations, Daniel. I know how hard you’ve worked for this. I know you’re going to make us all proud.”
“Thanks. I’ll try.” Inside, Daniel squirmed, but he kept the grinning mask on as Mr. Fine slapped his back and rambled.
“Daniel Morning at Cornell. That’s just wonderful. We all knew you could do it.”
“Ew. That’s gross,” Geneva said.
They all looked up to see what she was talking about. Across the lobby, Marc Sandlin had his shirt hoisted to his chin, dancing around like a short bus kid off his Ritalin.
“Good job, Daniel,” Mr. Fine said, already weaving through the crowd. “Come by my office later today. Can’t wait to hear all about it.”
“I sure will.”
“Hey! Put your shirt on. Now!”
Daniel slumped back against the wall, watching Mr. Fine read Marc the riot act. Bwana mumbled, “I really didn’t need to see that.”
“Val sits in front of us in health,” Angie said, motioning to herself and Geneva. “I wouldn’t have changed teachers if I knew I’d have to stare at her back-fat all day.”
While everybody snickered, Daniel slapped his cousin in the back of the head. “What are you telling Mr. Fine my business for?”
“What?” Keith asked. “He asked if you’d heard anything yet. Didn’t know it was a big secret.”
“You’re such a suck up.” He noticed Keith wasn’t wearing his new watch.
First bell rang a minute later. Angie and Daniel shared a quick kiss, then hurried to their homerooms. In trig, Daniel used the parallax method to calculate the distance from Earth to different stars. He scribbled down notes and thumbnail diagrams, copying step-by-step the examples Mrs. Schiff put on the whiteboard.
With winter break over, at least Daniel could keep his mind busy. Getting lost in double-angle identities and the Battle of Verdun, he didn’t have time to obsess over the bluestone towers of Cornell or the slimy therapist who’d gotten him there.
He wouldn’t have been so moody lately if he was still playing ball. Heading to government class with Bwana, Daniel mulled over trying out for the Big Red once he got to Cornell. Bwana laughed out loud. “Cornell sucks.”
“It’s the Ivies,” Daniel said. “They’re supposed to suck.”
“They suck for the Ivies. Their last league championship was when? Like in eighty-five?”
“Eighty-eight. A mere twenty years ago. And they’re just waiting for a good shooting guard. They’re just waiting for me.”
“You need to try out for rowing or something like that. Do they have squash up there?”
“Yeah, but–”
“They do? I was totally making that up. They really have a squash team? What about cricket? No, you’ve got to join the polo team.”
As they walked into government class, Daniel changed the subject. “Which one? Jessica or Emi?” he asked, nodding at the Orr twins gossiping.
Bwana puffed his cheeks with air and let it out slowly, considering the question. “Jessica’s ass. Emi’s tits.”
“How are you going to–” Somebody bumped into Daniel from behind. He stepped aside to let Misty Sandlin pass. They muttered, “Sorry,” at the same time.
“How are you going to do that?” Daniel finished his thought. “Saw them in half and stitch the best parts together?”
“It’s a hypothetical. So hypothetically, I can mix-and-match. Now, which one would I do, that’s not hypothetical, because I could get both of them down to their skivvies before you slapped on your cologne. That’s just reality.”
They kept up the bored banter until Mrs. MacKaye appeared. After the class took their seats, she started passing out a list of different forms of government. Everybody had to choose one from the list and write a three-page paper detailing its pros and cons. The class gave up a collective groan.
“Don’t make it three pages, please?” Jessica begged. “That’s too long.”
Mrs. MacKaye sighed. “What do you want? To make a shoebox diorama? Make a little Stalin out of pipe cleaners and glitter?”
“Yes!” Jessica said, folding her arms across her chest.
“Come on, guys. When you get to college, three pages is the bare minimum you’ll be expected to write for every exam. If you think anybody’s going to hold your hand, you’ve got–”
Tires squealed outside, and an animal screamed. Twenty-three heads whipped around. At the bottom of the campus hill, a car drove down Nineteenth Avenue, leaving behind the dog it had hit.
The brown mutt tried to get out of the street. The class watched it struggle up, crumple, then struggle up again. Daniel could see one of its hind legs was crushed.
“Oh, Jesus,” Mrs. MacKaye said. “Oh, why do idiots let their pets just run around like that?”
“Should we call the police or something?” Emi asked. “I’ve got my phone.”
Mrs. MacKaye hesitated, then pulled her eyes away from the window. “The front office can handle it. We’ve got a lot to cover, okay? Come on, guys. The office can handle it.”
The dog kept whimpering, but with the windows closed, the sound was thin. They could ignore it.
“Let’s go over the instructions, okay? Zach, I’m not explaining this twice. Now, all these forms of government have been tried at one point or another. So when you write your pros and cons, I want actual– Pay attention, Misty.”
Misty Sandlin sat in the row of desks nearest the windows. Ignoring Mrs. MacKaye, she toyed with her lip ring and watched the dog.
“Misty!”
Rolling her eyes, Misty stood up. She walked past the teacher without a glance. Mrs. MacKaye yelled at her to sit down. Misty opened the door and vanished. The whole class sat stunned, listening to her boots thud down the empty hall as she broke into a run.
Suddenly, the spell of Mrs. MacKaye’s authority shattered. Chairs scraped the floor as every student crowded around the windows. Misty reappeared, crossing the frost-silvered campus.
The dog had made it to the strip of dead grass between the curb and the sidewalk. Blood stained the snow. When it saw Misty approaching, it dragged itself toward her with its front legs. Misty pulled off her sweater. Kneeling on the ground in her T-shirt, she bundled the dog up and scooped it into her arms. Through the window, Daniel watched Misty rush the dog to her car while he, McCammon High’s shooting star, stood with the gutless, gawking rest.
It took a minute for Mrs. MacKaye to get the class back under control. She sent a discipline slip for Misty over to the front office. They talked about the assignment some more and then the three branches of the federal government.
After third period, the story began spreading to people who hadn’t seen it. When Daniel and Bwana told their friends they’d been in the same classroom as Misty, they wanted all the details, what she’d said and how she’d acted.
“She didn’t act any way,” Daniel told them. “She just walked out.”
But listening to the hurt dog whimper, Daniel had felt sorry for it. He’d wanted to do something and had seethed at Mrs. MacKaye because she wouldn’t. But Daniel had never considered going to help himself. All Misty did was walk out, but watching her, it had seemed as astonishing as if she’d swooped out the window and flown to the dog’s rescue.
Daniel mulled it over through lunch and the last half of the school day. By the time the three o’clock bell rang, Daniel could finally put into words what had been gnawing at him all week.
He hadn’t wanted to cheat. Daniel had blamed his parents for pushing him into it, but he could have refused. He could have answered the therapist’s questions honestly. Walking into the testing room, he could have just not handed the proctor the form saying he had ADHD. Instead, hating every minute of it, he’d done exactly what they wanted him to do.
He’d gotten into Cornell, his dream school. But in the end, it hadn’t been because he was bright or determined. Daniel was going to Cornell because he was obedient. Because he had never, not once he could remember, stood up for himself the way Misty had stood up for a mongrel.
There was a student rep meeting after class. Daniel was headed there when he remembered Mr. Fine had asked him to stop by. He really didn’t feel like chatting with the vice-principal today, but he turned around, anyway.
Keith worked in the main office as a student aide. When Daniel pushed through the glass doors, his cousin had an elbow propped on the chest-high counter, scratching his head over some geometry problems. He glanced up when Daniel walked in. “Hey. What’s up?” Looking back down, he started erasing an answer.
“Mr. Fine wanted to see me.”
“Oh, yeah. It’ll be a minute, though.” Keith leaned over the counter grinning. “Misty Sandlin’s in there now.”
Daniel glanced at the vice-principal’s closed office door. “Really?”
“Batshit crazy,” Keith whispered so the secretary wouldn’t overhear.
Suddenly, the door jerked open and Misty stepped out. Scowling at the floor, she walked around the counter, almost bumping into Daniel a second time that day.
Misty and her brother were both nasty little things with personalities like battery acid. The last person to cross Misty had been her boyfriend, Andre Swoopes, last October. She’d locked him out of his house naked, then burned his clothes. But even though Misty was a vicious thug princess, but she’d done something Daniel hadn’t had the courage to do. Maybe never could, if he wanted to be a shooting star.
“So, uh, is that dog okay?”
“What?” She shot him a look as beguiling as a brick thrown at his head. Misty was half-black, her skin a sallow, almost sickly, yellow. Thick eyeliner enhanced the impression of a permanent flu. Daniel guessed her lip ring was fairly new; the hole seemed infected.
“That dog,” Daniel said again. “Is it okay?”
She gave a tiny shrug. “Drove him to a vet. They said he’d probably live, but they’ll have to amputate one of his legs.”
“That’s good. That–that he’ll live. Too bad about his leg, though.”
“Yeah. He had a collar on, so they called his owners. Told them where he was.”
“Good. That’s good.”
“Yeah.”
They stared at each other. When Daniel couldn’t think of anything else to say, Misty shrugged again. “Well, see you.” She walked out of the office.
“I’ll tell Mr. Fine you’re here,” Keith said, heading toward the vice-principal’s office.
“Hold up a second.” Daniel followed Misty into the lobby. Her brother and her friend Val lingered outside the main office. Daniel had passed them a minute earlier without noticing them.
“ISS?”
Msty nodded. “Five days.”
“Mom’s gonna whip your ass,” Marc laughed. “Gonna take off her belt.”
“Don’t tell her. I’ll tell her when I get back from work tonight.” Misty sighed. “Jesus. All this, and I’ve still got to be at the deli at five.”
“You were right, we should have–” Val saw Daniel walking up behind Misty. Her eyes narrowed.
“It was just really cool,” Daniel said. “I mean, everybody saw what happened and felt sorry for that dog, but nobody did anything. Except you. Too afraid to stick their necks out or whatever.” Watching him, Misty’s hard expression softened into something closer to bafflement. Daniel heard himself rambling but couldn’t shut up. “I mean, it was just really... dashing.”
That made the corner of her mouth twist upward into a smirk. “Thanks.”
“Wow.” Val tilted her head to one side. “You’re very sensitive for a dumb jock.”
Daniel nodded. “I can be. It gives me migraines, but I can be.”
Misty had a gentle laugh. “Well, see you around.”
“Yeah.”
Misty, Val, and Marc headed outside. Marc held the door open for the girls like a butler, giving an elaborate bow as they stepped through. Val whispered a few words to Misty, then Misty glanced over her shoulder. She met Daniel’s gaze and held it for a just moment before the door swung closed.
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