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The witch girl paused at the crossroads.
As far as she could see, dirt paths spread before her, curved gently in four directions, each filled with wild possibility. Elise had come from the south, had been traveling for the better part of the day, and she stopped now, exultant. She hopped down from the bandyloo with her offering of woven grasses in her hand, ready to be given to the Keep.
It was a newly born spring, and the leaves were just beginning to unfurl, tiny pennants of bright emerald licking the air and whispering green words to Elise; she swore, in that moment, that she could understand them. There was an extra measure of magic to the day, for tonight was the Moon Market, and—like all Maja—she knew how far away it lay, knew how long it would take her to arrive, felt it pulling at her like a star.
But that was this evening, and this was now, and Elise had come a short way and a long way safely, and that warranted deep gratitude and an offering. At certain crossroads along the paths and highways the Maja traveled in their bandyloos, they erected Keeps: small roadside shrines that held the hopes and dreams and prayers of an entire race. The Maja were wanderers who knew great magic, but they were more than their abilities or wanderlusts. They worshipped a Goddess and did not know Her name, and their love for Her was as vast and boundless as the skies. The Keeps were tributes to their love for Her.
Elise bent down at the Keep now, brushed her fingers along the groove countless Maja had worn into the smooth, rain-washed stone. She offered a prayer of gratitude as she placed the braided sweet grass on the altar, and her hand pressed the offering hard against the rock.
Elise made a wish.
She did not know exactly what she wished for. She never knew. But for all of the fullness of her life, there was one place that remained empty: a hollow in her ribcage, beneath the bones. At night, she would place her hand over her heart and push against the skin, willing away the dull pain, but it was stubborn and never left her. What a strange pain for a Maja to bear. No one else had it, could make any sense of it, so, at every Keep, Elise gave a small offering—a broken eggshell, thin as dreams; a bit of crystal a village child had given her; a coin with a hole in its center—and she wished for something she could not identify, a filling for the hollow below her heart.
Her pony, the old dame Matilda, had been off all morning, even more irascible than she usually was. She bore left whenever Elise wanted right, causing the old bandyloo to shudder magnificently as Elise wrestled with the reins. Matilda was small, splotched with gray furs, and, in a word, bad—which could not be helped—but this morning, things were different, out-of-place, and now Matilda let out a snort and pawed at the ground, jigging a bit in place.
Elise looked down the east road, the direction the pony's ears pointed toward, and saw nothing alarming, but she knew better: there were more senses than sight. She felt a tightening in her belly and rose quickly, backed away from the Keep, the tiny hairs on the back of her neck prickling, the midday warmth growing chill against her skin.
It was a bit past noon, and the pines bordering the east road had begun to cast long, jagged shadows across the ground. For a heartbeat, it seemed like the shadows wavered, solidified, darkened, and then they took on a different shape, grew together, rose up into the air, a pulsating mound of darkness. This new shadow pooled up and quivered, and even as Elise turned and ran, she knew that the darkness was looking at her. Loathing filled her, more loathing than fear, but fear was there, too, great bites of it. She closed the distance between herself and the bandyloo, heart pounding in her ears like a thunderstorm.
The shadow sunk down and began to move forward on the path, flowing over the ground. It was cast by nothing; there was nothing in the sky, nothing above. And it was coming for Elise, flowing as fast and smoothly as the shadow of a bird of prey.
Elise ascended the bandyloo and chirped at Matilda, who shuddered in her traces. For once in her stubborn life, the pony did not require a second urging. She took off at a decent trot as Elise gathered the reins in her hands and peered around the corner of the bandyloo, holding her breath. The Keep was receding, and that was where the shadow stopped its steady crawl, where it turned. Elise watched as it draped itself upon the Keep; darkness devoured the standing stones whole.
Elise faced forward and rubbed the back of her trembling hand over her eyes. Fear dripped down her spine, leaving weakness in its wake, and though she wished very much that she could weep, she swallowed and gritted her teeth and thought angry, tangled thoughts. The jangle of harness and smart clip-clop of Matilda's feet could usually brighten her mood, but not today. Not now.
Elise had seen one of the Fevered. Everything was changed.
The last village on the southern road before the Moon Market was called Long Town. Elise arrived several hours before sunset and hitched Matilda to her usual spot alongside the walkway. It was a booming settlement, situated somewhat nearby the magical Folsom University—a single day's drive, in fact, to the east. It had two shops and a Kindred House at its center, which was booming itself these days. The latter is where Elise aimed herself, entering the bright red door with her heart in her throat, as it had been since her first sight of the shadow.
Tom looked up when she came in, his usual lopsided grin falling away as he took in the expression on her face, and he moved out from behind the counter in a moment and embraced her.
"At one of the Keeps…" she whispered to him, hardly believing her own words, "I saw—I think I saw a Fevered."
He backed away, his face carefully blank. "Are you sure?" he asked, voice hushed. She nodded, and he looked to the floor, running his hand through his shock of blond curls.
"It's just…there haven't been…"
"You don't believe me." It wasn't a question. She stared at him, seeing, not for the first time, how young he looked in the Kindred tunic, her little brother, almost (but not nearly) grown. "Tom, how can you not believe me?"
"I don't want to believe you." His voice broke, but he straightened himself, shaking his head. "It's been almost a year, Elise. They said they were gone. They said we were safe…"
She spread her hands, held her silence, and—after a long moment—Tom put out his hand to her, a hint of his rakish smile curving his mouth. "Don't worry, okay? We'll bring it up at the Moon Market. Together. We'll bring it up together."
She embraced him again, felt his heartbeat through her fingertips. It thundered through her, unsteadying her. He was afraid.
"Oh, anyway, that might not have been what I saw. It happened so quickly… The Circle will know best," she said quickly, unconvincingly, smoothing out the creases in her sleeves. Perhaps she had imagined it. After all, didn't she think about…what had happened every day? It was still such a part of her, always lingering in the deepest darkness of her mind.
The moment lengthened, silence thickening until Elise felt choked by it. She cleared her throat, sighed. "I could be wrong."
Tom laughed, but it contained none of his usual mirth.
"I feel," he said, folding his arms, "that we two, out of all the Maja, would know a Fevered when we saw one."
He sounded so mature, but he wasn't even seventeen yet; he was still a child. Had it only been a year?
She looked away, ran her hand along the countertop, and then stared up at the shelved chaos of many-colored glass bottles, bits of paper stuck haphazardly to their sides and scrawled with names, marking the bits of Star Bramble or Dream Tree Thorn needed for the charms in which a Kindred House specialized. There was a riot of tangles within the glass, stuffs that moved beneath Elise’s eyes, leaves she couldn't even see, sparkling bits that cured fever, dull bark that could bring on labor, a flower that created dreams. Tom leaned against the counter, gazing up at the shelves with her.
"Your Burn Root is almost gone," she said thoughtfully. "I gathered a bit on my last pass through. I could sell you some."
He looked at her, really looked at her, and she had to turn away from his piercing gaze and sad, too-blue eyes. "Why are you still alone, Elise?" he asked again, as he asked her every time she traveled through Long Town, every time she stopped to check on her fragile little brother. "You are the only Maja who travels alone, and if you were caught out in the wilds, if the Fevered caught you…"
She rubbed at her arms with long, curving fingers and did not meet his stare.
"I have no want for company," she said, as she always did, forcing out the same laugh—though, this time, it sounded tired. "And, besides, there is no creature on this world, or under it, who could possibly put up with me."
"You don't need a creature; you need a person. You need to fall in love." And he was following her as she moved around the counter, toward the ladder that would lead her up to the fifteenth shelf, the one with the almost-empty jar of Burn Root. She scaled it one rung at a time and snorted.
"A traveling companion and a lover are vastly different concepts, Tom. And, anyway, you are far too young to be worrying over things like this." She scooped up the jar with a practiced hand and dropped it down to her brother.
"Elise," he said reasonably, "you travel farther than any other Maja because you insist—for whatever reason—on gathering the rarest herbs. You need someone with you. If you had been caught alone at the Keep—"
"I wasn't caught." She descended and brushed past.
Tom sighed, long and low and dramatic, and caught her arm gently. "My wish at the Keep, every time, is to find you a darling woman who will treat you like the Maja princess you are," he said, so adult, as he took her hand and put it through his arm. "I'll find you a lover yet." He took up his cloak from beside the door and fastened it at his chin. Elise’s heart skipped a beat for a moment as she looked at the cloak’s hem, how it brushed against the floor because he was not yet tall enough for its full length.
She shook her head and rolled her eyes heavenward. "You can't even remember where you took off your shoes," she chided. "How are you going to find me this mythical lover?"
He sniffed. "I have my ways!"
She laughed, and he laughed, and together they slipped out of the Kindred House, where, deep in its cobwebbed corners, there were only ordinary shadows.
~*~
"That one?" whispered Tom, jerking his thumb toward a stately Maja woman, tall, regal, and at least twice Elise's age. She wrinkled her nose, shook her head.
"Will you focus on the task at hand?" she hissed at him, urging Matilda down the tight row of bandyloos. Tom rolled his eyes and clucked to the pony, who slicked her ears in his direction. Finally, Elise spied a spot to pull her bandyloo into and set up camp.
A cacophony of shouts, laughter, music and murmur swallowed them whole from the moment they glimpsed the beginnings of the gathering for the Moon Market. Once in the month, when the moon was full, the wandering Maja descended on a meeting spot, usually out along the border of some forest, far and hidden away from the world. They sold potions and charms to the "Other Folk," the non-Maja, but to each other, they opened up their hearts and tiny wheeled homes to share and sell and trade magic in the form of indefinable treasures.
As Elise hopped down from the bandyloo now, she caught the sharp, sweet scent of new incense, burned and rising through the air. There was the intoxicating aroma of new honey cakes fried over the fire, the sweaty, earthen pull of countless horses in harness, and all around rung the sound of hammer to iron as the smithies began to build up their fires and pound out the horseshoes. Women laughed, spreading brightly colored blankets on the trodden grass, upending baskets of shining crystals. Small statues of a faceless woman, their Goddess, were placed lovingly about the fire, and from all places, all creatures and peoples within the forest clearing emanated a deep, enveloping sense of love so profound that Elise had to set one hand upon Matilda's shoulder to steady herself.
Despite all of the love Elise felt, however, Matilda apparently felt nothing, and she turned as daintily as she could to sink her teeth into Elise's skirt.
Elise danced out of Matilda's grasp and laughed, feeling joyful for the first time that evening. There were no shadows detaching from trees, come to disturb this fragile peace. Perhaps…was it foolish to hope that she truly had imagined the entire episode? As she began to take the harness off of her pony, each strap that was undone or rein bound up brought her closer and closer to believing she might have hallucinated all of it. It was well known that spending so much time alone on the road could addle a brain.
But Elise didn’t feel addled, and as she finished her set chore and lowered the leather pieces to the ground, there was a familiar lump in her throat and a stone in her stomach. She couldn’t delude herself, no matter how hard she tried. She had to tell the Circle about the shadow. Tonight. And if she was wrong, well—she could live with that sort of hope-filled shame.
Elise bundled the pieces of harness into the canvas bag., but they never fit properly, and she couldn't stop thinking in small, tight loops about the shadow and the Fevered and a year ago and the Circle—and, really, all she wanted to do was take part in a Maja ritual where she could feel the presence of something holy and forget about the world for a while. The Moon Market always ended in a ritual. Earthy and sacred, it was the only reliable thing in Elise’s life.
Tom wrinkled his nose, sensing her mood. "Leave it," he said simply, hauling the uncooperative leather pieces onto the bandyloo's seat. Together, they rubbed Matilda down with sweet grass and then let her go mingle with the other ponies. As usual, she stepped into the Maja herd with her ears flat back, teeth bared, and—ridiculously enough—the larger horses shied away, cowed by Elise’s fierce little beast.
"We'll get you some tea. And those flower cookies you love so much." Tom took Elise’s arm and gently but forcibly led her past her own bandyloo into the greater Moon Market.
"Wait—I was supposed to sell the herbs I gathered on the dark moon. I gathered them specially, so that I could trade," Elise protested, but Tom tut-tutted just as the heated, passionate aroma of fresh lavender baked goods assaulted her nose. Elise wandered away from him toward the nearest fire, compelled by cookie lust.
The next few hours passed in a parade of deeply sensual, lovely moments. Elise traded a few crystals and promises of herbs (she was known for her ability to find rare botanicals) in exchange for cookies and tea, a new handful of glass bottles for her herbal gatherings, flour, sugar, and a lovely shawl the color of new leaves—it pooled in her hands when she held it, flowing across her fingers like water.
Elise tried her best to think of nothing but the present. Still, more than once, a concerned woman asked her if she felt well; or a man clapped her on the back, advising her to sit down and rest. Each time this happened, she swore to the Goddess and back again that she was well, fine, happy as sunshine, and, each time, her companions shook their heads, disbelieving. It was not like Elise—fiery, wild Elise—to be less than joyous at Moon Market time, and everyone knew it.
Gradually, the laughter and music and baking frenzy (arguably, Elise's favorite part of the Moon Market) began to die down as, one by one, the Maja joined together in stately, graceful lines, walking toward the distant clearing. Elise could already see the Gathering Fire there, leaping high and tended well. Her heart ached at the thought of the familiar prayers and chants, hymns and offerings, all dulled by what she must whisper to the Circle.
As Elise and Tom began to wind their way back through the Moon Market, she paused for a moment to adjust the package of paper-wrapped glass bottles beneath her arm. Something winked and sparkled, shone and glowed at the corner of her eye, and without a thought, she turned to look at it.
An old Maja woman, older than most would reach among the wanderers, sat on a knotted rug beneath a great birch tree, the leaves of which moved as if in a wind—though there was no wind—green tongues speaking a language all their own. The woman was covered in bright blankets of a rough weave; she looked more like a mountain than a person. In her lap, she held a basket full of trinkets that gleamed like gems.
It was rumored that Granny Blue did not travel far from Long Town anymore, but no one knew where she found her treasures to trade, for surely, every Moon Market, she had armloads of the new and wonderful to share. Granny Blue looked up now from her basket, and, set deeply within the wrinkles of her face, her single eye shone like a star, sparkling in the firelight, challenging Elise to come closer and peruse her lovelies.
"Go to the bandyloo," Elise whispered to her brother, shoving the package of bottles into his hands. Tom opened his mouth to protest, frowned at her expression, and made his way back to the wagon.
Granny Blue's bandyloo sat behind the old woman, decrepit and overdue for a match's quick demise. The paint had long since peeled from the walls, shutters, wheels and door, and what was left was the ghost of a bandyloo, an undead bandyloo, a bandyloo that, since childhood, had endlessly fascinated Elise. Its cupboards, nooks and crannies, drawers and locked, secret places contained the riches, she imagined, of a entire world, and Elise would have given her most prized treasures for just an hour inside the wagon, unbothered, with Granny Blue's string of keys. The old woman wore the keys—hundreds of tiny, perfect keys—around her neck like a queen's necklace. She fingered the knotted twine now, and, looking up at Elise, laughed.
"Like a jackdaw but prettier, you are, always wanting the shiniest of things," she said, holding out her hands to the witch girl. Elise took them, knelt down before the old woman and embraced her. There was something so solid, so reassuring about Granny Blue. She was unstoppable, would go on forever, it seemed. She was eternal.
A weight thumped down from the branches of the tree against the bandyloo's roof, causing the wagon to shake gently. Elise straightened, held out her arms, and the small creature, faster than her eyes could follow, catapulted off of the roof and onto her shoulder. It had a narrow, fox-like snout, peppered with quivering whiskers, and a long, curling, black-and-white tail that wrapped about her hand like fingers. Its wide, bright eyes blinked, once, twice, and it slicked back its over-large ears before pressing its face under Elise's chin.
"Pix is happy tonight," she smiled, and patted his head softly. She received a little growl of contentment in return, and his face pressed so hard against her jaw that it began to ache. "Gentle, gentle," she muttered, trying to pry him away, but he refused, digging tiny, sharp claws into the weave of her blouse.
Pix was a miliar, and a particularly loyal one. Usually, miliars roamed treetops in small, ferocious packs, flinging themselves from branch to branch high above the ground. They often died young, but Pix had been with Granny Blue for as long as Elise could remember. Forever, maybe.
"What are you looking for tonight?" the old woman asked her, and Elise opened her mouth before she had formed an answer. There was no use lying to Granny Blue. She could spot a lie like a brightly colored bird, and she would point it out to you, hold it up to you for your attention. So Elise told the truth.
"Peace," she sighed. "I want peace."
Granny Blue cocked her head, quick, like a wild animal, eye flashing. "Peace. Peace is not like a Scavin comb or a lock of Alicorn hair, girlie. You can't hold it, can't touch it."
"I know." Elise sat back, silent and sullen, Pix climbing down from her shoulder to nest in her lap.
Granny Blue's hair was silver, much like the fabled Alicorn's, and it glittered, piled in elaborate braids atop her shining head. The single eye watched Elise move, watched her settle on a corner of the blanket, absently stroking Pix's black back, so black it devoured the firelight.
"I miss my mother," said Elise quietly to her hands, to Pix. "Sometimes, I can still hear her singing to me in the morning. I wake up, and I expect her to be there, pounding out the oats for the breakfast cakes."
Granny Blue leaned forward, patted Elise's skirts. "Your mother's spirit has not left the world."
"What?" Elise bit out the word. "That's not possible—"
"Her spirit remains," said Granny Blue firmly, nodding. "She was removed too quickly. She's not had the strength to transition.” She nodded again, resolute. “She remains."
For a terrible moment, Elise wondered what that might feel like, to be a soul trapped between worlds. Weakness returned to her, combing down her spine with long, cold-fingered hands. She covered her eyes, leaned forward, felt sick. To wander the world as a spirit, for a Maja, was a curse crueler than any other.
"She remains for you," said Granny Blue. "She will find peace and go on when she knows you are safe."
"I'm safe!" Elise snorted, throwing up her hands. "Oh, she's more stubborn than I am. That's absurd… You tell her—"
Granny Blue shook her head. "I can’t tell her. She's not here."
"Then how do you know any of this?"
Granny Blue admonished her with a withering glance, and Elise closed her mouth.
"There are ill omens set before you."
"I know." Disgusted, Elise ran her hands through her hair, sat back. Pix squeaked in momentary protest at her shifting. "There have been ill omens on me since last year and the…the Fevered. I just can't get away from them, Granny Blue. They follow me. In my thoughts, my dreams, and now…" Her words were sour, angry. Despite all that Elise had seen, all of the places she had traveled, all of the people she had met and known and loved and lost and learned from, she was powerless against the run of bad luck that held her captive, the bad luck she believed lived in the hollow of her heart, slinking about in the emptiness there.
Granny Blue poked at her small, half-formed fire with a blackened stick.
"I thought you might have something that could help me. I don't know why I thought that, but I did." Elise stood, brushing off her skirts with shaking hands. Pix tumbled to the ground gracefully, grumbling to himself before he wandered over to Granny Blue and oozed into her lap with a sigh of happiness.
"Come here," the old woman ordered.
Elise did not obey a single person, but Granny Blue was more than a person, somehow, and Elise knelt down before her, mouth set in a tight, down-turned line.
"Ill omens follow you, but you can change them," Granny Blue said, putting her hands upon Elise's face, cupping her cheeks with withered fingers. "You are a stubborn girl, a witch girl, and you are full Maja."
"Only half," whispered Elise, but Granny Blue shook her head firmly.
"You are all Maja, no matter what you believe."
Elise was too tired to argue with her.
Awkwardly, the old woman brushed her lips against Elise's forehead, dropped her hands and let the girl go. "Things will change. Have faith. Something is coming."
The way she spoke the words, low and nodding, made Elise feel a measure of hope. She put her hand over her heart, tilted her head.
"Something?" she wheedled.
"That's not the way the magic works, girlie. I don't give hints." Granny Blue snorted. "But something is coming for you. Something good." She raised one finger. "May you know it when you see it."
Elise sighed, bowed to the old woman. "Thank you," she said, but she only half-meant it. Granny Blue thought she was being helpful, but she wasn't, really. “Something good” might mean a particularly tasty cake. Elise turned to go, mind already shifted to the Gathering Fire.
"Elise. Have you looked at the moon tonight?"
Elise paused, looked up. Overhead, the moon swung, low and shining in the night sky, milk-white, star-white. Elise’s breath caught.
“A sugar moon.”
“Love’s to be found,” whispered Granny Blue. Not that Elise needed a reminder of the definition.
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