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To the Memory of my dear friend Nancy Asire



1

The broom felt as if it was made of iron, not wood and straw. Annie was tired, mortal tired. Then again, she was always tired. There was always too much work to be done in a day and not enough hours to finish it. So it wasn’t surprising that the broom she wielded chattered a bit on the puncheon floor—and the uneven surface of the split logs didn’t help.

“Small strokes with the broom, you lazy little tramp! You’re sending dirt everywhere!” The woman at the stove turned and glared, her hand hovering over the stout cane switch she always had at her side, tied to her apron string. Annie thought of her as “She-Wolf,” regardless of her real name, because she was as cruel and vicious as a rabid wolf. So was her husband “He-Wolf,” though his cruelty manifested itself in other ways than just the beatings Annie was accustomed to get from his spouse. Hard words, punishments like being deprived of meals, being sent into the cold, dark root cellar for an hour among the black beetles, and long lectures on her inadequacies, while he watched her with a gleam in his eyes that made her shiver, though she didn’t know why.

Annie Moses winced and ducked her head, murmuring “Yes’m,” and tried to make the strokes of the broom smaller. It was hard, though, because she was small for her age, the broom was taller than she was at a mere ten years old, and she was already exhausted from an entire day of tending the baby, cleaning, helping to prepare food, chopping wood, and pumping water. Pumping water outside in the winter cold was brutal, and her red hands and feet were covered in aching chilblains. By her reckoning, Annie did most of the work in this household; all the She-Wolf ever did was stir a pot now and again, rock and feed the baby, and beat Annie.

And the moment she turned her back on her employer, she heard the quick steps on the wood floor, and braced herself for the blow of the switch. Inevitable and unavoidable, the blows came, raining down on her back and shoulders until she dropped to her knees. She was holding her breath to keep from sobbing, as She-Wolf scolded her for being impertinent.

The She-Wolf yanked the broom out of her hands and flung a tiny whisk broom and dustpan at her head. The dustpan caught her in the cheek hard enough that she knew there would be a bruise and maybe a cut, the pain bringing more tears to her eyes. “There!” the woman spat. “Now finish the sweeping!”

On hands and knees, shivering with cold in the thin calico dress and apron that were all she had to wear, Annie went back to sweeping the kitchen floor with the whisk broom. Every time she gathered a dustpan full, she got to her feet and carefully emptied it into the pail she’d be expected to take outside when it was full. Her hands and feet were numb with cold, but she wouldn’t be allowed near the stove until after He-Wolf and She-Wolf went to bed, and by then it would have been banked for the night and barely warm.

All the time she swept, the She-Wolf kept up a running commentary about how useless she was, how when they had hired her, she was supposed to be able to cook, pump water, and tend the baby (just now, thankfully, asleep in his cradle) like a good strong woman, how she was useless at all these things, and how she should be thanking her lucky stars that the She-Wolf was keeping her on despite how she was nothing but a drag on the household and not worth the money it took to keep her fed.

She’d have broken down in tears if she hadn’t been so used to it by now.

It was an old song, one Annie knew the words to by heart. And most of it was a lie.

She’d been “bound out” to the Wolves on the promise of fifty cents a week for a little light housekeeping and tending the baby. Her widowed Mama couldn’t afford to keep all her children, and at ten, Annie was the most likely to get any kind of employment, so she’d been sent to the Darke County Infirmary—which was the official name of the county poorhouse—and from there she’d been bound out as the Wolves’ servant with her Mama’s consent. And Annie herself had thought it a fine plan; she knew how much of a difference that fifty cents a week would make to the little household, and it made her proud and happy to be able to help. And there had been the promise of school, too; the Wolves had pledged to the people in charge of the Infirmary, Mr. and Mrs. Edington, that there was a school within easy walking distance, and she’d be going every day. Since there was no school near the Moses home, that had seemed like a dream about to come true.

She’d thought she was prepared for the work. She wasn’t afraid of hard work, after all. She’d done more than enough of the housework at home to know she could do a lot of things, and do them well, and she’d helped tend Baby Hulda, so she knew she was competent with an infant. What’s more, she knew she could take up a rifle or snares and easily add to the Wolves’ larder with her uncanny hunting skills—most of the Moses’ meat came straight from her hunting efforts. And she’d have been happy if she’d been treated fairly. She could easily understand how a new mother, perhaps weakened by the birth of her first child, would need some help, and if there were no relatives nearby to lend a girl, obviously they’d have to hire someone. Annie’s own mother was often paid to come be a midwife, and afterward to cook and clean for a few days while the new mother recovered.

But Annie was effectively doing all the chorework, a great deal of the housework, most of the baby-tending, almost all of the water-pumping and wood-chopping, and a goodly share of the cooking. She was supposed to be going to school during the day, not slaving from dawn to dusk.

As for the She-Wolf taking an adult woman’s share of the work, well, mostly the She-Wolf sat in her rocking chair by the stove and glared at her, or retired to the bedroom to nap.

When this all began, she used to cry herself to sleep every night, wake up still crying, and have to hide her tears during the day. Now, all she felt was numb, and a dull, resigned fear. She was too tired for anything else.

She’d written to her mother several times, asking when she would be able to come home again, and pointing out that between her trapping and shooting she was probably able to supply more than enough meat to make up for that lost fifty cents a week, but what had come back had been short replies, not even enough to cover one side of a very small piece of paper, admonishing her that she was to be grateful for what the Wolves were doing for her, that she was to do everything exactly as the She-Wolf told her to do it, and not complain. All these “letters” sounded strangely alike, and none of them sounded like Mama. At least not to Annie.

As for the promise of school, it had been a lie from beginning to end. The school was so far away it took most of the morning to walk there, and most of the afternoon to walk back, and that was in good weather. And of course He-Wolf was not in the least interested in driving her over in the cart. Now that it was winter, it was impossible, so she hadn’t been more than a handful of days in the autumn before the Wolves started piling work on her. It had begun to dawn on her that the Wolves lied a lot. Were they lying about those letters being from her mother? Had they written those replies themselves?

Had they even sent on the letters she had written?

The chores she got set were often more difficult than they needed to be, and wouldn’t have been nearly so bad if the She-Wolf had just lent a hand. It wasn’t just that she was only ten, it was that she was small for her age—probably because for most of her life she’d never really gotten enough food. Things in the Moses household had gone plummeting downhill with the death of her father, and had never really recovered. Back home, food was scant, a lot of it came from the children foraging and Annie hunting, and her mother was out working as often as she could get jobs. Wood was free for the chopping, thanks be to God, but everything else cost money the Moses family just didn’t have.

But as hard as life had been back home, things were worse here. She got up at four o’clock in the morning, made breakfast, milked the cows, fed the calves and the pigs, pumped water for the cattle, fed the chickens, cleaned, rocked the baby to sleep, weeded the garden when it wasn’t winter, picked wild berries in summer, made supper after digging the potatoes and vegetables or getting them from the root cellar in winter—and then was expected to go hunting and trapping if there was any daylight left. And if there wasn’t, of course, she was expected to do other chores, like washing and mending clothing.

Finally the floor was cleaned to the She-Wolf’s satisfaction. But there was no respite. A basket full of stockings was thrust into her arms with a grunt. “Put your lazy hands to work mending,” the She-Wolf ordered. Well, at least she would be able to sit down while darning the stockings. She moved as near to the stove as she dared and began.

The She-Wolf settled back into her chair by the stove, and smiled; she seemed to take pleasure in making Annie’s life as hard as possible, though Annie could not imagine why. Was it her size? How could she help being smaller than the She-Wolf had expected? It was her husband who had chosen Annie, after all. If she didn’t like Annie’s size, she should blame him. It wasn’t Annie’s fault. And it wasn’t as if there was anything she could do about her height, or lack of it. So why blame her for not being a strapping, muscular woman, when they knew when they talked to the Infirmary that they were only getting a ten-year-old girl, and when the Wolf himself had interviewed her?

But they’d have to pay a big woman more than fifty cents a week, I bet. And that’s why they came looking for a girl. But they could’ve sent me back and asked for another. . . . But maybe they’d known there wasn’t anyone but her to be had. Most of the inmates of the Darke County Infirmary were either old people too feeble to tend to themselves, with no kin to tend them, or children younger than she was, either orphans or from families too poor to support them all.

Finally warm, and finally sitting down for the first time since dawn, she found her eyes drifting shut. Several times she caught herself just as she was nodding off, but eventually sleep ambushed her and her eyes drifted shut, the stocking, darning egg, and yarn-threaded needle falling from her hands into the basket in her lap—

For less than a minute.

And then She-Wolf was on her, digging the claws of one hand into Annie’s shoulder while she slapped at Annie’s face with the other, shrieking like a steamboat whistle the whole time. She-Wolf had beaten her before, but this was different. This was incoherent rage, and as the blows rained down on her, only the pain kept her on her feet. She found herself stumbling toward the front door, and only terror at what She-Wolf might do if she stopped kept her moving. This wasn’t a mere slapping, such as the woman did when she was displeased, nor a whipping with the willow-switch. This was a beating, and the pain and fear were unbearable.

Step by step, Annie sobbed and apologized and begged forgiveness, all to no avail, as She-Wolf drove her across the room. She-Wolf kept on screaming incoherently, pulling Annie’s hair until hanks tore loose, slapping Annie’s face so hard her eyes began to swell and her face felt on fire. Behind her the baby howled with what sounded more like startled anger than pain.

She-Wolf snatched the switch from her belt and beat Annie with it until it broke, then retreated only long enough to seize the broomstick to use it on Annie instead. By this point, Annie was past thinking; like a whipped dog, all she had in her head was to try to escape the pain. Then, as they both reached the door, She-Wolf snatched it open and drove Annie out into the dark and snow outside, slamming it behind her as she stumbled and fell to her knees into a small drift beside the door.

Then there was nothing but silence and darkness, except for a single square of yellow light falling on the snow from the window beside the door, which was covered in greased parchment instead of glass, making it impossible to see what was going on inside.

She tried to get up; crawled to the door and pulled herself to her feet to pound on it feebly. “Let me in!” she sobbed. “Please! It were an accident! Let me in!”

More silence was her answer, and she fell against the door, and slid down it until she huddled against the rough wood, openly sobbing, as she had not cried in months. Her hands were so swollen she could scarcely bend her fingers, but the cold gave a very brief respite from the pain—

But not for long. Within a minute or two, she curled in on herself, shivering uncontrollably, as the cold easily penetrated her thin clothing. Her tears froze on her cheeks and her teeth chattered so badly she had to clench her jaw to keep from biting her tongue.

She could not help herself; all she could think about was that this was how her father had died when she was small. Alone, in the cold and the dark—

He had been on his way home with the wagon full of bags of flour made from the grain he’d taken to the mill, when a blizzard had blown up out of nowhere. She remembered it like it was yesterday: how the horse had managed to find its way through the blinding snow sometime after midnight, with her father perched up on the wagon seat with the reins around his neck to keep from dropping them, so still and snow-covered her mother had thought he was already frozen to death. She’d helped her mother get him down and into the house, while her older siblings tended to the poor exhausted horse and got the supplies inside.

He hadn’t frozen to death, but the cold had gotten into his lungs, and he had died soon after of pneumonia, never leaving the bed he’d been carried to.

She tried to open her eyes, but the tears on her eyelashes had frozen them shut. Clumsily, with swollen fingers like frozen sausages, she rubbed the ice off, and tried thumping on the door again.

“Please?” she faltered. “Please?” It was all she could manage. And at that moment she realized that the She-Wolf, who had never liked her from the moment the woman had set eyes on her, intended her to freeze to death out here.

She sobbed helplessly and shut her eyes again. Despair as black as the She-Wolf’s heart settled over her. She was going to die out here, alone, in the cold. Already a strange feeling of warmth was creeping over her, and she thought, from the stories she’d heard, that this was a sign that she was already dying.

But I don’t want to die! She clasped her hands together as best she could and tried to pray, but words wouldn’t come. Desperately, she managed to force her eyes open, thinking to look up at the stars for some kind of inspiration—

But what she saw was not stars. It was a tiny, faintly glowing woman hovering just inches from her nose, a woman no bigger than a doll, with butterfly wings, as naked as Eve. She stared at the vision, incredulous, and certain in that moment that she must be having fever-dreams, because—well—what was a fairy doing hovering in front of her nose in the middle of Ohio?

The little thing was either supremely unconscious of her immodesty, or supremely indifferent to it. In either case she hovered closer to Annie’s face, close enough that Annie felt like her eyes were crossing as she tried to look at the fairy. There was a frown on the tiny face. What could the fairy possibly be frowning about?

She closed her eyes again; this was surely some sort of dying vision. And she didn’t want to die, but the She-Wolf most certainly did want her dead, or she wouldn’t still be out here. And it was too hard to think. Lethargy enveloped her, as did a perverse feeling of warmth that settled over her like a blanket. With a sigh, she surrendered to it, and let her mind drift.

After a while she was warmer and cozier than she had ever been in any bed in her life—except maybe on those balmy summer nights when everything was perfect and it was neither too hot to sleep, nor were the quilts inadequate against chills. She thought she felt something move against her cheek and cracked her right eye open, turning her head slightly to look at herself—but she closed it again, because what she saw was nothing but sheer madness. Her entire exposed body seemed to be enveloped by the glowing, multi-colored wings of dozens of fairies, all of them clinging to her dress with their wings spread out, like the most beautiful quilt in the entire universe. If one fairy was madness, what was a congregation of dozens? Impossible.

She kept expecting to see the “dark tunnel with light at the end” or the “open door into Paradise” that people had sometimes described within her hearing when they talked about being near death, but there was nothing. Well—actually, that wasn’t true. She wasn’t drifting off into “eternal sleep.” In fact, she was drowsy, but otherwise awake, and she was deliciously warm. It felt exactly like lying in a sunny meadow on a perfect summer day. And the pain from her bruises was gone. She couldn’t even feel the places where the She-Wolf had torn out her hair, nor the cut on her cheek from the thrown dustpan. The only thing keeping her awake, now that she was warm and mostly pain-free, was that she was powerfully hungry. The Wolves fed her about as well as they housed and clothed her, which was to say, not very well. And the She-Wolf watched over every scrap and drop, so the only time she was ever full was if something got burned and she could eat her fill of the burned mess after the She-Wolf salvaged what she could. But that only ever happened when the She-Wolf was doing the cooking; if Annie had allowed something even to overcook, there’d be a beating.

With no warning, she heard heavy footsteps coming up the path to the house, and suddenly the icy winds whipped at her, startling her eyes open.

The fairies had vanished as if they had never been. And He-Wolf came clumping heavily into view. Before she could think of anything to tell him—for surely he would blame her for being out here, and not in there, helping his wife—he spotted her.

He gave an angry growl and reached down to grab her by the shoulder and haul her to her feet, wrenching the door open with his other hand as her shoulder ached with the hard grip of his hand. “What’s the meaning of this?” he shouted, shoving Annie roughly across the threshold so that she stumbled and fell to her hands and knees in the middle of the room. The She-Wolf turned from the soup pot, the wooden spoon raised like a weapon.

“She—” She-Wolf began.

He-Wolf silenced her with a roar. “Shut up, you stupid bitch! I say what goes around here! What the hell did you think you were doing, shoving her out to freeze like that? She’s not some damn orphan that nobody cares about! If she dies, there’ll be questions! People coming around! Maybe even the sheriff!”

“She just fell asleep instead of doing the chores!” She-Wolf countered in a shrill voice just short of a scream.

Evidently He-Wolf didn’t think that was justification for putting Annie put into the cold to freeze, since he stamped toward her, fist raised, shouting incoherently. She-Wolf threw the spoon into the soup pot with a splash and prepared to meet him.

Annie scrambled out of the way on hands and knees, hiding in the shadows beside the stove as best she could.

As they screamed in each other’s faces and she cringed in the corner, the words became more and more incoherent—and then the impossible happened.

Their faces changed.

Thick hair sprouted from their skin. Noses lengthened, drawing the mouths along with them, until the two no longer had human facial features, but abbreviated muzzles. They were less than half human now—the hands the Wolves waved in the air in pure fury had become elongated paws sporting lethal claws. And it wasn’t words they were throwing at each other, it was something bestial, part snarl, part growl, part howl.

Annie shook her head hard, squinching her eyes up tightly, sure that when she opened them again, there would be two humans there, not two monsters. But no; and at the realization that this was real, and actually happening, terror paralyzed her. Either the Wolves were monsters, or she had gone mad. Either prospect was terrible.

But only one carried with it the implication that she might be torn to pieces at any minute.

Finally, the male monster struck a back-handed blow at his mate, a hit that sent her tumbling across the room to land beside the cradle. The baby, who had been eerily quiet through all of this, whimpered softly.

The She-Wolf grabbed her face with one paw, and Annie was sure that after a blow like that, there must be bones broken. But all she did was stare up at her mate, and snarl—something. Something about He-Wolf claiming “her” for his pack, but the She-Wolf didn’t want “her” there. “Her” had to be Annie, but what was the rest of that about?

He-Wolf’s face writhed and Annie had to look away, because it sickened her. “Damn right I claim her for my pack, my bitch. What’s the matter? Afraid she’ll challenge you when she grows up? My pack! My rules!”

The She-Wolf’s reply was just a snarl that sounded like canvas tearing. But she crouched down, head bowed to the floor in submission, her hair tumbling about her face and the back of her neck exposed.

He-Wolf glanced around the room until he spotted Annie. Unable to move, she shook in every limb as he grabbed her shoulder again and hauled her out of her hiding place. He shoved her against the wall, then he smacked his free paw over her stomach as she whimpered like the baby. She wanted to beg him not to hurt her, but she couldn’t get the words out.

He looked over his shoulder at his wife. “Be clear about this. I claim her for my pack. She is mine.”

The She-Wolf lifted her head, her face human again and a trickle of blood dribbling out of the corner of her mouth. “Until someone stronger and smarter than you comes along and takes her!”

Annie expected him to erupt in a rage, but he just threw his head back and laughed.

“Laugh all you want!” his wife cried. “But you haven’t brought her into the pack, and until you do, she’s anyone’s for the taking!”

“Little fool, you think you can goad me into trying to change her while she’s too young to breed? Do you think I don’t know that if I did that, she’d be a pup for the rest of her life and useless to me?” He spat at her. “You’re as transparent as your sire, and as stupid as your dam. Besides, I don’t have to do that to mark her as claimed.”

He turned to Annie, his hand still on her stomach, pinning her to the wall. Then he said—

—something. But what?

It was incomprehensible, and not because of his vulpine face. It was words, but she didn’t understand any of them. But underneath his hand, her stomach got warm, then hot, then so painful she thought she was being burned up from inside, and she whimpered again, tears rolling down her cheeks. What was happening to her?

Then it felt as if something had struck her in the stomach, knocking the breath out of her for an instant. The heat vanished, he pulled his hand back, and she dropped to her hands and knees on the wooden floor.

“Satisfied now?” he shouted. “I have claimed her for mine own, and there’ll be no whelps from her that are not of my get!”

An inarticulate shriek erupted from his mate, as he threw back his head and laughed maniacally.

Annie broke into uncontrollable sobbing.

And woke, still sobbing, in the arms of her husband.

“There now, there now,” he was saying, murmuring the words into her hair as he held her trembling body close to his. “Wake up, Annie, it’s only a dream.”

She got herself under control, gulped back her tears, and whispered, “I’m awake.”

“That’s my little fairy,” Frank replied. “You want I should light a candle?”

She shook her head, knowing he could feel the motion. She didn’t need a candle, not as she had in the years before she’d met him. All she needed was him. That was enough.

Slowly she took stock of her surroundings. The rosemary that the hotel here in Strasburg used to scent the sheets reminded her that she was, in fact, in Germany, in Strasburg, and not ten years old and back in Ohio, nor in the Wild West Show railcar fitted up as an apartment, nor in some other bed in some other city. But her heart raced, and she trembled in every limb, and she focused as hard as she could on her husband’s soothing words, as well as his comforting arms. This was by far not the first time she’d had this nightmare, and probably it would not be the last, and Frank always brought her through.

She had told him . . . almost everything about that nightmarish night. Not quite everything. Not about the fairies, nor how both Wolves had warped into monsters, nor He-Wolf’s strange words. He would have told her those were only nightmare illusions and not her real memory. And to tell the truth, more than half the time she was sure he was right. You could dream things so real you were sure they had happened, only to find that in fact your mind had made them up in the night.

“Talk on, Annie,” Frank prodded her. “Let’s get it out and over with. That cad Wolf sent you to bed after the She-Wolf near froze you to death. That night you determined—”

She pulled herself closer to him, and let him guide her through the familiar paths that always brought her through the lingering fear and to the other side. “I determined I was going to run away that spring. And the She-Wolf stopped beating me as much; she only did it when she thought he wouldn’t notice.”

“And what happened that spring?”

“They were a-welcoming a new bride and her husband . . .”

Was he gonna bring them into his pack? Was that why they were there? She wrenched her mind away from that train of thought; it was crazy, and she did herself no good speculating on craziness.

“. . . and they took the horse and cart and the baby to show the guests around their property and the rest of the town, and left me alone.” It had been the first time she’d been left alone since she’d arrived! She still didn’t know why they had left her by herself, though both the Wolves had seemed charmed, even enchanted by the handsome newlyweds. Maybe they figured that after so many months of beatings, Annie was sufficiently cowed to be left alone. Maybe they were just distracted. “The She-Wolf left me with a big old list of chores, but I saw my chance, and I took it. I walked all the way to the train station, and I got on a train for Greeneville.”

She heard, as well as felt, Frank’s chuckle, a rumble in his chest. “Bold as brass without a ticket!” he replied.

“It was a long way to Greeneville, and I couldn’t hardly walk it,” she pointed out. “But when I got aboard, there was a nice old man what noticed me get on, and he nodded at me friendly-like and patted the seat beside him, and . . . I just trusted him, I don’t know why.” To this day she still didn’t know. It was as if he had been surrounded by a kind of halo, an aura, as if he was a safe haven. “He asked me what I was doing alone on the train, and I told him the truth.” The words had just poured out of her, although she had spoken them in a near-whisper. Again, she did not know why. “And he just sat there and listened; he frowned, but not like he didn’t believe me. And when I finished, that was when the conductor came up and asked for my ticket, and scowled at me like he was sure I didn’t have one.”

“And then what?”

“Then that man said, ‘I’ll take care of this, good man.’ And he looked back down at me and asked, ‘It’s Greeneville, isn’t it?’ And I said yes, but I was pretty surprised, since I’d only said the town once, and that meant he really had been listening. ‘One ticket to Greeneville for the lady, if you please. And send the lady with the sandwich basket to us as well,’ he said. And he paid for my ticket right there, then he got me some food to eat and made sure I et it all, and then when we got to Greeneville he made sure I was safe on the station platform, and I told him I knew the way from there, because I did, and he stood on the little stair between the cars and waved goodbye until the train was out of sight. And then I walked home, but Mama wasn’t there, so I went to the Shaws, who were neighbors. Mama had to send me back to the Infirmary, but the Edingtons were good folks, and when the Wolf turned up again, Mr. Edington gave him a piece of his mind and threatened to thrash him, and he went away and I never heard of them again.”

“And the name of the man that helped you?” Frank prompted. He knew, of course. She’d told him the story twenty times or more. But the name was a talisman; when she spoke it, it meant safe harbor, somehow.

She smiled. “Oakley,” she said, and felt all of the fear and remembered pain fall away, feeling the last of the nightmare fall away into the darkness. And then she relaxed into Frank’s arms and fell asleep, this time to dream of nothing at all.
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The rosemary scent reminded Annie of where she was, even before she was quite awake. Das Edel Gasthaus. Not one of the multistory tower hotels in the more modern part of the city, but a much humbler establishment. It was tucked into one of the older sections of Strasburg, and was a place that had been in the business of tending to travelers longer than the United States had been a country. Surrounded by other buildings, which had been converted into shops and offices, with rooming houses within easy walking distance, it still served its original purpose as a center of local hospitality. This was in part because it supplied hungry bachelor office-men and shop-girls with meals they did not get with their rooms, and, as a guesthouse, provided rooms to be rented for any visitors they might have. The establishment might not have a modern bathroom, nor electricity, nor even gas, but then, there were plenty of places Frank and Annie had lived or stayed in back home that didn’t have those amenities either. And it more than made up for those deficiencies with the comfort of feather beds, feather pillows, and feather comforters, servants who cheerfully met even Annie’s high standards of cleanliness, and an affable host who was extremely happy to have two of the stars of the Wild West spending the winter on his premises.

And while it wasn’t a first-class hotel like they’d lived in during the first overseas tour of the Wild West to England, nor her special railcar back home, it wasn’t a tent either. And if she hadn’t been the show star, they could be sleeping in their tent, pitched under the greater canvas of the arena ring. That was where the Indians and a lot of the general cowboys were. Truth to be told, it was her own frugality that had them here instead of more modern lodging. The Wild West hadn’t gone home when winter came on this jaunt to the Old World; Buffalo Bill had decreed they’d make winter quarters here in Germany and continue on as soon as the weather was good enough to perform. No one had objected, remembering the rough winter crossing they’d had when they went back home after the first tour. It proved to be a pretty good decision for another reason—it was December, and the people of Strasburg were in a festive enough mood and hardened to the cold enough that the Wild West was able to put on a twice-weekly, abbreviated show, which was paying for all that grub the company chowed down on three times a day. The cowboys weren’t complaining; normally when the show went into winter quarters, they were expected to find their own lodging in town, and pay for their own grub, too. Only the few animal hands that needed to stay on got winter pay; they were there to tend the horses, the buffalo, the cattle, and the odds and ends like Jerry the Moose. As for the Indians, camping in their teepees under the shelter of the big canvas was better than camping on the open plains. And since, for a very modest fee, the Germans were allowed during daylight hours to come tour the Indian and cowboy camps and gawk at the animals and the troupe practicing, things worked out well for everyone.

If this wasn’t a big, modern, first-class hotel, that didn’t mean it was a ramshackle boarding house either. Stout walls framed by big wooden beams and plastered inside and outside kept the weather well at bay. If the furnishings looked as if they might have served knights of old—well, it meant they were well built, and the bed was big enough to have held the Butlers and half of Annie’s family. Their host was extremely anxious about their comfort, sending a servant up to poke up and feed the fire in the porcelain stove before they were awake, and making sure the water in the drinking pitcher and washing pitcher was clean, and there was a kettle full of more wash water warming on the stove itself. The rosemary-scented sheets were supplemented by the feather bed beneath them and the down comforter over them, as well as woolen blankets, which kept them more than cozy even when the fire in the stove was banked. The stove was a beautiful thing, about the size of a cast-iron pot-belly stove at home, but square, and covered in beautiful green tiles, with an isinglass door so you could see the fire burning.

She opened her eyes to see that Frank had already gotten dressed, and was pulling his suspenders over his shoulders with his back to her. It was just like him, to let her sleep in after a bad night. How many men would do that? Not many, by her reckoning; likely most men would have ignored her nightmares last night, and expected her to be up to lay out their clothing for them, and set up the washbasin and all their shaving equipment before they got out of this warm and exceedingly comfortable bed. Her eyes stung a little as she thanked God once again for sending her this good man, who adored her as much as she loved him. For a moment, her chest went tight and she found it hard to breathe, her emotion was so intense.

“Morning,” she said, as he began to turn around.

“Mornin’, angel. I reckoned I’d let you sleep. Better?” he asked. She nodded. No need to ask, “Better from what?”

“Figured I’d better let you wake on your own. The Colonel sent up his card, but I reckoned he can wait. He is down in the dining room waiting for us.”

By “the Colonel,” Frank meant, of course, Colonel William “Buffalo Bill” Cody; in the Wild West Show, there was only one “Colonel.”

That got her out of bed in a hurry, and she rushed into her clothing after a fast wash, choosing one of her ordinary gowns rather than anything that would identify her as a member of the Wild West—because there weren’t that many women in the show, and anyone who saw her done up like a Western girl would probably guess who she was, and she wanted breakfast without being gawked at. “I wonder what he wants?”

Frank shook his head, and shrugged on his coat. “Just sent up his card. Nothing on the back.” He offered her his arm, and she took it, reflecting for the millionth time on how much she adored this man. And how many men would put up with playing second fiddle to a show star like she was? Only the one, that I know of.

They went down the back stair nearest their room, which took them directly into the dining room of the Gasthaus.

The Colonel was indeed waiting for them in the dining room, his long blond hair marking him, even from the rear, as a rare bird among the earnest, short-cropped German men of business and clerks who hurried here for their breakfasts before going on to their offices. The dining room was more crowded than usual, and as the sober fellows munching away on their bread and cold meats and cheese cast covert glances at Buffalo Bill, she had a shrewd guess why. The show was wildly popular in Germany and she had no idea what the reason was for such a torrent of enthusiasm. It seemed the Germans were quite mad for cowboys and especially Indians, and most likely these fellows were not able to get time off to see the abbreviated shows, had got wind of the fact that Annie and Frank were staying here, and hoped to catch a glimpse of them.

Well, it was clear by the way that their eyes slid over the couple that they did not recognize short-haired Frank nor (especially!) demurely clad Annie for who they were, but Buffalo Bill positively reveled in attention. As far as she was aware, he literally did not possess an article of clothing that did not have some “Western” aspect to it, be it beading, fringes, bolo ties, or the cut of the garments, and he did love to peacock about in them. So he sat in the middle of the busy dining room, nursing what looked like a good cup of coffee, and probably soaking in all the covert glances. With just a touch of exasperation, she found herself wondering how many frauleins of negotiable virtue he had on a string here in Strasburg. Probably more than I imagine.

Then she dismissed those thoughts as he turned slightly, caught sight of them, and beckoned them to join him.

Their host had already spotted them, and before they took their seats at the table with Buffalo Bill, one of his serving girls was hurrying toward them with big plates of farmers’ rolls, sliced ham, a white cheese she had learned was called “Gouda,” hard-boiled eggs, butter, marmalade, and cups of coffee. This, evidently, was a standard German breakfast, and although it wasn’t much like the beans, eggs, and bacon the show cooks served up, it was delicious and Annie looked forward to it. The serving girl reached them before the Colonel could say anything and efficiently got them served and whisked herself out of the way before Bill could attempt a flirtation. The Colonel looked disappointed; Annie hid a smile. That girl, she happened to know, was the host’s young cousin, and Buffalo Bill would have more luck wrestling Jerry the Moose to the ground with one hand than getting past the fearsome dragon their host could be when it came to supervising his female kin here at the Gasthaus.

With Bill’s attention back on them, Annie tried to read his intentions from his expression as she silently layered ham and cheese on her warm buttered roll and took a sip of coffee. He wouldn’t have come this far out of his way for anything trivial. The spot where the Wild West Show and camp was laid out was about halfway between this part of town and the part of Strasburg where the best modern hotels were. And it wasn’t to “see how they were getting on,” either. They’d all been rehearsing together yesterday; he already knew they were getting on just fine in their own version of winter quarters.

He made small talk with Frank while she ate, but when she caught him glancing at her, he quickly looked away. That told her generally what this must be about. He wants to do something, probably about the show and our act, and he thinks I’m not going to like it.

“Spit it out, Colonel,” Frank said with a smile. “And you might as well help yourself to the ham you’ve been eyeing on my plate.”

Buffalo Bill didn’t hesitate when it came to taking half a roll and some ham, but he did when it came to just coming out with what had brought him here. He was clearly stalling for time, eating slowly rather than stuffing the whole thing in his mouth like he did when eating with his show folks. But finally the roll and another from Annie’s plate were eaten and there were no more excuses. He took a gulp of coffee, cleared his throat, and began. Awkwardly.

“You know I’ve added the Rough Riders of the World to the show,” he began.

Annie tried not to be impatient. This was scarcely news.

“I got a chance to pick up an act that fits with that part of the show,” he continued. “I’m gonna audition the act this morning. I’d like Annie to pass her eye over this act.”

Annie jumped to the immediate and logical conclusion, given Bill’s reticence in saying what the act was, the fact that he wanted Annie to watch, and the fact that he had very carefully referred to “the act” and “it” without mentioning a performer.

She felt a very slow burn of anger building in her. She was about to snap her answer, when Frank obviously came to the same conclusion she had, and began to speak. “You mean, you’re lookin’ at another female sharpshooter,” he stated.

“No one can replace Annie!” Bill blurted, and turned to her. “Now, missy, you know I’ve got no intentions of—of trying to upstage you. But from what I’ve heard, this act is good, and she does fit with the Rough Riders.”

Annie stewed. She had not forgotten when Bill had brought in another female sharpshooter for the first tour—Lillian Smith, who had done everything she could to upstage and challenge Annie at every turn. Smith was everything Annie was not—a braggart, a boaster, rude and crude, a flashy dresser who delighted in wearing short skirts of showy material, and who flirted with every male in the show, even Frank! She took every opportunity presented to her to irritate Annie. It had taken every bit of Annie’s self-control to keep her composure as long as Smith was with the show. Why, it had been Smith who started the story that Annie was so penny-pinching that she lived on the free lemonade Bill provided his performers.

“How is ‘Princess Wenona’?” she asked between gritted teeth. Failing at upstaging Annie, when they’d gotten back home, Smith had either quit or been fired—Annie wasn’t quite sure which—and had assumed the phony persona of an “Indian Princess,” calling herself “Princess Wenona, the Sioux Huntress” as she toured with Pawnee Bill’s rival show.

“Don’t know. Don’t care,” Bill said, and pulled at his mustache, looking at her pleadingly. “Missy, I learnt my lesson. That’s why I want you to look this gal over. I want to know if she’s cheatin’, and I want to be sure she ain’t gonna be another Lillian Smith. She’s only stayin’ with us for this tour; when we go home, she stays here. But I ain’t a-gonna hire her unless I get your say-so.”

“Why another sharpshooter?” Annie asked, a bit more sharply than she had intended.

“Cause the little gal’s German. Belongs to some bunch called the Bruderschaft von Jaegermeistern, whatever that means.” Annie had gotten enough of an ear for the language to know the poor Colonel had mangled the name terribly, but she didn’t say anything. And he didn’t explain what it meant, if he even knew, so it didn’t actually matter much. “She says she does some tricks you don’t, so it’ll be a good change-up, and it’ll be good publicity for the show to have her along. What do you say?”

She wanted to retort that she didn’t want to have this woman “along” in any capacity—

But that would look mean-spirited, and it certainly wasn’t Christian. She could almost hear her Mama saying, “Now Annie, what if she’s a good woman, and you’re standing between her and an honest job of work?”

And she knew how hard it was for a woman to be taken seriously in a situation like this. Men assumed that all women in shows were wicked (Well, said a little voice in the back of her mind, Lillian was no better than she should have been. . . .) and that they were only there to show their legs and look pretty. But the Colonel, for all his faults, knew better than to advocate for someone like that, especially after Lillian. So she thinned up her lips, gritted her teeth, and reluctantly agreed to “at least see the act.”

Maybe I can catch her cheating, said that bad little voice in her head.

Hush, now, she told it.

But she wasn’t going to rush through her breakfast just to please Buffalo Bill’s whim. So she took her time, finished up with a satisfying cup of coffee (the Germans made excellent coffee, which was more than could be said for the English), and finally rose, signaling the other two that she was ready to go.

They walked as a trio out into a ridiculously beautiful winter’s day. Brilliant sun beamed down on a street swept so clean of snow and horse dung that it practically shone. Icicles hung from the eaves of the picturesque black-beamed buildings, which ranged between three and five stories tall, and a frosting of snow coated their roofs. There were evergreen garlands and wreaths everywhere. Of course, this was nothing compared to the Christkindlmarkt held in the center of the Old City, where everything was hung with decorations, and tempting smells of baked goods, mulled wine, and sputtering sausages filled the air. Stalls filled with every sort of Christmas present one could ask for crowded the square, and Annie was quite glad they were not going in that direction, since the many dazzling temptations were quite enough to overwhelm even her legendary frugality. All it took, really, was for her to gaze at the hundreds of toys, the ornament-bedecked trees, and remember all the Christmases of her own childhood when the Moses family was lucky to have something she’d shot for supper and toys were not even dreamed of. That was more than enough to loosen her purse strings, telling herself that it was all right because she was buying presents for her mother and “baby” Hulda, her favorite sister. Already a huge box had begun the long journey to Ohio, stuffed with neat little fur hoods and muffs and matching mittens for both Hulda and her mother, lengths of beautiful woolen fabric, and sundry other delightful things. And there had been a lovely doll in there too, one that Frank had insisted on buying. And he had kindly made no comment at all when Annie had tried every one of the pretty little articles of clothing on the doll “to make sure they fit.”

Annie walked between Frank and Bill, dwarfed by the two of them, but utterly eclipsed by Bill, who tipped his wide-brimmed hat and uttered cheerful “Morgen!”s to people who gaped at the presence of a cowboy on the street.

They collected a little tail of young boys, all of them curious about where they were going, and likely wondering if this was who they hoped and prayed it could be. From time to time Bill glanced over his shoulder and grinned and winked at them, sending them all into paroxysms of giggles.

Of course, once they reached the edge of the space where the Wild West had set up, the boys knew that this was the one and only Buffalo Bill, and the sound of their rejoicing likely warmed Bill’s heart even though he couldn’t understand a word they said.

There had been a light snow last night and the great tent had a dusting of snow on it. “Tent” was something of a misnomer: the Wild West traveling arena was a compilation of an entire village worth of tents.

The arena itself was a vast rectangle of canvas, with the middle open to the sky—pure logic there, since anything covering the arena itself would soon be riddled with bullet holes and useless, and having the arena covered would have meant the animals, wagons, and performers would have to dodge around a forest of tent poles. People were funneled into the entrance of this structure by canvas walls that featured the big oil-on-canvas paintings of the show’s attractions. Hidden behind these canvas barriers was the stable-tent, and along one side were the mess-tents where all the cooking and eating was done. The buffalo were corralled next to that. They had no problem with the German winter; then again, they endured worse on the Plains. Cowboy and Indian camps would normally have been next to that, but instead, some of the seating had been taken down and the camps were under the canvas that normally protected the grandstands at the far end of the arena. At the very rear there was no seating, just a huge painted canvas backdrop. At another venue all these various tents would have been spread out over considerably more distance; here they huddled around the big arena tent as if for warmth and shelter. And back home in the US, there would have been a midway under canvas as well; the closest thing the show got to a midway here was that the Colonel had invited some of the same people who had stalls in the Christkindlmarkt to set up in front of the arena tent as an incentive to make people linger, and perhaps part with their money to take a tour of the camp. And meanwhile, no one would be grumbling that there was nothing to eat and no way to warm up. There was plenty of mulled wine, sausages, and other treats on offer, and a few enterprising toymakers had created buffalo, cow-ponies, and entire stagecoaches on wheels, cast-lead armies of cowboys and Indians, and one stall even had dolls of Indian maidens and cowgirls.

As this was not a show day, there were only a few people milling about the entrance, seeing what they could see for free. As one, Bill and Frank turned and angled toward the cook tent in order to avoid them.

One of the cowboys, Fred Gibbs, lifted up the canvas at the back of the arena-tent to let them inside. “Thet li’l sharpshooter gal’s here, a-waitin’ for you in the arena, Colonel,” he said. “She come early,” he added with approval.

Annie schooled her face into an expression of neutrality. Everyone in the show knew how things had gone around Lillian. And certainly Fred did not hold any ill will toward Annie. So—maybe the fact that he seemed to approve of the girl meant she was not another Lillian?

Or maybe she’s just good at hiding it. After all, she needs to make a good impression to be hired. After that she can show her true colors. Lillian had been antagonistic from the beginning—but then, Lillian had been convinced that she was going to displace Annie because she was younger and thought herself to be prettier, and spent every moment of her time trying to convince everyone else too.

Sure enough, there was a couple waiting in the arena, in the end where the bandstand was, with a table that had guns laid out on it. For a moment, Annie thought that the man with the woman was one of their own cowboys, until she got closer and realized that she didn’t recognize him.

But the woman was a very different proposition altogether.

She was very blond, and had extremely long hair, made up into a plait on either side of her head, plaits which had been looped several times over her ears and fastened in place. Above this extraordinary hairdo was a jaunty little peaked cap with a short brim in an odd color of dark green, which had a badge on the right side with a little plume of feathers sticking over the top. She wore a closely fitted coat of the same color that appeared to be wool, with silver buttons and a second badge like the first, worn like a brooch. And she had a divided skirt of the same wool, shortened to just above the ankle, and black riding boots. She was holding a rifle properly: pointed down and broken at the breech so there was no chance of accidentally firing it.
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