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            The Shamer Chronicles

            ‘An absorbing and fast-paced fantasy/mystery bursting with action and intrigue. The only question is: when will the next one come out?’

            BULLETIN OF THE CENTER FOR CHILDREN’S BOOKS

            ‘The series as a whole is in good standing alongside Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy and C. S. Lewis’ The Chronicles of Narnia’

            BOOKLIST, STARRED REVIEW

            ‘[A] fine novel … The term ‘page-turner’ is often used, but not always justified. It is deserved here, tenfold. I really, really couldn’t put the book down’

            SCHOOL LIBRARIAN

            ‘Full of passion’

            JULIA ECCLESHARE, GUARDIAN

            ‘I gobbled it up!’

            TAMORA PIERCE, AUTHOR OF THE SONG OF THE LIONESS

            ‘The most original new fiction of this kind … equally appealing to boys. Here be dragons, sorcery and battles’

            THE TIMES

            ‘Spiced with likable characters and an intriguing new magical ability – eagerly awaiting volume two’

            KIRKUS

            ‘This novel stands on its own and offers a satisfying conclusion even as it provides an intriguing setting and mythology for future adventures’

            PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

            ‘Classic adventure fantasy, with the right combination of personalities, power, intrigue, and dragons – it will prove to be a sure hit’

            VOYA

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            ONE

            The Shamer’s Brat

         

         Strictly speaking, it wasn’t really Cilia’s fault that I was bitten by a dragon. It was probably sheer coincidence that she decided to throw a bucket of whey in my face on the very day the man from Dunark came. But every time my arm hurts… every time I miss Cherry Tree Cottage and the pear trees and the chickens we had… I get mad at Cilia all over again.

         Cilia was the miller’s daughter, the only girl in a brood of six. Maybe that was the reason why she had become such a pain. Every time Cilia wanted something, a slice of honey-bread, a silk ribbon, perhaps, or a new set of Prince-and-Dragon markers… well, all she had to do was flutter her eyelashes and make her voice all syrupy. Her eyes were periwinkle blue, and she had the most charming dimples when she smiled. Her dad was putty in her hands. And if anybody teased her or thwarted her in some way, she complained to a couple of her brothers. They had all worked in the mill practically from the time they could walk, and they thought nothing of tossing around sacks of grain as if they were filled with feathers. Nobody liked to cross them, not even my own brother, Davin, who actually seemed to enjoy a good fight now and then. Most of the time, Cilia was in the habit of getting exactly what she wanted.

         Normally, I gave her a very wide berth. But that day had been a bad day from the start. Mama had scolded me for leaving my shawl out by the woodshed the day before, so that it was now soaking wet. I got into a fight with Davin, and Melli, my four-year-old pest of a little sister, had picked the eyes off my old rag doll. So what if I was much too old to be playing with dolls—Nana was my doll, and Melli had taken her without even asking. I was so mad and so fed up with the whole family that I couldn’t stay in the house with them. I stood for a while in the barn and shared my woes with Blaze, our brown mare, who had the sweetest of tempers and was very patient with most human beings. But then Davin led her out to graze among the pear trees in the orchard, and the barn became lonely and boring. I knew that if my mother caught sight of me, it would not take her long to find some task for me; she was of the opinion that work is the best cure for the sulks. Without really thinking about it, I set off down the road toward the village.

         Birches is not a big town, but we do have a smithy, an inn, and the mill, run by Cilia’s parents, not to mention eleven different houses and farms of varying sizes. And then there are the places like Cherry Tree Cottage, some distance from the village yet somehow still a part of it. In almost all the houses were families, and almost all the families had children, some of them as many as eight or ten. You would think, with so many to choose from, that it would be possible for me to find a friend or two, or at least some playmates. But no. Not me. Not the Shamer’s daughter. Two years ago I could still sometimes play with Sasia from the inn. But then it became more and more difficult for her to look me in the eyes, and after that, things became kind of difficult. Now she avoided me completely, just like everyone else.

         So, having walked about a mile through mud and gusty winds to reach the village, I had no idea what to do there. I rarely went there anymore, except to run a few errands for Mama; and I ended up standing indecisively in the village square, trying to look as if I had merely stopped for a minute to catch my breath. Janos Tinker went by with his handcart, waving at me but not quite looking. At the smithy Rikert was shoeing the miller’s gray gelding. He called my name and wished me a good afternoon, but stayed bent over his work the whole time. And then big fat drops of rain started to spatter the gravel, and I could no longer pretend to be basking in the sun. I headed for the inn, possibly just out of habit. The main room was nearly empty; a lone guest was having a meal, a big bear of a highlander, from up the Skayler range. Probably he had taken summer work as a caravan guard and was on his way home now. He cast a quick and curious glance my way, but even without knowing me, he instinctively looked away, avoiding my eyes.

         Behind the counter, Sasia’s mother was wiping glasses.

         “Hello, Dina,” she said politely, her eyes strictly on the glass she was polishing. “What can we do for you?”

         What would she do if I said, Look at me? But I didn’t, of course. “Is Sasia in?” I asked instead.

         “No, I think she is over at the mill.” She jerked her chin in that general direction, still without looking at me.

         I think that that is where things really started to go wrong. I could feel this harsh and bitter anger building inside, an anger fed by all those downcast eyes and backs so casually turned against me. I knew. I knew that it would be so much easier for them if I simply stayed away. But I hadn’t asked for the damned Shamer’s eyes; I couldn’t help being my mother’s daughter. I still remember vividly how I cried when Sasia would no longer play with me. 

         “What’s wrong with me?” I had asked my mother.

         “There is absolutely nothing wrong with you,” she said. “You’ve inherited my gift, that’s all.” She seemed both proud and sad. I wasn’t proud, just lonely and miserable, and if I could have torn her so-called gift out of myself I would have done it, torn it out and cast it away, there and then and without hesitation. Unfortunately, that wasn’t possible. I had my gift and I was stuck with it.

         If I hadn’t been so very angry, I might just have gone home. But a bitter sort of defiance was rising in me. So they would like for me to keep out of their way. So it would be so much easier for everyone. But what about me? Didn’t I have a right to be here? Someone to talk to, someone to be with… it wasn’t that much to ask, was it? So with my defiance burning like a hot lump in my throat I strode across the square and onto Mill Street.

         “Did you want something, Dina?” asked Ettie Miller when she saw me. She was busy getting the laundry off the line before the rain soaked it again.

         “I’m looking for Sasia,” I said.

         “I think they’re all in the hay barn,” she answered indistinctly, her mouth full of clothes-pegs. And of course she kept her eyes firmly on her sheets and shirts and never once looked at me.

         I crossed the yard and ducked in through the barn doors. The space inside was wrapped in gloom, but they had carved some turnip lanterns and stuck candles in them, making them look like glowing skulls. It looked cozy and scary all at once. On top of the hay cart Cilia sat enthroned, a pink sheet around her shoulders and a crown of ox-eye daisies on her gold-blond hair. The rest of the girls were ranged in a semicircle around her, and in the middle stood Sasia, the miller’s old felt hat on her head, trying to remember all twelve stanzas of “My Love, He Was a Traveling Man.” She was well into the seventh and doing badly. She got stuck twice, and when she finally got going again, she had the seventh and the eighth all mixed up.

         They were playing Court-the-Princess, and of course Cilia was the Princess. If I knew her at all, she would somehow make the tasks she set her suitors so impossible that no one else would ever get a shot at the throne. The “courtiers” started to boo and wolf-whistle at poor Sasia, and Cilia grandly told her unlucky suitor to go away and return some other day. Then she caught sight of me, and the grand manners crumbled a little.

         “What are you doing here?”

         “I’ve come to pay court to the Princess,” I said. “What else?”

         “You’re not invited,” Cilia snarled, and studied her fingertips in a way that was designed to make it look as if it was simply beneath her dignity to look at me. “Tell me, Sasia, do you recall us inviting the Shamer’s brat?”

         Sasia mumbled something, staring at the ground, and I lost my temper.

         “You may think you’re a princess, Cilia,” I said indignantly, “but you behave like a louse!”

         Her head came up, and she nearly looked at me. “I’ll give you louse, you—” But she brought herself up short and seemed to reconsider. “No, I’m sorry,” she resumed. “Maybe we are being unfair. Dina, if you really want to, you’re welcome to play.”

         A gasp of disbelief went through the group. I, too, had some difficulty in understanding this sudden change of heart. Generosity was not Cilia’s strong suit.

         “Do you really mean that? I can play?”

         “Wasn’t that what you wanted?”

         “Yes.”

         “All right. Fine. Pay court to me.”

         Maybe that was all she wanted—me on my knees in front of her. It galled me a bit, but it had been ages since I had played with anyone but Davin and Melli, and a bit of groveling seemed a small price to pay. I unbuttoned my cape and threw it across one shoulder to make it look more like a knight’s mantle. Sasia tossed me the felt hat without raising her eyes at all.

         “O Gentle Princess Lily-white—look with favor upon this Knight,” I intoned, the way I was supposed to.

         “I favor no man until he—hath proved his worth for all to see,” replied Cilia, continuing the chant.

         “My wit, my skill, my strength, my nerve—command you, for I beg to serve.”

         “The trials I demand of thee—are hard indeed and numbered three—of which the first, my knight, shall be…” Cilia drew out the last words as if stalling for time, but I could tell by her smile that she had already made up her mind. “Singing all twelve stanzas of ‘My Love, He Was a Traveling Man’—standing on one leg, blindfolded! Thea, lend her your scarf.”

         It is harder than it sounds, standing on one leg with a blindfold on. Luckily the scarf was not too tight, and by squinting down the side of my nose, I could see the straw of the barn floor and retain some sense of up and down. And I have a much better memory than Sasia.

         
            
               My love, he was a traveling man,

               as fine a tinker as God ever made.

               He mended every pot and pan

               but broke the heart of many a maid…

            

         

         I was well aware of the giggles and the rustles around me, but I refused to be distracted. Stanza after stanza I sang, ignoring the trembling muscles of the leg I was standing on. When the strain became nearly too much, I concentrated on the sour look on Cilia’s face when she had to give up the crown to me, and suddenly singing a few more lines became easy. I was just taking a deep breath, ready to start on the twelfth stanza, when it happened.

         Something very cold and wet slammed into my face, and instead of air I inhaled a big mouthful of whey. I completely lost my balance and tumbled to the ground, coughing and fighting to breathe. Whey gurgled in my throat, and some of it went up my nose, burning painfully. At first I had no idea what had happened. But once I wrenched off the scarf and saw Cilia standing there with the empty bucket, laughing her head off, things became very clear indeed.

         “Get lost, witch brat, and don’t come back some other day,” said Cilia, nearly choking on her own laughter. She was so busy laughing that she didn’t even think about running. And she should have. Never in my life had I been so furious. I needed only one short breath, then I was on my feet, and then on her. She keeled over backward and fell flat on her back, with me astride her chest. I held her face between my hands, and then I took my revenge.

         “Look at me, you vain little peahen. Look into my eyes!”

         She didn’t want to. She screamed and wept, trying to close her eyes, but I had her, and I had no intention of letting her go. “Look at me!” I hissed once more, and she seemed to lose the will to resist me. The periwinkle blue eyes slid open and stared into mine. 

         “You are self-centered and spoiled,” I whispered. It was no longer necessary to raise my voice; she could hear my words as clearly as she heard her own thoughts. “I can’t think of a single thing you have ever done for another person. And I know every lousy little trick you have ever used to get your own way. I know how you got that ring you’re wearing. I know how you made Sasia give you her favorite blue ribbon. I know how you lied to your brothers to make them beat up Crazy Nate. What had he ever done, other than follow you around because he thought your hair was pretty? Nothing, Cilia. You lied. You are so petty, so mean, so low and wretched that it makes me sick to look at you. I know it all, Cilia. I know you.” And I did, I really did. As I sat there on her chest, whispering into her face, I knew every mean thing she had ever done. And though she screamed and kicked and writhed as if she were drowning, there was no way out for her. I forced her to see herself. And I forced her to be ashamed at what she saw.

         One of the other girls tried to push me off her, but I only had to turn my head and look at her to make her leap back as though I were spitting acid in her direction.

         “You are so wretched, Cilia,” I repeated, slightly louder. “And if you think any of your court here really like you for your own sake, you are so wrong.”

         I got up. Cilia stayed on the floor, weeping so hard that anyone would have thought I had taken a whip to her.

         “And you lot,” I continued. “You’re not much better. You who come here to pay court to Princess Cilia just because you’re scared of her, or because you want something from her, or because you like her petty schemes. Go ahead. Play your little games. But do it without me. I have had my fill of you!” I looked around the circle, but the only eyes to meet mine were the eerily glowing gaze of the turnip lanterns. My anger flickered. This was not at all what I wanted; this was not the ending I had hoped for. But right now it seemed the only thing I could do was walk away from them.

         Before I reached the barn doors, one of them swung open, and Cilia’s father appeared.

         “What do you think you’re doing?” he yelled. “Cilia, what happened?”

         Cilia just sobbed on, making no other reply. Then the miller caught proper sight of me, and he wasted no time in deciding who was to blame.

         “You devil’s spawn, what’ve you done to her? If you’ve hurt my Cilia I’ll—”

         “I barely touched—” But I had no time to finish my sentence. He slapped me so hard across the cheek that the sound echoed in the gloomy space of the barn.

         “Your kind don’t need to touch,” he snarled. “Run on back to your witch of a mother, and if I ever catch you hurting my Cilia again… Shamer or no, I’ll whip the living daylights out of you, even if I have to pull a sack over your head to do it!”

         I could barely stand. My head was buzzing from the slap, and there was a rusty taste of blood in my mouth from where I had bitten my tongue. But I knew better than to ask for sympathy. I straightened and walked out, tall as I could. Trying to look as if I cared not one bit for any of them, not Cilia, not Sasia, nor any of the others, I strode off into the rain without looking back.

         
             

         

         Walking the mile or so back home took a while. It took me even longer to steel myself to face my mother. It wasn’t just that my green wool cape and my shirt and apron all stank to high heaven from the whey. It was more that—well, I didn’t think she would be terribly pleased at what I’d done. I felt so miserable. So lonely. Davin had friends. Melli had friends—everybody thought she was so cute. Why was it that I seemed doomed to have no one other than my family? I ended up in Blaze’s stall again; it is amazing how comforting it is to be near a big, warm animal who doesn’t care whether you have Shamer’s eyes or not. I leaned against the soft brown neck and cried a bit, as the last of the daylight slowly waned.

         A soft glow crept around the edges of the door, and then suddenly Mama was there, holding the lantern we use when we have to go outside at night.

         “Dina?” she called softly. “Why are you standing here in the dark?” She raised the lantern to get a better look at me. “What happened?”

         Lying to my mother is of course a hopeless task. Keeping something secret is nearly as impossible. So I told her most of it, and she guessed the rest. When I was done, she looked at me for a while. She did not scold me. She merely waited until I knew that what I had done was wrong. Then she nodded.

         “What you have is a gift,” she said. “And a power, not to be abused.” She reached into her apron pocket and held something out to me. “Here. I’ve been waiting to give you this, and I think the time has come.”

         It was a pendant, a round pewter circle decorated with a smaller circle of white enamel, with a still smaller blue circle inside it. It wasn’t glittery or beautiful; it had no shiny silver chain or anything, just a round black leather thong fitting like a noose around my neck. But I knew it was a very special thing all the same. Mama had one almost like it, except the inner circle on hers was black rather than blue.

         “Why do you want me to have this?”

         “Because you’re my apprentice now.”

         “Your apprentice…”

         “Yes. Starting tomorrow, I shall begin to teach you how to use your gift—and how and when not to use it.”

         “I don’t want to learn to use it,” I said rebelliously. “What good does it ever do?”

         Mama sighed. “When something has been stolen. Or when some man or woman has hurt another, perhaps even killed… that is when they send for the Shamer. There are people in this world who are capable of doing evil without feeling much shame. And there are people so good at hiding their shame, even from themselves, people who can think up a thousand excuses, until they actually believe they have a right to hurt, steal, or lie. But when they come face to face with me, they can no longer hide. Not from themselves, nor from others. Most people possess some sense of shame. And if I come across one of the very few who don’t… well, I can make them ashamed if I have to. Because I have a gift that I have learned to use. A rather unusual gift. That you also have.”

         “But I don’t want it!” It came out in a sob, heartfelt and anguished.

         “Oh, child… It is hard sometimes, and you have been awakened so very early… But there is a need for our gift, and I find I cannot wish you did not have it.”

         “Even if it means I’ll never have any friends? Even if it means no normal person will ever be able to look into my eyes?”

         She drew me into her arms, rocking me gently back and forth. “It isn’t that they can’t. They just don’t want to. You make them remember all the things about themselves that they would rather forget. All the things that they are secretly ashamed of.” She stroked a whey-encrusted lock of hair away from my forehead. “But you must be patient. Sooner or later you will meet someone who dares to look into your eyes. And then you will be fortunate indeed. For anyone who can meet a Shamer’s gaze openly is a very special human being and the best friend you could ever hope for.”

         “I don’t suppose it will be Cilia,” I said, somewhat gloomily.

         Mama laughed. “No,” she said, “I don’t suppose it will.”

      

   


   
      
         

            TWO

            The Man from Dunark

         

         The wind was stronger now, and the gusts tore at the shutters, making them rattle. Mama had fetched down the big tub and placed it in front of the fireplace in the kitchen, so that I was finally able to get both clean and warm. Washing my sticky hair, I wondered whether we would ever be able to rid my cape of the sickly smell of whey. I had no way of knowing that I would soon have far greater problems.

         We ate dinner, and Mama let us roast apples for dessert. Soon a wonderful sweet and savory scent filled the kitchen, and I was starting to feel a lot better. Everything was almost back to normal—almost, but not quite. My new pendant hung heavy and strange against my chest, reminding me of my apprenticeship, and of the gift that I would rather not have.

         “What happened in the village today?” asked Davin.

         “Tell you tomorrow,” I mumbled, drawing Mama’s old blue shawl closer around my shoulders, and Davin didn’t pester me. He just nodded. One of the good things about Davin—sometimes he actually knows when to be quiet at the right time. Beastie, our big gray wolfhound, was snoring quietly in front of the fire, flat on his side, and Melli had settled herself on Mama’s lap.

         “Tell the Winter Dragon story,” she begged.

         “Not now, Melli.”

         “When? Mama, when?”

         “Perhaps before you sleep. If you behave!”

         Mama was carefully penning the labels for the bottles and jars she had filled that day. Apple and pear juice, elderberry wine, and rosehip jelly sat in long rows on the kitchen table.

         Suddenly Beastie raised his head and gave a short woof. There was a knock on the front door. We all sat quite still for a moment except for Beastie, who rolled to his feet and walked stiff-legged toward our small entrance hall. Sighing, Mama put down her pen.

         “Easy, Beastie. Davin, get the door.”

         Davin handed me his apple stick and got up.

         “Why can’t they leave us alone at night, at least?” he muttered in annoyance.

         “Davin!”

         “All right, I’m getting it!”

         I sat tensely, half expecting our visitor to be Cilia’s dad. But the man entering the hallway was a stranger. Nothing new there—strangers came to see my mother all the time, either to get help for someone who was ill, or, fortunately less often, because they had need of a Shamer.

         “Peace to the house,” said the man and cast a wary eye on Beastie, whose head was almost level with his midriff.

         “And to you,” my mother replied politely. “Come on in. He won’t hurt you. Here, sit by the fire and let your clothes dry.”

         “I thank you,” he said, throwing back the hood of his dripping wet cloak. “But there is no time to waste. If you are Melussina Tonerre, that is.” We could see his face now, pale and tense. Strands of his black hair were plastered wetly to his cheeks and forehead, and he looked like a man who had had a hard ride. 

         “I am,” said my mother briefly. “And your name?”

         “I come not in my own name,” he said, avoiding her gaze. “I bring you word from the Lawmaster of Dunark.”

         I don’t think the messenger noticed, but I could see how my mother’s narrow shoulders stiffened. Dunark is clear out on the coast, a long ride from Birches, and the Lawmaster would hardly send for her merely for her healing skills. No, they needed a Shamer, and this meant that a crime had been committed.

         “Show me, then,” she said quietly.

         The man from Dunark loosened a long leather case from his belt and handed it to Mama. I could see Dunark’s signet, a raven and a wave, impressed into the bright red wax that sealed the case. Mama broke the seal and drew out a rolled-up scroll. Smoothing it carefully, she placed it close to the lamp so that she would be able to read it. The soft glow of the oil lamp fell on her smooth, shiny chestnut hair and on her slim, long hands holding the paper flat. Only her face was left in shadow.

         “I see,” she finally said. Her voice had hardened, as it sometimes did when she was trying not to show her feelings. “Well, I suppose I had better come, then.”

         “No!” Melli cried out, and clutched at Mama’s sleeve. “You promised… you promised to tell me the Winter Dragon story.”

         She began to cry, and I knew it was not just the dragon story. Melli gets scared when Mama isn’t here to tuck her in at night. Especially on a windy night like this one, with all the creaking and the rattling and the cracks of snapping branches in the orchard.

         “Hush, baby, hush.” Mama put her arms around Melli and rocked her, much as she had done with me earlier on. “Davin will tell you the story. And when you wake up tomorrow, I will probably already be home again.”

         “He doesn’t tell it the way you do!”

         “He tells it even better. Come on, sweetie, be a big girl now. Look at Dina. Do you see her crying?”

         No, I wasn’t crying, but after the day I had had, I felt like clinging to my mother and bawling until she promised not to leave us. I didn’t, though. I knew Mama had to go; I knew she hated it and would have done almost anything to stay with us, to tuck Melli in and tell her about the Winter Dragon who could not sleep the summer through.

         “Come on, Melli,” I said. “I think your apple is done now. Do you want honey on it?”

         Fortunately, Melli has a sweet tooth. “Lots of honey,” she demanded. “And jam in the middle!”

         I looked at Mama, and she nodded. “Jam in the middle,” she said. “But don’t forget to clean your teeth afterward.”

         “Can Beastie sleep in my bed?”

         “If Dina gives him a good brushing first.” Mama rose, collected her best black shawl from the hook by the stove, and tied it around her shoulders. Davin already had her winter cloak ready.

         “It’s cold,” he said. “Stay the night if the weather is bad. We can manage.”

         “Thanks, my love,” she said. “I know you can. But I would much rather be home quickly.” She gave him a hug. They were almost the same height now. Same reddish-brown hair. Same slim shape with narrow hands and feet, almost faylike in their slenderness. Melli and I had more of a square-and-clumsy look, I thought. Mama called it “robust” and said that there was a strength in us, and a nearness to the earth. But I would really much rather look like a wood-fay just like her. And who had decided that my hair had to be dull black and coarse, like a horse’s tail? If I was to inherit her damned gift, why could I not have some of her prettiness, too? It didn’t seem fair.

         “Good night, my love,” said Mama, kissing Melli’s cheek. Melli hugged Mama’s neck with a sticky honey paw. She didn’t want to let go, but even Melli knew that it was useless to keep complaining.

         “Come home right away,” she demanded. “As quick as you can.”

         “As quickly as Blaze can run,” Mama promised, smiling. “Good night, Dina.”

         She hugged me, too, and I could feel a slight trembling in her body. I looked at the scroll she was still holding.

         “Is it bad?” I asked, softly enough that Melli wouldn’t hear.

         “It looks bad. But we shall see.”

         “Do you want me to come with you? I mean… being your apprentice now?”

         She shook her head. “No. You’ve had enough of a day already. And I want you to start with something less… serious.” She touched her lips to my hair. “Take good care of each other.”

         Beastie was already whining and whimpering, begging to be allowed to come, but she seized his long muzzle and looked into his yellow eyes.

         “Stay,” she commanded. “Watch my children for me.”

         Our big dog sighed, and his tail hung low, no longer wagging. But he made no attempt to rush after her when the man from Dunark held the door open for my mother and then followed her into the rain and the darkness. 

         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         

         I used a flannel on Melli’s honey-sticky hands and face and helped her clean the raspberry seeds from her teeth. Beastie let himself be brushed while Davin told the Winter Dragon story, and after Melli had fallen asleep with Beastie across the foot of the alcove, Davin and I stayed up late, talking. I finally told him the whole stupid story about Cilia.

         “Cilia is a selfish little goose,” he said firmly. “If you shamed her a bit, I’m sure she had it coming. Even her brothers are starting to wise up to some of her tricks.”

         Most of the time I am happy to have Davin for an older brother. Not when he is teasing me or bossing me around, of course, but on a night like this, with Mama gone and the wind and the rain and everything, it feels really good to know that he is there and fifteen and almost an adult. The fire had died to embers in the fireplace, and we finally banked it and went to bed, both of us in the same alcove as Melli and Beastie, for company and for warmth. I lay in the darkness listening to the wind as it gradually died down. After a while the rain stopped drumming on the roof and against the shutters, and I thought that if only it would keep dry, Mama might well make the ride back that night. But when we woke the next morning, there was still no sign of her.
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