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      Sarah retrieved the lamp and twisted the peg. The door swung open on its own, and Sarah gasped. A figure stood outside the outhouse door.

      “Momma?” Sarah asked as she held out her lantern.

      No. It was Molly, or what was left of her. Once an attractive sixteen-year-old, birds had pecked out her pretty blue eyes, and her skin was alive with maggots. Molly’s head hung at an odd angle to the left. What Sarah could see of her skin looked mottled with patches of gray, blue, and black. A beetle crawled out of Molly’s half-open mouth and darted back in.

      Sarah’s heart leapt to her throat, and she jumped back. She lost her footing, fell onto the outhouse seat, and dropped the lantern to the floor. She bent to retrieve it, thankful that the glass globe hadn’t broken. Sarah looked up and saw an empty doorway.

      You’re imagining things, she told herself. Impossible. Must’ve dozed off, had a nightmare, and woke up when I dropped the lamp.

      Her heart still pounded in her chest, and Sarah took a deep breath to calm herself.

      Holding the lamp out before her once more, she crept out…
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        “A ripping yarn! The narrative is lurid, lean, and delightful.”
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        "Paranormal adventuring at its best, one of the best books on the subject I think I have ever read! A skin-trembling read. Highly recommended."

        ~Stephanie J., Reviewer, NetGalley
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        “Each of his stories is filled with suspense, violence, and horror, and if horror is your preferred genre, then you are missing out on the king of horror, sorry Stephen… I always look forward to Mr. Herold’s books and highly recommend getting acquainted with them. I have read many horror books, but his stand out as the best.”

        ~Linda – Reviewer
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      Almost a month after Molly Scott’s disappearance, a full bladder forced Sarah Bradbury awake in the middle of the night. Try as she might, she could not return to sleep. There was no denying the inevitable—she had to pee.

      Sarah groaned, pushed away the ratty quilt, and sat up. She wished her father would allow her a chamber pot, but she’d spilled one once, four years ago, when she was five, and that was the end of that. It was pitch-dark in her room, so she fumbled around on the small table next to her for a lucifer.

      Sarah located one and struck it on the rough, unpainted tabletop. Sulfur filled her nostrils, and she sneezed, almost dropping the burning matchstick. After lighting the wick in the old metal lamp on the bedside table, she shook the lucifer to extinguish its flame, then raised the little metal arm on the kerosene lamp, which caused a small glass globe to lower over the burning wick. The lamp provided a faint light, but it was enough to find her way. She pushed her red hair back from her narrow face and stood.

      Easing open the bedroom door, Sarah made her way down the hall past her parents’ room, hoping beyond all measure she hadn’t woken them. She tiptoed into the wider area of the house that served as kitchen, eating area, living room, and entryway. She lifted the metal latch on the door with the greatest of care and crept outside.

      The boards of the front porch felt damp from the dew, as did the dirt and grass on the well-worn trail around their home to the outhouse. The day’s overcast sky had been rent apart, as though some celestial demon had raked its claws first one way across the heavens, then the other, revealing patches of stars. For a moment, the full moon appeared, then scuttled behind a cloud, causing its outer edge to glow.

      Sarah pulled open the wooden door of the outhouse and held the lamp before her, peering within. Empty. One night, a raccoon found its way in there, and they both had a fright until the critter scampered out. Sarah did not want to renew the acquaintance.

      She climbed inside, pulled the door shut, and twisted the peg that held the door closed. Sarah put the lamp on the floor, hiked up her nightshirt, and sat on the seat—a plank with a hole in it. A pile of newspapers sat next to her, and after relieving herself, she tore off a piece of one sheet to wipe herself dry.

      Sarah retrieved the lamp and twisted the peg. The door swung open on its own, and Sarah gasped. A figure stood outside the outhouse door.

      “Momma?” Sarah asked as she held out her lantern.

      No. It was Molly, or what was left of her. Once an attractive sixteen-year-old, birds had pecked out her pretty blue eyes, and her skin was alive with maggots. Molly’s head hung at an odd angle to the left. What Sarah could see of her skin looked mottled with patches of gray, blue, and black. A beetle crawled out of Molly’s half-open mouth and darted back in.

      Sarah’s heart leapt to her throat, and she jumped back. She lost her footing, fell onto the outhouse seat, and dropped the lantern to the floor. She bent to retrieve it, thankful that the glass globe hadn’t broken. Sarah looked up and saw that Molly was gone.

      You’re imagining things, she told herself. Impossible. Must’ve dozed off, had a nightmare, and woke up when I dropped the lamp.

      Her heart still pounded in her chest, and Sarah took a deep breath to calm herself.

      Holding the lamp out before her once more, she crept out. Nothing unusual. She made her way around the side of the house, but as she turned the corner to the front, there stood Molly.

      Sarah turned and ran back where she came. Over by the outhouse, she looked over her shoulder and saw she wasn’t being followed. She stopped.

      Sarah realized that if Molly were some sort of spirit, there was nothing to stop her from appearing somewhere else. Though a warm night, Sarah shivered and rubbed her arms, feeling the goosebumps. She looked back toward the house.

      What does she want? Soon, curiosity overpowered her. She crept back toward the front of the house and peered around the corner. Molly was still there, facing Sarah, but neither said anything. The supernatural figure turned and shuffled across the matted grass that was Sarah’s front yard and went out onto the road that led from the farmhouse.

      Sarah ran around to the front of the house and dashed onto the porch, where her father parked his boots under the awning. She put them on over her bare feet but did not bother to lace them. She clomped after Molly. The moon emerged from the cloud, and now Sarah could clearly see Molly walking ahead. Later, after about a mile, Sarah stumbled on a pothole and fell. This time, Molly waited for her.

      They headed down Old Mill Road until Sarah saw Molly stop and point. Sarah came up and looked where indicated. She held the lantern before her, but the kerosene was almost gone, and the flame had become a thin line of blue and guttered out. A canopy of trees blocked the moonlight, and there was nothing she could make out ahead of her in the darkness. When Sarah looked back, Molly had disappeared.

      Sarah used the heel of her right boot to carve a line across the dirt road and found enough rocks by the side of the road to make an arrow of them on the road’s shoulder. She hoped the markers would be visible in the daytime.

      When she got home, her father was already up and had the switch in his hand. He slapped it against his palm a few times for effect. “You fixin’ to run off like Molly?” he asked, despite her age. “You got a boy you’re seein’, same as her?”

      He commenced to beat her backside raw. Between tears and shouts of pain, Sarah tried to tell him what happened, and he beat her all the harder for lying.

      Edith, Sarah’s mom, got up to watch. Heavy-set, like her husband, with a sheen to her face, her hair was a wild rat’s nest, as it was each morning when she rose and often stayed that way throughout the day. She regarded the beating with mild interest, then complained that Sarah tracked dirt into the house upon her return.

      Whatever Sarah said didn’t matter, so she quit saying anything.

      When her father spent his fury, he was left sweaty and red-faced. Edith put a hand on his damp back. “Come and sit down at the table. Looks like you worked up a bit of an appetite this morning.”

      Later, when Sarah left the house, ostensibly to go to school, she did nothing of the sort. Her backside was so sore, she wasn’t sure she could sit at her desk. It even hurt to walk, but she did it anyway, compelled to retrace the steps she took earlier.

      The farms and homes along the way looked as they always had, mundane in their familiarity. Fields were green with early summer growth. Corn, rye, barley, and pumpkins, all popular local crops, flourished in the morning sunshine.

      Eventually, Sarah turned down Old Mill Road and left the farms behind. Instead, the road led into a wooded area—thick with second growth that had come back once the mill, which rotted away long ago, had closed.

      Will I be able to find the spot? What will I find?

      After about a half mile, Sarah spotted the line she scraped across the dirt road and the rough arrow made of stones. She surveyed the gooseberry bush blocking her way and weighed her options: Brave the thorny bush or find some way around it? She chose the latter and managed to find some stinging nettles instead. She rubbed soil and spit on the rash, achieving some relief, and pressed on until she stood where she figured her markers lay on the other side of the brush. Sarah started walking away from the road and noticed a heavy, rancid scent pervading the air. Sarah placed a hand over her mouth and nose, trying to use it as a filter.

      A few feet beyond, she found Molly’s corpse lying face up on some green leafy foliage. The remains of the girl looked exactly as Sarah had seen her last night, including the beetle in Molly’s open mouth.

      Sarah vomited.

      After a while, there was nothing left to come up, yet still she gagged until she moved away from the site and the terrible scent. Now what? Go to the police or tell Molly’s father?

      Sarah decided Mr. Scott, Molly’s father, deserved to know first. She retraced her steps back to the road, careful to avoid the stinging nettles when she spotted it.

      It was a long walk to Scott’s farm. When she got there, the property, like many New England farms, was lined with stone fences—people had to do something with all the rocks they dug up. Molly’s father gave much of the farm over to pasture instead of crops, but the animals she saw as she approached the house looked poorly. A thin and shabby-looking horse appeared to have not received much care over the last month. Four Holstein cows were lowing in pain, imploring her to milk them as they stood at a gate, staring at her.

      Sarah knocked and looked through the window beside the door. She could see Bertrand Scott asleep at the kitchen table, next to a bottle of gin. After many knocks, she was able to rouse him. Bleary-eyed, the man struggled to his feet and staggered to the door, unlocked it, and swung it wide.

      When he saw it was her, he snarled, “What do you want?” His breath stunk. A filmy white line of dried saliva ran along the inner edge of his chapped lips. He grimaced in the morning sunshine and held his right hand to his head in evident pain. “Go away!”

      The man teetered back to the chair at the kitchen table, plopped down, and massaged the sides of his skull.

      “I saw Molly last night,” Sarah told him.

      Mr. Scott sat up, suddenly alert.

      “She’s dead,” Sarah added.

      Mr. Scott came at her, and Sarah flinched, afraid he would hit her. Instead, he grabbed her shoulders and gave her a little shake. “My girl—dead?” he asked.

      Sarah gulped. “Yes, sir.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Her ghost visited me last night.”

      Molly’s father let go and turned away in disgust. “Go away!”

      “I know where to look. I marked it last night, where she showed me, out on Old Mill Road. I went there this mornin’ to check—makin’ sure it weren’t a nightmare. She’s there all right.”

      Mr. Scott turned back and looked at her. “What was she doing way out there?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps she’ll tell me next time.”

      “You’re crazy!”

      “No, sir, I thought maybe so, but I just come from where she’s layin’. I was going to go to the sheriff, but I thought you should know first.”

      The man’s eyes bore into her, but she held up under the scrutiny. At last, he said, “Let’s go.”

      Outside, Mr. Scott retrieved his horse and hitched him to the buckboard wagon. He climbed onto the plank seat and motioned for her to do the same. When she joined him, he stared straight ahead and snarled, “If this is some sort of sport, our next stop will be the sheriff’s.” Molly’s father shook the reins, and they rode off.

      Every bump and pitch to the wagon awakened fresh pains in Sarah’s raw backside. By the time they reached Old Mill Road, she was fighting back tears.

      Sarah studied the roadbed ahead. The shadows cast by leafy trees above made it difficult to see details in the road as they went along.

      “Slow down, will you?” she said.

      At last, she found the spot, more by gut instinct than anything else. She yelled for him to stop. The two climbed off the wagon and went around the gooseberry bushes as she had done before.

      When they found Molly’s body, Mr. Scott let out a wail and dropped to his knees. He picked up one of her rotting hands and held it to his chest.

      They next went to the sheriff to present him with Molly’s remains. Sheriff Hyler exited the jail, and Mr. Scott and Sarah led him to the rear of the wagon. The sheriff drew back the canvas draped over Molly’s body. Seeing what lay beneath, he turned a little green and gagged.

      The sheriff threw the tarp back over Molly and retreated a few steps. He looked up at the sky for several long moments, then leveled his gaze at Molly’s father. He put a hand to his holstered gun. “Bertrand, I have to ask you to step into a cell.”

      Bertrand Scott, who was already ashen, turned whiter still. “What?”

      “You heard me. I’ve had my suspicions about you from the start, out there in the boonies with your daughter. You and Molly had a fight, no doubt, and you did something you probably now regret. Finally, you couldn’t live with yourself after what you’d done, cooked up this crazy story, and got this girl here to buy into it.”

      Bertrand Scott struggled to speak. His mouth worked up and down like a fish out of water. Tears ran down his cheeks. At last, he found his voice, as he clenched both his eyes and his fists, but only one sound came out, a wracking, heartfelt moan.

      The sheriff glanced at Sarah and back at Bertrand Scott. He became suddenly conciliatory. “Step inside, Bertrand, and we’ll sort this thing out. Don’t make me have to pull my sidearm or cuff you.”

      Bertrand let out a deep breath and sagged as though deflated. He lowered his head and shambled into the jail, Sarah followed them inside. The sheriff ushered Molly’s father through the door in the rear of the office that led to the cells.

      When the sheriff came out of the back room, Sarah tried her best to protest, but the man cut her off and growled, “Get on out of here before I stick you in the lodge too!”

      The sheriff’s threat made Sarah feel somehow guilty, as if she were responsible for all that had happened. She turned, walked outside, and saw the wagon and the bedraggled horse. When the Sheriff emerged she said, “I don’t think I can manage the wagon, but I’d be willing to walk the horse back to Mr. Scott’s farm.”

      “I’ll put him up in the livery. You get yourself on back to school where you belong.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Sarah, and she walked away. However, instead of going to school, she returned to Mr. Scott’s farm and tended to the animals. She took care of them twice each day until after the inquest.
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        * * *

      

      At the court hearing the following week, Sarah was subpoenaed as a witness. Her parents were informed, so all three sat in the gallery. When the bailiff called Sarah’s name, she squeezed past her folks and the other people on the bench until she got to the center aisle. The bailiff led her to the witness box. He told her to raise her right hand and put the other on the Bible he held before her. The man recited the pledge to tell the truth. Sarah nodded.

      “Say, I do,” Judge Phineus Newbold said from the bench, making a patronizing smile as he regarded the thin red-headed girl.

      Sarah recited the two words with all the solemnity she could muster. When asked, she told the court about the apparition of Molly—to the titters and guffaws of many.

      “And how did Miss Scott’s body get into the woods?” asked Albert Schmidt, the pompous county prosecutor. The man had greasy gray hair and a waistline as big as his ego.

      “I don’t know,” Sarah said,“but you can ask Molly yourself. I’ve had the feeling all week she wants to speak.”

      This time Albert led the guffaws until the judge gaveled the room back to order.

      “Well,” the prosecutor said with a snide grin, “let’s hear from her.”

      Sarah closed her eyes and took deep breaths. Her breathing became labored, and she sat back in the chair and moaned.

      The judge pounded his gavel several times. “I think we’ve had about enough of this,” he proclaimed.

      Hugh Marsten, the defense attorney, stood up. “Begging the court’s indulgence, sir. If her story is true, it could exonerate my client.”

      Judge Newbold looked over at Schmidt, who was chuckling.

      “No objections, your honor,” said Schmidt. “I enjoy a good performance as much as anyone.”

      “I’ll let this go on for a minute or two, provided it doesn’t turn into a sideshow,” grumbled the judge.

      Sarah opened her eyes with a start. She looked at Bertrand Scott. “Father,” she said in Molly’s voice, “what are you doing here?” She looked around with panic. “What? Where am I?”

      “You’re in a court of law,” said Judge Newbold, “and may I remind you, Sarah Bradbury, you are under oath. Are we to believe that you are now Molly Scott?”

      Sarah looked at the judge with shock. “What are you talking about? Wait—I remember…” Sarah turned to face the people in the gallery. “I snuck out of my house for a buggy ride with John Hyler. I’d never done anything like that before, but I thought with the sheriff’s son, there would be nothing to fear.”

      John Hyler bounded to his feet from where he had been sitting in the rear of the courtroom. “This is crazy!” shouted the young man. “The girl’s a lunatic!”

      The judge pounded his gavel. “Bailiff, please help the junior Mr. Hyler find his seat. I’m starting to take some interest in this testimony after all.”

      The sheriff, John’s father, moved down the center aisle in the courtroom, adding his protests to his son’s. “You can’t be serious, Phineas. The girl is clearly disturbed.”

      The judge held his gavel out toward the sheriff. “Quiet, Charley, and be seated before I have you arrested for contempt.”

      He turned back to Sarah. “Please continue.”

      “It was a warm May night, and I wore my favorite blue gingham dress and my late mother’s brooch. I crawled out my window and met John in his surrey. We drove off, not saying much, but enjoying the beautiful evening. After a while, John stopped the carriage. We were on Old Mill Road. He grabbed me and started kissing me, putting his hands all over.”

      Sarah became more distressed as she relived the event. Her arms bat the air before her, attempting to drive the man away.

      “He said everyone knew I was loose, and he wanted his turn. I fought him off as best I could. In the process, Mother’s brooch got torn off and rolled beneath the seat. I screamed and cried as he had his way. When he finished, he climbed off me and turned the carriage around.

      We headed back, but I couldn’t stop crying. He hit me while he drove the horse faster and faster. Finally, I said I was going to tell his father, and he went berserk. He swore and threw me from the racing carriage. My head struck the ground first, breaking my neck.

      “John stopped and went back to where I lay on the road. He dragged me out of sight, through some bushes, and left me there to rot.”

      Sarah stood and pointed to the sheriff’s son. “John Hyler, you’re a rapist, a murderer, and a coward. My mother’s brooch is still beneath the carriage seat where it fell.”
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        * * *

      

      Sarah collapsed to the floor in a faint, and the courtroom erupted in pandemonium.

      John Hyler tried to push his way past the other people in his row of benches, but they stood up and blocked his way. Several men grabbed him from behind.

      “It isn’t true!” he shouted. He wrenched himself around to face the judge. “It isn’t true!”

      Sheriff Hyler stood up, crimson-faced and teeth clenched, and charged toward the exit.

      The judge sprang from his bench and shouted over the crowd. “Charley, I can’t let you go! Deputies, bar his way!”

      Two deputies stood before the door. The sheriff turned sideways and drew his arm back for a punch, but the younger of the two deputies put a hand on the sheriff’s chest to stop him. “Don’t do it, boss,” he said.

      The sheriff froze, then lowered his fist. He turned around and faced the judge, an imploring look on his face.

      “You can go with them, Charley,” the judge said soberly, as he stared down the sheriff, “but the deputies will check the carriage.”

      After a few moments, the sheriff agreed.

      Judge Newbold exhaled audibly and set down his gavel. The two deputies turned and pushed open the double doors at the rear of the courtroom. They held them open for the sheriff, who left the court with his eyes downcast.

      The judge looked at the young girl, who still lay on the floor of the witness box. “My God!” he exclaimed and moved to assist her. He pushed the chair aside and bent down to scoop up the girl. Moisture beneath his left hand revealed that she had wet herself. The judge stood and looked across the room at the girl’s parents. The two were chatting and laughing amongst themselves, but had not made a move to help their daughter.

      Shaking his head in disbelief, the judge took the girl into his chambers. He did not have a sofa, but he did have an adjustable parlor chair. He set the girl on the black leather upholstery and reclined the back as far as it would go. He took his light summer suit jacket off the hook by the door and draped it over the unconscious girl.

      The judge marched out of his chambers and crossed the courtroom to the gallery, still abuzz. John Hyler continued his protests to anyone who would listen, but every time he attempted to stand, several men shoved him back down. It didn’t appear that anyone else was anxious to leave.

      The judge yelled and pointed at the girl’s parents until he got their attention. He demanded they approach him. Both parents were shabbily dressed.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” the judge continued to yell. “Your daughter is unconscious, and you two are standing there with the rest, yammering away.”

      The mother spoke first. “Oh, she’s always doing this sort of thing to avoid doing some chore. We find it best to ignore her until a switch can be found.”

      “She’ll come around,” chimed in the father.

      “I don’t know what to make of her accusations,” the judge said, “but the girl is not faking unconsciousness. I recommend you get her to Doc Twining.”

      “And who’s gonna pay for that?” asked the mother.

      “I will,” said Judge Newbold without a second thought.

      The father eyed the judge. “Give us the money. We’ll see she gets the treatment she deserves.” He grinned.

      The judge balked. “I’ll fetch the doctor myself.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The two deputies and Sheriff Hyler were a block away, en route to the sheriff’s house. It was a warm June day, and all three removed their coats, but large wet stains could be seen on their shirt backs and beneath their arms.

      When they arrived, the sheriff led them around the well-kept home to the carriage house in back. The sheriff threw the bolt on the wide door and swung it open. Sunlight shone in upon the black surrey. Sheriff Hyler stepped toward the carriage, but Deputy Shema grabbed his shoulder.

      “The judge said for us to do the lookin’.”

      The sheriff took a moment to consider his options and moved away. Deputies Shema and McCann climbed up on either side of the surrey and searched every nook and cranny.

      “Hold on,” McCann announced, “I’ve got something.” He held it up in the light to examine it. The cameo brooch featured a carved ivory depiction of the Virgin Mary and baby Jesus.

      “Christ almighty,” said Shema. “What the girl said was true.”

      “That belonged to Gertie,” said the sheriff. His wife had been dead for three years.

      “You willing to swear to that in court?” asked McCann.

      The sheriff took a deep breath and kicked at a rock that protruded from the soil. “No,” he said, almost inaudibly.

      When the three of them entered the courtroom, the sheriff glared at his son and shook his head. “You little shit,” he said under his breath.
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        * * *

      

      The sheriff came to the jail the next day. He still wore his uniform and sidearm, despite the suspension the judge ordered after John Hyler’s arrest. As the sheriff entered, he saw Shema’s feet propped up on his desk, and the deputy reading Harper’s Weekly. Deputy Shema awkwardly sprang to attention and apologized.

      “Sorry, boss. I didn’t have my feet on anything important.”

      The sheriff grunted a response and moved around the desk. He headed for the cells. Shema ducked in front of him and stammered. “Judge said you’re on leave until further notice. I can’t let you in there.”

      Sheriff Hyler raised his head and glared at Shema. Hyler’s face was unshaven, and his eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep, not alcohol.

      “I’ll thank you to get the hell out of my way, Shema. There ain’t no power on Earth going to stop me seeing my boy.”

      Shema studied his boss’s face for a few moments, then stepped to the side. The sheriff opened the door that led to the holding cells. Hyler slammed the door shut behind him.

      The sheriff walked past the first two empty cells, each separated by a brick wall, and stopped at the third, where his son sat on the side of his cot with his head in his hands. The younger Hyler’s head came up and saw his father.

      “Get me out of here!”

      Charlie shook his head and scowled. “You’re where you belong.”

      “I didn’t do it!” John Hyler shot forward and grabbed the bars. He put his face to the iron rods and spoke with increasing desperation. “Th-that girl is crazy. I never touched Molly, the whore. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sorry she’s dead, but half the town could tell you she got what was coming to her. I don’t know who did it. I’d tell you if I did!”

      “You protest too much,” Charley said in a grave voice. “I think you should’ve had a look at the body you left lying in the woods. Then you could tell me if she got what she deserved. I wouldn’t be surprised if they leave you on the rope they hang you from for a month. Give you a taste of your own medicine.”

      John Hyler’s left arm slipped between the bars and snatched his father’s pistol from the holster. John sprang back and pointed the gun at his father. “You get me out of here. Now!”

      The sheriff shook his head. “I have sworn an oath to uphold the law, even at the expense of my own son.” He turned and walked from the room.

      “Stop!” shouted his son, to no effect.

      Sheriff Hyler went back into the office and slowly shut the door behind him.

      The deputy moved across the room. “What the hell was that all about?”

      Now it was the sheriff who put his hand on his deputy’s chest. “Don’t go in there, Shema. It ain’t safe. He stole my gun.”

      The deputy jerked his own gun from his holster and tried to step around the sheriff, who continued to block his way.

      “What happened?” Shema demanded.

      “He reached through the bars and took it. Don’t add yourself to his tally. Let him be.”

      “Are you nuts?”

      “Who’s he gonna harm in there?” said the sheriff in a low voice.

      Shema shoved the sheriff aside so hard, the older man fell to the floor. Shema grabbed the doorknob as a shot sounded from within. He flung open the door and ran inside.

      At the first cell, Shema stopped short and let prudence take hold of his emotions. The deputy drew his gun and held it out before him. He crept past the next cell to the third.

      John Hyler sat on the floor of his cell with wide eyes, the top half of his head now sprayed all over the wall behind him. Blood ran from the gaping hole in rivulets down his face, but it gushed from the open mouth and spilled off his chin onto what had been a white shirt. His right hand lay on the floor with the pistol, the index finger still stuck in the trigger guard.

      The sheriff approached Shema and surveyed the scene. The older man choked off a sob.

      Shema turned to his boss. “You gave him your pistol, you son of a⁠—”

      “No,” the sheriff cut him off, squeezing his eyes tight to staunch the flow of tears, “but I had hoped he’d be man enough to take it.”
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        * * *

      

      As news accounts of what happened in court circulated, people began to converge on the Bradbury farm, asking for, or in some cases demanding Sarah’s help. “What happened to my husband?” “Please find my wedding ring.” “My baby died last summer. Is she in heaven?” Her father drove them all away. But when Dodgerton’s Carnival and Traveling Freak Show performed in Hoeksburg the subsequent week, the tall Morris Dodgerton paid a call on the Bradbury farm and talked his way inside. The bottle of Old Crow he brought with him certainly helped.

      A dark and well-groomed man, Dodgerton removed his top hat and set it and his cane on the dining table. His black hair was slicked back, and the mustache that stood above his beard was waxed so that the ends made fanciful curls. His black silk suit, threadbare at the elbows, had been tailored to fit his long, slender body, and the red vest he wore over his white shirt featured a long chain and watch fob that appeared to be gold.

      “I can tell the future, too,” he announced to Sarah’s parents as he poured whiskey into three canning jars. “I foresee you making far more money than you’ve ever dreamed possible.”

      At the end of an evening of drinking, laughing, and haggling, Sarah’s parents agreed to Dodgerton’s offer to make their daughter a part of the carnival. They were to receive five hundred dollars now and another five hundred each year she remained in his employ.

      Dodgerton counted out the money he had brought with him on the kitchen table, Mr. and Mrs. Bradbury’s eyes wide with greed.

      Mr. Bradbury snatched up the money and stuffed it into a pocket. As he and Dodgerton shook hands, Bradbury said, “No refunds,” and smiled, showing his mouthful of grayish-brown teeth.

      Dodgerton withdrew his hand and wiped it on his coat. “I understand.”

      Sarah’s parents never saw another dime from him—Dodgerton foresaw that too.

      When Dodgerton came into her room, Sarah was halfway out of her bedroom window. Given the thin walls and the volume of the negotiations, Sarah caught wind of what was to become of her. Whimpering, she dressed and packed a small burlap bag with her belongings.

      Dodgerton sprinted across the room and yanked the girl back inside. Sarah kicked, screamed, and flailed her arms. Dodgerton put a hand over her mouth. “Quiet!” he commanded.

      Sarah bit him.

      Dodgerton yelped with pain and let go.

      Sarah fell to the floor. She scrambled for the door, but her grinning parents blocked her escape. Dodgerton picked her up by the scruff of the neck and backhanded her.

      Stunned silence.

      “Oh, you two will get along nicely,” said Mrs. Bradbury.

      On the way to the fairgrounds, Sarah rode with her hands bound together and a rope around her waist that anchored her to the seat. They rode in silence. Every so often Dodgerton would lick the blood from his left hand where Sarah had bitten him.

      Good. I hope he bleeds to death.

      When they arrived, the carnival was closed up, being well after midnight, but there were lanterns set out before a number of tents on the periphery where the performers and carnival roustabouts stayed.

      Dodgerton freed her from the rope that tied her to the seat, but left her hands bound tight. He pulled her off the wagon and grabbed her bag with his injured hand. He dragged her along a straw-covered path to a tent that glowed from a lantern within. Dodgerton lifted the tent flap and threw Sarah inside.

      An old woman, who had a pipe in one hand and a book in the other, looked up in surprise at Dodgerton. She shifted her gaze to the hapless girl on the straw-strewn ground before her.

      “Add her to the act, Tsuritsa,” said Dodgerton. “She’s the real deal.” He threw Sarah’s bag down next to her. “And keep a top eye open. If she runs, it’ll cost you.”

      The old woman puffed on her pipe and regarded Sarah for several long moments. She smiled, causing a myriad of wrinkles to migrate around on her face. She had kind eyes and spoke with a Hungarian accent.

      “Pleased to meet you. My name is Madame Tsuritsa Vodoma. Come here, child, and let me untie you.”

      Skittish, Sarah hung back for a minute. Shall I run? Where? Back at her house, her attempt at escape was born of blind panic. Now that she considered it, where could she go? She crept forward and held out her hands.

      The old woman continued to smile while she reached out and held Sarah’s bound hands for several moments. Tsuritsa looked into her eyes, and Sarah began to relax.

      “I don’t think you’ll run.”

      Madame Tsuritsa Vodoma worked on the knots until they loosened and the rope fell free. She sat back in her chair and laughed. “If you’re the real deal, did you know this would happen to you? That you’d end up here with me?”

      Sarah shook her head.

      “What kind of real deal are you?”

      Sarah rose to her feet and brushed the straw from her clothes. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Mr. Fancy Pants must have had some reason for bringing you here.”

      Sarah told her about the ghost, Molly’s body, and what happened in court. “People kept coming around our house after that, asking for all kinds of help.”

      “Did you?”

      “Did I what?”

      The old woman rolled her eyes in mock frustration. “Did you help them that called?”

      “My father drove them off, but there was one woman whose husband died without telling her where he buried their savings. I opened my bedroom window and told her where to look. A voice came into my head and told me.”

      Madame Vodoma reached out and took Sarah by the chin. She craned forward and stared into Sarah’s eyes. She smelled of tobacco, and Sarah coughed. “Yes, I think so,” the old woman opined. “You are something special.” She let go, and Sarah backed away.

      “Don’t be afraid, child. I won’t hurt you. Dodgerton won’t either, at least for a while. He’ll want to protect his investment. It’s time you got some sleep. You take the cot tonight. I don’t seem to need much sleep these days, and my chair suits me. Tomorrow will be a busy day.”

      “What will I do?”

      “You’ll learn. Perhaps you will see or hear things like you did for that woman you helped. What you don’t, you will make up.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Madame Vodoma dressed Sarah in a Hungarian peasant dress and coached her on what to say and how to behave with customers. Most of the day, Sarah sat in the corner of the stuffy sideshow tent, studying the fortuneteller, as the old woman read Tarot cards or palms, or looked into a crystal ball. However, whenever anyone asked about the dead, Madame Vodoma would gesture to Sarah, and she would move to the table. The girl would fake a trance and repeat the lines Madame Vodoma taught her. This happened numerous times, until the end of the evening, when a woman came in unbidden.

      The woman, dressed all in black, had mousy brown hair that crept out from beneath her bonnet and hung down in ringlets on either side of her earnest-looking face. The woman held a black kerchief and was knotting it between her fingers as she spoke.

      “I need your help,” she said as she entered the small performance tent. The old mystic motioned her to a folding wooden chair and indicated that she should sit.

      “I sense that you are deeply troubled by the passing of someone you loved,” said the fortuneteller. Based on the woman’s appearance alone, it was an easy guess. “A child?”

      The woman looked surprised. “Why, yes.”

      Madame Vodoma reached over the small table and took the woman’s hand. “I am glad you came. We can help.”

      “We?”

      “My granddaughter, here,” she motioned Sarah forward, “is especially attuned to those who have passed on.”

      “Well, I suppose that’s fine, but she’s so young. Albert was about her age…”

      “All the better,” said Madame Vodoma with practiced sympathy. “She will be simpatico.”

      “Is she all right?” the woman asked.

      The fortune teller looked over at Sarah and gasped. The young girl had changed from her other performances that night. Sarah’s breath was ragged, and her eyes rolled up into her head so that the whites showed between her lids.

      “Mother?” said Sarah in a voice that was not her own.

      “Albert?” asked the woman, startled by the sound of her son’s voice. “Can it be?”

      “Oma and Opa are waiting for me.”

      The woman’s face became beet-red until she could hold it in no longer, and tears burst from her eyes. Mucus began running from her nose. The woman’s little handkerchief was not up to the task and was soon soaked. “I miss you so!” she snuffled.

      “Let me go,” her son’s voice pleaded. “Elizabeth and Martin need their mamma. Dadda needs you too.”

      “I can’t! I’ll lose you forever!”

      “Let me go…”

      Sarah pitched forward, and Madame Vodoma caught the girl before her head smashed onto the table.

      The client stood up, still crying, but her facial expression changed. She looked somewhat stunned. “Of course,” she said in a low voice, as she stepped away, “I have been selfish…”

      “Wait!” The fortune teller shouted, almost too late.

      The woman in black froze at the tent flap.

      “Please, help us to help others. Offer what you can.”

      “Oh,” the woman sniffed, “Of course…” She came forward and dumped out the entire contents of her purse onto the table, then smiled and stepped back.

      Sarah regained consciousness as the bereaved woman, who now smiled through her tears, backed out of the tent.

      “Thank you,” said the woman in black before she was gone.

      Madame Vodoma looked at Sarah in her arms, smiled, and gave a little nod of encouragement.
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        * * *

      

      When Dodgerton saw the take for the day, he grinned. “My investment’s already paying off,” he said as he took half the money. He turned to Sarah. “I expect you’re going to make me very happy over the years.” He winked, and Sarah cringed.

      Back at their tent, the old woman divided what was left into three piles. “This one is for expenses,” she said. “This one is for me, and the last pile is for you.”

      “You keep it for me,” said Sarah.

      The old woman sat back with her eyes wide. “Does being a fool come with being the real deal?”

      Sarah smiled and said, “I trust you.” Her smile evaporated. “I don’t trust Dodgerton.”

      The old woman laughed. “As well you shouldn’t, but not to worry, he likes ’em a bit older. Let’s go to supper. There are folks I want you to meet.”

      They stashed the money and left the tent.

      “Most everyone congregates here after the day,” Madame Vodoma explained as they walked toward the supper tent, “especially the freaks, who are not welcome in the towns where we perform.”

      They entered the tent, and Sarah saw people crowded on benches next to long planked tables. Lanterns hung from the frame on the inside. Tsuritsa Vodoma introduced Sarah to everyone she had not already met.

      Raymond Henderson, the thin man, was feeding stew to his wife, Angelica, who had flippers instead of arms and legs. Matilda Van Buren, the bearded lady, wore an evening dress covered in spangles, while the rest of those assembled were either dressed casually, wearing a robe, or were still in their costumes. Matilda, a populist, argued politics with Joseph Kerensky, the strong man and an anarchist. They stopped bickering to shake Sarah’s hand.

      “Welcome, dear,” Matilda said in a sweet voice and smiled. A moment earlier, she’d been screaming at the strong man to make her point.

      Joseph stood and made a deep bow. He took Sarah’s small hand in his huge one and kissed it. “I am honored beyond all measure,” he said in a thick Russian accent.

      Sarah blushed and curtsied. “‘Pleased to meet you both,” she said in a small voice.

      A midget held the good hand of a woman with a gray, scaly skin condition on the left side of her body. Her left hand was more like a claw, covered in a thick, gray hide. The left side of her face also featured the scaly growth that ran up into her hair, making it thin and patchy. The right side of her face, however, was quite beautiful. She smiled at Sarah. The midget swung around on the bench to see them. He hopped down and stuck out a hand.

      “Barnaby Potts, the human cannonball,” he said with a British accent. “Any friend of Tsuritsa is a friend of mine. This here’s me wife, Charisa.”

      “The Rinowoman,” Charisa said, smiling.

      Sarah shook the woman’s good hand and smiled with some trepidation.

      “Don’t worry, Luv,” Barnaby chided, “It’s not catchy. I have been very close to Charisa for seven years.”

      Everyone around them laughed, except Sarah, who smiled but was not sure what he meant.

      There were many others—laborers and performers. The laborers, all men, seemed to keep to themselves. They laughed and told off-color jokes as a jug of wine passed between them. They stopped their chatter to greet the two. The old woman knew everyone’s name and they hers.

      On the end of a bench, away from all the others, sat a big man with a large black pin running in and out of one cheek.

      “Hello, my friend,” Tsuritsa called out to him. “This is Sarah, my young apprentice.”

      The man gave a sullen shake of his chin and continued to eat.

      In a soft voice, Tsuritsa Vodoma said to Sarah, “You stay away from him. He likes to stick things where they don’t belong.”

      Sarah was introduced to the cook, and both received plates of thick stew and cornbread biscuits. She and Tsuritsa returned to a space next to Barnaby and his wife.

      After dinner, Sarah and Madame Vodoma returned to their personal tent. The old woman sat in her rocker and filled her pipe. She struck a lucifer on the wooden crate that held a lamp and the copy of Crime and Punishment she had been reading the night before. She puffed on the pipe a bit and retrieved the book. She looked up at Sarah, who stood across the straw-strewn floor and stared. The old woman lifted her book. “I know you’re sharp as a tack, but do you know your letters? Can you read and write?”

      Sarah nodded.

      “I give you free access to my trunk over there.” Tsuritsa cocked her head in the direction of the large wooden box at the foot of the cot. It had broad leather straps and brass buckles, which now hung loose.

      Sarah went over to the truck and lifted the lid. The container was filled with books.

      “Shakespeare, Hugo, Tolstoy,” Tsuritsa continued, “—these men will be your teachers. Pick one to read on your own and another for us to read to each other.”

      And so it went, a routine was established that replicated itself each day, in spite of changes in locale. As time went on and Sarah cultivated her abilities, the crowds grew. She had no teacher in this. Tsuritsa Vodoma encouraged her, but the old woman’s talents lay elsewhere. But the old fortuneteller did act as her mentor in showmanship and how to navigate the politics of the troupe. Over the months and years, they performed before ever-larger crowds until they moved into one of the featured tents.

      Still, Sarah’s part of the show was not without risk. Sometimes the deceased were malevolent or angry. One time she became conscious of shouting obscenities at a man for his infidelities.

      Another time, she accused a man of robbing a bank and the murder of his accomplice.

      The bank robber/murderer came to her performance wearing a fancy checkered suit and was nestled up to a busty woman in a pink dress. The woman’s corset was pulled so tight across her bosom, the breasts looked about to burst.

      A trance took hold of Sarah, and she spoke as Giorgio Spinetti, the dead accomplice. She stood up from her chair and walked to the edge of the sawdust-covered ring and called the man out.

      At sixteen, Sarah no longer wore a peasant girl’s outfit when performing. Matilda, the bearded lady, had made her a sequin-covered dress like her own, and Charisa liked to paint Sarah’s face and do her auburn hair, which, in spite of this, most often hung loose, as it did that afternoon.

      “Alfie,” she said in a surprisingly low voice for a girl, “why did you shoot me?”

      Alfonso fumbled and dropped the bag of peanuts he had been holding out to the woman next to him. The nuts rolled all over the woman’s pink dress. One found a perch in her cleavage. Alfonso glanced around and sat up straight. Sarah continued in the deep voice.

      “We had gotten clean away, and the New Bedford police weren’t going to find us.” The timbre became hard with contempt. “But you knew that, didn’t you? You wanted the money for yourself!”

      Alfonso stood and caused his chair to fall back onto the woman behind him, who screamed in pain.

      “Hey!” yelled the man next to her, standing to confront Alfonso and knocking his chair back into the guy behind him. That guy stood and threw a punch at the man in front.

      Alfonso’s eyes narrowed with baleful intensity as he gazed at Sarah. “You,” he said in a low voice, “are dead.”

      A threat or a statement?

      Alfonso looked back at the brawling men behind him and at the prostitute who had been his date, now covered in peanuts. He turned to run and stumbled over several spectators, despite their protests. By the time he got to an aisle, the bleachers were in chaos.

      Fists flew with abandon.
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        * * *

      

      Furious, Dodgerton marched into the ring and confronted Sarah. “Why the hell did you say that?”

      Sarah’s eyes rolled upward, and she collapsed onto the sawdust.

      Dodgerton drew back his right foot, prepared for a kick, but Tsuritsa came between them. She helped Sarah onto a folding chair.

      Sarah looked up at him, eyes glassy. Her mouth hung slack, and a string of drool ran from her lips, which allowed pieces of sawdust to adhere to her chin. The old woman wiped the girl’s face with her hand.

      The fortuneteller turned to Dodgerton. “You wanted the real deal? This is what that means!” She added, “Should we go to the police?”

      Dodgerton turned away and strode toward the exit. “I’m going out to exhort folks to see the other acts. If they all go home mad, it’ll be bad for business. Forget the police,” he added. “The word of a freakish girl will not carry any weight.”

      The crowds eventually returned to the tent, but Sarah did not perform further that night. The old woman helped Sarah back to their own tent, the one they still shared, and encouraged her to lie on the cot.

      The girl lay down, as directed, and went to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Sarah awoke, alone, and saw by their clock that it was near midnight. Tsuritsa must’ve thought I needed more rest. She felt better and craved something to eat. If she hurried, she might still get some dinner. Sarah rose and went out into the dark.

      The carnival site looked deserted. The last patrons had gone home an hour ago, and the performers and crew had either gone into town, retreated into their tents, or were at dinner. Sarah wended her way through the performers’ tents. She almost reached the dining area when a shotgun blasted behind her. She jumped and screamed at the sound, then turned.

      Alfonso Gambini lay prone on the straw-covered path a few feet behind her. Blood oozed from the hole in the back of his checkered suit. In his right hand, he still clutched a long, sharp knife.

      Sarah looked up at Dodgerton, who stepped out of the shadows with a shotgun in the crook of his arm. “Was that knife intended for me?” She asked in a shaky voice.

      Dodgerton spat a sluice of tobacco juice onto Gambini’s back. “I’d say, your ability to foresee your own future is piss poor.”

      “I’m in your debt,” Sarah stammered as she edged away from the body.

      “That you are.”

      Over the next two years, Sarah gradually took on the role of caregiver as Tsuritsa Voldoma’s health declined. The old woman was often short of breath and unsteady on her feet, but once a show began, she often rose to the occasion, acting like her former self.

      One warm October evening, after a large performance, Tsuritsa crumpled to the ground on the way back to their tent.

      Joseph Kerensky, the strongman, saw this from his performance platform, across the midway. He dropped his weights with a crash and plowed through the crowd standing before his stage. Joseph scooped up the old woman and carried her to Sarah’s and Tsuritsa’s tent. With care, he lay Tsuritsa down on the cot. Other circus folks had abandoned their acts, despite cries of protest from spectators. The performers had followed the strong man in a procession of concern. When Joseph exited through the tent flap, he waved them away.

      “Let them have some peace,” he said, but he himself only moved a few feet. No one else left either, until Dodgerton arrived and forced people back to work. Dodgerton poked his head into the tent, surveyed the scene, and snorted.

      Inside, Sarah knelt next to Tsuritsa and stroked the old woman’s wrinkled forehead.

      Tsuritsa came to and took Sarah’s hand. She raised her head and in a hoarse whisper said, “You must leave.” She struggled for a breath and swallowed. The wrinkles on her face and neck roiled around with the effort. “Tonight!” she gasped. Tsuritsa fell back onto the pillow and shut her eyes.

      Sarah looked up. Dodgerton was gone.

      Despite the warning, Sarah stayed by Tsuritsa’s side. She knelt on the straw-covered floor and held the old woman’s hand. Tsuritsa’s breathing became labored, rattled, and irregular. The interval between each breath became longer until the old woman stopped breathing altogether. The dead woman’s hand became limp and slipped from between Sarah’s onto the side of the cot.

      Sarah sobbed. One caught in her throat, and she could not breathe until her lungs forced her to take in huge wracking gulps of air. Tsuritsa was gone—her mentor and surrogate mother. Sarah felt this loss far more acutely than what she’d experienced when taken away by Dodgerton nine years before. The carnival became her home, and Tsuritsa made it so. After a while, Sarah fell asleep next to the cot with her head on top of the old woman’s hand.

      She awoke sometime later, her knees stiff and sore. With great effort, she moved them around, trying to work out the pain. She struggled to her feet and wiped away the vestiges of tears.

      Sarah gathered her things. Tsuritsa and she had discussed this event for well over a year. At the old woman’s insistence, Sarah always had a bag packed, filled with clothes and her money, of which she’d spent little over the years.

      She lifted the strap to the bag and turned to go, but Dodgerton stood in the tent’s entryway. For how long?

      Dodgerton entered and regarded the corpse. He jerked a blanket over the old woman’s face and looked over at Sarah. “Tsuritsa was with me since I started. I’ll miss her.” He lowered his head a moment, and Sarah heard him sniff. With some hesitancy, she stepped toward him and put a hand on his back. Dodgerton’s head sprang up. He whipped around and snatched Sarah’s arm.

      “It’s time I collected what’s due.” He worked his way out of his jacket one arm at a time so he could continue to hold her by the wrist. “Tsuritsa put me off long enough. As you once said, you’re in my debt. It’s time to pay up.”

      “No!” Sarah screamed. She tried to break free.

      Dodgerton twisted Sarah’s arm around her back and put his other hand behind her head. He yanked her to him and kissed her with rough intensity. Sarah twisted her face away and started to scream until he clamped a hand over her mouth. His eyes drifted down to the costume she still wore, another one of Matilda’s creations. Dodgerton let go of her mouth, grabbed the front of her dress, and tore it to reveal her breasts.

      “These have ripened nicely,” he said. Dodgerton grabbed her left breast and squeezed hard.

      Sarah screamed until Dodgerton slapped her across the face. Sarah fell to the ground, and before she could stand, Dodgerton was on top of her. He flipped her onto her back and pinned her hands down with his knees. He raised himself, yanked up the bottom of her dress, and fumbled with his belt.

      “Stop!” shouted a deep voice.

      Dodgerton craned his neck around, still working his belt, and saw the strongman who standing in the entryway to the tent. “Mr. Kerensky, I’d thank you to stay the hell out of my affairs,” Dodgerton’s breathing was heavy with excitement and with the exertion of holding Sarah down, but his voice was firm. He unbuttoned his pants. “That, or you can find yourself another job.”

      Kerensky held open the tent flap. “You should extend that offer to everyone.”

      Dodgerton looked back again to see that the entryway was filled with people, and more were outside. Voices shouted.

      “Let her go, damn you!”

      “Get off!”

      “You monster!”

      “Leave off,” came a voice Sarah recognized as Barnaby’s, “or I’ll kill you!”

      Sarah kicked out and knocked over the box that held the lit kerosene lamp. The glass lamp fell to the floor and shattered. Flames danced to life on the spilled fuel and spread across the straw and up one side of the tent.

      Dodgerton sprang up. “You crazy bitch!”

      He hiked up his pants, grabbed his jacket, and used it to bat the flames. It made matters worse, as bits of burning straw began to fly around the room and ignite elsewhere. Dodgerton ran up to the strongman and yelled at him and to the others standing outside. “Man the buckets, or everything will be destroyed!” He pushed his way past the on-lookers.

      Coughing, Kerensky lifted the body of Madame Vodoma and threw the dead woman over his shoulder. With his other hand, he grabbed the blanket from the cot and draped it over himself and Sarah, who had retrieved her bag. The two ran from the tent and Kerensky threw off the smoldering blanket. They managed to escape without injury.

      A bucket brigade had already started and pales of water were being passed along the line.

      Both Sarah and Kerensky gasped and coughed for some time until their lungs cleared themselves of smoke, soot, and mucus. Kerensky carried the fortuneteller’s body a safe distance away and set her down with reverential care. When he stood, he took Sarah by the shoulders. Sarah held up the torn front of her dress with one hand and held her carpetbag with the other.

      “Leave, my young friend, and never come back. We will hold you in our hearts.”

      Tears filled Sarah’s eyes again. She dropped her bag and threw her free hand around Kerensky in a clumsy hug.

      The strongman pushed her back a foot or so and regarded her with evident concern.

      “I’ll be all right,” she assured him. She looked back at the bucket brigade, many of whom stared at her. Those whose hands were free waved goodbye.

      Matilda threw the contents of a bucket on the flames, turned and smiled at Sarah through her beard.

      “Fly, little bird!” Matilda shouted.

      So she did.
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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