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An Order of the Strawberry Circle Short Story









Dear Readers,






I probably should point out that this story, though set in the same fictional town as The Order of the Strawberry Circle, is NOT intended for a middle-grade audience. 






Also, you don't have to have read (or ever read) the series. This is a standalone spinoff. 






Rotten Roots explores liminal spaces and what it means to have roots in a place with some not so great history. There's neither tons of action nor tons of gore. But if you're looking for some slow-burn, late night weirdness, this story may be right for you. 






When I set out to write Rotten Roots, I had only the first few, ominous paragraphs to go on. I don't remember how I came up with them, and I had no idea where they would lead me. They felt like they could have been the opening to some medieval dark fantasy, but when I went down the rabbit hole, I found myself in the familiar graveyard of Fels and firmly in Sven's head. 






As a minor character in the main series, I had not given him much thought up to this point, but now I discovered he had a story to tell - maybe more than one, even. 






I thought it was going to be just him, but apparently, wherever Sven shows up, Fi soon follows. Just like with Whiteout, the nosey ghost dog pushed his way into this story and made it much better. 






I hope you'll enjoy this strange journey with both of them. 






Happy reading, Susanne






PS: You can find a map of Fels that covers most of the locations for Rotten Roots on my website: https://susanneschmidt.me/strawberrycircle









Rotten Roots






There are faces in the trees tonight when I look across the cemetery’s low sandstone walls and their heavy curtains of wild wine. The garlands, so beloved of bees and wasps during the day, hang silent. But there are faces now. Half-moon faces. Half in shadow, half in light, fully in-between.


Some I know, like Kristoff, the old baker, who died just a few months ago. We held his funeral in the steady drizzle of a March shower, with wild crocus flowers peeking here and there through the dirt along the cemetery's main path. But now he's in the trees.


My chest constricts at the sight of him up there. My stomach churns with a first hint of nausea as a sickly sweet flavor fills my mouth. I stop to catch my breath, keys in hand, halfway to my house.






The kids of Fels call it the morgue house. Sometimes they dare each other to run across the cemetery at night and touch its walls. I always make a big show of yelling at them very sternly when I catch them at it. But I enjoy a good horror story as much as anyone, and when I can, I leave off the lights at night, make it spookier that way. They don’t call me Graveyard Sven for nothing.






Tonight, though, I sure wish I had left on the light above the door. But the wrought-iron lantern sits dark, giving the entire house a forlorn look.


Fi is sitting beneath it, tail curled around his legs and eyes aglow, giving me an accusing look. Fi is what I call the other graveyard keeper—a dog spirit with glistening red fur and sharp teeth that can keep even the most wayward of spirits in line. But the half moon with all its in-betweenness tends to make most spirits insubstantial, and Fi is no exception. Usually, he takes these nights off. That he is here, regardless, doesn’t bode well.






A breeze stirs, sets the towering cemetery trees rustling all around us, the sound like fingers crawling up my spine. I risk a look back at them. The trees have been here since long before I was born. They almost haven't changed in all the years I spent growing up. One oak, one maple, one chestnut. All of them ancient, with deep roots. Judging by the myriad faces staring back at me, I suspect the trees have spread their roots wide, as well as deep.


The cemetery doesn’t usually frighten me. It’s a quiet place—a place of rest. So why do the faces bother me? They aren’t doing anything but stare out at the living. And most people won’t be able to see them. Even if they did, they’d quickly convince themselves it was just a trick of the light. Our minds shape our world, more than we ever realize, as my great-aunt Ellie used to say.






Unfortunately, my mind doesn’t come with that supernatural off-switch. Ellie was the same. An unlucky draw in the genetic lottery, would be my guess. One that dooms me to encounter the faces of the dead in the cemetery trees—and a variety of other oddities Fels has to offer. On good days, I consider myself a steward of those oddities. On those days, I enjoy the legacy Ellie has left me: An entire archive of books on the supernatural, located in the headquarters of an order of hobby historians. 


The order itself is ancient, founded by the legendary German emperor Barbarossa. It’s called the Order of the Strawberry Circle. The name may sound cutesy, but did you know strawberries, like mushrooms, can form fairy rings? Strawberry Circles are just as effective in whisking people away, apparently. No account of such a disappearance is recorded in the archives, though I wouldn’t step inside one, regardless. No trips to the land of the fae for me. Got my hands full with face trees and ghost dogs already.


Not that Fels is particularly prone to fae abductions or ghosts. It’s just like any town with a bit of history. Normal and boring on the surface. But once you start digging, you realize it's just like the cemetery trees: Oddities sprout up everywhere, spread as wide as they reach deep.


Oddities themselves aren’t bad. They can be perfectly peaceful and even benevolent. Like supernatural sightseeing spots, if you will. Problem is, they can turn. Feels like a shadow spreading across town. A storm is coming. I sense it in the rising breeze that’s shaking the trees. There’s a taint to the air. A numbness at the back of my skull, like I inhaled too many fumes from a truck. Just a warning, a bit of dizziness. And that too-sweet taste at the back of my mouth, overlaying something acrid and bitter.


The faces in the trees aren’t happy, either, not once I take a closer look. I was afraid they’d notice me earlier, that somehow I had caused them to appear. But they glance anxiously over the cemetery walls, whispering to one another. The wind carries off their voices before I can make out the words.






I grit my teeth and unlock the house. Fi whines, as if to ask what I’m doing, leaving the cemetery like this. But the order’s meeting ran long tonight, and I need a glass of water and a moment to think.


It’s getting late. The cars going past are growing sparse. Most windows in the houses surrounding the cemetery are already lying dark. Though a fair share were never lit to begin with tonight. Not in early August, with half the town on summer vacations elsewhere. It’s probably no coincidence that something is turning now while the rest of us have been left to fend for the town by ourselves. The bad stuff thrives on neglect. And if you leave it to fester long enough, it won’t just be the oddity that turns. It’ll take the whole town with it.


At least, it isn’t the cemetery. I can tell that much. If it was, Fi would be raising hell, barking all night—half moon be damned. No, whatever this is, it’s merely reaching out its tendrils. Probing along the sandstone walls, like a weed searching for a patch of fertile soil.


Maybe one of the new arrivals in the cold room downstairs carried it in. Maybe one of the daytime visitors brought it with them. Could have even hitched a ride on me.


That makes me pause. I move into the kitchen, fill a water glass and sip it slowly while I gaze out through the windows to the trees. The faces are still visible. They weren’t here when I left this evening. Granted, it was still light outside then, but I didn’t hear so much as a whisper, either.


 


Now the house is stuffy from the latest heatwave, and the night is full of eyes. And no matter how much water I drink, I can’t seem to get rid of the sickly sweet taste at the back of my mouth. Fi pads in after me, huffs, and settles down on my sofa with another whine.


I open the windows wide, invite the night breeze in, even if it comes with leafy stares, even if it makes my teeth ache. The room doesn’t grow the slightest bit cooler, though. Once the mosquitoes come buzzing through, I empty the water glass and close the windows again. I don’t have shutters, old house and all, but giving in to a sudden urge, I draw the thermal curtains shut. They’re meant to keep in heat in winter. Not sure they offer any protection against the supernatural—they seem to have exactly no effect on the ghost dog—but I suppose it won’t hurt.


I head into the bathroom, brush my teeth. Stare at my tired self in the mirror. Dark rings under my eyes, a bit of sunburn on my nose. No scary movie tonight for me. Just a good night’s sleep. Graveyard Sven grimaces at me from the mirror. Yeah, as if. No way will I be able to sleep before I at least check on the usual suspects: Hotspots that don’t exude the happiest energies to start with—those with the tendency to go bad the fastest. One day, I’ll make a list for the archives. Call them “high-risk oddities” or something. Though my fellow order members would probably think that’s alarmist. THEY don’t have to deal with faces in the trees.






Grumbling to myself, I put on a pair of old sneakers, grab a water bottle, and stuff it into the smallest backpack I own. Fi’s snout comes up as soon as I close the zipper. He jumps off the sofa and follows me out the door, tongue lolling.






*






Our first stop is the arboretum by the river. Few people know it exists, even among those who lived in Fels all their lives. Some local noble’s vanity project, it has been largely forgotten by the human world—though the trees very much remember.


The footpath along the river lies deserted. Orange light from the street lamps cascades down the leaves of the trees on the river’s edge; oaks and beeches mostly. Fi stops to sniff the lantern poles, acting way more like an actual dog than usual. Gardens lie drenched in darkness on the other side of the path. The silhouettes of prune trees stick up behind the hedges. The sweet, almost rotting smell of their ripe fruits hangs heavy in the air, a first harbinger of summer’s end. It lingers around us as we descend into the rushing darkness by the river shore, drawing up my childhood memories of Ellie’s fresh-baked prune cake with streusel and the specter of dreaded first days back at school.



OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Schmi

“«y

d‘,





OEBPS/images/Rotten-Roots-image-2.png





