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      There had to be two hundred of us watching from the muddy banks of Lake Black, where another witch was to be extinguished beneath its cold, rippling surface. The ritual drums had finally ended. Rolled down the path from the True Church, they were big things with stretched skins, their frantic beats pounded out like a giant’s heart, so loud you could hear them from every corner of Brighton Township. It was a funny word—extinguish—but I was hearing it more and more. From my parents. From Reverend J’s sermons at the True Church. Here’s what I think: Witches can’t be killed like normal folk; they have to be snuffed out like candles. That’s why they use that funny word.

      My name is Peter Walcott, and this was my first drowning ritual. Papa had insisted I come this time. He thought twelve was old enough for me to celebrate along with the rest of Brighton. Sheltering me from the dark things of the world would be irresponsible, he had said. For whom was at greater risk from a witch than a child?

      Looking out across the bleak shoreline, I could see the witch was terribly old; easy to tell from all that wrinkled skin and the grey hair that hung in wisps to her frail waist. She was thin, like one of the scarecrows on our farm. I thought she would make a good scarecrow herself, the way looking at her made my heart shrink and burrow deeper inside. Two big fathers—I didn’t know their names—led her to the edge of the lake, where the mud threatened to give way from their weight, and the water beyond grew to a surprising depth.

      People used to swim in Lake Black before the witches were brought here for justice. Now, it was like a murky brew seasoned by the witches’ bones. It was a popular dare to swim there; one that no one accepted.

      Before the fathers pulled the black cloth over the witch’s head, I looked into her eyes. I expected to see fear or rage … but found something else. I think defiance is the word. Somehow, she was above it all, her suffering not worth worrying over. I couldn’t understand that look. If it were me, I think I’d be screaming or crying. My trousers might even be wet.

      Then again, I’m not a witch.

      Maybe she knew her death wouldn’t end the coven’s work. That might be it. There are more witches hidden among us. Many more. So say my parents and Reverend J. Maybe the Dark Hand—that’s the name of their coven—is like an ant colony; if one witch dies, she can still feel good about the coven doing their evil after she’s gone, since they’re all connected.

      At last, the big fathers crossed their ropes over the witch’s shoulders and neck, the ends of which were firmly fastened to lead blocks. Seeing how the weights forced the witch down in the mud, it made sense of the deep tracks the fathers had made while carrying them. Only the Good Father could have given them enough strength for their next task, to send the witch sprawling into those black waters, where she splashed and struggled.

      I smiled. It was clear her evil spells wouldn’t work here. How quickly that pride had vanished! She screamed in rage (or was it terror?) as her head was forced underwater again and again, not only by the weights, but also by two wooden poles held now by the big fathers, passed down the muddy banks by the townsfolk. Every time the witch’s head would pop up, screaming for air, the fathers would push her back under.

      I found myself wanting to turn away, but Papa would be ashamed. So I shut off my feelings best I could and tried to turn the witch’s screaming head into something not alive—just a loud object. I pretended I was looking up, and the lake was no longer a lake, but the world above where the stars live, and the fathers were keeping some terrible, insistent thing away from earth. Saving us from them. That made me feel better.

      Until the stubborn witch popped up one last time with her loudest scream, and it fell into an awful, gargling mess. One of the fathers struck her hard with the pole and only bubbles came back up. I had never seen bubbles when looking at the world above, and my illusion was shattered. The horror came rushing back twice as bad. To me, this wasn’t anything like snuffing a candle. This was plain old killing.

      At last, the drowning ended. Mama squeezed my shoulder, smiling. “It’s over, Peter,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes. Father had the same look, as did nearly all the townsfolk. It was one of joy, the kind Father Christmas might bring. I dared not say it, but it wasn’t a feeling I shared. How could they look so happy after watching that?

      I was alone in my feelings though—the men, women, and children crowded around that dead silent water didn’t seem concerned. So I tucked my feelings away. Besides, hadn’t I smiled as the witch was pushed in? A sense of shame settled inside with that realization. Hypocrite was another big word I had learned from the sermons. It wasn’t something I wanted to be. I fell into place between my parents, closed my eyes, and held my hands together in prayer.

      Moments later, there was shuffling all around, what I figured to be the townsfolk returning home or going about their usual business. I opened my eyes to see, but my gaze was held fast by that black water, where my troublesome thoughts resurfaced.

      How do they know which women are the witches?

      It was a question I had asked before but never got a good answer.

      It must be something for only the adults to know.
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      We left at six in the morning, and it took three and a half hours to arrive at the carnival. It wasn’t actually called a carnival, because those were sinful places, shut down as soon as they were set up. Calling it a market instead was smooth work, because markets were fine. They were just places to buy, sell, or trade. Everyone loves markets. Even Reverend J. Carnivals, on the other hand, were set up in places where God’s eyes could not see. That’s the only way they could exist, the reverend had explained, for God would set them ablaze. That, Papa said, is how we knew Newbury Market was a safe place for us to go. It was close to three chapels, and so it couldn’t be out of God’s sight. And Newbury Market had never gone up in flames in the past ten years that I knew of.

      But I’ve read stories with carnivals in them, and I’m telling you … lots of the stuff in those books are also at Newbury Market! I’ve seen women with beards, and a man who swallows a sword. You just have to turn off the main road to one of those side alleys to find the secret things. Yeah, there’s normal market stuff like turnips, cabbage, and hickory nuts out there in the open. Carriage parts and rosaries and rabbit meat and wild turkey and the like. But there’s other stuff too. Trust me, two years ago I snuck off by myself and saw some shocking things—but I will never tell my parents! Last year, I was sad that I couldn’t find a chance to sneak away.

      I think they know it’s a carnival, but they’re too stubborn (or ashamed?) to admit they love it. See, I’ve always known Mama was good at sewing—she’s a seamstress—but after last year’s carnival, I’ve come to realize she’s one of the best. Mama knows she’s good, too, and she wants recognition. She gets bored with the reactions from the local women (and men?) in Brighton Township. I know, because she’s always complaining how they take her for granted. Not to me … but I hear her through the walls talking to Papa. Anyway, the carnival is a different story. She always brings a big bundle of her clothing to sell. Last year she had a line waiting for her. They called her name before she even finished setting up! She always sells out fast now. It’s too bad we don’t have a bigger cart to pull, or we could fit more of her clothes to sell. The way she looks at the carnival—it’s her at her happiest. She always gets something nice there, too, from the other talented seamstresses.

      As for Papa, well … when we get to the carnival he rushes off by himself for as long as possible, and when he comes back he has the biggest grin on his face. I swear, it’s like he’s fighting with his own lips, trying to stop them from racing toward his ears the way they do. Like Mama, Papa is at his happiest at the Carnival. Now, Mama’s eyes do get narrow whenever Papa shows back up. It’s like she’s suspicious of something—I don’t know what—but he always brings a list of good deals to share, and she’s in a good mood because of all that recognition I was talking about before.

      Like most families from Brighton, we have to walk. We have a share in a horse carriage, but that’s used for farming work, Papa says, and Newbury Market doesn’t count as that. At the least, it would be an argument over who gets to use it and the like. So everyone just walks. We have a family friend, Emily, who lives close. She comes with us, too. I hardly ever hear her speak, usually she’s just whispering to Mama. But they’re real close. I like her a lot. You can’t help but like Emily. She was carrying a large bushel of flowers with her to sell—tall blue and gold ones.

      On the way to the market I found a half-eaten apple laying in the path, probably dropped by an earlier traveler. It was covered with ants, and that reminded me of the Dark Hand. “Papa,” I called ahead. “How many witches are in the Dark Hand?”

      Both my parents turned back. Papa gave me a disapproving look. “Many, Pete. We can’t know their number. They hide too well.”

      The witches’ spiritual warfare was relentless. Reverend J repeated those words in his sermons on a weekly basis. “But how will we know when they’re all dead?” I asked. “How will we know when we are finally safe?”

      This time, Mama answered. “We will know, son, because there will be no more drownings in Lake Black.”

      The answer struck me cold. Didn’t they understand how backwards that was? Do we know which key to use … because the door opens? No. We know which key to use because we know. Do we know we aren’t hungry anymore … because we stop eating? No. We stop eating when we aren’t hungry anymore. I can think of more examples, I’m sure. There must be something they’re holding back to protect me.

      I realized they had continued on, and I rushed to catch up. When I was close, I brought up something else. “Do you think they’re all connected, like an ant colony?”

      This time, Papa stood beside me. “That’s an astute observation.” He considered, bringing his hand to run through his short-cropped beard and glancing away. “Now that we’ve extinguished another … the witches will be afraid. No one wants to drown, Peter. Not ants. Not heathens. We’ll be safe for a while, yes? But I do think they are connected.” He dropped his voice to a whisper, and blocked his mouth from viewers, though there were none. “Except, it’s not a queen ant they take orders from—it’s the Great Fly, Beelzebub.”

      Of course, I knew of Beelzebub. It took me a while to get his name right (and I am forbidden to speak it, even if I do like the way it sounds). Brighton was in a constant danger from the women twisted into the service of the Great Fly.

      Papa’s lips were nearly in my ear now. “They’re more like spiders, I think. Feeling for every little twitch … biding their time on a single connected web stretching ‘neath all of Brighton …” His voice grew louder. “Creeping closer, their poison fangs stretching!”

      I was getting good at looking normal when Papa acted crazy like this. I had formed an expectation—I think that’s the word—in these types of conversations. It softened the impact like warm wax. There had been more chances to practice, lately. “We have to extinguish the whole colony, then,” I said. “Or it will never end.”

      Papa nodded. “That’s right. But, enough of this talk! We’re outside the chapel. I shouldn’t have uttered his name. Let’s forget such things for now. Come!” He patted me on the shoulder. “Today, we enjoy the market.” And he left to walk again by Mama’s side.
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      My third carnival was the biggest yet. Word must have spread to new and strange parts of the nation, drawing people with weird ways. Remember how I spoke before of Newbury Market … how it’s a fake name for a carnival? Well, the secret won’t hold up after this year. Not a chance.

      Before we even stepped foot on the grounds the clowns appeared in the distance, so tall they touched the sky. They had never been there before. Funny and scary and wondrous all at once, three of them gazing at us beneath a line of clouds, far down the street. Their hair was the brightest colors I’d seen. And they wore such strange clothes. Oversized buttons and shoes that had me praying the feet inside weren’t that big. Their laughter was the scariest. Usually when people giggle, it’s not too loud, you know? If you were in another room, you wouldn’t hear it. But we could hear those clowns giggling from far away. I wanted to clamp my hands over my ears. I knew of clowns, of course, from stories and such. But I had never seen one. And I liked it better that way. Maybe Reverend J was right. Maybe they deserved God’s punishment.

      It wasn’t until we drew closer that I began to change my mind about them. The clowns were doing tricks for children, tying together balloons and acting silly. When someone lifted one of their pant legs to reveal a giant wooden pole—I think they are called “stilts”—I came to better understand how they were just normal men dressed up for the carnival, made to look freakishly tall. It was all a show. A form of entertainment. My fear began to fade, but I still avoided looking into their eyes.

      I could tell my parents felt the same. Emily, too. But the clowns were soon forgotten as we rushed past, entering the gates to Newbury Market, making our way through the bustling crowds to the main merchant area. I noticed how a couple of women took notice, following us to the busy market center. Then it was four, and then seven. When we at last arrived at the spot where Mama would set up her shop, the followers had swelled to more than twenty. There was a line already waiting. Emily began helping her set up and found a place for her flowers. Mama said no one could grow a garden quite like Emily. She called it her gift from the Good Father. I think the flowers helped bring more people to their table. When Mama looked back at me, it was with that rare smile. The one where she was getting the recognition she craved. Her heart was swollen. At the Carnival, Mama felt loved.

      Papa, like last year and the year before, slipped off almost immediately, kissing Mama and complimenting her on her growing popularity. There was a joyful gallop in his step as he sped off to get lost in the crowd. It was a glee at odds with his normal serious self. Carnival Papa, I realized, was a different man. I wanted to follow him … to see what he was up to, because I knew it was something fishy. But I was stuck helping Mama sell her clothes.

      I didn’t mind, though. It made her happy, and the money she earned let us stock up on better food. You see, I can’t eat the rye bread that Mama and Papa love so much. It makes my stomach sick. So most of the time I eat porridge and turnips instead. It’s dull. So, whenever we brought back food from the carnival—a cart of beef or leg of lamb, all kinds of fruits and vegetables—it was a special treat.

      There was blood on my hand after I wiped my nose, and red splotches do not go well with freshly made clothes. “Pete, your nose is bleeding,” Mama said when she noticed, her brow furrowing. She pulled a cloth from under the table. She was used to this happening. “Here. Take this and clean up. Come back when it stops.”

      Keeping my head down, I nodded and pinched the cloth to my nose. Then I tilted my head back to stop the blood from seeping out. I’m not sure why I always get these nosebleeds. They spring up whenever they want. It doesn’t matter what I do—if I pray or see the doctor or anything else—they just keep comin’. I’d say it’s at least every three days I get one. The good news is that it doesn’t make me feel any particular way. The blood just pours out, and then it stops. I’ve gotten used to it. Things could always be worse … I could be that witch at the bottom of Lake Black.

      My bleeding is what led me to The Amazing Mr. Mouse. That’s not just a funny name I made up. It was written on the tent flap where I found him. He was in one of those secret places. The alleyways I had mentioned before where the hidden things happened. I told you how Newbury Market had turned even more carnival this year. It was like the normal alley folk were on the main strip now, no longer afraid. I had seen fire breathers and bearded women walking around. There was a man with a beak and all sorts of folks I can hardly describe—I’d never seen their type. None of them were on fire, either. It did make me wonder though … if they were out in the open now, who had taken their spots in the secret places?

      I could see red through the cloth Mama had given to me. It layered my knuckle and I wiped the extra on my trousers as I carved through the crowd to the side of a clock shop. There was movement on the dirt path before me and my gaze drifted down to find a mouse, nose twitching as it sniffed the air. His tail was hidden in the shadow of the alleyway. It was like he was peeking out for a report on the crowd, or maybe finding new smells, judging by all that snout twitching. Two other mice came up beside it, and then they all spun and vanished back into the alleyway. That made me sad, because I was having fun watching them watch everyone else, and trying to figure out what they were doing. It made me forget about my blood for a minute.







This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
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.


OEBPS/images/riposte_d00b_00a.jpg
y -

RIPOSTE





OEBPS/images/tom-sketch-final.jpg







OEBPS/images/tom_book_2_ebook.jpg
NIGHTMARES #2








OEBPS/images/tom-copy.jpg
NIGHTMARES #2

OM

YOUNGBLOOD
§8HADE





