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            IN WHICH MARIAH CONTENDS WITH BAD LUCK, BEES, AND THE BAKER BOY
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      In the realm of Rosmelyn, fantastical things like magic, heroic knights, and sorcerers were beginning to fade into myth. Everyone knew the stories, but fewer and fewer people had actually seen such phenomena with their own eyes.

      The small town of Raven Marsh was no exception. Though its Great Library boasted an impressive collection of books, especially books about magic, its dusty rooms were mostly deserted, populated only by a few librarians and the teachers from the nearby school. In Raven Marsh, magic had become a thing of legend, and most people didn’t have time for legends.

      Just outside of the walls of Raven Marsh, where the river curved sharply away from the town, stood the old mill. The miller was a widower with seven children to manage on his own. The youngest of these was his only daughter, Mariah.

      Mariah Miller had been a disappointment from the day her life began. Everyone said so—that is, everyone not related to her. The baker whispered it to his neighbor, Mrs. Weaver, and she spread the rumor to the ladies in the knitting club, and they couldn’t help but pass it along to their own husbands and children.

      Nearly every week the following exchange was heard:

      “Did you hear about the Miller girl this time?”

      “Yes, what horrible luck. It follows that girl around like a shadow, you know.”

      

      And it was true. Mariah’s first stroke of bad luck had come the day she was born: she’d turned out to be a girl. Normally it would’ve been considered a good thing. Daughters were highly regarded in the realm of Rosmelyn, which was ruled by an aging Queen with three daughters of her own. But Mariah ought to have been a son—a seventh son, just like her father.

      Everyone knows the seventh son of a seventh son is destined for great things—in the old days, he would grow to be a powerful mage, wielding long-forgotten magic to achieve great deeds. But the people of Raven Marsh were more practical; they had no real use for a mage. But they knew the seventh son of a seventh son would live a charmed life, and peace and prosperity would follow wherever he went.

      But Mariah was not a seventh son, and her life was not charmed. She was not destined for anything.

      And the realm of Rosmelyn was not destined to enjoy peace and prosperity. It was around this time that people began to hear rumors of a Shadow moving across the land. It would appear suddenly, casting darkness over a farm, and when it had vanished and the sky had cleared, the crops would be gone. Sometimes the farmers would be gone too.

      But nothing like that had ever happened in Raven Marsh, and most of the townspeople ignored the rumors and laughed at the few elderly folk who spoke of a darkness long ago.

      

      Mariah’s second stroke of bad luck came on her second day of life, when her mother passed away.

      “Such a beauty gone far too soon,” the townspeople lamented when they thought of Mrs. Miller. “What a pity her daughter didn’t inherit her looks or her charms.”

      That was the third stroke of bad luck: Mariah was not like her mother at all.

      Mariah’s mother had been a beautiful and energetic woman, contrasting sharply with her plain husband. It was a fact that Mrs. Miller had passed on her looks to five of her seven children, and it was unfortunate that Mariah was not one of them.

      Mariah’s mother had been known for her golden-red hair that hung in elegant ringlets; Mariah’s hair was dark but not rich enough to be called chestnut, auburn, or even brown, and it had just enough curl to be wild and unruly and not elegant at all. Her mother’s emerald green eyes had been the envy of all the young women in town, while Mariah’s slate-blue eyes were dull against her too-pale skin. Her mother had been wonderfully tall and shapely, even taller than her husband. Mariah was neither tall nor short; she had legs and arms that seemed too long for her body, and she had hardly any shape to speak of. In short Mariah’s mother had stood out, and Mariah simply did not.

      She did not act like her mother, either. Mrs. Miller had been friendly, generous to a fault, and on good and familiar terms with everyone in the village. At school, Mariah singled herself out by being reserved, terse, and completely disinterested in the other children.

      Of course she adored her father and six brothers; in her mind, she had all the company she needed within her own house. What was the use of bothering to make friends?

      Despite never having known her mother, she’d had a happy childhood surrounded by the love of her father and older brothers. She’d learned to read rather early, thanks to two of her studious siblings, and from all her reading she understood not to expect anything too exceptional for herself.

      As a little girl Mariah had loved stories about adventures. She’d dreamed of her own—she’d slain dragons, found lost treasure, saved a handsome prince, and become a legend.

      But she knew none of that was actually possible. She was an ordinary girl from a very ordinary village, not the poor farm boy with a hidden talent for magic who was always the hero of the tale. She supposed that if her father decided to remarry, she might get a wicked stepmother—that usually meant an adventure was not far behind.

      But the more she thought about it, the more she was glad her father had never remarried. Mariah preferred a father and brothers who were kind over a wicked stepmother who would mistreat her. She resigned herself to being luckless and accepting the judgement of the rest of the town. She cherished her daydreams of adventure and wonder, but she knew she was destined for a dull and disappointing life.
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        * * *

      

      One day, when our story truly begins, Mariah was sitting outside the headteacher’s office, sucking on a sore finger and glaring at Devon Baker. She had a bee sting, but he had a black eye thanks to her.

      It served him right.

      He’d bullied her into stealing those blackberries from the garden next to the schoolyard. It wasn’t her fault there’d been a massive beehive, and it definitely wasn’t her fault that her plan to gather the berries had gone horribly wrong when she’d accidentally skewered the hive with a stick, letting loose a swarm of unhappy bees among her classmates.

      It wasn’t even her fault that she’d punched him in the face. He’d said a horrible thing to her.

      “You’re nothing but rotten luck! Even your mother didn’t want you!”

      What else was she supposed to have done?

      Now the two of them sat alone and waited for the headteacher. Everyone else had gone home, even Mariah’s brothers Simon and Seamus. They’d protested, of course, but they couldn’t have done anything more.

      Her stomach rumbled, and she glared harder at Devon Baker. It was all his fault, and she was going to miss supper because of him.

      

      The door finally opened, and the headteacher emerged. Devon stuck his tongue out at Mariah as the headteacher led them back to the empty classroom, and Mariah kicked his heel, sending him lurching forward.

      The headteacher handed them slips of paper before pointing at two chalkboards.

      “Fifty times. Each.”

      Mariah unfolded the little papers in her hand. She had three, and on each she read a different sentence:

      
        
        I will not steal.

        I will take responsibility for my actions.

        I will not hit another person.

      

      

      

      Mariah seethed and looked over at Devon. He only had two sentences; the last one was hers alone.

      “That’s not fair!” she said.

      The headteacher handed her the chalk and said nothing. Fuming, Mariah began to write.

      She kept pace with Devon all throughout “I will not steal” and “I will take responsibility for my actions.” But when Devon finished and was excused, Mariah still had a whole extra sentence to write. She fumed again. Devon hadn’t apologized to her for being so mean or for getting her into trouble in the first place, but he was gone, and she was still stuck in that classroom.

      Angrier than before, she wrote her final sentences with one small addition of her own.

      The headteacher was not amused to read “I will not hit another person even though they deserved it” fifty times. Mariah was required to repeat it another fifty times correctly and then to re-write “I will take responsibility for my actions” another fifty. By the time she finished, her hand ached, and it was dark outside.
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      Raven Marsh’s usual bustle of activity was subdued as Mariah walked home. It was past suppertime, and most people were already inside or still busily closing up their shops. The townspeople she met just shook their heads, and some of them whispered together as she passed. Mariah gritted her teeth at the murmurs; she was sure by tomorrow the whole town would be buzzing with how “Luckless Mariah” had unleashed a hive of angry bees on her innocent schoolmates. The village’s inhabitants were very good at twisting the truth.

      When she got to the last row of shops and houses, there was nobody else in sight. She paused and looked back the way she had come. Behind her rose the hill in the center of town, and above it loomed the Great Library, dark against the sky. It was dreary and depressing, she thought, and she turned back down the hill toward home.

      As Mariah approached the crumbling wall that marked the very edge of town, a solitary figure was lurking in the growing shadows. Mariah jumped. She was just about to turn and hurry back up the hill when the shadow stepped forward and she recognized him.

      “Don’t scare me like that!” she exclaimed, folding her arms across her chest in irritation.

      “Don’t walk home so late at night,” he answered, now standing directly in front of her.

      Mariah flushed with anger, embarrassed that he had startled her.

      “What are you doing here, Kit?” she demanded, looking her second-eldest brother straight in his slate-blue eyes that matched her own.

      “Simon told me you would be late, so I waited for you,” he answered, his voice even and his expression entirely blank.

      “I can manage the simple task of walking down the hill alone,” Mariah retorted, still scowling.

      “Really? And I thought you could manage the simple task of writing one hundred and fifty sentences before dark, and yet here we are.” Kit turned for home and began to walk.

      “It wasn’t my fault I was so late!” Mariah insisted, falling into step beside him. She launched into an account of the afternoon’s events.

      “And then I had to stay even longer and re-write ‘I will take responsibility for my actions,’ just to satisfy that grumpy old headteacher!” she finished with a huff.

      “Clearly it was time very well spent,” Kit mused idly.

      Mariah clenched her fists. Of course he wouldn’t understand; he never took her side. He didn’t care that Devon had been mean to her and had insulted their mother. She tried to glare at him again but had to look away. She hated that look on his face.

      Disappointment.

      “You’re alright, though?” Kit asked. “You didn’t get stung?”

      Mariah ignored him and stalked ahead. That was just like Kit—always giving her a hard time and then pretending that he cared. She wouldn’t make peace with him so easily. Kit sighed, and his footsteps followed slowly after her. They walked the rest of the way home in silence.

      

      As they drew further from the gate, the soft burbling of the river drifted toward them on the wind. Another familiar sound followed: the laughter and chatter of two young girls. Soon they skipped into view, smiles on their faces and jars cradled in their hands.

      Rowan and Ivy Tyler lived with their mother outside the town wall. They had a small cottage on the same side of the river as the Millers but further down the bank. Mariah liked the Tylers; the townspeople whispered about them too. The Tylers, like her father, were outsiders, and they had moved to town when Mariah was just starting school. Ms. Tyler had taken to being a laundress and used the river to make her living, much as the Millers did. Mariah got along with the two daughters, and the three of them played together outside the town walls.

      The girls approached her now with giggles and smiles.

      “Mariah!” said Ivy, the younger of the girls. “We are catching fireflies!”

      “Come with us!” added Rowan, who was two years older than Mariah and a head taller. Mariah envied her smooth, dark brown skin, dark hair, and honey brown eyes that were always smiling.

      “Not tonight,” Kit answered for her. “She has chores to do.”

      Mariah huffed but said nothing. She knew it was her day to do the washing up, but secretly she’d hoped that her father or one of her brothers had done it already. But she was never lucky like that.

      

      Now the Miller house with its warm lights was before them, with the mill behind it, right at the bend in the river.

      Just as they reached the front door, Kit stopped.

      “I have to help Bash with the mill,” he said. “There’s some dinner left for you, and you can wash up after you eat.”

      “Where’s Papa?” Mariah asked.

      “Helping Ms. Tyler. He won’t be back until late, so you won’t get out of doing your chores if that’s what you’re thinking.” With that, he turned and strode away from her.

      Mariah was seething as she walked through the door. She continued to seethe as her three youngest brothers looked up from their various studies in the living room. Marcus, the eldest of the three, had his nose in a book as usual. The twins Simon and Seamus had their heads together, no doubt plotting their next series of schoolboy pranks. All three gave Mariah sheepish looks and returned to their work.

      Mariah seethed while she ate dinner, the same boring stew they had eaten all week, and ground her teeth every time Marcus glanced at the dirty dishes piled up in the wash bin. Marcus hated a mess, but he must have feared Kit more because he stayed where he was while Mariah ate.

      Mariah was still enraged when she plunged her hands into the cold, murky dishwater. It was just like Kit to leave all the rotten chores for her to do after a horrible day. She fumed as she dropped another pile of dishes into the water with a clunk. As for forbidding her brothers to help her with the washing, well, that was just like Kit too. Another crash as more dishes fell into the water.

      “Careful, Mariah!” cried Marcus. “Those are Mama’s dishes.”

      Mariah pretended not to hear him as she piled the battered dishes up and dried them, each one clattering as she stacked them again. She was still angry and found herself thinking back to the actual cause—Devon Baker and his horrible words. She could feel the tears coming and bit her lip to keep them at bay—she hated to cry in front of her brothers. Instead, she scrubbed and slammed the dishes even harder.

      “Mariah,” a gentle voice spoke in her ear.

      Mariah looked up at her eldest brother, Bash.

      “It wasn’t my fault with the bees. Really,” she blurted out, a few of the tears escaping from her eyes. “Devon shouldn’t have said those things about my mother.”

      “I know,” said Bash, putting his arm around her shoulders.

      He reached out to rescue a dish from her pile. Turning it over in his hands, he said, “This won’t do at all. Half are chipped, and all of them are still filthy. What do you say we give it another go?”

      Mariah nodded.

      “I’ll wash,” she said, her hands moving toward the dishes again.

      “No, no, no,” said Bash. “I think they’ve had about all the washing they can take from you. I’ll wash—you dry.”

      Mariah smiled, and together they finished up the dishes.

      

      Kit came in just as they’d put the last of the dishes away in the cupboard. His eyes darted over Mariah and Bash before settling on the three youngest brothers.

      “It’s late,” he said to Marcus. “You’d better stay here tonight.”

      Marcus was a year older than the twins, which meant he was old enough for a formal apprenticeship. Being the most bookish of the Miller boys, he’d naturally requested and been granted a position as a novice librarian. Mariah was still getting used to him spending his nights in his little room up at the Library.

      Marcus nodded in agreement, and presently he, Simon, and Seamus said goodnight and went up the stairs to the room they shared. Kit turned to Bash.

      “I need your help again with the grindstone,” he said.

      “What’s the rush?” Bash asked him. “We don’t have any grain and won’t get any until the day after tomorrow.”

      “I can’t move it myself, and I’d rather have it ready and working for when you get back.”

      “Alright then,” Bash agreed.

      The two of them went out, leaving Mariah alone in the kitchen. Her chores complete, Mariah turned and crossed the living room to the staircase. The worn wooden steps creaked their familiar greeting beneath her feet as she climbed to the second floor. This was where her two eldest brothers shared a room, across a narrow hall from her three youngest brothers. Mariah called a goodnight to them before ascending the ladder that led to her own room at the very top of the house.

      It was more of an attic, really, with trunks and boxes piled up to the slanted ceiling. But Mariah’s father had furnished the room with a soft bed, a little desk with a bookcase filled with adventure stories, a mirror, and all the other things a young girl needed.

      Mariah stumbled over yesterday’s clothes in the near darkness. She’d forgotten to bring a candle, and the starlight filtering in through the little round window wasn’t enough to see by. As she prepared for bed, she heard her brothers’ voices drifting up through the window as they walked around the side of the house.

      Mariah listened closely—it wasn’t like them to argue.

      “You could have handled that better,” Bash was saying.

      “Maybe, but then you wouldn’t have been able to swoop in and be the hero,” Kit replied.

      “She comes home late at night after a fright and everyone thinking she’s the scourge of the whole town, and you punish her for it,” Bash said, his voice rising.

      “She trespasses, gets into a fight, and disrespects her teacher, and you reward her for it,” Kit responded, his voice even and low.

      “From what Mariah told me, the Baker boy had it coming. I’d have done the same thing.”

      They moved away from the window and Mariah did not hear Kit’s reply.

      As she lay in bed, Mariah considered that perhaps she should feel guilty for being the subject of a rare disagreement between the two of them. But she didn’t; she wholeheartedly agreed with Bash that she had been treated unfairly and had merely defended herself and her family name, the way the heroes in her favorite stories always did.

      But of course, heroes were always so lucky, weren’t they? Heroes were special, and she wasn’t.

      The little voice inside Mariah’s mind taunted her. She squeezed her eyes shut and buried her head beneath her pillow, trying to block out the voice.

      “Go away,” Mariah said to it. But the voice didn’t listen, and Mariah continued to hear it whispering away until at last she fell asleep.
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      Someone shook her, and Mariah roused with difficulty. The first pale light of dawn was creeping through her round window as she rubbed her eyes and stretched.

      “It’s too early,” she groaned and dove back under her blankets.

      “It’s time for us to go,” said her father’s deep, musical voice.

      Mariah surfaced again to see him sitting on the edge of her bed.

      “Go where?” she asked.

      “To collect the grain from the western farms, of course,” he answered. “Don’t you want to come?”

      “Do you mean it? Really?” she demanded eagerly, now fully awake.

      “As long as you’re quick,” he said. “Bash and Kit are loading the cart as we speak.” He gave her a wink and a smile before disappearing down the ladder.

      Mariah sprang up and dressed herself in a hurry, pulling on a pair of Marcus’s old trousers, along with a shirt that seemed to be a patchwork of several of her brothers’ old outfits. She pulled a brush through her unruly hair as best she could.

      She was out the door in a whirl of excitement, leaving the previous day’s anger behind her. She had begged so many times to go with her father and brother on their journeys to the outlying farms, imagining all sorts of adventures that might befall them along the way. Her father had always refused until today.

      She met him at the end of the lane. Bash and Kit stood together further ahead, harnessing the old donkey, Bridget, to the wagon.

      “Good timing, Mariah,” said her father, flashing her another smile. “It looks like the boys have just about finished.”

      And so they had; Bash helped Mariah scramble up onto the front seat of the wagon.

      “Why are you smiling so early in the morning?” Bash asked her with a laugh.

      She chuckled in turn.

      “Because today is going to be an adventure!” she declared, gripping the seat in anticipation.

      She turned to watch her father and Kit as they continued to talk.

      “I’ve done this a hundred times, son,” her father said.

      “Then why chance it for a hundred and one?” Kit asked.

      “We’ll be back tomorrow evening.”

      “Everyone’s talking about a Shadow moving east, and—” Kit began, the edge in his voice making the hairs on Mariah’s neck stand on end.

      “Nothing but rumors,” her father interrupted him. “Where would this town be without its gossip? We’re leaving. We need the business, as you are so quick to remind me.”

      “Then please charge full price,” Kit retorted.

      Her father did not reply as he climbed up into the seat next to Mariah.

      “Be safe, and take care of yourselves,” Kit added, handing the reins to their father. His eyes met Bash’s as he spoke, and Bash nodded.

      Mariah looked down at her two brothers. Bash, tall and broad, with long, wavy reddish gold hair and brilliant brown-flecked green eyes. Then there was Kit, smaller and lighter, with dark hair and stern, slate-blue eyes. Bash who was always smiling, and Kit who rarely did; they were an odd pair.

      After clapping his brother on the shoulder, Bash jumped into the back of the wagon.

      Kit turned his gaze to meet Mariah’s.

      “Mariah,” he began, and she thought he would scold her again. But instead, his face softened with a rare smile, and he said, “A kiss for luck?”

      He stood on his tiptoes, and after a moment’s hesitation Mariah leaned down and kissed his cheek, returning his smile with a small one of her own.

      “Take care of the boys, and this old place,” her father called to him. He clicked his tongue and flicked the reins. Bridget gave a loud bray of protest, but she was a good donkey and a moment later the wagon lurched forward. Soon the mill, the house, and Kit faded into the distance. Mariah’s adventure had begun.

       

      Truth be told, it wasn’t quite the adventure she’d hoped for. Yes, it was Mariah’s first time outside of Raven Marsh, but the seemingly endless farmland she found herself in was a far cry from the green forests and tall mountains of her imagination. Instead of handsome heroes, beautiful damsels, and vicious monsters, she met ordinary farmers and their equally ordinary families. Her father pointed out each farm as they passed, telling her who owned it and the crops and animals they farmed. They wouldn’t collect any grain until the return trip tomorrow, but her father had known these people for years and stopped often to exchange news. At each farm, Mariah heard the same story that was popular in the town as well: the drought was bad, and the harvest was poor.

      And then the man would shift uncomfortably or drop his eyes to the ground, before telling her father that he couldn’t possibly afford the usual fee. Times were hard, and the farmer had a family to consider. Could Mr. Miller possibly find it in himself to accept a lower fee, or a lower share of the crop, or even nothing at all this year?

      And her father always smiled, nodded, and graciously promised to accept whatever the family thought they could afford. And so they continued on.

      Mariah soon grew bored, and a little uneasy with this never-ending talk of ill fortune. She tried to distract herself by poking around among the empty sacks in the back of the cart. Not that she expected to find anything interesting in a pile of old cloth, but Mariah pretended she was on a quest, searching for a lost treasure hidden in plain sight.

      And then she found something.

      It certainly wasn’t treasure, but it was something. It was softer and heavier than the scratchy bundles she’d been digging through, and she pulled it out to examine her find.

      It was a boot. Just one—Mariah couldn’t find evidence of its mate anywhere in the cart. She held it up to look more closely, and the brown leather was so worn that it flopped over like an empty sack as she handled it.

      “What’s this?” she asked.

      “Ah,” her father answered after glancing over his shoulder. “You’ve found my good luck charm.”

      Mariah looked closer at the soft leather between her fingers, but she couldn’t see anything special in the smelly old shoe.

      “My grandfather made it,” her father continued. He handed the reins to Bash and climbed over the seat to sit beside Mariah. “It’s magic,” he commented with a gleam in his eye.

      Mariah’s head shot up.

      “You’re teasing me,” she accused.

      “I am not!” Her father raised his hands in the air. “My grandfather,” he went on, “was a respected cobbler, did you know that? People would come from far and wide to his village to get the best boots and shoes money could buy.

      “One day, someone came into my grandfather’s shop. He was no ordinary customer, though. The man was a mage—a famous sorcerer—and he ordered my grandfather to make him seven-league boots.”

      “Now I know you’re teasing me,” interrupted Mariah. “There aren’t any mages left. Not really.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I’ve never ever seen one.”

      “Ah.” Her father shook a finger and smiled. “But there are many things you’ve never seen that do exist. You’ve never seen the Queen, but she exists, right?”

      “I suppose,” Mariah admitted. “But we learned at school that there is no more magic in Rosmelyn.”

      “That’s because of the Queen,” Bash chimed in from the front seat. “She and her father, the old king, they got rid of all the magic schools.”

      “And,” her father added, “my grandfather lived in the far north—in the kingdom of Skjeilund, where the long winters encourage indoor pursuits such as studying magic.”

      “And making shoes?”

      “Exactly.”

      “So … anyone can learn magic?” Mariah asked, trying to hide the eagerness in her voice.

      “That’s what they say in Skjeilund,” her father agreed. “At least, the small variety of magic, to make potions, charms, spells, and that sort of thing. But to harness the old magic—the kind that you read about—you have to be born to it. Those mages are usually the most powerful, because they can also learn the lesser magic and bind their power into amulets, armor, and even weapons.”

      “But there aren’t many people born with that magic,” Bash said. “It only happens when there’s a family curse, or an alignment of the stars. Or if you happen to be the seventh son of⁠—”

      Bash’s teeth clacked together as he shut his mouth, and Mariah watched the color rise in his ears. It was the silent rule in their family: don’t remind Mariah of what she was supposed to be. Forget that she was luckless, as if she didn’t know it already.

      Pushing down the familiar knot in her stomach, Mariah turned back to her father.

      “So your grandfather knew magic, then?”

      “Actually,”—her father practically sighed with relief—“he only knew shoes. But he took the contract anyway, assuming he could learn enough to fulfill it. But being a practical man with no time for legends, he made one rather crucial mistake.” Her father beamed at her. “When the sorcerer returned, my grandfather presented him with the seven boots he’d made.”

      Mariah shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “Neither did the sorcerer,” chuckled her father. “He had asked for seven-league boots, but what he got from my grandfather were seven league-boots!”

      “Seven … league-boots?” Mariah asked hesitantly.

      “Exactly!” her father laughed again, and Bash joined in. “No small task, to make seven boots that allowed the wearer to walk one full league in a single stride. But, like you, the sorcerer was unimpressed. He was furious and stormed out, leaving my grandfather with the seven boots. Years later when he found himself with seven grandsons, he decided it must be fate, and he gave one boot to each of my brothers and to me.”

      Mariah turned the tale over in her head for a short while, imagining an old man she had never met toiling endlessly in the dark with bright lights and colorful magic.

      “Does it really work?” she asked at last.

      “Oh, yes!” her father assured her, but Mariah didn’t believe him. His eyes were still gleaming, and Bash was laughing in the driver’s seat.

      “But mainly I keep it for good luck, now,” her father added, taking the boot and stowing it back in the cart.

      

      It was getting dark, and Mariah was battling her growling stomach and heavy eyelids when they finally reached their last stop. The Tucker farm was the farthest to the west and very near to the borders of the Blue Forest. Mariah wondered why it was called that—it certainly didn’t look blue. In fact, against the reddish glow of the setting sun the trees looked black, as if no light could penetrate their leaves and boughs. Mariah shuddered and tried not to look at them.

      The cart slowed as they neared the farmhouse, and Mariah’s unease grew. No warm lights flickered in the windows to greet them, no scents of a hot meal or warm hearth drew them closer. The house was dark, silent, and still.

      With a nod to Bash, her father jumped down from the cart and approached the door. His knock only served to swing the door inward with a loud creak, and before Mariah could protest her father had disappeared into the yawning dark of the doorway.

      It wasn’t long before he reappeared, shaking his head and running his hand through his beard.

      “Nobody’s home,” he said. “Maybe they decided to take their grain to Wallmarket?”

      “That’s not like them—the Tuckers have been our friends for years. They know you always come to collect at this time,” Bash argued. “They’d at least send a letter.”

      “Letters get lost,” her father countered, but Mariah could hear the uncertainty in his voice. Against her will her eyes flicked back toward the shadowy trees.

      “Maybe they’re hiding from the Shadow,” she whispered.

      The cart shook as her father climbed back into the front seat.

      “You’ve been listening to too many rumors, like Kit,” he said, turning round to face her. “Listen to me: there is no Shadow. It’s just a way for people to explain a few years of bad weather and poor harvests. Understand?”

      Mariah nodded, but when she looked to Bash for confirmation, he didn’t smile. Mariah chewed her lip.

      “Now what?” Bash asked. “It’s too dark to make it all the way back to Raven Marsh. Do we stay here?”

      Mariah’s skin prickled at the thought of those dark trees looming over her as she slept. She was relieved when her father shook his head.

      “We’ll go back to the last farm. Hopefully the Dane family will be able to put us up for the night.”

      He gently coaxed the donkey to turn the cart around, and soon they set off again, leaving the deserted farm behind them. Still, Mariah couldn’t shake off her uneasy feeling. It didn’t help that she was in the back of the cart, facing those horrible trees. They should’ve been fading into the distance, and yet Mariah was certain the forest was only getting darker. She closed her eyes and leaned back, turning her face towards the sky.

      And still she felt the darkness.

      It was following them.

      The wood creaked as Bash shifted in his seat. Mariah opened her eyes at his sharp intake of breath. A shiver ran down her spine.

      “What’s that?” Bash exclaimed.

      “The stars are gone!” Mariah cried at the same time. And it was true—above them was only blackness.

      Behind her, Bash stood up. His breath steamed in air that was suddenly ice cold. He was looking back the way they’d come. Back toward the trees.

      Mariah tried to look, but she was frozen to the spot, stuck staring at the sky without stars. For a moment none of them seemed able to move.

      Suddenly, Bridget the donkey started forward and bolted. The cart jerked after her, and Bash cried out as he toppled from where he’d been standing in front of his seat.

      Mariah at last was able to move, but it was no use; Bash hit the ground hard and rolled while she and her father were carried away by the frantic donkey.

      “Hold on!” her father shouted.

      Mariah’s teeth clacked together as the cart thudded along the track, but she hardly noticed. Her eyes were fixed on her brother as he lay motionless on the ground. And the Shadows descended on him—Mariah could see them now, gray shapes in the darkness. They looked like men, but what sort of men could stand the cold, dark fear that was coming from that Shadow?

      Her father at last gained control of the donkey and the cart, and Mariah wasted no time leaping down.

      “Bash!”

      She took two steps before her father grabbed her and yanked her down behind the cart. He held her back while he peered over the top.

      “We have to help him!” Mariah cried, struggling against his grip.

      Her father finally tore his eyes away from the Shadows and looked at her.

      “I’ll get him,” he said. “You have to run.”

      “Run?”

      “Do as I say!” her father commanded in a voice she’d never heard from him before.

      Mariah could only stare as he took the old boot out of the wagon and pulled it over her foot.

      “What—” she began.

      “There’s no time, Mariah!”

      He pulled her to her feet, and she looked around for her brother. Her heart jumped into her mouth when she couldn’t see him. There was only that freezing Shadow, and it was now moving towards them.

      “Bash!” she screamed.

      Her father seized her and spun her around.

      “Five steps,” he whispered in her ear.

      “No,” she protested, heart hammering in her chest.

      Her father kissed her on the cheek.

      “For luck.”

      He planted a hand between her shoulder blades and shoved, forcing her to take a step.

      Mariah didn’t notice the silence; she was trying not to fall and took several more steps before she lost her balance and stumbled to her knees.

      She looked back.

      The darkness was gone. So was the cart.

      And so was Bash.
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