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Be very still now,

quiet as a mouse

Tonight the beasts

will come to her house

They’re here to take her soul away,

Hers will be gone

And yours will stay.

Here come the wolves

and they’re calling a name

Here come the wolves

to stake their claim

They’ll take her into the dark

without a fight,

She will follow,

she will follow,

because she knows that it is right.

(Female Retirement Rhyme from the town of Riding)
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Prologue
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When I was still young and ignorant I misinterpreted the Song of the Wolves. In my four-year-old mind, the quiet-as-a-mouse line seemed to suggest I should be afraid of the Wolves – and be still, lest any of them would hear me and take my soul as well.

Then I grew up and learned at school that the family members of the Claimed should keep quiet so as not to interfere. After all, the Wolves come for everyone at some point, and we all know that it is right.

And now I’m older and far wiser, and I’m afraid once more.

What I’m about to do for Gran flies in the face of everything I was taught before. But I’m breaking the rules for a good reason. Everything I thought I knew about the town of Riding, the vast and dangerous forest surrounding our tight-knit community, and the Retirement that’s waiting for all the people here when they turn sixty-seven was a lie.

The Crimson Guard has offered my grandmother a way out, but for that escape, her granddaughter has to risk her own life.

I’m ready as I’ll ever be. Screw the silence – I don’t want to be quiet as a mouse anymore.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


1.
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“Wait up!” Poppy’s voice echoes off the metallic walls of the school hallway. “Vida, what’s the rush?”

I turn around and wait for my friend to catch up with me. Her blonde curls bounce up and down as she skips toward me. Poppy is a very bouncy girl in general. It usually cheers me up, but today it rubs me the wrong way. I can tell from the look in her baby-blue eyes that I’m giving her one of my infamous death glares. Her face crumples and she bites her lip.

“You know what the rush is,” I say coldly.

“It’s your Gran, isn’t it?” she mumbles awkwardly.

“Yeah.” I swallow down the bitter taste in my mouth. “I want to see her one last time. Maybe it’s not too late.”

We all said our goodbyes to Grandma Oda last night. By the light of a hundred candles, me and my father, my uncles and aunts, cousins and other relatives gathered in her little house on the edge of Riding. Outside, the trees were rustling in the wind as the choir sang the Female Rhyme of Retirement for my grandmother. Grandma Oda was sitting very still in her rocking chair, her eyes brimming with tears and her cramped fingers clutching her favorite leather-bound book. ‘Grimm’, it says on the cover in embossed lettering. She never allowed me to read it – said the stories were too dark.

After the ceremony we left and I hugged her so tight that I was afraid I’d break her bones. “Tomorrow I’ll be gone, Vida,” she whispered in my ear. “Please keep on living for me.”

We’d known the date of her Retirement for months, and yet I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that she’d be gone within the next twenty-four hours.

As we silently walked back to our own house, I could hear howling in the woods. Feral, wild animals. Nature’s gradually taking back the stake our community claimed, back when our ancestors built Riding. We’re perpetually surrounded by things we’ll never be able to control.

Maybe that’s why the Council wants to keep us all under strict rules. At least the villagers can be controlled. Retirement is a part of that.

No one knows at which hour the Wolves will show up on someone’s doorstep to fulfill the Retirement. Sometimes they come at night, sometimes they come in the early morning, and sometimes, they make you wait all day long after the official family ceremony is over. I’m hoping for the latter. Maybe Gran will still be home – still be alive – when I show up there. All morning I’ve sat through my classes without listening to a single thing. All I wanted was to get out of school and run down to Saxon Street, where my Gran lives.

Used to live.

No one knows who the Wolves are. They work for the Council of Greater Riding and they’re not allowed to divulge their identity to anyone, not even their spouses. But it’s common knowledge that they are all men. Women are allegedly too faint of heart to become Wolves.

“She’s probably already gone,” Poppy offers, a tremble in her voice. “I know you two were really close, but...”

“I’m wasting time,” I interrupt her. You’re wasting my time, I can’t help thinking. “Why don’t you drop by tonight?”

I don’t wait for her acknowledgement. Hauling my school bag onto one shoulder, I make a beeline for the main entrance, exit the double doors as they swish open, and run across the quad. 

In my rush to get to Gran I almost bump into Fen. Dark-haired, lanky, brooding Fen – Riding High’s heartthrob and rebel. I don’t think he’s actually ever showed up for detention in his life, though he’s incurred the wrath of quite a few teachers during his high school career. Under normal circumstances I’d jump at the occasion to talk to him – even if it’s just to apologize for being a cross-eyed, clumsy idiot – but today I couldn’t care less.

“Hey!” Fen calls after me when I practically kick him in the shins and don’t even look back. “Watch where you’re going.”

With unseeing eyes I leave the school grounds and run criss-cross through town. Fortunately, Riding isn’t very hard to navigate. It’s basically a perfectly round shape, divided into four equal parts and two main avenues paved with aluminum plating intersecting in the middle like they’re cutting a pie into four quarters. The quarters all have the same layout. I could pick my way down these streets in total darkness while blindfolded.

I’d actually make an apt Wolf.

The closer I get to Saxon Street, the colder I feel. The dark days are here and a frosty wind has picked up from the mountains beyond the vast, unending forest. But the sharp sting of ice seeping into my bones doesn’t feel like the coldness of winter – it feels like absence.

When I slide the door to Gran’s house open, I instantly sense that she’s gone.

Muddy footsteps stain the standard issue, green-and-gray carpet on the floor. Traces of trampling boots, worn by men who were hired to take away my grandma for the greater good of Riding. The house is cold and quiet and without the heartbeat of love.

My cheeks are no longer cold. Impatiently I wipe at the tears rolling down before they drop to the floor and add to the disarray left by the beasts.

This is so much worse than my grandfather’s Retirement. I was only nine and he was already very sick. He was ready to go – but Grandma Oda wasn’t. I could feel it.

With a whimper that doesn’t seem to come from my own throat, I sit down in her rocking chair and inhale the scent of her house and her life. Closing my eyes, I try to pretend that she’s still here. That she just left for groceries and she’ll be back soon to make us tea and bake cookies.

Something’s sticking out from underneath the knitted cushion on the chair. The square object painfully digs into my thigh as I shift in the rocking chair. When I slide one hand down to pull it out, I realize what it is.

The ‘Grimm’ book.

My breath falters and I stare at the book wide-eyed. I’d have expected Grandma Oda to take this to the grave with her. If she didn’t, maybe she left it for me because she thought I’d come back here one last time.
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