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Forward

––––––––
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This is a Fantasy. Parts of it involve partial descriptions of rituals and, for want of a better word, magic.

It’s all lies.

Er—no. I don’t mean magic is all lies. Or that it isn’t. That’s a discussion for another day. But the rituals? Er—don’t. I mean it. I’m a fiction author, which means I’m a professional liar. So either I have no idea what the rituals really are, so I’m making it all up, or I know what they are, or think I do, and I’m lying. Don’t try them. Really.

While we’re on the subject—magic. Which is or isn’t real, depending on your beliefs. But this book involves ‘real’ things, so there’s that. But before we begin all ‘that’, let’s get some terms straight. Terms which have been used (and still are) in real history. Like witches. Whatever Hollywood, or anything else, told you, witches can be male witches, female witches, and every other gender in between. Anything else is just a load of warlocks. Er—I mean nonsense. Mikumwessuk (we’ll get to Mikumwessuk, don’t worry) are like that too. Male and female. And maybe witches too, Benandanti, or maybe something else entirely. And witches aren’t sorcerers. Witches have their own innate power, part of their nature from birth, or given to them. Sorcerers don’t have any power, but they have learned ways to manipulate the power around them using rituals and ‘magic words’. Think of it like flying. Birds can fly because of themselves. Pilots can fly because they know how to use a ‘magic wand’—a plane—to achieve the same thing.

And then there’s skin-walkers. In this case, wolf skin-walkers. With apologies to Lon Chaney, not everything that sometimes looks like a wolf and sometimes like something else is a howling monster, but only at full moons. There are groups (the Mi’kmaq, the Benandanti in Northern Italy are only two of many) who believe that wolves, and wolf skin-walkers, are allies in their guardianship of the land. And skin-walkers don’t have to wait for full moon either. The Benandanti even called wolves, and wolf walkers, ‘soldiers of God’. Oh. And since it’s in the prologue, there’s Bruxas. A Bruxa is a witch. Sort of. The Bruxas (or Cogas), in Sardinian traditions, are witches with the appearance of an old woman, having the ability to assume any shape and size both animal and vegetable or even of people. During the night, in groups or alone, they sneaked into houses to kill male babies. To protect their children, the parents placed a cane rod and a blessed rosary on the baby’s cradle. When the witches arrived next to the cradle they began to count the beads of the rosary, without ever being able to count them all before dawn, when they were forced to flee so as not to be hit by the sunlight. The Bruxas looked like old women but they recognized each other mainly because they had a small piece of tail since they were born and could take on any shape. In some versions of their story the Bruxas are vampires, who get their blood (and eternal life and power) from the young they kill.

I would also like to acknowledge the help I have been given by Andrew Maclean, of radio television and print fame–the author of the New Brunswick ‘Backyard History’ books. I am sure I have made many mistakes in this book, but many I could have made were not-made because of his assistance. Thanks Andrew!

I’ll say up front, there are a number of words and phrases here that aren’t English. The languages fit the context, at least I believe so, but Appendix 1 has them translated, and sorted by Chapter.

Apologies

––––––––
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What follows is intended as a tale. It is a work of fiction. However, like any work of fiction, or almost any perhaps, it involves elements from the world often called more ‘real’. So it starts in Italy. And starting in Italy, it involves elements of Italian history, of language and of, for want of a better word, folklore. But it doesn’t stay in Italy, because this is also a tale of Canada—more specifically, of New Brunswick. And, in a sense, of more than that, because it involves elements of a people who were here long before any European, Italian or otherwise, set foot here. Of the Mi’kmaq. And so it also involves elements of history, of lore and legend and, yes, of tales from Canada, from New Brunswick and, yes, from Mi’kmaq culture.

And that, potentially, is something for which I feel I must apologise.

I am not Italian. And while I am Canadian, and while I live in New Brunswick, I was not born here. I did not grow up with the history, the language and, yes, the lore and legends of any of the places found in this book. And so, I guarantee, there will be errors.

Those errors are entirely mine, and I apologise for them unreservedly.

While I have tried to be diligent in my research, still, those errors will be here. And not just errors. For example, the Mi’kmaq culture has tales of what might be known as dragons (referred to as Jipijka’m, Chepechcalm and Tcipitckaam), as in, for example, the tale of the Magic Dancing Doll. And if a dragon appeared in this book (no spoilers), should I put one of those tales here? Well, consider this. While I have read that in Mi’kmaq culture there is no single owner of oral lore or tales, I have also read of a Maine historian, Dena Winslow, who worked for the Aroostook Band. She said that “a story told by a Mi'kmaq storyteller belongs to the storyteller and cannot be retold unless the storyteller gifts you that story. If you receive a story as a gift, you'll know it." And I have never been gifted any Mi’kmaq tales. But still, the people called Mi’kmaq in New Brunswick are here in this tale. And for that I do not apologise, for they are more part of this land than any who arrived later.

Dedication 

––––––––
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This is a book born of Canada—specifically New Brunswick. But a large part of Canada’s story doesn’t start in Canada. It starts ‘away’. In places people leave for good reasons and bad, to escape and to find new homes, to grow and to learn—for many reasons. People who ‘come from away’. And this book is no different. So this book is dedicated to all those who ‘came from away’—and to my home. New Brunswick. A Canadian Province which is 80% trees, and much better for being so :-). 

This book is also dedicated to my Evil Publisher, Lady Jude the very-not-obscure. Who sent me an email. And in Lady Jude’s case, the pen isn’t just mightier than the sword, it beats a 357 Magnum as well! And it’s dedicated to Lady Gail, who put up with reading it (after I’d hypnotised her), and said it wasn’t totally horrible. On the other hand, she’s an author too, so she’s a professional liar, just like me (blush). And this book is dedicated to my beloved wife, the ever-patient Crystal. And clearly ever-insane, since she married me (blushes again).
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Prologue
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Sit-rep–Once upon a time

ECSED CASTLE – ANOTHER time

“Fewmets. I think I have something.”

“Blood and dirt, Edward. I’m sorry. Did you manage to...?”

“No. Her Father came from the fields too soon.”

The Supervisor shakes his head. “What do you have? If you’re lucky, it’s really nothing.”

The young man shows his Supervisor the file he had been reading, one of many and many, and many more, all piled on the desks filling the room, clerks reading each of them in detail, in turn. The Supervisor reads it, noting the underlines Edward had put in place. “Well Edward. Well indeed. I think you’re right. It has Him all over it. In other circumstances, this would be a promotion–the Countess wants him very, very badly. I’m–well, I’m sorry Edward. But you know the rules. Take it to her.”

I shake my head. Fuck. Dad’s good–heck, the best. Though if you ever tell him I said that, I’ll kill you. Mind you, if you ever get to meet him, odds are he’ll be there to kill you anyway. We do that a lot, we Shadows. I wrap the shadow shift tight round me and I follow Edward, whatever an Edward is. It would be the usual over-dramatic movie-villain castle, if it weren’t for the fact that it was real. And in case you ever need to know, down is never a good direction in castles like that.

Yes. We go down.

Edward knocks at the door. As doors go it is big and imposing. And totally not locked. Which is also not good in such places. It means whoever is inside has no issues with anyone going in. Because them coming back out again is unlikely to be a problem. The sounds from within are a mixture of moans, fading screams and–yes. Splashing.

Dad had told me about this place. And how he’d handled it. Me, it wasn’t a problem. Edward? Hmmmm....

Edward knocks again.

“Enter.”

Edward knocks.

“I said enter, fool.”

“Countess, I... I mean...”

“I. Said. Enter. To interrupt my bathing, you must believe you have something I wish to see. Enter.”

“Countess, I... I mean... I am... I mean, I haven’t...”

“Yes, fool. I know. I can smell it on you. Now enter. If you are correct in your belief, you might possibly leave again. If you are not? Then you will share my bath. NOW ENTER!”

Edward goes in. Shadow-wrapped, I follow. Erzsébet Bathory is indeed in her bath. The previous, um, let’s say ‘containers’ of what she is sat in hang from the walls. She holds her hand out, dripping red. Edward wipes it with a towel, and passes her the papers. She reads them. Then she reads again. “Bassza meg! On my Mother’s life, not that I ever liked the bitch. Yes. Yesssssss. A senior officer’s extra-curricular activities in Whitechapel cease. The officer disappears, but his Tag does not trigger. And a mysterious, legless man appears from nowhere on a deserted beach. Oh, Jack, Jack, Jack. It is you. It is! I can smell it! I have you now, fattyú.” She looks up. “You. Whoever you are.”

“Ed... Edward, Countess.”

She looks him up and down. “Interesting. You are either eternally stupid, or foolishly brave. To tell me your name, I mean.  Let us find out. Tell your Supervisor you are to be promoted three grades. Which means, you either have Him brought to me in chains, or you will indeed share my bathing with me. Put together a team, and get it done. NOW.”

I pull the shadows tight. As the Countess had said. Fuck. This isn’t good. I don’t need to get the file. I know where I have to be. Unicorn horn and virgin’s tears– never be without it. I pull the bottle from my belt.

* * *

BAIE STE MARIE, NEW SCOTLAND – September 8th, 1863

A cold wind blew along the beach. The empty beach. At least until the shadows flex and shiver. I see Dad drop Jack from his shoulder. Prowess is with him. Who’s Prowess? It doesn’t matter. Well. She matters. But not here. That’s another story. Lots of stories. Shape shifting, empathivore concert pianists are like that. But Prowess’ smile is as cold as the wind, and then some. She looks at the body on the sand, the tar cold on its chopped legs. “So what do we do, Jack? He’s empty now. You going to kill him?” Dad tells her about the Tag. How the Dragon will know if the other one dies. Told her how the Dragon would smell it on Dad if he killed him. Prowess frowns. “But—but he’ll be dead anyway, won’t he?”

I could see P’s lips moving as she tried to work out how a guy who was going to have been dead for a hundred and fifty years wasn’t going to be dead when they’d taken him from. And if that sounds confusing, you’re right. It is. But that’s not how it works. When you Tag someone, the Tag’s in their head with them. Say I Tagged you yesterday, at Carnegie Hall, then took you some other time, some other year or day, century or minute. The Tag wouldn’t know you were in the Back-Along, at least, Back-Along relative to when I tagged you. Just know a day was gone and you weren’t dead. But when you die? The Tag wouldn’t know when. Just that it happened so many days after it was set on you. And I’d get a print of every soul near you the moment it happened. Actually, it isn’t like that at all. But it’s close enough.

Prowess shrugs. “So what do we do, Jack?”

Dad shrugs too. “Can you put anything in him? Anything at all?”

“There’s always a bit left. A fragment. A scratch of his soul. So yes. A few words, maybe.”

“Well then. Not Jack. Jason. John. Something beginning with J.”

Prowess eyes look far away, across a distant horizon of years. “I knew a boy once. Jerome....”

“Where was that, P?”

Prowess smiles, her eyes still distant. “What? Oh. Trieste. But....” Her eyes focus back on the here and now. “But no matter.” Her eyes focus on Jack. Not Dad-Jack, the other one, the one with no legs. “There. It’s done.” They turn to leave–but two shots ring out. Dad falls, and Prowess too. Dad used to have an emergency kit for a time like this. But he used it when I killed him. I mean, it wasn’t me, but it was. That’s another long story. I look at the six bodies round me, all suffering an overdose of my piano wire to the throat. Apparently the team Edward sent was eight.  I had to fix it. Fix it before it happened. Because that’s what we do, Dad and me. Fix things. Things that get messed up, then fix them before they mess. The Universe was going to take a little time getting over the shock of Dad being gone. So I have a chance, but not a great one. I pull the bottle from my belt.

* * *

350 FIFTH AVENUE AND DOWN – Some day

Sometimes, things can get on top of you. This time, it was Fifth Avenue. 350 Fifth Avenue, to be precise. 350 Fifth Avenue and one thousand four hundred and seventy two feet of straight-up. OK, plus the fifty five feet of straight-down foundation I was at the bottom of. No, they don’t take the tours down there. They don’t even know there’s a ‘down there’ to take them to. Dad had paid someone a lot of money to make sure there was a down here nobody knew about. But I know. And I know it’s the last place that will go if the Universe catches on to what happened. Now I lean against a wall that hadn’t been touched since Dad built it in 1929. I have a job to do. I just don’t know how to do it. Or rather, how I’d already done it. Dad would say that was a bugger. I don’t. I say it’s a question. And where there’s a question, there’s someone with an answer. Or sort-of someone.

“Look. Can you at least draw the bloody triangle? I am going to have such a migraine.”

I grab some chalk. Dad always keeps–well, technically, right now always kept, but I was working on that, some chalk handy at 350. I draw the triangle, complete with sigils. No. I won’t tell you which sigils. No. There wasn’t blood. Or maybe there was–you want to summon demons, you draw your own bloody–or not bloody–mystical symbols. You know, all the books say there’s supposed to be some sort of sign when someone who wasn’t there before decides to be there. Which just shows what books know. Because there isn’t a noise, or a crash of lightning, but he’s there. If he hadn’t been shaped like a man, he would have looked like a leopard. “You know, it’s really rather fascinating. Of course, Jack will remember. Mostly because he, well because he can’t remember.” That’s Hauras for you. Fallen Angel, Great Duke of Hell, Knower of all things past, present and future. Or not. One of those. Because he’s more than that, though that’s not for this tale. The leopard not-man stops. He shakes his head, his lips moving. I have a feeling he’s repeating what he’d just said. He sighs. “Bugger. That doesn’t even make sense even to me, and I know everything.” He sighs again. “If I wasn’t immortal, I swear you Shadows would be the bloody death of me. Ahem. Right. I see your problem. And it’s a doozy. Your Father’s former employers have their eyes on everyone there. You can’t use any of them.” Hauras winks. “You hear me? You use anyone, anyone who ever existed, and they’ll be on to you. So we’re clear, right? I told you it’s impossible. Im-poss-i...” he pauses, winks “... bull.” And he winks. Again. There isn’t a crash of lightning, or a noise–but he’s gone. Which is fine. Because he’s not-told me all I need to know. I’m going to need help though. Charlie? Yeah. Charlie. Wherever it was, Charlie would have been there already. But Charlie might not listen to me. Or anyone else. Except for one–just one. So Rosie? Yeah. Rosie. Some local Talent, wherever local turned out to be. And maybe Katya and Darek to ride shotgun.

Damn. This was going to be fun! Or the end of the Universe. Or both. Like, again. Dad and I are like that.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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Twice born

FRIULI, ITALY – SEPTEMBER 19th, 1835

There should have been thunder. There should have been lightning tearing the skies and the very heavens weeping. There should have been portents and comets and demons of fire riding skeletal horses of ice-white bone—but if there had been, this would have been a movie. Probably with very artistic lens flare. So there wasn’t. What there was, was a small house. A small house in a small glen in the Southern Limestone Alps of Friuli, Italy. And yes. Friuli is a long, loooong way from Ne... but no. We’ll get to that. And get there. But not yet. Spoilers, OK?

Ahem. Where was I? Oh. Right.

There was a house, small and lost in the little glen. There was a single window casting candle-light into the falling evening. Which was exactly how it was supposed to be. What was to come next? Not so pretty. But that’s how it is, when you do what I do. You have to start somewhere nobody will ever miss, if you’re going to make it different.

Ahem. Yes. Right. Stop talking May... I mean, stop talking.

On the hill above the house, a dark figure stood in the lee of the great oak there. And a single tear fell from my—I mean, like, her—eye. And the tear wasn’t of blood. I mean, yeah. It should have been blood. Like, it would have been, like, really cool if it was. But it wasn’t. So there. Ahem. And as the tear fell, she lifted her hand and caught it on a finger. And she looked at the drop of tear-that-wasn’t-blood-but-should-have-been for a moment, then looked up at the moon and the stars and the sky-bowl... and she smiled a smile set in pain. Which I didn’t. Me being me, I mean. And my job being... well, my job being what it is, I bloody didn’t. But it’s really cool and artistic. So pretend I did. Or pretend whoever she was did. Because it wasn’t me, right?

And where the figure stood, shadows danced and twisted. And the figure knelt, and she pulled a wolf skin from the pack she wore. Or should that be bore? I mean, us being back in 1800 and change? I don’t know. Wore, bore—well. Let’s hope not bore. I’d hate to bore you. I’d probably have to kill you, just to keep my street cred. So anyway. I—I mean she pulled the wolf skin from her pack, and drew a blade from her belt. And I know the blade was inscribed with eldritch symbols, because I watched Waylan draw them myself. I just have no idea what ‘eldritch’ means. So she drew the knife and stabbed it through the wolf skin, pinning it to the old oak tree she stood under. Was standing under. Will stand under. Look, time shadowing is a bugger. It’s one of those, OK? Then she pulled a bottle from her pocket. It would have gleamed red in the sunlight, being blood and all. But as we’ve established, it’s falling evening. So no sun, right? And she opened the bottle, and drew more eldritch symbols on the wolf skin. And they glowed. Which was a really good thing, or I’d have had to go do some really not-good things to the one who’d told me how to draw them. Er—told her, I mean. Or try to–him being a nearly-not-quite-god-of-Smiths and all.

So we have the cottage. Which is a good start. And nobody in the cottage weeping. Which, in a different world, maybe they should have been. But not this world. And not this cottage. The woman not-weeping had a reason to be weeping, but she wasn’t doing it. What my Leupold BX-4 Pro Guide HD binoculars (yes, I know. Year 1800 and change. Remember that whole ‘time shadowing’ thing I mentioned?) told me she was doing, was opening her door and coming out of the cottage. And in low light, you can’t beat a pair of Leupold BX-4s. I could see them. The placenta. The umbilical cord. Which meant—yes. The bottle. Birth blood, mixed with grappa I’d bet would have had to move up town to even know what a bathtub was, but would be sixty per-cent proof if it was even trying. And a burning stick. Then the woman, she puts down a mess of kindling, and she puts the placenta on it and the umbilical cord. And she dances round the pile widdershins, which is counter to the sun’s course, or anti-clockwise if you don’t have some of the friends—or the not-friends—I do. And she’s muttering something to herself. All of which, if she only knew, was a total waste of time. She dances three times, then she stops, shouts something she probably thought was esoteric, pours the bottle on kindling and co., then throws the burning stick on it. The huge flame leaping up is fairly normal. The bird that swoops down and transforms into a bent over old woman is normal too—but only if you live in my world, and not yours. Then the bitch from the cottage bows to the old, bent woman, opens her door and ushers her in. Which makes her, local puttana with bad-for-business-issue or not, a whole lot more bitchy. But exactly the reason I’m here. So I wait. I wait until the Bruxa comes out of the door, and runs off as a rabbit. Then I, I mean, like, the girl on the hill, she starts down into the glen. But half way down, she stops. Because I nearly bloody forgot. So I put on the ring, and the girl isn’t a girl anymore. She’s a Mikumwessuk. You say it like ‘mee-kum-oo-wess-uk’. Which wouldn’t mean a thing in Friuli. But it would to the Mi’kma... well, I mean to some other people in some other place we haven’t got to yet. The Mikumwessuk are little people, like dwarves or fairies. They’re generally OK forest spirits (because there’s a lot of forest in Ne... in where they live, I mean), but they can be really kick-ass dangerous if they’re disrespected. Anyway, girl? No. Mikumwessuk? Yes. And she doesn’t knock, because when you’re what she is, you don’t knock at human doors, especially to the kind of bitch who’s inside this door. But, like they say, it’s always good to make an entrance. So I touch—I mean she touches—the door. And it explodes open. Amazing what a little tiny blasting cap on your finger can do. She goes in, and she goes over to the not-crying woman by the bed. She looks down, and she stands in silence. Because, like, it’s more impressive and commanding that way. She looks down, but not at the puttana who hadn’t taken care of not having business interruptions. She looks down at the small, silent body lying in the bitch’s bed. A body still red from birthing, but not a breath in him, with a rag stuffed over his face and in his mouth. So the Mikumwessuk, she looks down. And she scribes some more eldritch, whatever eldritch is, in the red blood on the dead boy’s skin. Which is really not important. What is important is the cut she makes on the dead boy’s thigh with something that just shouldn’t cut it–a small emerald that she slips inside the cut. A cut which closes and seals without a trace left behind. Then she takes the part-full bottle from her pocket, opens it, pulls the rag away and puts it to the dead boys lips. Which would have been kind of dumb, him being dead and all, but turned out to be kind of not dumb, since he drank. And even though nobody could see it (because I’m damn good at what I do, and only my Dad is better, but if you tell him I said so I really will kill you), up the hill, the wolf skin dagger-ed to the tree disappears, and the dagger falls to the ground. And it vanished, because it wasn’t that dagger’s time yet. And I look at the puttana-bitch, and I say “You touch one hair on his head, and I will find you. And you will wish the Bruxa had taken you.” And I look down at the boy. “You owe me. And I always make sure my debts are paid. Remember that.” Then I turn round, and I walk out of the door. Because, like, drama, you know? And I, I mean, whoever the girl was, she walks up the hill. At the top, I turn and look down at the cottage. Because this is where it begins. The only plan I have to get Dad back. Or rather, to make sure I never have to get him back in the first place. Something like that. Which is when it happens. Because someone taps me on my shoulder. Which never happens, because nobody can sneak up on me. I spin round, my Glock in my hand, and he’s there. He’s there, and he bows, and he stands up, and he’s doing it. He’s bloody smiling! And he says it. The thing he can’t possibly say. He says “Ciao, Mamma.” I mean, Mamma? Fuck. Like, as in, what-the. Because this? This wasn’t in the plan. And I know I can pull the trigger on my Glock–but I know I can’t. Because I see. I see what’s in his hand.

* * *

There should have been thunder. There should have been lightning tearing the skies and the very heavens weeping. There should have been portents and comets and demons of fire riding skeletal horses of ice-white bone—and possibly even lens flare. There wasn’t. But on a hill above the glen more than the tree—waited.
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Chapter 2
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Thrice named

––––––––
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FRIULI, ITALY – September 19th, 1845

Moccio. That’s what she called him from the first he could ever remember. Not on the rare occasions they were round people. People who might talk, anyway. People who could sully even a puttana, and ruin her business. Oh no. Then? Then he got to be ‘Ellerimo’. With others? With her ‘callers’? With those even she could call friends? Moccio. The yucky green that oozed down from a Winter nose. But even that—it wasn’t his name. His real name. Strega moccioso. That’s what she would yell at him, before she hit him for some made-up transgression, her face bright red and her eyes glaring. And then the blows. A slap, a fist—a bundled set of birch twigs. And even then, only to hide what she was the other times. The times she thought he could not hear her, did not know. The times she would whisper it, when it wasn’t any anger in her eyes, but rather stark fear. ‘Strega moccioso’, and a quick sign of the cross over her heart. Or signs that were no cross at all but still, he knew, her ward against him.

Strega moccioso. Witch spawn.

But Ellerimo or Moccio—or the other name, that only they two knew—she still found work for him. Schools were for rich folk, of which there were few near their cabin, and he for sure not one of them. When Padre Cornelio came by on his regular visits to ‘save’ the one Not-Ellerimo would never call Mother, those visits ended inside her so often Not-Ellerimo knew she and her friends called him ‘Padre Cornetto’, for the size of his member and the things he thought he could do with it. But the Padre would take time now and again to teach him letters—both reading and writing. So la cagna—his head-name for her the first time he learned it, listening at a door while she ‘entertained’—would send him, from the age of five, with letters to her ‘callers’, letters of invitation and of assignation. Those with as little as he and la cagna had would bring meat or fish, gather from the fields, or wood for the fire. Those few with coin would read what he had written, and shake their heads. But still, one evening or many, they would knock at the bitch’s door, that very coin in their open hands. And so it was. Five years, six years, seven, eight and nine—and not one birthday for any of them. When he asked her once when he was born, the cuts from the birch twigs lasted for days, weeping puss and blood. He never asked again. 

And then it happened.

He was in the woods beyond the glen, for he had loved them from the first time he had escaped there from another of la cagna’s rages. Every trail was in his eyes, in his head—in his heart. Not just the trails others knew. But the trails that weren’t trails at all, just ways from one place to another, perhaps to run from more birch twigs, or to run and run and runandrun, to runandrunandrunandrunandrun—to feel truly alive and not ever be lost. Deep in the woods he was—and it happened. Because where there had been a rabbit, one he was watching still and silent from behind a bush, not moving a single muscle—suddenly there was no rabbit. Because it swelled and grew, grew and swelled, and it was no rabbit, but a bent over old woman.

And she spat. A spit that flew through the air, flew through the bush he was behind, and landed on his skin. And it burned! Burned like raging fire!

The bent old woman spat again, at the ground this time, ground that sizzled, green carpet crisping and black. “I killed you once. Did she tell you that, marmocchio?” She waited. He didn’t move, didn’t breathe. “It was today. Auguri per la tua morte, moccio. Today ten years gone. I drank your blood, and took your spirit. I TOOK it! And I left your bitch Moth....”

He leapt from behind the bush. “No Mother of mine, Bruxa!” Because he knew the old tales already, from other children in the village. Knew them, and knew well what they ate. He grabbed a rock from the forest floor, threw it, hard.

The Bruxa cackled. “Yes. I see you have it. Your spirit, marmocchio. AND YOU SHOULD NOT! I ATE YOU!” The bent old woman advanced towards him. And then she was no longer bent, for she towered over him, thrice a woman’s tall, one claw-fingered hand reaching over his head—reaching for him. “And now I see you here. And that which I ate is whole in you again.” The witch sniffs, her nose twitching. “Or near whole.  But no matter. Tonight I will feed again. For you are mine! By your Mother’s long life and my... no. You are mine!”
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