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  He raised his mouth and howled like he never had before. A huge sound trumpeted from his great throat with an intelligent rage that put the world on notice that he would defend his right to live. 




  The sound filled the vale with shuddering energy. Peasants clutched their covers and stared into the darkness. Children whimpered in their little beds. Praying monks faltered in their entreaties to a higher power when the voice of the Earth beneath their knees called them to attention.




  





  Chapter 1. Water and Blood




  “I’ll show them the Devil’s own magic,” Gretchen snarled. 




  She held a sapling while she caught her breath. Her legs were shaking. The incline was defeating her old knees. Many years had passed since she had run up and down hills, and this would surely be the last time. 




  Her pursuers were crossing the pasture at the bottom of the hill. Her path across the thick grass was easy to see because her skirt had wiped the sparkling dew away. The sun rising behind the four men cast their shadows across her tracks. Two burly dogs pulled at their leashes. 




  Gretchen had been fleeing since the middle of the night when a line of torches had come up the weedy lane to her cottage. She dreaded when the dogs would bring her down. She wished they would maul her to death right here and leave her body on the fragrant Earth, but the men would pull the dogs off and take her away to even worse torments and burning death. 




  Gasping for breath, she watched her pursuers disappear into the coppiced woods at the bottom of the hill. She hauled herself up by the sapling and forced her creaking legs to run again. She knew where she was going. She had a secret place back in these hills. 




  In former days she had lived in secret places where magic was still strong and the world unsullied by the careless tread of ignorant men. She had been young then and known love and learned of powers that tapped into primal mysteries with open eyes. The nonsense magic her judges attributed to her was nothing compared to what she knew and what she had done. 




  Her heart thudded and her vision blurred. When she fell, her spine rattled, but she sprang back up and ran onward. She reached the top of the hill and started skidding down the other side. 




  The trees were old on this side of the hill. They were just far enough from the needy axes of village and town. Gretchen felt the spirits of the thick-trunked oaks swell against her flesh. She tripped again and twisted her ankle. Pain flared, but madly she limped toward the granite boulders jutting from the dark leafy humus farther downhill. Finally she flopped against the mossy stone. Even in her frantic state, she noticed a cluster of mushrooms in the shadow of a boulder. Their peculiar caps told of another cold spring. 




  The baying dogs slapped her mind away from its habitual cataloging of the land. She slid around the cool boulders until her feet splashed into a tiny spring. Above the pure water Gretchen brushed the leaves and dirt out of a cleft in the rock. Her dirty fingers found a silver box. Blackish corrosion crusted the metalwork. Her shaking hands cracked open the box that she had left here when she was a much younger woman.




  She gasped at the lock of hair within. A rush of memories overtook her mind. The curving tuft of reddish brown hair with fine streaks of black and silver summoned vividly her son’s face. He had looked at her so trustingly when she had snipped the hair on their last day together. 




  “To remember you by,” she had whispered, and he had believed her. 




  He had thought that he was going to the forest forever, beyond the reach of all, but Gretchen had plotted a way to bring him back to her. 




  Despite her selfish trick, she had resisted the longings of a mother’s heart and not summoned him. She had lived her life and grown old, but now…




  Voices were at the top of the hill. The dogs barked insistently. Their paws pounded down the slope and vibrated with her doom. 




  Tears wetted Gretchen’s cheeks. She was afraid, not of death but of the brutality that would bring it. She should leave her son free and not trouble him with the wickedness of her nasty world, but she wanted to lash out and not only for herself but for the dear friends who had died so terribly. Her name had been dragged across their lips in the butcher shop of authority. 




  When she bent over the pool, a tear fell into the glistening spring water. The spell would be all the stronger for it. 




  “Forgive me, Thal, but I would have them know my justice,” Gretchen said.




  She dipped the lock of hair into the water. 




  “From the birth waters of our Earthly womb,” she murmured reverently. 




  The hair darkened in her wet fingers. She drew a knife and slashed across her wrist. Gushing blood obscured the meat and vessels beneath the skin. Blood flowed over her hand and pooled in her palm and soaked the hair. 




  “From the birth blood of the woman who bore thee, I call my son to me! Thal!” Gretchen cried and the dogs hit her. 




  Jaws gripped her upper arm. Another set of happy fangs dove for an ankle. She was thrown down. Water splashed. The animals tore at her and shook her. She cowered in the most useless shock, screaming. 




  Boots muddied the delicate ground along the spring. Grungy men in leather waded into the clean water. Deep-voiced cursing and grunting mixed with the dogs’ snarling. When the animals were finally hauled off, half her clothes were ripped away. The snapping servants back in the grip of their grim masters chomped triumphantly on the remnants.




  Two men flung her blood smeared body against the boulder. 




  A dour man with a narrow face and a lanky height loomed over Gretchen. A heavy black cloak encased his shoulders and the pendant of the Prague Court hung over his chest, shining with his right to abuse her. 




  “Holy Christ protect us from this Devil bride,” he said. 




  Her brazen misery disgusted him. “You make us chase you till dawn and add to your sins with a try at suicide,” he criticized. 




  “More proof she seeks the Devil’s favor,” another man put in.




  “That it is,” the tall man agreed and yanked out a handkerchief. He wound the pitiful bandage around her bleeding wrist and tied it tight against her scarlet defiance. 




  “What’s in your hand, witch?” he demanded upon noticing her clenched fingers. He pried open her hand and pulled out the redly sodden tuft of hair. Gretchen moaned. 




  The gathered men gasped when he lifted the odd find. “Fur pulled from the very back of your goat lover,” he said, almost in awe. 




  Gretchen shook her head desperately and struggled. 




  “Constable, look,” a man said and held up the tarnished box. 




  “Give that to me,” the leader said. He looked over the box but could determine no meaning from it. He put the lock of hair into it and pressed the lid back in place. He knew someone who paid coin for such rare objects.




  “No!” Gretchen yelled.




  He struck her across the face. “Bind her mouth before she speaks some spell upon us,” he said.   




  





  Chapter 2. Humanity




  The wolf lifted his head. His pack mates dozed around him comfortably, except for the alpha male. His long legs and thick paws were twitching. The mighty pack leader grunted. His lips pulled back and revealed heavy canines. 




  The loyal subordinate watched with growing concern. The alpha’s legs jerked harder. His head tossed. The other wolves awoke and blinked in the morning sun that warmed the meadow outside their den. They stared at their alpha male and then got up and sniffed toward him cautiously. The alpha female came out from the den, her teats swollen with milk. She licked his face. He grunted and then rolled away in a twisting seizure. His family circled him nervously. 




  A raven flew into a tall pine and screeched. The wolves glanced up at the dark sentinel whose abrasive voice warned of an intruder. 




  The alpha male writhed across the ground, tearing up the grass. The other wolves whined around him. With eyes rolling back, he flailed his legs. Garbled howls tumbled clumsily from his throat. His body distorted. The wolves jumped back. His howls turned to rasping screams. 




  He raised his paws over his face and rolled into a ball. The raven screamed. A strong wind blew through the trees from nowhere. The wolves fled into the den, except for the alpha female. She lowered her head and whimpered as the body of her mate changed. Fur fell away. Smooth flesh bulged with muscles. His tail retracted into his spine. Claws evaporated and soft naked fingers grew out. Painful yowling accompanied the wrenching transformation of the face. The snout and powerful jaws shrank. The back legs curled under his torso and then burst into new legs and feet. 




  At last his tortured screams ended, but the revered alpha male was gone. A man, naked save for an old wolf hide across his loins, lay shivering upon the disturbed ground. 




  He touched his face. For a long time he stared in disbelief at his hands with his many colored eyes. Then he ran his hands up his smooth arms. Each prickle of the relatively tiny hairs against his palms puzzled him with the absence of his luxurious coat. He brushed his fingers over his head. Here remained fur but the texture was different. He had hair.




  He met the alpha female’s eyes. Understanding remained but a gulf had opened between them. She tilted her head sadly, wondering at the alteration of her mate. The wind gradually quieted and the other wolves ventured out. They snarled and rushed forward to attack the man because all men were traitorous brothers, but the female intercepted them. Reluctantly the pack heeded her call to patience. With her tail up she padded toward the man while her pack growled unhappily.




  The man reached out to her but when he saw the five-fingered evidence of his humanity he pulled his hand back. He looked down, knowing he was unworthy of her. How could he provide for her now? He was just a naked man in the forest. 




  Gradually she came closer. Her moist black nose sniffed at his altered scent. She sensed the agony of his heart and knew it was breaking because of her. 




  Her gentle whines were the essence of empathy as she edged closer. When the man looked into her eyes again, he wished he could give her an explanation.




  She licked his cheek. He buried his face in her soft fur. She tensed against the alien feel of his arms but did not pull away. 




  The man tried to speak to her, but his throat and lips made erratic sounds and the attempt flung his mind into confusion. When she finally slipped out of his clinging arms, he looked at the pack. The guarded expressions on their familiar once-trusting faces terrified him. 




  Nervous little yips came from the den entrance. His pups! The man jumped up. When he came so abruptly to his full height, the wolves growled and the hair went up on their necks. The pups, sensing the alarm, hung back in the shadowy hole. 




  Unable to believe that his pack would harm him, the man took a step toward the den, but the alpha female jumped into his path. She doubled in size as every bit of fur lifted. She was majestic in her fury. Never had she defied him like this, and the man admired her power anew.  




  He knew why she blocked his way. No man must ever come near the pups. Men were death. Merciless hunters. Beasts without reason. Best to snoop only on the fringes of their mad domain than seek again the kinship of joint dominion of the land. A pup allowed to be curious about a man might ignore the elders’ hard lessons of caution and be killed. Or worse yet, trapped by some circus traveler and thrown alone into a bear pit. 




  These awful truths twisted his guts and churned the raw meat he had feasted upon in the night. Sickened, he ran across the meadow and collapsed against a pine tree. 




  His former pack mates spread out around the den. The alpha female threw back her head and howled. Her lingering notes sang of apology. She would not let him enter the den, but she regretted the pain it caused him. The rest of the pack howled with her. Their sadness drew tears from the man. When the salty drip reached his lips, the taste forced him to recall his humanity. He had been a man once. Memories fluttered into focus. Images of people peeked into the blankness of his mind.




  But how could he be a man? He had been given a choice, and he had chosen.




  He clutched his head. The wolf music spoke to him. He heard their dismay but could give no proper response to reassure them. 




  Slumping to the ground, he petted the old wolf skin that had remained at his side after the transformation. Turning it over, he gasped. Dark designs were painted on the bare leather. Blocks of various shapes were lined up in rows. The alien shapes bombarded his mind. His eyes that were so adept at spotting movement struggled with the bizarre information. Finally, a small block of four little images took shape in his understanding. At the end of the last row, he saw: THAL.




  He cried out and folded the fur to cover the lettering. 




  Thal stayed on his knees for a long time. The tree shadows crossed his body as they moved with the sun. His pack settled protectively around the den and watched him with sad eyes. His alpha female approached again and snuffled the wolf hide in his hands, seeking the scent of her mate. Gently he stroked her long snout and ran his hand up her cheek and behind her ears. To touch her this way was soothing to him. She pressed against his rubbing hand. He savored the affection, but his human hand against her silver pepper fur impressed upon him the fact that he was her mate no more. How unfair that some unexpected fate should seize him when she needed him most. 




  As if in agreement, she pushed aside his hand and licked his face. She slurped at the saltiness of his tears. Then with her swift silent grace she trotted toward the den. She looked back once. Thal had only disappointment to offer her. Resigned, she entered the den to nurse her pups. 




  One by one the other wolves crept up to him, but none let him touch. They whimpered and sniffed and then retreated. Last to come was his most dependable companion. The maturing male was clever and a pleasure to hunt with. He would have to guide the pack now. Thal dipped his head to him, and the sign of respect surprised the wolf. 




  The raven squawked. Thal regarded the dark silhouette in the towering evergreen. The bird was right. He had to go. He did not belong here anymore. 




  Thal needed space to think. The presence of his family was too distracting. He struggled to remember his life before the forest, but the blissful liberty of many seasons hunting with his kin blocked it out.




  He flung the old wolf hide over his shoulder and walked away. Like his alpha female he looked back once, very wistfully. He hated to leave, but the world of humans had reclaimed him and he could not stay. 




  





  Chapter 3. Mother Shadow




  Altea folded a towel over her basket of eggs to protect them from the hot sun. The market had been especially busy with new produce flowing into the city. The cool spring was finally warming, and hope for a bountiful year was cheering the folk. 




  Her maid Cynthia pressed close as they worked their way through the bustling crowd. She was carrying a bucket of little strawberries. Altea expected her brothers to gobble them up before they could sweeten a custard. She smiled when she imagined washing the juice off their faces and fingers. Despite the constant work her brothers required they were adorable. Altea tried to dote on them. They all had splendid dispositions like their mother. Happily they lacked the hard humor of her stepfather, although she supposed he would adjust their boyish gears to fit the cogs of adulthood sooner or later. 




  A heavy wagon drawn by two thick-limbed black horses rumbled by Altea toward the Kamenny Most. People jumped out of the way of the ponderous load. She noted the Habsburg seal upon the barrels in it.




  “No one cares about those who walk in the street,” Cynthia groused. 




  “It’s not hard to watch out for wagons,” Altea said, wondering at the maid’s sour mood. 




  She supposed the crowd was bothering the woman, so Altea applied herself to advancing their progress. She lifted her chin. “Excuse us,” she said many times and wove through the people. 




  Some men lifted their hats to her. She acknowledged their manners pleasantly while maintaining just the right amount of aloofness. A young man with new clothes that showed off his physique rather nicely ushered her forward with his walking stick. “May I have the privilege of walking you home, Miss?” he said with smiling eyes.




  The presumption of the stranger was shocking even if his daring proposal tantalized Altea. 




  “We can manage, Sir,” she replied brusquely and brushed by him. 




  Even if his roguish attention tickled her curiosity, she relished her power to deny and disappoint.




  “Can you believe him?” Cynthia muttered. “As if a decent lady would walk the streets with a stranger.”




  “Of course not, Cyn,” Altea agreed. 




  Cynthia glanced over her shoulder. She flashed with disapproval but deep down wanted one more look at the handsome bachelor. “Probably some baron’s bastard who just fleeced a tailor for that set of clothes,” she said. 




  Altea smiled. Cynthia was a good judge of the occupants of Prague’s streets. 




  The crowd thinned after they left the Knights of the Cross square and its adjoining river docks where various provisions were being constantly unloaded. Riders and wagons went both ways down the center of Karlova Street. Altea and her maid kept to the side. The street jogged to the left and then Altea reached her house. A workman was installing a new sign by the front door. Its red and silver paint displayed a racing hound jumping over a hammer. Below the image in ornate letters was the name Fridrich. She did not understand the symbolism of her stepfather’s new house sign, but she supposed it was not embarrassing. Some people’s signs made even less sense with pictures taken from books about exotic places that Altea was not sure existed. The world offered up so many wild tales these days. 




  Without a glance at the new sign, Cynthia trotted up the front steps, but Altea paused. She still had to prepare herself to enter her home since her mother had died. Her mother’s absence was like a choking smoke that would not clear. Father Refhold had advised her that time would lessen the pain. Until then she was to pray for her mother’s soul and speed her out of Purgatory. Although Altea believed the advice to be good, she resented that her mother had not gone straight to Heaven. She did not intend to confess that thought.  




  Altea looked away when Cynthia opened the door. The dark gate to the fortress of loss repulsed her. She needed to gather courage a moment longer to tackle the sharp feelings within.  




  Looking up the street, she thought about her stepfather who would be in his office at the Court by the Town Hall. It was not far. In her mother’s final year, she had often sent Altea with messages to her stepfather. Altea had come to realize that it was her mother’s way of giving her a break from her bedside care. She had enjoyed the little breaths of freedom. Her stepfather had not necessarily appreciated the needless interruptions, but he had seemed to enjoy letting his associates have a look at his fetching stepdaughter. 




  But Altea had no reason to bother him today, and she disliked going near the Old Town Square since the dreadful executions that spring. She still could hardly believe that Gretchen had met such a grisly fate. Unlike most of her neighbors, Altea had not gone to witness the event. She could not imagine seeing that kindly old woman, who her mother had depended upon so much, dragged to the stake with her head shorn.




  A haunted shudder shook Altea. She did not want to believe the crimes the old midwife had committed, even if her stepfather had insisted they were all true. 




  “Altea!”




  Yiri’s piping voice tweeted her name with delight. The seven-year-old boy ran down the steps and grabbed her arm. Hauling her inside, he blathered about a dead bird. 




  “Mind the eggs,” Altea scolded as her basket swung. 




  “Come see. We’re going to do a funeral,” Yiri said.




  “Don’t say it’s in the house,” Altea said.




  Cynthia’s shriek from the kitchen revealed the maid’s discovery of the avian body. Her shrill scolding put an end to the boys’ elaborate plans. 




  Elias hustled toward the door with the limp sparrow dangling from his fingers and flung it in the street. 




  Yiri protested loudly, and Patrik and little Erik wailed. 




  “What were you thinking?” Altea asked of Elias. At fourteen he was the oldest and presumably capable of preventing the deposit of corpses in the kitchen.




  “There’s dead birds in the kitchen all the time,” he said defensively. 




  “Those are for cooking,” Cynthia said.




  “We were considering a cremation,” Elias shot back. 




  “Enough of this prattle,” Altea declared. The boys hushed, except for four-year-old Erik who whined and leaned against Yiri. 




  “We have strawberries. Now isn’t that better than a dead bird?” Altea said and everyone trooped back to the kitchen. They indulged liberally in the fresh berries. The tart sunshiny juice delighted everyone, and the boys forgot the bird. 




  Altea got them cleaned just as their tutor arrived. She welcomed Master Holub and steered her brothers toward the room where they took their lessons.




  “Why don’t you study with us?” Erik asked, clinging to his big sister’s hand. 




  Altea bent and gave him a little kiss on the cheek. “I finished my studies before you were born. I’m grown up,” she explained.




  He gave her a hug and ran to catch up to his brothers. His shoes banged on the floor, and Altea recalled how their mother would have admonished him not to stomp. 




  She went to the sunny front room to work on her embroidery. She carefully unfolded the corner of the tablecloth and resumed stitching the design of vines and acorns that she had developed. The work was slow but she had almost the entire edge of this tablecloth finished. She had others in her hope chest along with dozens of towels, head wraps, handkerchiefs, aprons, coverlets, and shawls. The lid was getting difficult to shut. Altea frowned as she considered that she had almost enough linen for two wives now.




  Even so, she enjoyed the work. Her skills had improved over the years, and she was proud of her designs. She tried not to copy other women too much, and she had gotten many compliments on her work. 




  Her home was still filled with linens from her mother’s lifetime of creation. All the fabric in the house had passed through her mother’s hands. The signature of her soul was upon everything.




  Altea set down her little hoop and shut her eyes. Her mother’s absence was consuming her. She tossed her embroidery aside and fled to her room. The tears came easily, but she muffled her sobs. Her brothers did not need to hear. She knew they cried at night too, and she wanted to be strong for them. 




  The day grew hotter and the stuffiness of the house lulled her mercifully into a nap. She awoke to Yiri shaking her shoulder. 




  “Papa’s home,” Yiri said.




  Rubbing her face, Altea sat up. 




  “He says he wants you,” the boy added.




  He always wanted something. Altea got up and unraveled her frazzled golden braids. While brushing her hair, she relished taking so much time to respond to her stepfather’s summons. 




  Yiri sat on the edge of her bed watching her. He was fascinated as her fingers deftly plaited her hair anew. 




  “Hand me my wrap,” she said.




  Glad to be useful, Yiri bounced off the bed and gave her the white linen headdress she had tossed aside earlier. She wrapped it around her hair and checked her face in the mirror. She touched her smooth cheek and was satisfied that she had a good youthful glow. Witnessing the prolonged demise of her mother had made her appreciate her vibrant skin. 




  “You’re pretty,” Yiri commented.




  “Thank you,” she said and smiled warmly. 




  As if embarrassed to have complimented his sister, Yiri ran off to play. Altea went downstairs and sought her stepfather in his study. He was in a chair with his feet on a stool, unwinding from a hard day of acting important while sitting in another chair. 




  Martin Fridrich was studying a pamphlet and frowning. Inky fingerprints smeared the side of the paper facing Altea. His chin was pillowed by his jowls. He tapped his fingers on his belly. His brown hair was gray at the temples and retreating from his pudgy face. 




  “Altea, why can’t my valet find my slippers?” Martin demanded.




  “Because he’s incompetent,” Altea suggested.




  The pamphlet snapped onto the table by his chair and he puffed at her reproachfully. “He says he gave them to you,” Martin said.




  “He gave me old slippers to throw out, and I did,” Altea said. 




  “And you did not get new ones?” he asked.




  “Wouldn’t that be Hynek’s task?” she asked back. 




  Martin grumbled. His aging valet was misplacing and forgetting more and more things, but Martin knew Altea was not going to accept any blame. His stepdaughter was many things but meek was not among them.




  “At least it’s warm,” he muttered and wiggled his toes in his stocking feet. 




  “It may be time to refresh the valet’s position,” Altea said.




  “That’s putting it nicely,” Martin said. “But I don’t need you to tell me how to employ or not employ my valet. Hynek’s loyal and honest. Rare things in this city these days.” He commenced to complain about the rising crime and how it was bollixing up the jails. “We ought to do like the damnable Turks. They cut off the hands of thieves and are done with it. That would surely put an end to all this pick pocketing and highway banditry.”




  “And how would you expect all these one-handed men to earn livings then?” Altea said. 




  Martin wrinkled his nose. “That’s why women have no place thinking about the law,” he said. 




  Altea rolled her eyes. “I’ll check to see how dinner’s coming,” she said as a way to excuse herself. 




  Esther the cook was nearly done preparing the evening meal. Altea set the table and rounded up the boys. 




  “Wash your hands and faces,” she said.




  “Why?” the youngest two asked in unison.




  “How will you be proper gentlemen with dirt smeared on your faces?” she said. Her stern look reminded them that she would scrub them herself if they did not comply. 




  At dinner, Martin presided over the meal from the head of the table. Altea sat on one side with Yiri and Erik across from Elias and Patrik. Elias was closest to his father, who was sharing with him court cases he had presided over and the day’s gossip. Altea cut meat for Erik and tried not to look at the empty seat at the foot of the table. She would not presume to fill it even if she had taken on the bulk of her mother’s duties. 




  “There’s a new archbishop on the way I hear,” Martin announced. 




  Altea looked up. The news was quite shocking. An archbishop had not been in Prague since the Hussite Wars. 




  Martin added, “Finally an archbishop again. It took till 1561 but it’s a sure sign this Protestant madness won’t get its claws in Bohemia.” 




  “It’s so heartbreaking to think of whole kingdoms of people going to Hell,” Altea said. Protestantism had consumed half the Empire. The German States and the Low Countries were sick with it. Father Refhold had urged everyone to pray for the return of Papal guidance to those under the sway of fanatics. 




  “Heartbreaking?” Martin humphed disparagingly. “If this chaos doesn’t get snuffed out there’ll be war till Judgment Day.”




  His dramatic prediction disturbed Altea, but she could do nothing about it so she put it from her mind.




  After dinner she helped the younger boys get ready for bed. Elias read a book while she tucked in the three boys. Their soft voices were filled with sadness as they prayed on behalf of their mother’s soul. Elias set aside his book and blew out the candle.  Dusky light silhouetted him gently against a window. He would say his prayers later in private. 




  When they left the younger boys, Altea noticed that Elias was still dressed.




  “Going out?” she asked.




  “Yes. I’m old enough. Father does not mind,” he said.




  “Enjoy yourself,” she said. 




  He told her goodnight and ambled down the stairs with his long awkward legs. Altea passed her bedroom door and stopped at the top of the stairs. She listened to Elias and Martin talk and waited for the door to slam when her brother went out. 




  She seized the opportunity to speak to her stepfather alone. She had put off this conversation long enough.




  He was dozing in his chair when she entered his study. 




  “Papa Fridrich, may I ask something of you?” she said.




  He sat up and folded his hands over his belly. “What is it?” he said as if preparing to hear testimony.




  “At Church last Sunday I was speaking with Mrs. Janleb and learned that she can recommend a very well referenced governess to us,” she said.




  “A governess?” he muttered as if the concept were quite foreign. 




  “Yes, of course, Sir. The boys need one. I’m sure people think it strange that we don’t employ one. A Magistrate would surely have a governess for his children.”




  “Stop trying to embarrass me. I know better than you what is expected of a Magistrate,” Martin said. “Now, why this fuss about a governess? You do a splendid job with the boys. I dare say you’re as good as your mother.”




  “No I’m not!” Altea cried.




  Martin winced and recalled that he still needed to be sensitive to her grief. “Now, now, hush girl. We all miss her. Don’t you realize I thought it better to have you care for the boys during this difficult time? Imagine them losing their mother and then me foisting some impoverished old maid on them when we got home from the funeral. It’s much better that you care for them.”




  “Oh,” Altea whispered, losing some momentum. She had not considered that Martin might actually have something akin to a compassionate reason. 




  “It’s too soon,” he decided. 




  Sensing that he planned to save the expense of even a paltry governess’s salary, Altea rallied. “Sir, I’m nineteen now. My girlfriends are married and you leave me to be an old maid auntie to care for your sons. I have no time for suitors, for parties. How will I ever marry?” Altea demanded and felt great relief to have spoken her piece.




  Martin surprised her by rising from his chair. He walked around her and looked her up and down.




  “Suitors? Parties?” he said.




  “I trust my dowry still exists,” she added.




  He narrowed his eyes. He did not appreciate her snide reference to his potential for miserliness. Martin wandered away to a window. Revelers passed in the street singing. Altea held her tongue because he actually seemed to be thinking about her plight. 




  At last he came back to her. He set his hands on her shoulders. She tensed a little. 




  “You’re as lovely as your mother was. She was a fine catch for me. I didn’t fuss about taking in a young widow,” he reminisced. “I see that little girl hanging off my bride’s skirts is all grown up now,” he added and took her chin and tilted her face one way and then another. 




  “Your dowry is not much, Altea. That stony patch of hog pasture was all that was left after your father’s debts were settled. The fool certainly spent money like he knew he was going to die young. But the days of your Kardas name being worth anything are over. Knights don’t get the credit they used to. The future belongs to more clever men, not proud brutes. Still, there’s some value in you, if you’ll help me find it,” he said. 




  “Help you?” Altea whispered, confused.




  He let her go and she relaxed a little. His hot thick hands had been disturbing. 




  “It’s not by the Grace of God that I’m a Magistrate. And you’re a fine looking woman capable of conversing with important men. If it’s a husband you want, then we must try to get you a good one who’s in a position to advance my status. Do you understand?” he said.




  She nodded.  




  Scratching the back of his neck, he sat back down, muttering about parties. 




  “May I begin looking for a governess?” she pressed. 




  “I’ll take care of it,” he said.




  Knowing his attendance to the task would be purposefully lethargic, she quickly rejoined, “It’s best I see to it, Sir.”




  “It’s best?” he challenged.




  Stout as the New Tower gate, her attitude deflected his disapproval. “I know what the boys need when it comes to their nurturing,” she said. 




  Martin grumbled but declined to argue. She took the wave of his hand to mean consent.




  “Thank you, Sir,” she said. 




  “Off to bed with you. Not going to get a husband with circles under your eyes are you?” he said.




  Her step was lighter as she headed for the stairs. She was proud of herself for confronting Martin, who had surely meant to leave her in bondage to his sons while her dowry remained in his care. She was not overly concerned about his desire to gain influence by marrying her off. It only meant that she might gain an affluent husband, but most importantly she could move on with her life and gain her own home and not live as a shadow of her mother. 




  





  Chapter 4. Fire in the Night




  The forest was different now that Thal was a man. He stubbed his toes and seemed to snap every twig. His noisy blundering alarmed him. He had to learn how to move again. 




  When he reached a ridge that overlooked rolling lowlands, he judged that he was far enough away from the den to prevent polluting the pups. Thal recognized where he was, but the colors were intense through a man’s eyes. Many shades of green unfolded before him, revealing shifts in vegetation as the forest descended from the highlands. Sunlight danced happily on rushing white waterfalls that glided like living glass down smooth black steps.




  The visual bombardment stimulated his mind in ways that it had not felt for a long time. Memories colored like this world flitted through his thoughts but made little sense.  




  Thal sat in the shadow of a tree, knowing the patch of darkness would hide him. Habitually he sniffed the air. At least his nose was responding normally and that was a comfort. No people were in this remote forest uncrossed by roads.




   Idly he stroked the wolf fur that he was sitting on. Recognizing his name in the letters had opened a door in his mind. He considered looking inside. Perhaps if he could remember his past, then he would know why he had so unexpectedly become a man. 




  Thal looked at his body. His feet were dirty. His ankles scratched. His nakedness bothered him. He supposed he should tie the fur around his loins when he continued.




  Where was he going? He did not want to go anywhere. He wanted to guide his pack and provide for his mate and pups. Those straightforward duties had kept him content for a long time. With sudden hope, Thal considered going back. He could find a way to help the pack. He flexed his hands and recalled that he could use them to make things like spears. Then he could hunt. 




  But his mate had not wanted him in this state, and there was no undoing her rejection. An alpha did not err in her judgment. He must have faith that his pack could go on without him. He had shared his deep knowledge of this forest and raised them well. 




  Thal wondered how long he had hunted throughout these mountains. He had never wondered such a thing before. Perhaps wanting to put a number to something was how a man thought. Many seasons had passed. Hard winters and milder ones. Welcoming springs with delicate flowers. Bounteous summers and leaner ones. Autumns of rutting deer and colorful leaves falling. 




  After thinking about the wolves he had guided and raised to maturity and of the mates that had come and gone, he tried to remember who had raised him.




  He contemplated his origin for a long time. Birds sang their songs many times while he stroked his fur or played with his fingers. Slowly a woman emerged from his memory. She had a striking face and a prominent nose that managed to be magnificently beautiful in its boldness. Her hair was light brown and her eyes blue. She smiled to him and stroked his cheek with rough fingers that knew hard work. 




  Mother. He was sure of it as soon as he dubbed her thus. A very natural longing for her consumed him, but her name eluded him. 




  He struggled to recall his father. As he delved for this memory, his body tensed like he was in danger. Gradually Thal recognized that he was not afraid of some memory of abuse but rather of immense respect. Apparently his father had been a man who made even a leader among wolves cautious. 




  Unfolding a flap of his fur, he peeked at the letters. A vision of a strong man with a shaven head writing the letters in blood slammed into Thal. He gasped and jumped up. He could almost hear again his father chanting words while carefully inscribing his spell. 




  He wanted to flee and leave the strange old fur in that lonely spot. But the ragged old hide suddenly became shiny and fluffy. Its silvery sheen with tones of brown pulled at his heart. He could not leave this thing behind. Its renewal forced him to covet it. 




  Rushing back to the fur, he clutched it lovingly to his chest. Its softness brushed him reassuringly, like snuggling with mates in a warm den. His heart was racing, but gradually the thudding subsided and he was comforted by his decision to keep the fur. It was his only connection to his perfect wolf state. 




  With his decision made, he examined its lettering. The symbols arranged in straight lines tugged at his thoughts, but the system was so wildly alien that comprehension remained mired in a morass of forgetfulness. 




  When he looked across the landscape again, the sun was sinking. Thal was startled to realize that he had been so absorbed in the writing that he had neglected to check his surroundings. He rubbed his temple. His head hurt and he was exhausted. 




  Moving off the ridge, he sought a place to rest. He tied his fur around his hips to alleviate his nakedness. Places that seemed like good spots to sleep soon proved wholly inadequate to his new form. The wind was kicking up with the promise of a cold night. Gradually he realized that he could fashion a shelter. He broke off pine boughs and propped them up into a little conical tent. Rather pleased with the result, he curled up inside. He sniffed the air and was reassured by the absence of people, but a whiff of his pack cracked his broken heart more deeply. 




  He wanted to return to his wolf kin, but his transformed life demanded that he take another trail. Thal knew how to move on. He had done it before. In times past he had slipped away so that a maturing wolf could rise to a rightful place as alpha. And when mates had faded away, their ferocious glory undermined by the passing of too many seasons, Thal had known that it was time to hunt alone again. 




  Why he had not aged he did not know. Touching his face, he tried to judge if he was old. Smooth skin seemed to indicate youth. Stubble on his chin made him hope that his fur was growing back. 




  Deep exhaustion hauled him into a slumber of vivid dreams. Men, women, children, buildings, fields, tools, songs, bells, fences, gates, carts, oxen, the clang of a smithy, and all manner of civilized sights roiled out of his hidden memories like a pot of soup boiling over. Then he was on a forest path. He preferred its mossy scent. The trees loomed larger when he entered an ancient grove. A man was in front of a fire with his back to Thal. When he turned, his dark dilated eyes were stark upon his white face. His head was shaven. 




  Thal struggled to ask him questions, but the singing soul of the night interrupted his dream. He opened his eyes. Howling serenaded the stars. His pack was lamenting his loss. The operatic grandeur made him forget any meaning he might have extracted from his dream. 




  A new born crescent moon hung in the sky like an eye just cracking open from a heavy sleep. Perhaps as the days passed more memories would illuminate his mind. 




  Forcing himself not to cry, he listened to the howling. The exquisite expression of his pack mates’ affection for him told him that he had been a good and dutiful wolf. When the howling stopped, he resigned himself to an unknown future and fell asleep.




  In the morning rumbling hunger rumbled in his belly and sparked his interest in hunting. At least his manhood had not robbed him of that natural urge. He returned to the ridge and walked to the waterfall. After quenching his thirst, he followed the winding stream down the mountain. When he saw fish, he contemplated how to catch them. He knew from experience that nabbing a fish with his snout from rushing water was possible but not easy. He looked at his hands and wondered if he could grab one. He decided that his hunger was not yet sufficient to spend time getting cold and wet on a potentially fruitless task. 




  All day he hiked. The day warmed pleasantly. Bumble bees cruised the young flowers. Susliks rummaged in leaf litter seeking nuts and seeds. Thal eyed them out of habit even though he knew better than to try catching one. 




  Taking a break, he settled among some tall dead weeds. Keeping still, he soaked up the sunshine. Its hotness on his bare skin felt strange but he liked it. He let his mind flow with the surroundings until the scent of deer focused his senses.




  Across the stream a doe and her toddling fawn emerged from cover. His mouth watered at the sight of white spots on a red coat. The doe sipped from the stream and looked around. When she moved along the bank, the fawn floundered in the muddy edge. Thal leaned forward as he observed its shaky struggle to pull its tiny hoof free. 




  Before his excitement deepened, Thal considered the impracticality of trying to slay the fawn. He touched his teeth. Their bluntness seemed almost useless. How was he supposed to kill?




  Men use tools, he told himself. They had tools for everything, especially killing. I need to find men, he decided. 




  After the doe and fawn disappeared, Thal hiked onward. The land flattened and the stream slowed down until it was entirely lazy. The forest grew wetter until the trees gave way to bog. His bare feet squished into the peat, and dark water squirted between his toes. After only a few steps he knew that he did not want to cross the matted vegetation that would likely give way to sucking mud. He glanced around and saw where the forest grew past the bog. He spent the rest of the day hiking around the bog.




  Once he was past the wetland, he found another stream and followed it down the next drop in elevation. At the end of the exhausting day, he broke from the forest into a pasture land. Only patches of woods remained, and sheep and cattle dotted the hillsides. Men would be close to their livestock. Thal had long known not to hunt in these grounds, no matter how tempting. To kill here invited the wrath of men who would slaughter a whole family over the loss of a few lambs. 




  On the horizon he discerned a hill with walls encasing large blocky buildings. A pointy tower rose above them. The sinking sun splashed the old stone complex with rosy light. 




  Mindful to keep himself hidden, he waited for dusk before hiking across the open land. As night fell, his eyes continued to serve him well. The land dipped again and he walked down wooded slopes. He could smell water in the vale. The mountain streams were gathering into a river. The scent of smoke and people made him draw up next to a big tree. 




  He needed to gather his courage. When he was ready he started through the trees quietly. Thal had quickly gained some skill during his long hike and was no longer blundering noisily. 




  Orange firelight pierced the darkness. Mixed emotions assailed him upon seeing the hot fire. To an animal it meant danger, but to a man alone in the dark, it meant safety. 




  Closer to the firelight he heard voices. The sounds were bizarre and unlike the languages of the many creatures he knew so well. The jumble of sounds produced a hopeless complexity that made his heard hurt. Thal crept closer and spent more time listening. Three men were around the fire. 




  Carefully he analyzed what he smelled. There was food, cooked and mixed up. The pain of his long fast worsened and gave him more courage to proceed. Being especially quiet, he advanced. A larger camp with wagons and livestock sprawled along the river beyond the three men.  




  He considered how to avoid alarming the trio. He moved his mouth, attempting to smile. Although it felt strange, he was sure that this was the signal not to fight, even if it felt like a snarl. 




  An outburst of laughter among the men excited him. He remembered that laughter was a good thing. 




  He was very close to them now but darkness still concealed him. The fire made him squint and he waited for his eyes to adjust. 




  A dog rushed out, barking fiercely. Thal looked down at the relatively small canine with small teeth and short legs. Abruptly the dog ceased barking and backed away but a deep growl of animosity persisted. 




  “What have you got out there?” a man asked.




  The dog snarled with a surprisingly sinister note, and the man took it seriously. 




  “Bless our asses, it’s something big,” he gasped. 




  Thal entered the firelight and smiled or hoped that he was smiling. He held out his hands, trying to enhance his friendliness. 




  The men cried out in collective terror. The dog started barking again and charged. Instinctively Thal stepped toward the brave little dog and growled back. His natural ferocity flashed from his eyes, and the dog retreated with a yipe. 




  In a panic the men jumped up. One reached for a branch sticking out of the fire and swung the brand at Thal. He dodged it and jumped closer. 




  A second man pulled a long hunting knife. The polished blade flashed in the firelight. 




  The knife-wielding man yelled and waved his weapon. Thal sidestepped away. Although menaced by fire and iron, he struggled to communicate. A few garbled sounds came from his throat. 




  While Thal was held at bay, the third man who was noticeably fatter than his companions stumbled backward until his rump hit his wagon. He had a hefty pistol and was ramming the ammunition into the barrel and fumbling shakily with the wheel lock.




  The stinging smell of gunpowder blazed across Thal’s mind. He realized that the man had a killing tool. Thal had to assert himself. Trying not to hurt anyone he slipped around the slashing knife and grabbed the man’s arm and tossed him forward. Then he spun and avoided the hot impact of the burning stick and knocked it from that man’s hand. 




  The third man was raising the pistol when Thal reached him. The man’s eyes were wide, and Thal thrust his potent gaze into those circles of fear. Power surged into his spirit and sapped his opponent of the ability to function. In that timeless moment of inflicted paralysis, Thal seized the pistol barrel and angled it upward. It discharged with an awful noise and blast of smoke. The man threw up his hands. Thal yanked the pistol into his possession and stepped away. 




  Everything had happened very fast, but already a yelling and barking horde descended on him. He had to find a way to communicate his peaceful intentions. Submission did not come easily to him, but he was just a naked hungry man with nothing. He was not the leader of this pack. 




  Thal went to his knees and set the pistol in the dirt. The little dog rushed him again, yapping victoriously, but one low growl from Thal made the dog rethink its desire to gloat. It dropped back to its pudgy master’s heels. 




  Men and women rushed up. Their dogs encircled Thal. His wild eyes darted among the barking jaws but none of them tried to bite. 




  “Oh! It’s just a young man. He’s naked,” cried a woman who pushed to the front. 




  The man with the knife threatened Thal again and yelled, “Be off with you crazy wild man!”




  “Hush, Petro, he means no harm,” the woman argued.




  Latching on to her sympathy, Thal looked at her earnestly. Her dark skin was lined and her round face was friendly. Gray streaked her dark hair. A colorful and patched shawl wrapped her broad shoulders. 




  More people pressed closer. From the back rows children squealed for information. Men yelled at dogs to be quiet and pulled them back. More weapons were brandished. Thal cringed lower. 




  A man with long hair, a leather hat, and a cloak embroidered with fish and vines arrived. 




  “How many are there?” he asked. 




  The fat man answered, “Just this one. He appeared like a ghost.”




  “Get your pistol,” the long haired man snapped when he saw it in the dirt. 




  Reluctantly the fat man stooped in front of Thal. He snatched the pistol and scurried back. 




  “He doesn’t seem violent,” the long haired man observed. He motioned for the others to lower their weapons. 




  “What’s your name?” he asked.




  Thal hung his head in frustrated silence. 




  The people began asking more questions.




  “Where did he come from?”




  “What people have hair like that?”




  “Do you suppose he’s an escaped prisoner?”




  That suggestion caught the leader’s attention. “All the more reason that we should show him kindness,” he said and he received a few agreeable chuckles. 




  “Yes, be kind to him,” said the woman with the patchy shawl.




  The leader took off his nice cloak and approached Thal. The fluttering of the voluminous cloak made Thal nervous. It seemed like a net was about to be thrown over him, but he sensed no malice in the man. 




  When the fabric settled over Thal’s back, the covering was unexpectedly pleasing. A man had so little to separate him from a harsh world, and clothing was a welcome gift. 




  The camp leader put his hands on Thal’s shoulders and drew him to his feet. Strength and confidence were in the man’s grip, and Thal met his eyes. 




  “We won’t hurt you,” the leader said, and Thal did not doubt his sincerely. He tried to respond, but words still eluded him. 




  The woman came to Thal. 




  “I’ll take him to my wagon,” she said. “Poor creature, whatever could have happened to him? Not in all my days have I seen one such as you appear in the night.”




  She prattled on about her experience with wanderers and fugitives as she led him away. Her motherliness comforted Thal. The leader kept a hand on his shoulder probably in case he became dangerous, but Thal was glad of the contact. With the swarm of people around him, his sense of humanity was rushing back. 




  He was set down by a fire. Its heat was shocking, but he controlled his initial alarm, and the discomfort soon passed. 




  “I suppose he’s hungry. Never met a fugitive that wasn’t hungry,” the woman said. She turned and barked at a skinny girl peeking around the wagon to bring bread. 




  The leader folded his arms and regarded Thal thoughtfully. Two other men joined him and studied the newcomer. The rest of the people filled the darkness in every direction and stared with open curiosity. Dogs circled but did not come close. 




  “Andreli, what do you make of him?” one man asked the leader.




  “I’m not making anything of him yet,” Andreli admitted.




  Thal had listened to the short exchange closely and grasped that he had just heard the man’s name. All men had names he recalled. 




  “An…drel…i,” Thal said slowly. He was very pleased with himself to have formed some coherent syllables. 




  “Yes, Andreli, that’s me, and who are you?” the man asked excitedly. 




  For a moment Thal struggled but then finally said, “Thal.”




  Andreli came back with several more questions, but Thal was not able to converse. The woman insisted that Thal should eat. She handed him a chunk of rye bread. 




  He accepted it gratefully. The texture was odd and lacking the satisfying carnality of raw meat, but the graininess was pleasing in a new way. 




  Happy to see him eating, the woman sat back on her heels. “Since none of these louts have the manners to introduce me, I’ll have to do it. I’m Emerald,” she said with an imperious air. 




  Thal nodded but did not attempt to say her name while his mouth was full of bread. Emerald caught the eye of the scrawny girl and told her to find some clothes and a blanket. She rummaged through a couple wagons before returning with a threadbare shirt, holy pants, and a heavy felt blanket. Thal accepted them happily and after a glance at the men to see how the clothing went on he gave the cloak back to Andreli and untied his wolf skin. He set the fur on the ground and stepped into his pants.




  “Oh, he’s not shy,” Emerald remarked as she covered her eyes while still peeping through parted fingers at his nakedness. A few female giggles came from the crowd. 




  Once he had the shirt on too, he bent to retrieve his fur. Andreli glimpsed the writing on the inside.




  “What’s that?” he asked and reached for the fur.




  Thal snatched it to his chest. 




  Andreli took back his hand. He gathered that this single item possessed by the naked stranger was deeply precious. 




  “I saw writing on it. Maybe it can tell us about you,” Andreli tried to explain.




  Thal frowned and held his fur tightly.




  “It can wait till morning,” Emerald proposed.




  Andreli nodded. The strange young man had likely experienced some awful trauma. Andreli chose to extend hospitality and be patient for answers. 




  When he withdrew, he shooed the rest of the people back to their respective camps. Thal draped his fur across his shoulders and settled on the ground with his blanket. He looked up at Emerald. Her heart melted for him. He was communicating so much with his eyes, and all of it was so kind and good. She planned to make him a fine breakfast.  




  Stooping beside him, she gently ran a hand over his peculiar hair because she could not resist. The firelight glinted off every color that hair could be, just like his eyes seemed to be every color at once. Thal did not mind the hint of intimacy. Her kindness was easy to trust, and he was relieved to no longer be alone. 




  “You’ll remember how to talk. I know it. I’m good at knowing things, Thal Forest-Born,” Emerald said. 




  Her choice of words lit up his mind with comprehension. Thal sat up abruptly and startled her. He grabbed the edge of her shawl to keep her close. “Forest!” he said, using the word easily and properly. “I…chose…the…forest,” he said. 




  Emerald patted his hand. “That’s plain to see. Rest,” she insisted.




  Thal fell back. “Rest,” he agreed. 




  Emerald watched him drift into sleep. He was like some demigod in a wicked dream, beautiful and troubled. 




  





  Chapter 5. Much Devilry Afoot




  The next morning when Thal opened his eyes four children were leaning over him. They squealed, clutched each other, and then ran in separate directions. He sat up and scratched his head. The sun was well up and people were going about their business throughout the camp. He was quite surprised to have slept late amid so many people, but his exhaustion was much alleviated. 




  Emerald and Andreli were sitting by the cooking fire. The woman was frying sausages in a pan that looked like it had survived canon fire. Andreli was fussing over his mustache while looking in a little metal mirror. 




  “Good morning,” he said.




  The words parted the clouds of Thal’s mind. 




  “Good morning, Andreli,” he said slowly. 




  The man lifted his eyebrows. “Your head is clear this morning,” he remarked.




  “I told you he spoke last night,” Emerald said. She grinned at Thal. Her teeth were big and broad like her hips. “He was just waiting for a chance to speak to me alone,” she added saucily. 




  Andreli humphed.




  Emerald slid the sausages onto a plate alongside some freshly plucked greens and a dilapidated hunk of rye bread. “Eat up, Thal,” she said. 




  He accepted it gratefully. He bit into one and hissed at the burning juice but kept chewing. 




  Andreli put away his mirror. “Be grateful, stranger. Emerald never shares her sausages with anyone,” he said.




  “How would you know?” Emerald said. “Anyway, the poor lad needs his strength back.”




  Andreli glanced at Thal’s physique. Judging from what the men who had encountered Thal last night had told him, the young man had no lack of strength. 




  Thal finished his breakfast while the man and woman observed him in fascinated silence. He licked the grease off his fingers. 




  “I thank you,” he said.




  “You’re welcome. You needed help,” Emerald said softly and took his dish. 




  “Your Czech doesn’t quite sound like people around here,” Andreli noted, obviously wanting to steer the conversation to Thal’s origins. 




  “Czech,” Thal repeated and pondered the word. It was the language his mother had spoken. 




  Thinking of her made him tense. Her striking face flashed through his mind. Shaking off his distracting feelings, he asked, “Where am I?”




  “Up the road from Vyssi Brod Monastery,” Andreli answered. When he got a blank look from Thal, he added, “South of Rosenberg Castle. The Rosenbergs rule in the Sumava.”




  The Sumava sounded familiar to Thal. “That’s the forest,” he said.




  “Yes, the mountains and forest,” Andreli said.




  “Do you know who we are?” Emerald asked.




  Thal looked around the camp. None of the people looked very prosperous. They seemed to be living out of their wagons. He shook his head. 




  Andreli chuckled. It was pleasantly surprising not to be recognized and reviled. 




  “We’re Gypsies. I am Andreli Suprinova, Lord of my Clan. I guide us as best I can,” he said. 




  Thal dipped his head to the leader, which pleased him. “What are Gypsies?” he asked.  




  Emerald and Andreli burst out laughing. When Andreli composed himself, he explained that they were descendants of a people forced into exile. Their ancestors in Egypt had refused to give shelter to Jesus and his virgin mother, and they were cursed to wander. Thal found the information quite bewildering although the name Jesus was familiar. 




  “Oh, stop giving him those nonsense stories meant to soften the hearts of Church-going simpletons. We travel. We have no home,” Emerald said. 




  “You must’ve had a home,” Thal said with heavy sympathy. 




  “We’re driven out over and over, but don’t trouble yourself about that,” Andreli said. “Where have you been driven out from?”




  “You wouldn’t understand,” Thal said.




  “Who better to understand than Lord Andreli?” he countered and touched his chest.




  Thal hung his head. Who indeed? “I don’t know how I got here. I shouldn’t be like this,” he said and looked at his body.




  “That’s right. No one should wander the woods naked,” Andreli agreed. “So you don’t know how you got here?”




  Thal decided that explaining his transformation would be unwise. 




  “If you have no home, how do you survive?” he asked. 




  Andreli noticed how his guest had flipped the conversation, but he chose to be indulgent. “We survive as people wandering the land always have. We have some livestock. We fish. We trade. And well…not everything men need is available in the village. We’re flexible in ways that others are not,” he said. 




  Thal sensed additional meanings behind Andreli’s words. 




  More bluntly, Emerald said, “Sometimes we steal, if we have to.”




  “Is stealing bad?” Thal asked. 




  Again the man and woman laughed. Emerald sighed and wiped her eye. 




  Andreli said, “I don’t like having my things stolen, but sometimes a Gypsy must take something from someone, but only when it’s better that one of us have it and not so much harm to the person who lost it.” 




  Thal tried to wrap his head around the notion of material possessions. It had been a long time since he had had anything, except for his fur, but a wolf needed his fur. Thal asked philosophically, “Does anything really belong to anyone?” 




  “No!” Andreli declared. He grinned broadly and decided that he liked the stranger despite his mystery. 




  “Did someone steal your clothes?” he asked, growing serious again. 




  “I had no clothes,” Thal said. 




  “Were you attacked by men?” Andreli asked, guessing this was the likeliest explanation. He had noticed some mercenaries around the castle, and he knew it did not bode well. 




  Thal shook his head. 




  “Oh, you must’ve been hit on the head,” Emerald insisted. She leaned over to look at the back of his head. He recoiled a little and insisted he was fine. 




  Andreli slapped his palms against his thighs. “So, Thal, you’ve been wandering naked in the Sumava your whole life,” he concluded sarcastically. 




  “Not my whole life,” Thal admitted. His gaze drew inward as he absorbed the onrush of memories released by his use of human words. 




  “Where are you from?” Andreli pressed, hoping he was getting somewhere. 




  His hosts were patient until finally he answered, “The word Prague is in my mind. Is Prague a place?”




  “Ho ho, it is!” Andreli said. “It’s a great big city and a lovely fancy place. Puts the Bohemia in Bohemia so they say. It seems fitting that one as strange as you is from there.”




  Thal was not sure what Andreli meant by that. 




  “How long have you been away from Prague?” Andreli asked.




  Thal struggled to answer. “What year is it?” he said, remembering how people measured time. 




  “1561,” Andreli said. 




  The answer did not help Thal. He had no other date in his head to compare it too. “I’ll try to remember more and tell you, Lord Andreli. You’ve been kind and I understand you want to know more about me,” he said.




  “I can’t help wanting to know, and it’s my business to know things, but if you must have your secrets so be it. I’ll not put you on an Inquisitor’s rack just because you’re a wild man,” Andreli said.




  “A wild man?” Thal said, intrigued.




  Emerald explained, “Sometimes there’s stories of a boy or even girl that ended up in the woods and survives without people. When they’re found, they walk on all fours and can’t talk.”




  “Have you seen such a one?” Thal said. 




  “No, just stories. Gypsies hear lots of stories. Sometimes people drop a few coins to listen to me tell them,” she said. She caught sight of the skinny girl slinking behind the wagon and hollered for her to come clean the pots. The girl glanced at Thal as she obeyed her mistress. She had dark hair and a gentle face and a string of glass beads around her neck. His gaze held her for a moment. Her attractiveness pleased him. 




  Forcing his attention back to Andreli, he said, “What can I do to help?”




  “What are you good at?” his host rejoined.




  For a moment Thal felt useless. He had no idea if he had ever possessed any skills, but then he knew his answer. “Hunting,” he said. 




  Mildly impressed, Andreli said, “Only a few of the men have bows or spears, but it would be nice to get a deer or boar.”




  “You have many to feed,” Thal commented while scanning the camp. Having enjoyed the kindness of these people, he very much wanted to contribute in some way. It was only natural. 




  “Best not let any locals notice,” Emerald warned. 




  Andreli frowned at the unnecessary comment. 




  Addressing Thal, she continued, “We’ve not been given leave to hunt these lands, but we can fish.”




  “Someone can tell you not to hunt?” Thal said, disturbed by the notion.




  “Rosenbergs, or any baron for that matter, can say how their lands are used or not used,” Andreli said. 




  “But how can that be?” Thal wondered, confused. Hunting was so basic to life, and he could not conceive of denying anyone the right.  




  “The common lands aren’t as common as they once were. And even less so for interlopers such as we, but worry not, friend Thal. If you’re a good hunter, as you say, then you must be good at not being noticed.”




  “When need be,” Thal murmured. Of course he knew how to be stealthy, but there were also times when revealing his predatory presence gave the advantage of unnerving a target, but this was not one of these times. He did not want to bring trouble to the Gypsies, but obviously Andreli was not against sidestepping rules. 




  “I’ll look around for game and come back. Have your men and dogs ready,” Thal said. 




  “Very good. We’ll be waiting for you,” Andreli agreed. 




  “Good luck getting some work out of them,” Emerald said. 




  “Oh, blunt your sharp tongue you mouthy witch,” Andreli said teasingly. 




  She rolled her eyes and then smiled at Thal. “Find me a boar. I like that meat,” she said. 




  “You think he can take requests like a musician?” Andreli said.




  “There’s no reason not to tell him what I want. I’ll give any man a chance to do what I tell him,” she said. 




  “I shall try,” Thal said.




  When he stood up, the clothing moving against his skin still felt a little weird. He tossed his fur over his shoulder and slipped out of the camp while trying to ignore the many curious looks that tagged him.  




  ******




  Thal patted one of the dogs trotting happily alongside him. The explosive excitement of the dogs at being taken on a hunt was only beginning to settle. Game was proving sparse so close to settled lands. Peasants hunting through a cold hungry winter had thinned the local stock, but Thal found signs of deer slipping into pastures and budding orchards. 




  Then the dogs dashed off chasing rabbits. They caught a couple and tore them up and gulped them down before any men got close. Thal could not blame the lean beasts for claiming the meal, but he asserted his leadership and got them back on the trail of larger game.  




  Near the edge of the woods, he spotted grazing cattle and felt the old temptation, but that easy meat plodding along had consequences. Thal suspected that Gypsies killing a local steer might earn the same punishment as hungry wolves that dared to take livestock. 




  Eventually, he led his hunting party into brushy canyons. He and the dogs circled ahead of three deer and drove them toward the hunters. 




  One was slain. In the privacy of the woods, the men gutted the buck. The dogs feasted gruesomely on the entrails. The bloody sight triggered powerful feelings in Thal and he needed to look away. 




  Instead of retracing the meandering route of the hunt, the group cut straight across country back to the river camp. The sinking sun cast lovely golden shafts and intensified the flowering green of springtime. 




  Andreli and his men were jubilant. The prospect of plenty of meat was a welcome boon to their community, even if it was not the season for fat game.




  Walking beside Thal, Andreli said, “A fine hunt, Thal. You must’ve been apprentice to a kennel master at some castle. I swear these dogs have only eyes for you now.”




  Thal was growing used to Andreli’s frequent speculations about his background. The comments were not unwelcome. They helped to loosen details that had been long forgotten. 




  “I don’t recall being apprentice to anyone,” Thal said.




  “So you worked the fields with your father then,” Andreli guessed.




  The face of Thal’s father loomed in his mind. His bare head was bright like a full moon. A fleece hung around his shoulders and tattoo runes crisscrossed his bare chest. 




  “I don’t think my father was a farmer,” he said.




  “No,” Andreli agreed pensively. “I suppose that does not fit.”




  “Emerald will be disappointed we didn’t find a boar,” Thal said. 




  “I’m proud of our venison. I think we can force her to admit that we did a good job,” Andreli said. 




  The woods grew thinner and the land opened on fields and orchards. The Gypsies hung back in the shadows of the tree line so hopefully no one would spot them with their poached game. But Andreli steered Thal into the open while the other men went on. Thal shooed the dogs toward the men carrying the meat. 




  Once clear of the trees Thal saw what Andreli was showing him. Blooming orchards and orderly gardens surrounded an impressive cluster of red-roofed buildings inside a stone wall. Tall poles radiated cords tethered in a circle and the first thick green shoots of hops vines were twining up the cords. A few men in white and black robes were working throughout the property. A church tower overlooked it all.




  “The Vyssi Brod Monastery,” Andreli said. 




  “It’s a nice looking place. What goes on there?” Thal asked. 




  “They’re men devoted to God and Christ,” Andreli explained.




  Thal nodded, starting to recall the omnipresent role of religion. 




  “But they’re really not so boring as that sounds,” Andreli continued. “Some here are literate, and I have a friend who might be able to read the words on your fur.”




  Thal touched his fur possessively. He feared that whatever the words revealed would best be kept private, but he was undeniably curious. 




  “We’ll visit here tomorrow,” Andreli said. “And let’s pray that my Devil’s tongue will convince them to share some beer with the needy of the world,” he added with a laugh. 




  The throbbing metallic ringing of a bell called the brothers to prayer as Andreli and Thal slipped back into the woods. 




  ******




   Thal was excited as he approached the monastery. The thick stone walls encircling the hill overlooking the river beckoned him back to a realm that had become alien to him. 




  Strolling toward the main gate, Andreli waved pleasantly to the lay brothers working the land. Fresh soil dirtied the bottom edges of their undyed robes. Simple wooden crosses hung around their necks on leather cords. No one said anything, and only two brothers waved back. 




  “No women live here?” Thal asked.




  Andreli rolled his eyes. “It’s a monastery,” he said, and Thal gathered that it was a place of only men. 




  The gate was wide open. Two monks in the courtyard spotted Andreli and rushed into a dormitory. 




  “They don’t seem interested in your arrival,” Thal noted. 




  “Brother Ondrej is a very pleasant fellow. Wasted on the Church in my opinion, but he’s got a nice life here I suppose,” Andreli said. 




  When they walked through the gates, Thal paused to take in the scene. A church naturally dominated the collection of buildings. Stone pavers connected all the buildings and green turf filled the gaps. Andreli headed toward a large building opposite the church. Ivy and moss clung to the creamy stucco walls. The main door stood open to let in the fresh spring breeze. The exuberant morning sun fell on the stone front steps and a trio of tabby cats sprawled on the warm stone. They scampered away at impressive speed when the men trotted up the steps. 




  “Brother Ondrej!” Andreli boomed like it was his own house. He called a few more times until a scrawny buck-toothed young man rushed out. 




  “Who let you in here?” the lad demanded with more temerity than his appearance could lend him. 




  “I go where I please. Where’s Brother Ondrej,” Andreli said. 




  “He’s not receiving visitors,” the monk said. His eyes strayed to Thal. 




  “Ondrej loves visitors,” Andreli protested.




  The monk tore his eyes from Thal and stamped his foot. “He’s got no more alms for you. He should’ve never given you begging Gypsies so much as a turnip. You’ll be hanging on our gate till next spring,” he complained.




  “You awe me with your Christian sentiment,” Andreli said. 




  Thal studied the fascinating exchange. He wondered why the Gypsies were disliked. They had been kind to him, and Andreli’s resilience in the face of rejection was inspiring. 




  “We have work to do. What do you want?” the monk said. 




  “Ah, so you’re willing to give me something,” Andreli said triumphantly. 




  The monk stamped his foot again.




  Thal was weary of the confrontation. Gently he said, “I seek a man of letters to help me read something. I mean no dishonor to your God.”




  “You have a letter then?” the monk said, irresistibly curious. 




  Thal touched his fur. 




  “Nothing for you to read,” Andreli interjected. He barged past the monk and shouted for Ondrej again. 




  The monk finally came puffing down a staircase. The black scapula over his shoulders and chest bisected his white habit that draped his bulging frame. Dabs of ink stained his right hand. His round face lit up pleasantly upon seeing Andreli. 




  “I should’ve known who was shouting down here,” Ondrej said. 




  “Good morning, my good brother,” Andreli said and bowed elaborately.




  Then he patted Ondrej’s tummy. “It seems you’ve not been getting enough hard labor.”




  “Accuse me not of the sin of sloth. My labors are not done with axe and shovel,” Ondrej said.




  The feisty monk was annoyed by the friendly exchange and said, “Brother, we told these Gypsies we’d only help them through till spring.”




  Ondrej scolded, “Be more charitable.”




  “The Abbot will hear of this,” the monk warned.




  “And then forget about it before the next bell rings,” Ondrej said without the slightest concern. He flapped a pudgy hand in the face of his scrawny colleague and the disgruntled monk stomped away. 




  “He’s a man truly moved by the example of our Savior,” Andreli noted. 




  “Oh hush you troublemaker. You’d be no more pleasant if he walked into your house uninvited,” Ondrej said. 




  “I don’t have a house,” Andreli noted. 




  “Then join us Cistercians and have a home,” Ondrej proposed but he could not keep a straight face and guffawed at his own idea. Andreli laughed as well. 




  “And who is your new rogue?” Ondrej asked, looking Thal up and down. 




  “A wanderer,” Andreli said.




  Ondrej lifted his eyebrows. That designation had to mean something coming from Andreli. 




  “I am Thal.”  




  “Pleased to meet you,” Ondrej said a little dreamily, suddenly lost in his contemplation of the young stranger. 




  Andreli explained that Thal had something that they needed help reading. 




  Ondrej perked up. “That sounds interesting. That’s why I welcome you, Andreli. You’re always interesting,” he said. 




  Ondrej led them upstairs. Thal looked around as he climbed the steps. The feeling of the building enclosing him was distracting. The straight lines of cut stones, the wood grain of the door trim, and the creak of the floor boards pressed hard on his senses and herded his brain toward a once familiar pen. He imagined the trees that had once been green and growing upon the hills and now their guts were split and entombed in stone and none of the smell of the forest remained. This complicated structure crafted by the hands of men stimulated him immensely. Being inside was strange yet comforting. It gave Thal an unexpected sense of safety. He supposed this was why most people lived inside. 




  A cluttered desk, a table, and two stools furnished Ondrej’s study. Books lay open on the table and stacks of blank paper awaited his quill. Broken wax seals clung to opened correspondence. The man seemed to be in the middle of five writing projects. He hauled a tome off his desk to make room and set it on another table with bang. 




  “Oo, watch it,” he muttered in apology to the book. 




  Ondrej sat on his stool. His prodigious ass overhung the edges and the situation did not look too comfortable. Andreli grabbed the other stool. 




  He leaned over the desk and peeked at what Ondrej had been writing. “Copying some holy scripture?” he inquired. 




  “Copying? Get thee with the times. Scripture is done with the printing machine these days. These are of more important matters,” Ondrej said and patted the paper. “I’m recording my latest beer recipes.”




  “Oh, a very sacred subject,” Andreli agreed. “And then you will get it printed?”




  “Yes,” Ondrej said, rather looking forward to it. Then he scowled. “Now how did you bring up the subject of beer so quickly?” he complained.




  “You brought it up,” Andreli said.




  The monk chuckled. “You are such a tricky Gypsy,” he said. 




  “He’s very much hoping to get some of your beer. He praised it much while we walked up here,” Thal said. 




  Andreli gave him a startled look. Thal’s forthright approach seemed to be spoiling his game. Thal ignored the look. He was curious about beer, recalling that it was a pleasant thing. 




  “Ah, Thal the wanderer, you do know that people typically pay for our beer,” Ondrej said. 




  “But not always,” Thal hinted. 




  “We could help your brewers sample the latest batch and offer opinions,” Andreli put in.




  Ondrej sighed. “There’s no shortage of volunteers for that duty. Now what about this letter you need read? Or was that just a pretense to gain my audience?” he demanded good naturedly. 




  “It’s not a letter,” Thal said. He drew the fur off his shoulders. 




  Andreli said, “There is writing on the skin.”




  Turning over the lustrous fur, Thal proffered it to the monk. 




  “Oh,” Ondrej breathed, immediately entranced. He leaned over the artifact and scanned the brick red lettering. Gently he took the fur and spread it on his desk. 




  “These are Latin letters,” he said confidently. “But…”




  He trailed off and Thal and Andreli looked on impatiently. Ondrej turned the fur around and looked at the letters and then turned it back the other way. 




  “What is it?” Andreli asked. 




  Ondrej patted his round cheek thoughtfully, obviously a little confounded. Finally, he explained, “The characters are Latin but they do not make Latin words. I can sound things out, but I don’t recognize the words.” He ran a finger along the words and read, “Bin rum aptudarn. Cass lupu trinostulio. It’s just nonsense. I’ve never laid eyes upon this language. Where did you get this?”




  “From my father,” Thal said. 




  “And where was he from?” Ondrej pressed. 




  Thal did not answer. 




  “He has trouble remembering his past,” Andreli put in. “He wandered out of the Sumava with only this fur. He told me he’s from Prague.”




  “My mother is from Prague but not my father. I can’t think of where he was from,” Thal said.




  Assuming Thal was the bastard of some harlot, Ondrej returned his attention to the intriguing lettering. “Is this written in blood?” he asked, suddenly uncomfortable. 




  “It looks like it is,” Thal said. “Can you read it all to me? If you teach me all the sounds of the letters I think that will help me remember what it is. I recognized my name at the bottom.” He pointed to the word and Ondrej saw that it definitely said Thal.




  “But these words are just nonsense,” Ondrej protested, beginning to suspect that Thal was crazy and had probably been wondering the land suffering from fits. Perhaps he had even scrawled the nonsense in his own blood, driven by some strange delusion. Yet Ondrej could not entirely accept his logical guesses about the stranger. Thal looked healthy and lucid. He had no outward traits of a madman, and Ondrej had seen more than a few of those lost souls over the years. 




  Thal wanted to overcome the monk’s reluctance and suggested, “The words might be a code. If I hear them all, it will help me remember.”




  “A code?” Ondrej whispered. He had heard of such things. Some scholars liked to correspond in codes, but it seemed a bit devious and un-Christian. And the blood ink was certainly unholy. 




  The monk glanced at Andreli a bit reproachfully and then leaned toward Thal. “Young man, I fear this might be the work of some devilry,” he said. 




  Thal did not doubt it but said nothing.




  Ondrej continued, obviously wishing to show off his knowledge on the subject. “There’s much devilry afoot these days. A group of Jesuits just passed through here, heading north. They told me how heresy and witchcraft are getting out of hand. Mother Church needs her faithful to set things right. The door to the Devil’s barn has been left open since Luther tricked people with all his lunacy.”




  “Yes, the northern lands have all gone over to Luther’s ways I hear,” Andreli commented.




  “Not all of them,” Ondrej said pointedly. 




  “Tell me about this devilry,” Thal said, impatient to get to the heart of the matter.




  The gravity of the subject did not suit Ondrej, but he was honestly concerned about the wanderer.




  “Young man, I fear that you were taken captive by warlocks or witches and who knows what happened to you in the forest. They left this strangely lettered fur as some spell upon you. It’s probably why you can’t remember much. I suggest we burn it right away,” Ondrej said. 




  Aghast, Thal snatched the fur off the desk. “It’s from my father,” he insisted. “And I was not attacked by anyone.”




  “You must give it up. Your soul could be at stake. This evil hide must have some charm upon it that will probably drive you back into the forest,” Ondrej said.




  Thal contained his anger. Ondrej meant well. There was no malice in him, and Thal took that into account. He did not wish to be a poor guest. “Thank you for your time. It was kindly given,” he said. 




  He stepped toward the door but Ondrej stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Son, stay for Mass and take the Eucharist. You can confess to our priest,” he said. 




  “I must think on what you have told me,” Thal said evasively and pulled his arm loose. 




  The abrupt conclusion of the meeting disappointed Andreli who saw no way to bring up the subject of beer again. Wishing to leave on good terms with the monk who had always been generous, he said, “Please don’t think ill of Thal. I never expected you to say his fur was unholy.”




  Thal arranged the fur over his shoulders again. The soft hairs caressed his neck. His heart told him it was an exceptionally sacred thing although certainly not in a way that Brother Ondrej could accept or understand. Thal left the room, unwilling to stay near the man who had suggested he burn the fur. Andreli could handle the goodbyes.




  Thal walked straight out the gate and stopped by a hedge to wait for Andreli. He took off the fur again and looked at its lettering. Although the monk had not given him much information, he remembered the words that had been read. He ran a finger along them and said slowly, “Bin rum aptudarn. Cass lupu trinostulio.” Then he struggled onward sounding out more letters. The knowledge of how to read it was in his mind, but long disuse had left his literacy stuck like stones in a frozen field. As he ground out a few more words, he heard in his mind his father chanting the words. The meaning eluded him but this was a powerful message, and Thal suspected that it was a path back to his wolf form.




  But should he pursue it? He suspected that some spell had yanked him back into the world of men for a reason. 




  “Thal?”




  He whirled. Andreli was behind him. The Gypsy flinched because Thal wheeled upon him so defensively. 




  Clearing his mind, Thal said, “I’m sorry if I spoiled your chances for beer.”




  Andreli waved a hand. “Not your fault. Our stay in this area is about played out I fear.”




  “So you’ll be moving?” Thal said. 




  “It’s what Gypsies do, but I’m not sure where to go. No one is ever happy to see us,” Andreli said. Complaining to Thal felt safe. In front of his people Andreli had to project confidence. He must not burden them with confessions about his weariness of heart. His father had taught him that.




  The two men walked along in silence. They skirted the village and cut into the woods along the river. 




  Thal feared that he was the cause of Andreli’s heavy mood. “Do you think I am bewitched?” he asked. 




  The Gypsy kept staring straight ahead and walking. “Do you think you are?” he finally asked. 




  “I think I’m more than bewitched,” Thal admitted. 




  “Oh,” Andreli said. He was quite out of his league he realized. Believing in the supernatural was easy except when it walked and talked and put meat on your plate and was pleasing to be around. Then the supernatural just seemed like a man who had no home and needed some clothes on his back.




  “Do I frighten you?” Thal said.




  “No!” Andreli declared. He set a fraternal hand on Thal’s shoulder to show his sincerity. 




  “May I stay with you, at least a while longer?” Thal asked. 




  “Yes,” Andreli said. 




  “Please don’t tell anyone what Brother Ondrej thought about me,” Thal said.




  “All right,” Andreli said although he was not sure how he was going to sidestep questions about it. His people already talked of Thal ceaselessly and they would want to know what had happened at the monastery. 




  Andreli looked at the clear sky. “The moon will be a little brighter tonight. We’ll have visitors,” he said.




  “Visitors?” Thal said.




  “People from the village or even the castle like to visit us, especially on nice nights. And the curious might come to see you now. Ondrej will be wagging his tongue about you no doubt,” the Gypsy said.




  “I can hide in the woods if it will help you,” Thal offered.




  “No, no,” Andreli insisted. “I either take a man in or I don’t. You don’t need to hide but don’t give anyone a reason to think you’re bewitched.”




  “I won’t,” Thal promised. Although nervous about causing his host a problem, he was excited to see more people and learn why they visited the Gypsies when they seemed to not even want them around. 




  





  Chapter 6. From the Forest




  Thal kept busy when he returned to the Gypsy camp. He helped Petro mend holes in a fish net and then gathered firewood. While hauling back a load of dry driftwood from upriver, he encountered the girl that served Emerald. 




  White cloth wrapped her head and a patched up smock hung around her body, but her graceful neck and shiny olive skin revealed the lithe young girl within. Her glass beads caught the sunshine filtered by the green leaves overhead. Their sparkle matched the twinkle in her dark eyes. 




  “Thal,” she said with a big smile.




  “Hello.”




  She shifted her load of sticks off her back and plopped down on an old log to take a break. 




  Thal stayed in place still holding his load across his shoulders. He was uncertain of what the social situation required of him, but he knew that he liked looking at the girl in the privacy of the riverside trail. 




  “I’m Medina,” she said. 




  She grabbed a small canteen that hung over her shoulder and took a drink. 




  “Thirsty?” she asked. 




  He nodded. He set his firewood down and wiped the sweat from his brow. Medina handed her canteen to him. Thal took a small drink because he did not want to empty her canteen. 




  “I could use one of these,” he commented and returned it. 




  “You aren’t a man of many possessions,” she commented. “Except that nice fur. It’s so beautiful.”




  She petted the fur over his shoulder. Her fingers moved through the lovely luxury of the dense coat. The slight pressure of her fingers made him hold his breath. 




  “Is it really wolf?” she asked.




  “Yes.”




  “Did you kill it yourself?” she said.




  “I don’t think so.” 




  “You can’t remember,” she said. 




  “I remember more every day,” he said but had little wish to talk about himself. “I notice Emerald keeps you busy.”




  Medina laughed. “No one would know what to do without Emerald to tell them. She takes good care of me.”




  “Is she your mother?” he asked.




  “The most mother I’ve ever known. She says she found me on the side of the road, but I don’t know if that’s true,” Medina explained.




  “It seems Gypsies find lots of people,” Thal said. 




  “We’re not so quick to judge as village folk,” she said. 




  “I’m grateful for the help. You don’t have to fetch things for me anymore, even if Emerald asks. I can see to myself now,” he said.




  “I don’t mind,” Medina said. 




  Thal believed her. 




  She kicked off her shoes. Daintily she trotted to the riverbank. Holding up her smock and skirt, she waded into the water. 




  “That cools me off,” she declared. “This is the first truly warm day. Maybe it’ll be a hot summer.”




  She gathered up her skirt into one hand. Her knees and bare thighs above the flowing water entranced Thal. She bent over and washed her face with one hand and then flicked water up at him. The drops hit the trail by his feet. 




  “Come in. You wouldn’t be so warm if you didn’t keep that fur on,” she said. 




  Thal had not really thought about that. He draped the fur over the firewood and came down the bank. He sat on a thick tree root, slipped off his sandals, and wiggled his toes in the water. 




  “That’s nice,” he said. 




  Medina sloshed over to him. “What happened at the monastery?” she asked.




  “Nothing.”




  “You’re not a very good liar,” she chided. 




  “We didn’t get beer. That’s the truth,” he said.




  “Someone will bring strong drink tonight and trade a little with Andreli,” Medina predicted.




  “What does Andreli have to trade?” Thal wondered. 




  “This and that,” Medina said and rocked her shoulders. 




  She leaned close, seeming to expect something from him, but when a bemused Thal did nothing, she slogged out of the water. “I better get going. I have to change my clothes and comb my hair for tonight. I’ll be dancing,” she said.




  “Dancing?”




  Medina tossed her hips. “Will you watch me?”




  He nodded. She scrambled up to the trail and he followed her. She put a hand on him to keep her balance while she put her shoes back on. Thal retrieved his fur. Medina glimpsed the inside and grabbed its edge.




  “It does have words,” she said. 




  Thal eased it out of her small hand. “Everyone must talk about me all the time,” he said.




  “You’re very mysterious,” she explained, unashamed of the gossiping. 




  “I don’t mean to be,” he said. 




  “Will you read it to me?” she asked.




  The way she batted her eyelashes intrigued him, but the meaning of the signal eluded him. 




  “I’ll carry your wood,” he said and hoisted both bundles, one in each arm. 




  “Thanks,” Medina said and started down the trail. She chattered to him pleasantly. While walking behind her, he daydreamed about the contours of her body hidden beneath the loose clothes. 




  When they got back to camp they delivered the wood to Emerald’s area. Medina climbed into the back of the wagon and started rummaging around. Emerald was sitting on a big rug with two women from the nearby village. Sapling poles held a faded canopy over them. One woman was older with a bent back and narrow shoulders. Next to her was a plump rosy-cheeked lady with a swollen belly. They were deeply involved in their conversation and did not look up. 




  Thal recalled that he was supposed to avoid attention so he sat down a discreet distance away. He observed them slyly. Emerald sometimes flourished her hands and touched her temple. Then she started waving her hands slowly over the woman’s belly. 
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