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        “The measure of a man is what he does with power.”
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          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      Dear Diary,

      Everywhere I look, the souls of dead people float through the air, swirling around us like billowing fog. Their incessant wailing never ceases, driving me insane.

      They beg my father to guide them to their eternal resting place. They don’t understand that he can’t help them anymore. All his Power has disappeared.

      “Why can’t I send them onward, Anna?” he keeps asking me.

      But how can I answer that? I’m only thirteen, and all this is new to me.

      I can hardly believe I ever lived a normal life. Until my thirteenth birthday, the most unusual thing about me was that a Siberian trapper had found me in a bear den. I was just a few days old. People think it’s a miracle he found me alive and healthy, but it’s not. Mama Bear kept me nestled among her cubs and took care of me like one of her own.

      I’d have happily stayed in the wilderness with Uncle Misha and the bears. But when I turned six, he insisted I go to a real school where there would be children, not just bear cubs, for playmates. That’s the only reason I ended up in the Luyons orphanage in Geneva, Switzerland. Well, that — and because Uncle Misha found a locket on me with my name, birthday and instructions to contact one Monsieur Fabrice Nolan of Geneva as my legal guardian.

      I’m not writing all this because I don’t like the orphanage. I do like it. I’d never have met Lauraleigh otherwise, and she’s the best friend I could ever have. It’s just that I felt so normal before my last birthday.

      And now, nothing is normal.

      It’s true that I used to ride on the back of a bear. But it’s hardly weird compared to finding out I’m the daughter of Koschey, the Immortal Keeper of the Dead, and the granddaughter of Baba Yaga, the ancient witch who likes to turn children into stew.

      Growing up in the Siberian wilderness seems downright normal, now that I’ve discovered that my grandmother’s helpers, the Red and Black Horsemen, kidnapped my dad and Lauraleigh. Not to mention that she almost chopped up Lauraleigh for her dinner.

      Speaking of Baba Yaga, we’re with her now. And since I’m writing about how weird my life has become, let me mention that my grandmother’s hut sits on chicken legs, with skulls on wooden spikes surrounding the entire place.

      Can things get any weirder?

      Yes, they can. I’ve discovered I can create fire, walk through walls, stop time, and talk with a philosophical cat named Kot Bayun, who threatens to tear out my soul if I answer his questions wrong. And while I can’t fly using a broom, I can fly using a bucket.

      If all this doesn’t qualify me as the poster child for teenage weirdness, I also have an intelligent set of disembodied hands named Squire and Knight, who help me sometimes.

      All these things have scared me in their own way when I came across them. But what I’ve learned about my father has frightened me most. I’ve heard when people fall in love, they do strange things; however, my dad didn’t just write my mom poems, or shout his love from a rooftop. Those are things a normal girl’s dad might do.

      My dad gave my mother his heart. And I don’t mean that figuratively. He literally took his heart out of his chest, handed it to my mother, and asked her to hide it. Surely there was a less drastic way for him to declare his love, wouldn’t you think?

      My mother died before she could tell anyone where she’d hidden it.

      I keep thinking there’s a limit to how weird a person can become in one lifetime. Apparently, there isn’t.

      I’m going to tell you my deepest fear about all of this, Diary. I don’t think I can even tell Lauraleigh — because unless something happens soon, I’ll become so weird there won’t be a word to describe me. It has to do with what Uncle Misha told me right after my father had lost his Power and the ghosts appeared.

      “Anna Sophia,” he said, his voice grave. “You must understand that if Koschey cannot regain his Powers, you are his only heir.”

      I looked at him, confused. Why was that even important?

      Uncle Misha furrowed his brows. “Anna. If your father cannot carry out his duties, you will inherit both his kingdom and his responsibilities. Do you understand?”

      I didn’t understand at all.

      “You will become The Deathless One, Anna. You will be the Eternal Keeper of the Dead.”

      “I don’t want to be The Deathless One,” I said. It still sounded like an odd joke to me.

      Uncle Misha said it wasn’t my choice; it was the order of things. The dead must have a keeper to guide them to the eternal life they deserved.

      I can only hope if my father gets his heart back, he’ll also regain his Power. I don’t want to inherit his responsibilities. Not now. Not ever.

      Uncle Misha, Lauraleigh, Koschey and I are getting ready now to leave Baba Yaga’s hut and walk all the way back to Uncle Misha’s hunting cabin. He’ll take care for my father until he’s strong again.

      All I can think about is what if Koschey never regains his Power? What if he is never strong again?

      I might have to search for his heart myself. I know that sounds extreme, but I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure he gets his power back.

      I can’t become The Deathless One.

      I just can’t.

      
        Signed,

        Anna Sophia, Girl Witch

      

      [image: ]
* * *

      My father Koschey plodded ahead of us on the narrow path through the forest. Now and then, he tripped over pebbles and knotted tree roots, and Uncle Misha caught him every time — no doubt, saving him a few broken bones. I couldn’t watch my father’s bent figure, as if he walked warped with constant pain.
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      Koschey stopped and turned to us. His mouth twisted. “Someone found it. He’s using my heart! Oh, no, no…”

      Lauraleigh patted my arm in sympathy. We’d been listening to Koschey’s laments for hours as we trudged toward Uncle Misha’s cabin. He occasionally lapsed into long periods of silence. In those times, I could recover a little from the pain his mourning brought me.

      That wasn’t our only problem, though. Ever since he had come out of Baba Yaga’s secret cage, thousands of ghosts trailed him. Their moans sounded like so much wind vibrating through the branches of trees in the ancient forest around us. But my father didn’t have enough power to help a single dead soul.

      I know a magic person’s heart looks nothing like that of a human. I saw it myself when I found Baba Yaga’s heart: a magic heart pulsates and glows like a purple charoite crystal, and it doesn’t beat the way a human one does.

      Still, every time Koschey grieved about someone finding and using his heart, a mental picture of the Black Horseman came up in my mind. I hated that terrible being who had kidnapped Lauraleigh and taken her to Baba Yaga, and I pictured him holding my father’s beating and bloody heart in his hands, cackling like a madman, while everything he touched turned black and crumbled into dust. After our encounters with the three Horsemen — Black, White, and Red — my whole body would start to shake.

      I noticed Uncle Misha sitting on a boulder quite a bit ahead of us. I knew he’d take just a quick rest, so I broke into a trot and hurried to catch up to him.

      I wanted to say something cheerful as I plopped down beside him, but all I could do was fight for breath. After I discovered I was a witch, my life had become a lot more physically demanding, and it made me wish I’d worked harder in Sister Rose Marie’s track and field class back in the Collège du Parc Cézanne.

      Uncle Misha winked and handed me his water bottle. “Not much farther, Malyshka.”

      I smiled. Uncle Misha calls me Malyshka, the Russian name for little one, more than he calls me Anna. It makes me feel deeply loved every time he says it.

      A sip of water helped me calm down, and soon I could breathe normally again. “Why does my dad seem so frail?” I asked. “I don’t get it. It’s been years since he gave my mother his heart. But until now, he remained powerful, right?” I handed the water bottle to Lauraleigh, who had just caught up to us. “If he hadn’t, there wouldn’t just be thousands of ghosts floating around like there are now. There would be millions.”

      Uncle Misha grunted. He wasn’t a fan of long conversations, and for a moment, I wondered if he’d answer. But he nodded. “He did, indeed.” He took a long swig of water from a second bottle. “But Baba Yaga had him locked up in that gilded cage for a while before you rescued him. All that time, she had been draining his life force, stealing his prana to make herself stronger.” Uncle Misha’s eyes filled with love and admiration when he mentioned me saving Dad.

      It hadn’t been easy, but I’d saved Lauraleigh from getting eaten by Baba Yaga, and my dad had escaped her gilded prison. In the process, I discovered a lot about my magic — both the good and the bad sides of it. I’ve learned more about the shadow lurking inside me that grows every time I use my magic in a self-serving way. That shadow is what scares me the most about being a witch.

      Uncle Misha startled me out of my darkening thoughts. “I think, Malyshka, if your father still had his heart, it would not have mattered so much. Once rescued, he would have siphoned his Power away from her and back into himself. But without it, he was — and is — unable to do this. Which is why it is so terribly important to find it.”

      Uncle Misha stared at my father, who stood a bit farther down the path with his head sagging toward his chest. There was nothing powerful about the bent, beaten, ancient man… and that scared me. I had lived my whole life thinking I didn’t have a dad and dreaming of what it would be like if I did. The thought of losing him was unbearable.

      I turned to Uncle Misha. “I’ll go and search for his heart. No one else can do it.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lauraleigh’s look of surprise. I shrugged it off. “Who else?”

      “I think she’s right, Monsieur Misha,” Lauraleigh said, shocking me. “I’ll go with her, though. She won’t have to do it alone.” She reached over and squeezed my hand.

      I thanked her with a glance. “My grannie actually told me only I could find it. She even sort of described where it was, in her own confusing way.”

      Uncle Misha’s eyebrows rose in surprise.

      “Remember?” I asked. “Baba Yaga agreed to let everyone go if I brought Koschey’s heart back to her. She had no idea I’d bring her heart back instead.”

      Uncle Misha nodded with approval and pride.

      I continued. “That’s why she told me it was buried on an island, and that there’s a tree on the island with a chest in it, and…” I thought for a moment, because the whole description was more than a little strange. “Inside the chest there’s a hare, and inside the hare there’s a duck, and inside the duck there’s an egg, and inside the egg is my father’s heart. On a needle.” I let out a whooshing breath as I finished. “Well, Baba Yaga never said the heart was in the egg. She just implied it by sending me to find it.”

      “And your grandmother — if she knows so much about where the heart is buried, why has not she retrieved it?” Uncle Misha stroked his beard, as if pondering my story.

      “She said she can’t. My mom cast an enchantment specifically against her.”

      A small smile formed in the depth of Uncle Misha’s beard. “Your mother always was wise, Malyshka. I am not surprised she placed a spell on that island. And why does Baba Yaga think you can find it?”

      “She said being Koschey’s daughter, I’ll have a strong intuition about where it is.”

      “You know nothing else?” he asked.

      “No. Which worries me because, well, it could be anywhere — Australia, America, Canada, Africa… Who knows? It might even be at the bottom of a sea somewhere.” I kicked at a pebble. I figured there might be some sea with an island at the bottom of it. In the world of these magical beings, nothing seemed impossible. “And what if he’s right, Uncle Misha? What if someone else has found his heart and is using it?”

      Worry must have been written all over my face, because Uncle Misha patted the top of my head and smiled. “Do not worry about that, Malyshka. It is still wherever your mother placed it. If someone with ill will were to find it, he could neither move nor touch it. To do so would endow him not just with all Koschey’s powers, but also with his responsibilities. Without knowing how to manage a heart so strong, a person would die instantly if they tried to assume it.”

      “Well, that’s a good thing, then!” Lauraleigh said with her characteristic optimism. “Now we just need to find it.”

      “And how do we do that, when it could be anywhere?” I pushed a strand of sweaty hair from my face.

      “Kaplya kamen tochit,” Uncle Misha said quietly in Russian. He stood to indicate it was time to go. “Never forget that phrase, girls. A drop of water cuts through stone — meaning, little by little, everything is possible.”

      After that, we all walked quietly until we reached his cabin.
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      Koschey sat in a chair, looking dispirited. He hadn’t said a word since we arrived at the cabin three days earlier.

      And today, while Uncle Misha stoked the fire until it roared, I went over to hold my father’s hand. It probably didn’t make much difference to him, but it made me feel better to know I was at least letting him see how much I cared.

      I felt helpless.

      Uncle Misha put a bear-sized hand on Dad’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “She will find it, Koschey. She has got your magic. Sereda’s magic, too. She will find it.”

      Koschey didn’t so much as nod.

      Uncle Misha winked at me and went to his favorite chair.

      We sat quietly, Lauraleigh reading a book while I continued to hold my dad’s limp hand. Breaking the silence, Uncle Misha groaned. “There must be someone in whom she confided. Someone who has a clue where she hid that heart.”

      Lauraleigh looked up from her book. “Maybe Monsieur Nolan. She trusted him to look out for Anna. Maybe she said something to him.”

      Uncle Misha and I both nearly laughed. Of course! The most obvious solution had been staring us in the face this entire time, and we’d nearly missed it. I got right up and went to the phone.

      I felt a vague twinge of guilt as I dialed Monsieur Nolan’s number, which I knew by heart after so many years of him being the closest thing to family I had in Geneva. It had been weeks since I’d contacted him. Granted, phone lines were few and far between in the heart of the Siberian wilderness, but I should have called the minute we walked into Uncle Misha’s cabin, not three days later.

      Monsieur Nolan’s secretary answered.

      “Bonjour, Madame Toutine,” I said. “This is Anna Sophia.”

      Before Madame Toutine could respond, I heard a click. Monsieur Nolan said, “Anna?” I pictured him sitting behind his desk, going through stacks of legal contracts and sipping his tea. I hoped I wouldn’t take up too much of his time.

      “Bonjour, Monsieur Nolan,” I said. “I’m sorry not to have contacted you sooner, but I—”

      “Anna!” he interrupted, shocking me into silence. “Where are you? Are you all right?” His voice held a tone I’d never heard before. He sounded… angry.

      My stomach felt as though I’d swallowed a cup of curdled milk. Monsieur Nolan had never been angry with me in all the years he’d been my guardian.
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      “Yes,” I said, sounding a little shaky. “I’m fine, Monsieur Nolan. I’m sorry to have upset you.” When he didn’t say anything, I added, “I’m at Uncle Misha’s with Lauraleigh… and my father. We found my father, Monsieur Nolan!”

      A moment of silence turned into a long and uncomfortable minute. To fill so much empty space, I added, “Well, the thing is, we need to travel again, and I was hoping you could help us with something.”

      I continued to hear only silence on the other end of the line.

      “Monsieur Nolan?” I asked, worried maybe he’d had a fit or something.

      “No,” he finally said.

      “No? Wait. What? I—”

      “My answer is an absolute no, Anna,” Monsieur Nolan stated, cutting me off again. “I’m not letting you go anywhere else until I see for myself that you are fine.”

      “But, Monsieur Nolan, I am fine,” I protested. “I found my father, and everything’s good. You don’t need to worry.”

      “Anna,” he said, his voice sounding more forceful than I’d ever heard it. “You don’t get to decide whether other people worry about you or not. And I won’t help you travel anywhere without seeing you back in Geneva and judging for myself just how fine you are.”

      “But… I need to ask you something,” I said, the tiniest whiny edge creeping into my voice. I wasn’t happy about it at all.

      “Excellent. You may ask it when you arrive in Geneva. I’ll be quite happy to answer anything you’d like to know.”

      I was reluctant to take any extra time before setting out on my search. Who knew how long the world would be safe if Koschey didn’t regain his powers? So, I tried one more avenue of persuasion. “Monsieur Nolan, if my father’s fine with me traveling, why shouldn’t you be?”

      “I’m still your legal guardian, Anna,” he said in a clipped tone. “And you’re still only thirteen. Unless you carry documents proving you have my permission to travel, no one is going to let you board a plane, even if Lauraleigh is eighteen. Please remember, your trust fund is still under my control. I can, and will, refuse you access to that fund until I see for myself that you’re safe and well.”

      My jaw dropped. “Monsieur Nolan—”

      “Come home, Anna,” he said. “We can speak then. I’ll arrange for your and Lauraleigh’s travel immediately.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Monsieur Nolan purchased tickets for us to fly to Geneva the very next day.

      Leaving was so much harder than I expected. I wanted to stay at Uncle Misha’s forever. I wanted to hook him a new rug and teach Lauraleigh to fish. I wanted to collect berries and mushrooms, and maybe even have Uncle Misha show Lauraleigh how to trap ermines and sables. Part of me wondered why I had to go, when what I wanted to do was stay right there with Uncle Misha and Dad.

      I knew why, but it was still hard for me to do.

      It became even more difficult when I found out I had to say goodbye long before arriving at the airport in Irkutsk, because we couldn’t ride the bears all the way there. We couldn’t even ride that far on Uncle Misha’s ATV. Fortunately, even in a land seemingly empty of humans, Uncle Misha had friends. In this case, friends with a truck.

      Uncle Misha’s friends — the Minchev family — lived on a small farm about ten kilometers from his cabin. He didn’t need to ask in advance to know they’d be willing to take Lauraleigh and me all the way to the airport. People in that part of the world did what was necessary when a neighbor was in need. The time would come when Uncle Misha would find some way to repay them — leave a valuable pelt at their door or hunt for them, if for some reason they weren’t able to. Things always seemed to find a way of balancing in the vast Siberian countryside.

      Lauraleigh said, “We can’t just arrive at the Minchev farm with no warning and expect them to drive us so far… or can we?”

      “Doma i steny pomogayut,” Uncle Misha said with a soft smile.

      Seeing Lauraleigh look perplexed, I translated, “When you’re at home, even the walls help.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      Dear Diary,

      I don’t want to leave. I know Uncle Misha will take good care of my dad, but he looks so sad and lonely sitting in that chair and saying nothing.

      I feel like I should stay and help him. What if he dies before I find his heart? Then I would become The Deathless One, and I’m not ready for that. I need to learn so much more.

      I especially need to learn how to keep the shadow and the darkness out of my heart. If I can’t master that, my magic will destroy me. It will steal away my youth and harden my heart, and that would turn me into another Baba Yaga. I don’t ever want that to happen to me. I just need to let Monsieur Nolan see that we’re fine, and figure out how to find a heart buried somewhere in the world.

      The only good thing about leaving is that I won’t have to listen to the dead souls wailing so mournfully all the time. They won’t follow me. Koschey is the one they want.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Uncle Misha planned to take Lauraleigh and me on his ATV as far as the Minchev farm. He’d have to return home after that, because there wasn’t enough room in their truck for all of us.

      We said goodbye to my father at the cabin. I’d be lying if I said it hadn’t hurt my feelings when he didn’t look up or say anything to me. I tried to remind myself he wasn’t himself now. Still, it made me sad.

      It didn’t take us long to get to the farm, and once there, saying goodbye to Uncle Misha was even harder than when I was six and he had to leave me in Geneva. I’d cried a lot more then, but this time I was aware of what it meant to be away from him, and the pain went deeper because of it. As the shock of having to leave hit me, I threw my arms around him and hugged him with all my might, tears streaming down my cheeks.

      “You must hurry,” he said gruffly. “Do not risk missing your plane.” His coarse voice told me he was trying not to cry. He didn’t want me to go, either.

      “Uncle Misha,” I said, swallowing hard and trying to halt my tears. “Thank you for everything.”

      “Ni puha, ni pera,” he said, hugging me back with equal intensity.

      
        
          [image: Uncle Misha hugs Anna]
        

      

      I smiled to Lauraleigh and said in French, “Neither fur nor feathers. It’s the Russian way of telling us to have good luck.”

      “Yes. Yes,” Uncle Misha said, smiling gently. Switching into French for Lauraleigh, he said, “Have good luck. And, you both… you be careful.”

      “We will,” we promised at the same time.

      “Please don’t worry,” Lauraleigh said, giving Uncle Misha her own heartfelt hug.

      After patting Lauraleigh’s back gingerly, Uncle Misha moved toward me and pressed something into my hand. “I wish there were another way, but I cannot think of any. Know that I am very proud of you, Malyshka. And that, here, you always have a home.”

      In my hand, Uncle Misha had placed a white river stone that glowed as if a touch of moonlight was at its center. It was beautiful. I threw my arms around him again, putting all of myself into our last hug. He patted my hair awkwardly. Uncle Misha might not be as expressive as me, but he loved just as hard. I knew he was struggling to maintain control.

      “Be sure not to forget us,” he said with a strangled sort of noise in his throat.

      I was trying hard not to sob. “I could never forget you, Uncle Misha. Not ever.”

      “Now go,” he commanded, clearing his throat again. Turning to Lauraleigh, he spoke in French. “Mademoiselle Lauraleigh, thank you for everything. Take care of Anna, and may she take care of you. You will always be welcome in my home.”

      “You’ll always be welcome in mine, too, Monsieur Misha — when I have one.” I think she was trying to make a little joke, and even though it wasn’t very funny, it did give us a reason to smile.

      “May you be blessed by the spirit of God,” Uncle Misha said in French to Lauraleigh. Turning to me, he placed both hands on my shoulders and whispered, “Bog s toboy, Anna Sophia.”

      “You, too, Uncle Misha. God be with you, too,” I said, my voice choking with all the tears wanting to spill out.

      Before they did, Uncle Misha squeezed my shoulder and ambled away toward his ATV.
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      Dear Diary,

      I think that was the longest I ever sat in a truck in my life. I thought we’d never get to the airport. Nikolai Minchev is a nice man, and I do appreciate that he drove us all the way there, but it was hard.

      He doesn’t speak any French, and Lauraleigh doesn’t speak much Russian, so I had to translate everything they’d both said. It’s not that I minded doing it, it’s just that I wanted to sit quietly and think about Uncle Misha and my dad. I suppose when someone lives in the wilderness like Uncle Misha and the Minchevs, they want to talk to new people when they have a chance. Either that, or Nikolai is a chatterbox, because he either talked or sang during every minute of the four or so hours we were in the truck.

      Next time, I might tell Uncle Misha I’ll find a bucket big enough for two and fly Lauraleigh and me wherever we need to go.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The flight to Moscow was about as turbulent as could be. Lauraleigh looked as wretched as I felt, which made me feel even worse. If it weren’t for me, she wouldn’t have even been on that flight. She’d have been backpacking around the world like she had planned.

      Once we reached Moscow, we didn’t just have to change planes; we had to change airports. It was all hectic and confusing, but somehow, we managed to get ourselves where we needed to be.

      Thankfully, our flight to Geneva was smoother, but I didn’t enjoy it much more. I was tired and worried, and when sweet Lauraleigh patted my hand for comfort, I felt that much worse that she was trying to cheer me up. I should have been comforting her for putting her through all this.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Monsieur Nolan was waiting for us at the gate. I hadn’t expected that. He didn’t look angry, disappointed, or even relieved. Mostly he looked like he couldn’t believe it was really and truly me standing in front of him. Even when he kissed both my cheeks, I felt a distance between us that had never been there, and an unsettled feeling lodged in my stomach.

      He didn’t make any small talk, saying only that we would go directly to his office. As we left the airport and walked to a crowded parking lot to find his car, the feeling that something was wrong grew.

      Once we were in the quiet of the car, he cleared his throat. “Anna…” But then he stopped. “No, no, we’ll talk in the office.” He pulled out of the parking lot without another word.

      Lauraleigh and I exchanged glances, and she smiled as if to reassure me everything would be all right. I appreciated that, but to me, it felt like nothing would ever be right with Monsieur Nolan again. That feeling grew during the silent ride from the airport to Monsieur Nolan’s house, where he had his office.

      After entering through a side door, we were instructed to leave our luggage in a small room. He pointed us toward two ornately carved double doors. “Anna, you’re familiar with my office. Please take Lauraleigh and wait for me there.”

      Glancing at Lauraleigh but not daring to say a word, I headed toward the room I knew so well. As a little girl, I used to love to play there on Sunday afternoons, while Monsieur Nolan worked. My throat tightened as I remembered how he’d pick me up at the orphanage and bring me here, setting me up at a child-sized table full of puzzles and crayons just for me. Before Monsieur Nolan brought me back to the orphanage, his cook would prepare us a meal, and sometimes we’d both sit at my tiny table together and eat whatever she had created.

      I wonder why we stopped doing that. I opened the doors and led Lauraleigh into the huge formal room lined with shelves of books. Glancing around, I half expected to see my little table tucked away in the far corner — but it wasn’t there, of course.

      As he entered the office behind us, Monsieur Nolan said to his secretary, “Klara, will you bring us tea, please?”

      He closed both doors and walked toward his desk. He gave Lauraleigh and me a nervous look-over, and it struck me I had never seen him this way before. His obvious discomfort escalated all the worry I was feeling, and I wondered if he was so angry he was about to tell me he’d no longer be my guardian. Maybe he was going to tell me he wouldn’t have anything to do with me at all. The anticipation of him saying this made me feel as if I might faint. Even though it was true I had a real father now, Monsieur Nolan had been looking out for me for so long I couldn’t begin to imagine not having him in my life.

      “Please, sit,” he said, moving to the chair behind his desk. Once seated, he glanced at us with the same nervous expression. Sounding hesitant, he said, “You both must be hungry and in need of a meal, and I’ll make sure to feed you shortly. However, first I believe we must address some issues.”

      I couldn’t believe how unsure of himself Monsieur Nolan seemed. Although he was generally quiet, he’d always had an authority about him that made it seem like nothing could come his way that he couldn’t handle with ease and calmness. The fact that he was sitting behind his desk twisting and untwisting a paperclip, with his face showing real pain, made me wonder if he had even worse news than not wanting to be my guardian anymore. I wondered if something had happened to Uncle Misha while we were in flight. What if he’d had an accident driving his ATV back to the cabin?

      I gasped. What if Uncle Misha had died?

      I realized I was starting to hyperventilate only when Lauraleigh placed her hand on my arm and looked at me with concern.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered. “It will all be okay.” She pulled her chair closer to mine.

      Klara came in with the tea. After placing the tray quietly on Monsieur Nolan’s massive desk, she left the room without so much as a glance in our direction.

      Finally, after the longest time, Monsieur Nolan spoke. “Anna, why?” His emphasis on the word ‘why’ made him sound anguished. When I didn’t respond — because I honestly didn’t understand what he was asking me — he repeated his question again. “Why, Anna?”
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      “I’m sorry, Monsieur Nolan, but… why what?”

      He stared back at me, shocked. His voice assumed a harsh edge I’d never heard from him before. “Do you not… Do you not have any idea how worried I’ve been about you? Are you truly unaware that I’ve had no clue for weeks where you were? The last I heard from you, you had arrived in Moscow, and then — nothing. Not a word. You simply vanished. For weeks. I… I’d… I’d thought you were harmed, or worse… Dead.” He groaned, and his voice changed from being full of anger to being filled with despair. “I’m your guardian, Anna. I made a promise to your mother to keep you safe. And for weeks, I haven’t known what happened to you. You were just… gone.”

      I was shocked. Stunned. A feeling of shame so intense came over me that I could no longer look Monsieur Nolan in the eye. I wrapped my arms around myself as if to hold in all the feelings flooding every part of me.

      “And then, Anna… Then I get a phone call from the Russian police. You had checked into a hotel in Siberia, on your own, they’d said.” His words came faster and faster, an edge to them making me understand just how much I had hurt him.

      He paused, staring at me with large, shocked eyes.

      “No,” he continued, “there wasn’t an older girl with you, the police told me, adding that you had said you left your friend camping alone in the woods. The problem, the police went on, was that there was a kidnapper around who might be a killer. A killer! The next thing I know, they call again to tell me you had left the hotel and disappeared. At first, they were afraid you had drowned. Drowned!”

      He stopped speaking, gulping his tea down in one deep, rattled swallow as he tried to regain some composure. Sounding on the verge of tears, he looked at Lauraleigh. “And you, Lauraleigh — where were you during all of this? I didn’t know. Had you been left alone in the woods with a kidnapper? Were you dead? Dear God, I thought I’d sent both of you to your deaths.”

      Monsieur Nolan visibly shuddered and tried to steady his breathing as his hands gripped his cup of tea. I felt like disappearing into the chair. I had never felt so ashamed in my life. Glancing at Lauraleigh, I saw her staring at the floor, her face so pale she looked ill.

      “It’s not Lauraleigh’s fault,” I started to say, but she touched my arm with her hand.

      “No, Anna, he’s right,” she said quietly. “I should have thought of suggesting you call or write a letter, or, or something…” Raising her eyes to Monsieur Nolan, she said, “I don’t have words for how sorry I am for what we’ve put you through. I feel so… terrible. So truly terrible.”

      I wanted to say something — to try to explain. But no explanation justified what I’d done, and I knew it. Any words of apology I wanted to offer seemed so inadequate they just stuck in my throat. I felt a tear slip from my eye, and I was afraid if I spoke, it would turn into an uncontrollable torrential downpour.

      How could I have been so selfish as to not realize Monsieur Nolan would be so worried?

      Slightly calmer now that he’d finally had a chance to speak his mind, Monsieur Nolan said, “Anna, despite all I’ve just said, I do have a better understanding regarding why you hadn’t thought to contact me. While you girls were flying here, your Uncle Misha called, explaining a good deal of what transpired during the time since you left. I understand how intensely preoccupied you were, but—” He paused again, leaving his sentence unfinished.

      I looked up to see why he had stopped speaking.

      His eyes were so kind. “But, Anna… you cannot do this again.”

      I thought my heart would break into a million pieces. I nodded, still not trusting myself to speak. I understood why I had to come back to Geneva, why it wasn’t enough for him to just hear me say I was fine.

      Sitting there, my face burning, I remembered the time when, as a small child, I had been playing with the cubs and, for some reason, I hadn’t wanted to let the smallest one join in. Mama Bear swatted me — a gentle swat, but still strong enough to knock me onto my back and make me see how unacceptable my behavior had been. I loved Mama Bear so much I had been mortified, horrified, that I had done something to displease her. It was a terrible feeling to have disappointed her, but sitting in front of Monsieur Nolan and hearing his choked voice felt worse. It felt much, much worse.

      Monsieur Nolan had never been anything but kind to me. He had never once forgotten my birthday, or any special occasion for that matter. And, even if we stopped having our Sundays, I suddenly realized how important I was to him. I was more than just a client’s charge to him, just like he was so important to me.

      He deserved so much better than this, and I knew it. Surely, he knew it, too.

      “Monsieur Nolan,” Lauraleigh said, and I could tell from her strained voice she felt nearly as bad as I did. “Can you ever forgive—”

      “Hush, child,” he said, taking a deep breath. “I know you’ve been through a lot. Both of you have. I’ve said what I had to say. I know your intent was never to cause me pain. Let’s put this behind us and move forward now.” He paused, taking another calming breath. “Why don’t you girls rest for a bit, while I see about getting us some dinner. Yes?” He gave us a sweet, gentle smile.

      Lauraleigh and I nodded, relieved to have this discussion over. I knew Monsieur Nolan wasn’t the kind of person to hold grudges, but still, I couldn’t help but wonder if things would ever again be right between us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    
    
      Dear Diary,

      How could I not have realized what I was doing to Monsieur Nolan? Why didn’t I think about how worried he would be not hearing from me for so long? How could I have been so thoughtless?

      I can’t believe I never thought of him at all once we’d arrived in Russia, except when I was complaining about the guide he’d hired for us. We’ve been away a long time, and never once did I send him a single message letting him know I was doing fine.

      Monsieur Nolan has been the closest thing to a father I’ve had since I was six years old. How is it I let myself forget him as soon as I found my real one? What kind of person would do that?

      I haven’t felt this bad, maybe ever. And I have no idea how to make up for it. Even though Lauraleigh tells me it’s fine now that we’ve talked about it, it doesn’t feel fine to me at all.

      I think I must be a terrible person. That’s probably why the wrong kind of magic bubbles up in me so often. The kind of magic that doesn’t just destroy and hurt others, but destroys me as well.

      See why I said it’s so good Lauraleigh is staying with me? Who knows what I’d become if she weren’t here to always model goodness and light for me…
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* * *

      After Lauraleigh and I had rested, we found Monsieur Nolan in his sitting room, a comforting fire blazing in the stone hearth. He was sitting in a tall-backed chair, staring into the fire. Neither one of us felt like we should intrude, but we weren’t quite sure where else to go.

      Without turning, he said, “Come in, girls. Come. I promise not to bite.”

      When we didn’t move, he turned to look at us as we stood in the doorway. Seeing him smile gently and wave us in made my heart feel like it might burst with relief.

      “Please… Sit. This is my favorite room in this big old house, and I’m happy to share it with you both.” He pointed toward two comfortable-looking chairs facing the fire.

      At first, we all just sat there staring into the flames. It was mesmerizing and calming, but I knew we still had a lot to talk about. I hadn’t even told him what I wanted to ask.

      As if reading my thoughts, Monsieur Nolan cleared his throat and looked straight at me. “You said you had something you wanted to ask me, yes?” Before I could answer, he held up his hand. “I know of your mission from your Uncle Misha. And I know that he, like me, isn’t happy with the idea of you — of both of you, if you are still intent on accompanying Anna, Lauraleigh — assuming such a responsibility.”

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak before I heard what else he had to say.

      “Your Uncle Misha assures me you are the only one who can attempt to find your father’s heart. But, I must ask… Are you sure — absolutely sure —you want to do this?”

      I swallowed hard, nodding. “I’ve got to do this, Monsieur Nolan.” My voice sounded unsteady, however much I tried to make it strong. “If I don’t try… well… there just isn’t anyone else who can.”

      “Yes.” He leaned forward in his chair. “I understand this. But do you want to do this, Anna? You’re still just a young child — no one would fault you for not taking on such a mission.”

      The worry and kindness in his voice touched my heart. I knew he wanted me to say I didn’t want to do it. I knew if I did, he’d offer me all the protection and support he could. I also now knew how worried he’d be if I did go.

      But I also knew my father needed his heart. And not just him — all those dead souls needed him to regain his heart so they could rest. On our way here, I saw a few ghosts flying around lost and confused, and I wanted to help them.

      So, this time, it was about more than just me. More, even, than about Monsieur Nolan and how much he cared about me.

      “I don’t know if this is so much about what I want as much as it is about what I must do. I mean, sometimes we have to do things we don’t want to do, right?” I looked at him, imploring him with my eyes to understand. “My father can’t direct all the dead souls without his heart. I don’t know if you can see them, but I can, and there are thousands of them — all these ghosts just floating around, not knowing where to go.” I paused for a second to take a breath. “So, I think this isn’t so much about what I want. It’s about what the world needs.”

      Monsieur Nolan’s eyebrows rose in appreciation. “I think, Anna Sophia, that maybe… maybe it’s time I stopped buying you teddy bears for your birthday. Because, quite clearly, you’re not a little child anymore. Though when exactly you grew up, I don’t know.” He nodded. “While I can assure you, I don’t want you to go on this journey, you make a wise point. Very wise indeed, Anna.”

      His words and look of praise warmed every part of me.

      “Will this be safer than what happened to you here, in Geneva? And in Russia?” he asked quietly.

      I knew then that Uncle Misha had told him about the Horsemen.

      Before I could answer, he turned to Lauraleigh. “And you,” he said, sounding more than a little weary, “I suppose you’ll not change your mind?”

      She shook her head. “No, Monsieur Nolan. I couldn’t. I already promised. And anyway—” She bit her lip. “I can help Anna Sophia. There are things… she needs me for.”

      I guessed she was being careful because she didn’t know exactly what Monsieur Nolan knew, and didn’t want to reveal too much.

      He sighed and nodded. “When you went to Italy, I sent you both there so Anna would be safe, Lauraleigh. The plan was to arrange for her to have lessons in her particular… ah, abilities, but you had to leave before that could take place.”

      “My… abil— You know?” I was so shocked I nearly fell off the chair. “You know about me?”

      “I have known only that you have, well, special abilities that would emerge upon your thirteenth birthday.”

      “You know,” I stated. “Wow.”

      It was a good thing Monsieur Nolan was so endearing — so awkward when mentioning my magic. I couldn’t be mad at him for withholding this information, even though a part of me wanted to be mad. Mostly what I was feeling, though, was love. It felt like he was my dear, sweet, sometimes fumbling guardian who had kept this huge secret all these years because it was better for me not to know. I understood that, even as shocked as I felt.

      It made me happy to know my heart could experience love, even if it sometimes brought pain and disappointment. I felt like as long as I always let myself love, I’d never end up like Baba Yaga — someone so hurt by love, and so afraid of it, that she turned herself into a monster to avoid it.

      I must have been sitting there staring into nothingness, while all these thoughts jumped around in my head. All of a sudden, I realized Lauraleigh and Monsieur Nolan were in the middle of a conversation I hadn’t even been aware they had started.

      “…so, you really think Anna needs instruction?” Lauraleigh was saying. “Because what we must do to find Koschey’s heart, well, I don’t think Anna can afford to put off doing it to go to wi— uhm, to magic school.” She glanced over at me, her eyebrows slightly raised as if to apologize for almost saying ‘witch’ school, as if that were a taboo. But I wasn’t paying any attention to that at all. All my attention went to the fact Lauraleigh had just said we: ‘What we have to do.’ I was so happy to hear her say that.

      “Lauraleigh,” said Monsieur Nolan, giving her a gentle smile, “I appreciate your time constraints. However, as much as Anna has already learned, are you certain it is all she can learn? All that she ought to learn? Not merely in terms of what she can do… but perhaps as importantly, what she should not do?”

      I didn’t want to look at either of them. When Monsieur Nolan said that, I knew Uncle Misha had already told him more than I wanted him to know.

      Lauraleigh opened her mouth as if she wanted to say that I’d be fine, but I knew she was too honest to do that. She closed her mouth again and stayed silent, nodding just the littlest bit.

      Monsieur Nolan sighed. “We’ll work this out. But first, we’ll have dinner. No human being… or witch-being,” he said with a kind smile, “can think without their belly properly filled.”

      I was so grateful to him at that moment for the acceptance conveyed in that sentence that I nearly burst into tears. But I supposed that would embarrass him beyond recovery, so I just sat there smiling like an idiot until the sound of my growling stomach startled all three of us.

      “Both flights were so turbulent we couldn’t eat,” I said, slightly fazed.

      Monsieur Nolan looked stricken. “Food, then. At once.” He paused, as if he’d remembered something. “Or, well, soon. It’s my cook’s night off, so I’m afraid we’ll have to order out.” He smiled a little sheepishly. “I never did master the knack of preparing a decent meal.”

      “That’s okay,” I said, feeling happy with the familiarity of this. Whenever he’d taken me out to dinner, Monsieur Nolan apologized over the fact he couldn’t prepare a home-cooked meal himself.

      “I’m so hungry I could eat a rhino right now,” I said, laughing. “And I wouldn’t even care who cooked it up for me.” I wanted him to know I didn’t mind that he couldn’t cook for us.

      “You could probably serve us some raw turnips and I’d eat them,” Lauraleigh said with a grimace. “That’s how hungry I am!” She smiled at me — I knew how much she hated turnips.

      Monsieur Nolan laughed as he stood up. “As I’m sure Anna Sophia can tell you, there is not a restaurant in Geneva that prepares a decent Russian meal. Turnips will have to wait, although I expect you’re sick of them by now, anyway.”

      Lauraleigh smiled. “It must not have been the season. I barely had to eat any at all. I myself, on the other hand…” She cut herself short, giving me a distraught glance. Yes. She herself, on the other hand, had almost been eaten. Neither one of us wanted to think about how close she had come to that fate at Baba Yaga’s hand.

      I shuddered at the memory, which Monsieur Nolan mistook for my being cold. Handing me a knitted throw, he said, “Please put this around you while I take care of ordering us some food.” He smiled. “No rhinoceros or turnips, I promise!”

      Lauraleigh giggled, while I tried to hide my face beneath the blanket, wondering how I’d ever make up for everything she’d been through because of me. How can she even laugh? She was almost turned into dinner because of me.

      As I sat there, it occurred to me I’d never make peace with the fact that I had a grandmother who liked to turn children into stew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    
    
      Dear Diary,

      I’m so grateful to Monsieur Nolan. He fed us like we were royalty. Both Lauraleigh and I ate until I thought we’d burst.

      It felt like Monsieur Nolan was spoiling us rotten, and I hoped it was his way of offering forgiveness to us for our thoughtlessness. I hope that’s what it was, anyway.
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* * *

      After we had finished eating and were so full we could barely move, we moved back into the sitting room where the fire was warm and comforting.

      I knew it was time to ask Monsieur Nolan the important question about my mother, but after the long day of travel and such a big meal, I was hoping everything could wait until tomorrow. More than anything, I wanted to fall into bed and sleep for hours.

      To my surprise, however, Lauraleigh dove right in and started the conversation.

      “Monsieur Nolan,” she said, sitting up straight, with her back against the chair. “Perhaps you can assist us, now that you know we’re going to try to find Koschey’s heart. The problem is, we have no idea where to begin. Our only clue is that it’s on some island, in the middle of some lake. Well… that, and there’s a tree on the island, a chest under the tree, a hare inside the chest, a duck inside the hare, an egg inside the duck, and the heart is inside the egg on a needle.” Lauraleigh glanced at me, and we both started to giggle — it sounded so ridiculous when she said it out loud like that.

      Lauraleigh got serious again. “I know it sounds absurd, like complete nonsense. But we’re hoping Anna’s mother confided something to you that will help us make sense of it.” She gave Monsieur Nolan an expectant look. “Can you help us?”

      Monsieur Nolan sighed. “Your Uncle Misha told me something about this. I went to look through your mother’s files, and it turns out that there is something in there that might be of help. Wait here.” He stood up and left the room.

      We heard him lumber down the stairs. It seemed like he was gone a long time, but neither Lauraleigh nor I spoke. I think we were feeling both excited and fearful about what Monsieur Nolan might bring back.

      Monsieur Nolan returned carrying a bottle of amber liquid, a thick folder, and a worried expression. He placed the folder on the ottoman in front of us. “Not all of these are personal papers from your mother,” he said before I could ask. “Most of them are just the normal solicitor-client papers full of small print and big words.” He smiled and opened the folder to start leafing through the documents.

      “This was one piece of paper she left behind that I was never sure what to do with, so I slipped it in here and left it. Frankly, I had forgotten about it until talking with your Uncle Misha.”

      Flipping through the papers in the folder, he finally pulled out a sheet. He handed it to me.
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      A few lines were written across the page. Some of the words were in English, some were in French, and not one of them made one bit of sense to me. At the bottom, there were some scribblings in Russian. And those did make some sense to me.

      
        
        Dams are woven, and double-tongued river rats teem, and the blood of trees grows sweet.

        Find the crème glacée Russe in notre belle terre!

        Vikings before English, eh? Les saumons nagent au-dessus des limites inconnues.

        Elder brother and my elder brother,

        Ne médisez pas de moi, mes anges.

        

        Зачарованный остров. Дерево и сундук. Заяц и утка. Яйцо и игла.

        Солнышко ты мое ясное.

        

      

      I read it twice before handing it to Lauraleigh.

      After reading through it, she frowned and shrugged. “What does that say? The part in Russian?”

      “These are all the words Baba Yaga told me!” I cried out. “Enchanted island. Tree and chest, hare and duck, egg and needle.”

      “Wow.” Lauraleigh sounded almost as enthusiastic as I felt. “We’re on the right track.” She smiled and pointed at the last line. “What about that?”

      I blushed. “Well…” I swept my finger over the last four words. “These are words from an old, nostalgic Russian song.” Tears welled in my eyes as I re-read my mother’s handwritten love message to my father, realizing all over again just how much I had lost when she died. “She called him her sweet love…”

      “And I thought it was just a draft poem,” Lauraleigh said, squeezing my hand. “I’m sorry.”

      “I must say, I also thought it an incomplete poem at first,” Monsieur Nolan said, apparently missing the incredible revelation of my mom calling my dad her sweet love. But it was okay. I’d never thought he was really the romantic type.

      Running his eyes over the words, Monsieur Nolan continued. “I thought maybe she’d been working on lyrics or something. I thought perhaps she’d written those words at the bottom to remind herself where she was going with it if she ever finished it.” He sighed. “I must say, as I’m reading this entire message, I believe the words are more like crossword puzzle clues.” He smiled at me. “Your mother loved doing crossword puzzles, Anna. I remember when she discovered them. I’d never seen anyone catch on to solving the clues so quickly.”

      His words brought even more pain. “You knew my mother that well? Why haven’t you ever told me about her?”

      “Oh, no, Anna. I can’t say I knew her well. I only met her the one time — when she came here to arrange things. But it was a long day, and we did some crosswords together to pass the time while waiting for the paperwork to be completed.”

      “But why didn’t you tell me about that day?”

      “Because she asked me not to. And until Lauraleigh started going on about ducks and hares, I had no reason to think that this scrap of paper could possibly be anything important.”

      I pursed my lips, trying to prevent them from trembling.

      Monsieur Nolan gave a delicate cough. “Anna, you must understand, I’m a solicitor. Your mother was my client, and she instructed me not to share any knowledge of her. I had to follow her instructions. It’s for this same reason I never told you I had a letter to give you on your thirteenth birthday. The law requires me to keep information confidential, if so instructed. I’m bound by that law, and by the sanctity of the solicitor-client relationship. Can you understand this?”

      “No,” I snapped, “I can’t. So… what? You know all sorts of other things, but you can’t tell me? Do you have a letter for when I turn eighteen? For when I get married? How about for when I have children?” I was working myself into a regular frenzy as I thought of all the things Monsieur Nolan might be keeping from me in the name of his sacred oath with my mother. I felt like asking him if they pricked their thumbs and touched blood to blood.

      “If I did have such things,” he said quietly, “I couldn’t tell you.”

      “But—”

      “Anna, this is how it is.” His voice was tender. “I have to honor my word, just as I honor my word to take care of you.”

      “So, that’s the only reason you do it, then?” I knew I sounded harsh, but I couldn’t help it. “Because you said you would?”

      “Anna, don’t,” Lauraleigh said, putting a gentle hand on my elbow. “I suspect if this all began because of a contract with your mother, it’s not why he does it now.” She glanced at Monsieur Nolan, who nodded gratefully.

      Before I could say more, Lauraleigh changed the subject. She pointed at the paper and asked Monsieur Nolan, “Do you know what any of this means?” Picking it up, she read: “‘Dams are woven, and double-tongued river rats teem, and the blood of trees grows sweet.’” She glanced at Monsieur Nolan helplessly. “I’m sorry… This makes no sense to me at all!”

      “Well, Anna’s mother could be very discreet,” Monsieur Nolan said with a smile. “But not so much here.” Pointing to the first line of my mother’s ramblings, he said, “I believe this part is easy enough. Quite obviously, your mother is referring to Canada.”

      Our jaws dropped as we both stared at him.

      When we didn’t say anything, he went on, “It’s really quite clear. Usually, dams are built, not woven, so that word is important. So, we must ask, who would weave a dam? The next part gives us the answer…”

      “River rats,” Lauraleigh stepped in.

      Monsieur Nolan nodded with a content smile. “That’s right. That leads one to ask what sort of animal, sometimes called a river rat, builds dams?” He looked from Lauraleigh to me expectantly.

      “Beavers?” Lauraleigh suggested.

      “Yes! Very good. Beavers make dams out of sticks, which you could say are woven together — and the beaver, of course, is Canada’s heraldic animal. Now, beavers don’t have double tongues, so what might that mean? Double-tongued, two-tongued… meaning, simply, bilingual. Canada is a bilingual country, yes?”

      We continued to stare at him in awe.

      “And what’s the blood of trees?” he went on. “Sap. What sort of sap grows sweet? Well, the sap of maple trees — the sap made into maple syrup. The maple leaf is, of course, the symbol of Canada.” He smiled at us.

      “Of course, on their own, none of these mean I’m correct,” Monsieur Nolan continued. “Other places make maple syrup, other animals weave things — the Cathedral Termite in Australia, as an example. The Cathedral termite weaves together mud and sticks, along with saliva and feces, to build structures that tower over four meters high.” He beamed at us, clearly excited to share his knowledge.

      When neither of us uttered a word, mostly I believe because we were thinking about feces and saliva making towers, he said, “It’s when you put all the parts together that they point in the direction of Canada. So does that little ‘eh?’ question in one of the lines. That’s an expression common to many Canadians.”

      “So… we need to go to Canada?” Lauraleigh asked. “I don’t know what I expected, but I don’t think it was that.”

      “I know. I didn’t either,” I said, smiling at how perplexed she appeared. “But at least now we know where we’re going.” I leaned closer to Monsieur Nolan, fully expecting him to object to what I was going to say. “Can you arrange to get us there?”

      Now it was his turn to stare. “My dear child!” he exclaimed. “Are you simply planning to fly to a random spot in Canada and start searching for a mysterious object you think is hidden somewhere in the country? Do you have the faintest idea of what you’re suggesting?”

      I frowned. “Well, what else can we do? These other clues — they don’t make any sense. Look at this: crème glacée Russe. That means ‘Russian ice cream.’ And notre belle terre means ‘our beautiful land’ — does she mean Siberia? And if she does, what would ice cream and Siberia have to do with Canada? Apart from all of them being cold, of course.” I wondered if Monsieur Nolan could magically interpret this phrase as well.

      “My dear Anna Sophia!” he exclaimed again. He pressed his fingers to his forehead. “What sort of an education are they giving you at that school? If I had known how much they skimped on geography, I’d have sent you somewhere else.”

      “Monsieur Nolan?” I asked, feeling very confused.

      “Miss Lauraleigh, please tell me you see the problem,” he said.

      Lauraleigh grimaced. “Geography was never one of my best courses, Monsieur Nolan,” she said apologetically. “That’s why I want to travel so much. I figured I could learn it in a practical way.”

      I wouldn’t say that Monsieur Nolan sobbed, but the noise he made came pretty close. When he composed himself, he said, “Children, are you sure only you can accomplish this mission?” He shook his head. “No, no, don’t answer that. I know what you’ll say. But really…” He sighed. “I suppose I could smother you in facts, but I think I’d better make sure you see what their implications are first.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “What kind of facts?”

      Monsieur Nolan’s eyes jumped from Lauraleigh to me, and back to Lauraleigh. “You’re looking for something hidden, yes?” Without waiting for our response, he continued, “Let’s turn that around and ask, where do you hide something?”

      I blinked. I have never had to hide anything, so how was I supposed to know?

      Lauraleigh looked as confused as I felt. I supposed she wasn’t the sort to have hidden things either.

      Monsieur Nolan smiled at us. “Let’s try some old classics,” he suggested. “Where do you hide a book?”

      We exchanged glances, both shrugging helplessly. “Under your bed?” I offered in a tentative voice.

      “In a library, of course,” he said, ignoring my suggestion. “And you hide a tree in a forest. Do you understand?”

      Lauraleigh nodded. “Hide it in plain sight and make it blend into a mass of similar things, right? I can see that.”

      “But… what we’re looking for isn’t a book or a tree, Monsieur Nolan,” I said. “It’s an island on a lake.”

      “Yes,” he said. “But the same principle applies. What if you were looking for something hidden in a book? Or in a tree? Or something similar?”

      “Oh… I think I see,” I said. “But what has this got to do with Canada?”

      Monsieur Nolan closed his eyes as if in pain. He got up and walked over to a large cabinet in a corner and began rummaging through it. “Have you ever looked at a map of Canada? Really looked at it?”

      Lauraleigh and I shook our heads. I knew Canada was north of the United States and it was as cold as Siberia. But that was pretty much all I knew, and I didn’t think that was what Monsieur Nolan had meant.

      From the cabinet, he pulled out a tightly-wound piece of paper. “There are 31,000 lakes in that country, young ladies, and those are just the ones that people thought to name. If you include the little ones, the ponds, the ones that are present seasonally, the swimming pools — because, God knows, your mother might have thought to hide it in plain sight — Canada has more lakes than every other country in the world combined. What will you do, begin searching in one corner of the country and work your way to the other? A lifetime wouldn’t be enough!”

      He unfolded the massive sheet of paper, a map of Canada, on the coffee table. As I looked at it, I had the feeling that I was staring over the edge of a cliff. Monsieur Noland was right. Up close, the country resembled Roquefort cheese. It appeared that in Canada, there was almost more water than land.
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      “Notice that Canada is almost as big as Russia, but not nearly as inhabited. Did you find on your travels that Russia was empty? That there weren’t many people living there?”

      “Outside of the cities, yes,” I said. “But—”

      “Anna. Listen to me. As I say, Canada is almost the same size as Russia. But one hundred million more people live in Russia than in Canada. And most Canadians live in cities. Are you starting to grasp just how empty this country is? How easily you could hide something there? This whole part is—” he spread both his hands over a huge area of the map, “—essentially uninhabited. Which means if you decide to search there, you’ll be entirely on your own.”

      Narrowing his eyes as if he were going in for the kill, Monsieur Nolan asked, “Are you good campers, young ladies? Especially when you must forage for food because there are no shops for hundreds and hundreds of kilometers? And, since Canada is already moving toward winter, will you be able to find food in its wilderness?” Seeing our shocked expressions, he said, “No, no — I cannot possibly let you go to Canada alone.”

      I stared at the map, with its thousands of lakes and strange names like Medicine Hat, Toad River, Flin Flon, Peawanuck and Sakami. I thought about how this was a country I knew almost nothing about, and where I didn’t know anyone. In Canada, there would be no helpful spirits who’d once known my mother, like the ones who’d helped me find Baba Yaga’s heart. Nor would there be a Mama Bear to save me. Monsieur Nolan was right; this was hopeless. Canada was too vast, too empty, too foreign, and way, way too unknown.

      “But…” I began. And then I stopped. He’d said ‘alone.’

      Monsieur Nolan sighed. “I suppose I could put you in touch with my sister. Half-sister, anyway.”

      Something about the way he said this made my ears prick up.

      “We, ah, haven’t always seen eye-to-eye on things,” Monsieur Nolan continued, seeming to choose his words carefully. “But she’s family, and therefore she’ll do what I ask. She owes me that much, at least.” He kind of mumbled the last part.

      “You have a sister?” I asked, unable to hide my surprise. “A Canadian sister?”

      “Yes, I do. And yes, she is Canadian,” he replied a bit tartly. “Oh, well, sorry for my tone. My sister, Evelyne… She’ll help you. She knows the country intimately. Unfortunately, she can be… How shall I put it? She can be a bit prickly. I hope it won’t be too difficult for you girls to deal with her.”

      Lauraleigh and I both burst into giggles.

      “Monsieur Nolan,” Lauraleigh said, “Anna Sophia’s grandmother is Baba Yaga. I don’t think you need to worry about us handling your sister, no matter how prickly she might be.”

      With that, we dissolved into laughter Monsieur Nolan couldn’t possibly understand. But that was just fine. Neither one of us wanted to explain it. I just hoped he thought we were two tired girls letting off some steam after a long and challenging day.

      Monsieur Nolan had no way of knowing that no matter what his sister was like, or how difficult she was — after what we had experienced with Baba Yaga, Evelyne Nolan would seem like a saint.
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        “What a land. What power these rivers were already yielding, far beyond her sight. Even a map of this country — lines arranged in an arbitrary way on a long rectangular piece of paper — stirs the imagination beyond imagination”

        

        Ethel Wilson
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      Dear Diary,

      I need a bigger brain. I’m not kidding.

      I can’t hold all this information in my head right now. Monsieur Nolan showed us the big map of Canada tonight — a country with 30,000 lakes (maybe more), the longest coastline in the world (202,080 kilometers), ten provinces, three territories, and on, and on, and on. I don’t know how Lauraleigh and I will ever navigate such a massive place as we try to find where my mother buried my father’s heart.

      I guess we’ll find out tomorrow, though, because that’s when we fly to the capital, Ottawa. All I can say is it’s a good thing Monsieur Nolan’s sister will be there to help us. I know he thinks she can be difficult, but just knowing we’ll have a local Canadian with us makes me feel a lot of relief.

      Anyway, she’s Canadian — aren’t they supposed to be the nicest people on the planet?

      I never even knew Monsieur Nolan had a sister. In all the years I’ve known him, he hasn’t mentioned her once. I wonder why that is.

      Since Monsieur Nolan was so good with the first clues, we went over the whole thing with him to see what he thought. But he didn’t have any other ideas.

      I wish I could turn my brain off and just sleep. Lauraleigh fell asleep two minutes after we went to bed, but here I am hours and hours later, still awake. I just have so many questions: What will Evelyne Nolan be like? Will she look like Monsieur Nolan (except a girl-version, of course)? Will she like us? What did my mother mean when she wrote, “Les saumons nagent au-dessus des limites inconnues?” Is that part of a clue telling us where to look for Koschey’s heart?

      See what I mean? My questions are endless…
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* * *

      It seemed like I had only just fallen asleep, when I felt Lauraleigh shaking me awake. I was so tired she practically had to drag me out of bed. But because we had to leave Monsieur Nolan’s house by six to make our eight o’clock Air Canada flight, I couldn’t stay asleep no matter how much I wanted to. It was only when Lauraleigh reminded me we were finally going to look for my father’s heart that I bolted out of bed.

      It felt like the flight to Ottawa took forever. To be exact, it was ten hours and twenty-two minutes — but it felt like it would never end. The only benefit was being able to catch up on my sleep. I woke up as they announced our descent and stared out the window. There was something very Russian about the parts of Canada I saw beneath us, with the vast swaths of wilderness in between the cities, and to me it felt like home.

      Because of the time difference, it was only noon when we arrived in Ottawa. That was weird — I was ready for dinner, but it was barely lunchtime in Canada!

      As we exited the airplane, I said, “It’s going to be one very long day.”

      “Well, since you slept for practically the whole flight, at least you won’t be tired when it’s seven p.m. here but one in the morning Geneva time,” Lauraleigh teased, giving my shoulder a friendly shove.

      “You’re just jealous because I can sleep on planes, and you can’t.”

      “This is true,” she said. “But I got to watch a bunch of free movies while you were dreaming away!”

      I can’t lie. When Lauraleigh said she had watched the third movie in the Divergent series, I was the one who was jealous. I couldn’t believe I’d slept through Allegiant.

      “Oh, don’t feel too badly,” she said kindly. “It wasn’t nearly as good as the book!”

      It took us ages to go through the passport control because of my legal papers, and when we got within view of the baggage retrieval area, ours were the only suitcases going around and around on the carousel.

      “Oh, wow! Hurry up,” I shouted, grabbing Lauraleigh’s hand. “Before security confiscates them!”

      Racing to the carousel and grabbing our suitcases struck both of us as ridiculously funny for some reason. Maybe we were punchy from the long flight, but the idea of our mission being thwarted by luggage security seemed so absurd, we couldn’t help but stand there and laugh.

      Still giggling, we came out into the airport’s arrival hall and began to look for someone holding up a sign with our names on it. There were lots of signs, with lots of names, but none of them were ours. Many people around us spoke French, which was a relief to me. It reminded me of the orphanage and of Geneva.

      Eventually, the crowd thinned out, and only a few passengers were left standing there. “Isn’t Evelyne Nolan supposed to be here?” I asked.

      “Monsieur Nolan did say someone was to meet us,” Lauraleigh said. “If not her, then maybe her chauffeur? But it doesn’t seem either of them is here. Let’s go get a coffee over there and figure out what to do. I imagine something delayed her.”

      Just as I started to respond, a supremely bored voice, punctuated with sarcasm, interrupted me. “My, my. Living proof: the Creator finds humor in mistakes.”

      We both whipped around to see who’d say such a mean thing about people they didn’t even know. Leaning against a post, her arms folded across her chest, stood a tall, slender woman with high cheekbones and a stern, unsmiling mouth. Her grim expression was accentuated by lipstick so profoundly purple it would have looked like part of a Halloween costume on anyone else. But on her — with her shiny black hair tightly pulled away from her face and twisted into some sort of complicated braided bun at the back of her head — it looked sophisticated.
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      Everything about this woman screamed expensive and aloof. And scary. Not Baba Yaga scary, but scary in some way I couldn’t quite define. She was the most intimidating person I’d ever encountered and, considering I was partially raised by a bear, that’s saying something.

      Without even being told so, I knew we were looking at Evelyne Nolan.

      The three of us stood there eyeing one another. Except for the fact that she could probably scare the light out of a day, Evelyne Nolan was beautiful.

      Lauraleigh and I just stood there like a couple of mute morons, staring at this woman who seemed to have just stepped out of the pages of Vogue Magazine. Outfitted in a perfectly cut black dress and high-heeled leather boots, Evelyne Nolan was all sharp angles and haughtiness. The only thing about her that looked even remotely delicate was a necklace around her neck with a small bird skull hanging from it.

      I figured it said a whole lot about a person when the most merciful thing about them was a bird skull around their neck. It was instantly clear why Monsieur Nolan had never mentioned having a sister. There couldn’t be two more different people on the planet than my kind and loving guardian with his silly moustache and his beautiful but standoffish sister.

      “Anna Sophia,” she said curtly, nodding in my direction. Just the way she said my name made me stand straighter. I felt like the headmistress of our school was examining my shoes to see if they were properly polished.

      “Oui,” I said, moving toward her with my hand extended, as I’d always been taught to do.

      She very slightly raised one eyebrow, as if this amused her in a pitiful sort of way. She did not take my hand. Instead, she let me stand there like an idiot until I dropped it back to my side.

      “I assume you’ve deduced I am Evelyne Nolan. My brother indicates we have much to discuss, so I suggest we find a quiet café and begin doing so.”

      Lauraleigh stepped forward. As if not to be discounted in this awkward introduction, she stated assertively, “I’m Lauraleigh. I travel with Anna.”

      But Evelyne did discount her. She ignored Lauraleigh completely. She just turned and started walking toward the exit as if Lauraleigh hadn’t spoken a word. I gawked at her retreating figure, trying to decide how in the world we were supposed to interact with this woman when there didn’t seem to be a shred of decency in her.

      “Wow,” Lauraleigh whispered. “That’s seriously cold. How do you think she even knew who we were?”

      Even though she was now quite a distance ahead of us, Evelyne Nolan turned. She marched right back toward us until she was close enough to speak. In a tone that was pure acid, she said, “You mean aside from the fact you’re the only passengers from that flight who are still here?” Her eyes traveled over me and indicated that what she saw was incredibly lacking. “I was told to expect a witch of uncommon potential and her pet. It wasn’t a difficult deduction to make.” She turned away again and started walking.

      “Lauraleigh’s not my pet!” I burst out. “She’s my friend.”

      Evelyne Nolan turned to give me an arctic stare. Her expression was one of utter disdain, as if having to address me was both a painful and distasteful chore. “Many witches have a familiar,” she said in a voice devoid of intonation. “Though most prefer cats or hares, you seem to have chosen a young human.” With a slight shrug, as if dismissing a disgusting bug, she once again turned on her heels and headed for the exit.

      I was so stunned and angry; a ball of hot magic boiled up inside me and was ready to burst out in an uncontrolled and frightening way. I knew the feeling was my body’s way of warning me to be careful. But I didn’t want to be careful. I wanted to strike out at this woman.

      Who does she think she is, insulting Lauraleigh like that?

      Lauraleigh, always able to intuit what was happening with me, reached out to put her hand on my arm. “Let it go, Anna. Please. It doesn’t matter.”

      “But it does matter!” I blurted. “What a… witch!”

      Lauraleigh smiled, catching the irony. As far as we knew, I was the only witch in our trio. I knew we were both thinking that there were witches, and there were witches — and Evelyne Nolan most definitely belonged in the latter category.

      Lauraleigh squeezed my shoulder and smiled, just as Evelyne strode back to where we were standing.

      In a voice that could cut steel, she demanded, “Do you plan on standing here talking about the finer points of witches all day? Because you may want to accompany me somewhere more appropriate to the discussion.”

      “Oh,” I said, smiling sweetly, “were you ready to leave? I’m sorry, we didn’t notice.”

      I was sarcastic and probably rude, but I didn’t care. I was trying to take Lauraleigh’s advice and calm the roiling mass of energy that rumbled inside me. If slinging a little of Evelyne Nolan’s sarcasm back to her was going to help me do that, so be it.

      Without a word, Evelyne turned on her expensive heels and strode toward the exit.

      “Let’s just follow her,” Lauraleigh said, feigning cheerfulness. “Considering we don’t have much choice.” She picked up her suitcase. “Come along, Master,” she said with a laugh. “Meow!”

      “Don’t do that!” I said. I couldn’t tell what horrified me more — that Lauraleigh would do such a thing, or that it made me smile with a strange sense of… power. “That’s not even funny!”

      “Well… a little bit it is.” Lauraleigh pulled on my arm. “Come on, before Evelyne the Witch returns to throw more wrath our way.”

      Picking up my suitcase, I sighed. We started walking toward the exit.

      “She has seriously bionic ears,” I said. “You’d think Monsieur Nolan could have warned us about that.”

      “Well, he did say she was hard to take at first.”

      “Yeah, but calling her prickly is kinda like calling King Kong a big monkey.”

      Lauraleigh laughed. “True. But, who knows… She did say we’re going to a café. Maybe she’s nicer than she looks. Maybe she’s just one of those adults who thinks she has to establish a point of power and control when she first meets kids.”

      “I hope so,” I said, though I had no intention of giving Evelyne the benefit of the doubt just yet. Back in Siberia, the water spirit Vodyanoy had turned out to be quite nice, but he had tried to drown me first, and I wasn’t about to forget that. “I think you see the good in everyone a lot sooner than I do. Except for the wanting to turn you into dinner part, I’d take Baba Yaga’s craziness any time over Evelyne Nolan’s iciness.”

      Lauraleigh’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. In hindsight, that might not have been exactly the right thing to say, but there was no time to think about it or try to explain. We practically had to jog to catch up to the Ice Queen, who was showing no indication of slowing down, despite knowing we were hauling our luggage.

      It was a good thing Evelyne Nolan was so far ahead of us. Hopefully, it meant she couldn’t hear us talk about her.

      After leading us to the airport parking lot, Evelyne stopped in front of an expensive black car. I thought it looked like the perfect vehicle for her: sleek, well-appointed, and — for sure — high maintenance. Using a remote, she popped the trunk and quickly moved toward the driver’s door.

      I couldn’t help thinking that even the grim Gavril had picked up our luggage back in Russia — before abandoning us in the Siberian forest, that was. I was ready to comment about Evelyne not bothering to help us. But just then I glanced at Lauraleigh — who was subtly shaking her head, communicating an unspoken suggestion to bite my tongue and just put my suitcase in the trunk. So, I did, but only because I loved Lauraleigh and didn’t want to upset her.

      What I wanted to do was make Evelyne Nolan’s perfectly formed bun burst into flames.

      But I didn’t… for Lauraleigh’s sake.
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      I thought it was kind of funny — even without talking about it, Lauraleigh and I instinctively sat in the back. Obviously, neither one of us wanted to be alone in the front with Evelyne.

      If that bothered her, she didn’t show it. She didn’t show any emotion at all. She just navigated the car through Ottawa’s busy streets without uttering a word. The traffic was horrible, but both the car and driver glided along silently. I don’t usually mind silence; but with her, for some reason, it felt awkward.

      I hadn’t expected Ottawa to be so busy. Or so pretty. We weren’t traveling fast because of all the traffic, so we had plenty of time to look out the windows. On one side of us joggers and bicyclists followed a path along a river, and to the other, some buildings towered on a hill not too far away. They looked grand, having multiple towers and tall spires that rose toward a deep, blue sky.

      “Is that some kind of castle?” I was half afraid to break the code of silence that seemed part of Evelyne Nolan’s travel etiquette, but I was also curious.

      “If you came to see castles,” she answered derisively, “I suggest you go to Quebec or Montreal.”

      It was quiet for a second before I said, “I just asked.”

      Several minutes passed. Evelyne Nolan said, “Those were the Parliament buildings.”

      And that was that.
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* * *

      Finally, after what felt like entire epochs of time, Lauraleigh asked Evelyne where we were going. I thought it was a very brave thing for her to do.

      Evelyne scowled as she glanced at us in the rearview mirror. I nearly demanded to know if she wanted us to stay mute the entire time we were together. She acted like our words were a burden she was forced to endure.

      Suddenly, I pictured Squire — the floating hand that had helped me so much in my quest to find my father. Smiling to myself, I imagined him repeatedly slapping Evelyne’s face for me.

      Whap, whap, whap, whap!

      I was about to laugh out loud when Evelyne said, “My brother indicated it would not be in our best interest to have our conversation overheard by strangers. So, we’re going to where they don’t speak French.”

      “Well, wouldn’t your house be the most private?” I offered, although I didn’t think Evelyne Nolan was the type to invite people over for tea.

      “This is not where I live,” she replied tartly.

      Whap, whap! I silently commanded my imaginary Squire. Whap, whap, whap!

      It was a good thing Lauraleigh couldn’t read my mind. She would have never approved of me directing Squire to slap someone — even Evelyne, and even if it was only in my imagination. She’d remind me that giving into dark thoughts only brought in more darkness. And she’d be right about that.

      But picturing my loyal floating hand carrying out my command amused me. And feeling amused helped calm that strange boiling spot in my stomach where I knew my magic lay. A spot Evelyne Nolan seemed able to ignite in an instant.

      “How is it possible to go where they don’t speak French?” Lauraleigh asked, sounding somewhat timid. “I thought everyone spoke French here.”

      Evelyne gave a brief bark of a laugh. Well, not a real laugh — it was more like a disdainful snort. “No, they don’t. But you don’t want to get into the complexities of that situation; I assure you.” Her eyes remained fixed on the road. “Let’s simply say that some people speak both French and English, some don’t, and many can, but refuse to. And some do, but pretend they don’t.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Lauraleigh said.

      “Whether it makes sense or not is irrelevant,” Evelyne snapped. “It’s how the country is. And since I imagine we’ll continue to speak French with one another, we are going to a café in an English part of town.”

      Whap, whap.

      Lauraleigh and I didn’t utter another word until Evelyne finally slowed the car and parked in front of a row of businesses, one of which we assumed was the English-speaking café. As we got out of the car, I promised myself that I wouldn’t do any more mental slapping, no matter how mad Evelyne Nolan made me. I needed to work harder at keeping the darkness away — especially because it seemed so funny to me.

      Darkness is never funny.

      Never.
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* * *

      Evelyne didn’t strike me as the kind of person who frequented greasy diners for stale coffee, so I expected the café to be upscale and expensive, and it was.

      It was cozier than I had expected though, and it had the advantage of having tables spaced far enough apart so people could speak without being overheard. Looking around at the high ceilings, the polished and gleaming wood, and the beautiful floor-to-ceiling windows, I wondered if Evelyne often came here for private conversations with people. I struggled to imagine her having conversations with anyone — private or otherwise — unless she was obligated to do so.

      Like she was with us.

      She strode toward a table in the far corner. I noticed people turning to look at her as she passed — like she might be someone famous but they couldn’t quite pinpoint who; or maybe it was her glacial beauty that attracted so much attention. I was sure her closed and steely expression prevented anyone from ever approaching her, so I figured the table she chose would provide all the privacy we needed.

      Within seconds after we sat ourselves, a server approached. Lauraleigh asked for a cappuccino, I asked for tea, and Evelyne asked for a pot of hot water and a cup. When she saw Lauraleigh and I looking surprised, she took a teabag from her purse and set it on a napkin, saying nothing.

      The teabag looked homemade, and when she placed it in the pot of water, it didn’t smell like any tea I’d ever had. It reminded me of a forest — as if it were a tea made from pine needles or something.

      In my head, I had been calling her Evelyne. Or Evelyne Nolan because it felt to me like one long name. But I didn’t think she’d be happy if I called her either one of those things to her face. I was still so mad about her calling Lauraleigh my pet, I didn’t want to give her the respect of addressing her as Mademoiselle or Madame. Besides, I didn’t even know if she was married, so how should I know what to call her?

      She wasn’t wearing a ring, and I couldn’t imagine she would be married. Who’d ever marry a person so stern and distant?

      I decided not to call her anything.

      “So. Why are you here?” she asked, interrupting my inner monologue.

      “What did Monsieur Nolan tell you?” I asked bluntly. I didn’t trust her at all, and I wanted to know what information he had given her.

      “Not a great deal.” She sounding annoyed. “He said he was sending me a well-connected and powerful little witch in need of my help. He said the rest would be better-explained face to face. So, we are face to face.”

      I was quiet for a moment. No way was I going to tell her everything. Not until I was sure I could trust her. Actually — not until I was sure I could trust her and like her, which had a remote chance of ever happening.

      Choosing my words carefully, I said, “We’re looking for a… ah, an artifact. A magical one. We think my mother hid it somewhere in Canada. But we need your help to find it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we don’t know this country. And you do.” Yeah, I was sounding peevish.

      “Where’s your mother?” she asked. I suspected she knew the answer to that perfectly well.

      “Dead,” I said, without a hint of emotion.

      She seemed to be testing me, though on what — or for what purpose — I had no idea. I just knew, in my gut, I wouldn’t win any points if she thought I was even a little bit sentimental.

      She leaned away from me, managing to appear even more uninvolved than before. “And why do you think it’s in Canada?”

      “Well, according to my father, the odds are she’d have hidden it on the other side of the world. Which, if you’re in Siberia, may mean Canada. Plus, she left some clues pointing here.”

      Evelyne pursed her lips, looking thoughtful. She didn’t say anything for what seemed like a century. “You’re a witch,” she said finally.

      I nodded.

      “Prove it.”

      “What?”

      “Prove you’re a witch.”

      “But… Didn’t Monsieur Nolan tell you—?”

      “What my brother told me is irrelevant. I must know what you can tell me, and what you can do. If you’re unable to prove to me you’re a witch, I’ll simply put you back on a plane to Geneva as soon as you’re done with your tea. Unless, of course, you and your pet prefer to wander through Canada on your own.”

      “Lauraleigh is not my pet,” I said, staring at her. There it was again — that flame bursting in the pit of my stomach. The flame of anger. “She’s my friend. I told you that once already.”
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      The flame grew inside me — no, it exploded inside me — making me feel bold. Before I could stop myself, I asked, “Are you a slow learner, Mademoiselle Nolan?” A thin red fog colored everything and everyone around me.

      I watched the obnoxious woman, grinding my teeth, feeling the darkness touch a corner of my heart. Oh my God. I clenched and unclenched my fists. I’m going to lash out at her.

      I heard Lauraleigh’s intake of breath, but I didn’t move my gaze from Evelyne’s face. I said, “There’s no shame in being slow. And now that I know this about you, I’m willing to repeat myself as often as necessary.”

      Staring at her without blinking, I spoke very slowly.

      “Lauraleigh — Jeanneret — is — not — my — pet.”
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      A look of shock registered on Evelyne’s face.

      She leaned back even more against her chair and seemed to take a second or two to regain her composure. I felt a swift kick under the table from Lauraleigh, but I ignored it — a jolt of satisfaction was running through me, and I wasn’t about to let it go. It felt good to send a zinger Evelyne’s way for a change, instead of the other way around.

      The built-up magic tension in the pit of my stomach eased a little. And that was a good thing.

      “I assume you’re unable to prove you’re a witch,” Evelyne stated, evidently unaffected by my snarky comment. But I knew she was impressed. I could see it in the slight darkening of her eyes; in the measly raising of her left shoulder.

      “I’m not unable.” I made a point of looking around: although we were isolated enough, most of the tables had people at them. I noticed an unlit candle in front of Lauraleigh. Once I was sure nobody was looking, I pointed a finger at it and set it alight. I was always best at fire.

      “Parlor tricks,” Evelyne snapped. “I said show me what you can do, not play games.”

      “But…”

      “But what?”

      “But these people,” I said. “They’ll see.”

      Her eyes bored into mine, filling me with cold. “If you’re a witch, you’ll make sure they don’t.”

      This was true. I could think of all sorts of ways to do that. I could freeze time and move things around the café… maybe. Or maybe I could just push my hand through the table — just like I managed to pass through a wall back in Montmorency’s manor. Or try to become invisible for a few moments, like I did in those dungeons when I had to grab the key to set the girls free. Or turn the candle into a toad, just like I had turned a green snake into a scarf back in the orphanage.

      There was one problem, though. I did all those things when I had no other choice — I did them on intuition, in the spur of the moment, and I had no idea how to perform any of them on request as if I were a magician on stage.

      Also… Wouldn’t using my powers on others for no reason except to show off just feed the darkness that always lived inside me? Hadn’t I learned my lesson about that?

      I shook my head. Using magic for anything but a clearly good cause would do nothing but strengthen the part of me I was trying to restrain.

      “No,” I stated.

      “Excuse me?” Evelyne said. “No?”

      “No,” I repeated firmly. “I’m not going to cast any spells on these people. They haven’t done anything.”

      “It’s hardly a spell,” she replied. “All you have to do is make them not notice what you do. Distract them from something they might not pay any attention to, anyway.”

      “No,” I said for the third time. “I’m not going to manipulate people for no good reason. Even for a good one, I’d hesitate. Either you accept my word and the word of your brother… or you don’t.”

      She leaned forward in her chair and took a sip of tea. “What does your pet think you should do?” she asked, cocking her head in Lauraleigh’s direction.

      I was about to explode, but Lauraleigh put her hand on mine. “Anna, don’t,” she cautioned. “She’s baiting you.”

      Lauraleigh was right. I was being baited, and I nearly bit. I took a deep breath, trying to still the hot anger still roiling inside me, remembering what my father had told me about how dangerous my anger could be. “Anna,” he had warned, “anger will only make the shadow grow…”

      I took a few calming breaths, thinking of my father’s powerful, reassuring presence. When I felt more in control of my emotions, I turned my focus back to Lauraleigh and Evelyne. I must have switched off for a few moments, because when I became aware of my surroundings again, the conversation had moved on.

      “I travel with Anna,” Lauraleigh was saying. She was speaking slowly and carefully. “I went to Siberia with her, and I’m going to accompany her here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I help her.”

      Evelyne gave her a thin smile. “And what exactly is it you do to help her?”

      “Whatever she needs me to do.”

      “Magic?”

      “No, not magic. Whatever else she needs.”

      “I expect you’re useless, then.” Evelyne grunted and sipped some more tea. “You can’t come with us.”

      Before I could protest, Lauraleigh laughed. “Can’t a girl have a pet?”

      “Lauraleigh!” I said, shocked. I couldn’t believe she was giving Evelyne the satisfaction of referring to herself like that.

      “Not where we’ll be going, no,” Evelyne replied. “No excess baggage allowed.”

      To my surprise, Lauraleigh’s smile stayed in place. “It’s Anna’s quest. And she’s more powerful than you. Shouldn’t it be her choice?”

      Evelyne’s eyebrow went up and down ever so slightly. “What makes you think she’s more powerful?” Her voice betrayed her for the first time, sounding almost imperceptibly less haughty than just moments before.

      Touché, Lauraleigh.

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Lauraleigh said. “And if even I can tell…” She let the sentence dangle while she sipped her cappuccino.

      Evelyne’s eyes drifted from Lauraleigh to me and back to Lauraleigh.

      I waited for the explosion, but none came.

      “She may, perhaps, be more powerful than I—” Evelyne said. “But she isn’t more experienced.”

      “Which is why we need your help.” Lauraleigh’s voice was almost a whisper. “And why she needs mine.”

      “And how much help were you on her last adventure?” Evelyne’s sarcasm punctuated every word.

      That’s when I knew that Evelyne Nolan knew exactly what had happened in Siberia. Any hope I’d had that she hadn’t been aware of our troubles there, vanished.

      What could Lauraleigh say? The truth was she had ended up captured, leaving me to face the most dangerous part of that adventure alone. It hadn’t been her fault. Not even a little. And it had all turned out fine in the end… But we both knew we had no way of explaining that to Evelyne.

      Evelyne sat, waiting, tapping an overly-manicured nail on the table, a smug look plastered across her face. 

      Wait a second. Every bit of this is a test. Everything she says is a way to bait us and see what we’re made of — to see what we’re like, and whether she can trust us. That’s why she wanted to see if I’d cast a spell, and it’s why she made sure we were in a public space when she asked. Lauraleigh knows this. Of course, she knows this. It’s why she’s not losing her temper. She’s just not taking the bait.

      “Lauraleigh comes with us,” I said. “It doesn’t matter what you think. She’s non-negotiable. I know what she’s worth to me, even if you don’t.”

      Evelyne’s eyes flicked from me to Lauraleigh, who was sitting with her back erect and her face carefully blank — betraying nothing she might be thinking.

      “And if I say no?”

      “Then you say no,” I said. “We’ll go without you.”

      “You can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “For the same reason you’re sitting here talking to me. Because you need me.”

      “Monsieur Nolan told us we needed you. And maybe we do. But if you choose not to help us, it won’t be your problem anymore, will it? We’ll find someone else.”

      “You won’t,” Evelyne stated. “Fabrice tends to know what he’s doing, even if it doesn’t seem like it. He knows this isn’t something you can accomplish on your own. This isn’t your land, Anna Sophia. It isn’t your home. If, indeed, you’re more powerful than I am — and that remains to be seen — it will only be true in your native land. It won’t hold true here.”

      Evelyne studied me coolly for a moment before adding, “If you’re foolish enough to think you can simply open the phone book and find a guide who’ll take a witch and her pet on an expedition to look for an artifact, then I suggest you think again. There aren’t any.”

      I suspected she was telling us the truth about not being able to find a guide. But before I could respond, Evelyne’s glance shifted to Lauraleigh. “You weren’t much use in Russia, were you?”

      “I think that depends on how you define use,” Lauraleigh said calmly, giving Evelyne an unblinking stare.

      She was right. Although Lauraleigh couldn’t stop all the bad things from happening, she empowered me in a different way. Lauraleigh is good — genuinely good. But even more importantly… she’s wise. That combination of wisdom and goodness in her made me stronger, helping me resist all the darkness that using magic brought out in me. Without Lauraleigh, I’d simply self-destruct. Evelyne’s snarky comments about my friend were making me madder by the minute.

      “Lauraleigh helped me a lot in Russia,” I said, fighting the urge to roar in Evelyne’s frosty face. “Whatever you heard about it carries no weight because you weren’t there. I was there. And I wouldn’t have survived without her.”

      “Think what you will,” Evelyne sighed. “But before you go running off into a wilderness you neither know nor understand, grasp one simple idea. While you’re here, your powers will fade away. You won’t feel the loss immediately, but it’ll happen. No one knows when — and where — you discover this. You’ll need to factor this into whatever you do, or it could spell your demise.”

      As Evelyne’s eyes bored into mine, I noticed their color for the first time: a frosty blue that was nearly sapphire — a color I had only seen in the glacial ice around Lake Baikal. She seemed to consider her next words carefully. “Don’t waste your energy, Anna Sophia.”

      I grunted, still reeling from my earlier fit of anger that found no way out. The shadow still coiled around my heart, urging me to lash out.

      As if to diffuse my anger, Evelyne spoke in a less intense tone. “My brother asked me to provide you some education. You may consider our meeting your first lesson.”

      I didn’t respond. It occurred to me that Lauraleigh and I might truly be in over our heads. I had almost died searching for Baba Yaga’s heart. And if I had, neither Lauraleigh nor my dad would have survived the fate Baba Yaga had planned for them. Koschey would have remained locked in the cage, probably forever. And what my grandma had in store for Lauraleigh was too horrible to think about.

      If searching for Koschey’s heart would put us in even greater dangers — and if my powers would diminish here in Canada — how would we possibly survive without help?
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      Evelyne poured herself more tea. We all stayed silent for quite a while, watching her stir the sugar in her cup.

      “What else can you tell me?” she asked.

      Her question surprised me. I looked up. “I can tell you lots of things, but it doesn’t mean I will. What do you want to know?” I thought I caught an appreciative glint in her eyes, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “You lurked alone for much of the time in Siberia, didn’t you?”

      Lurked? What a bizarre choice of a word. “Yes,” I said.

      “How did you find — eh, the artifact — that you searched for?”

      She couldn’t have known the details of what I went through in Siberia. Some I had only told my father, some only to Lauraleigh. Some I had never told to anyone. “I asked the right people.” It was true enough.

      “And how did you find those people?”

      “Oh. My father sent me to someone to begin with. And after that… One person led to the next, I guess.” I shrugged, wondering what she was after.

      Evelyne persisted with her interrogation. “And how did you know they were the right people?”

      “Well,” I said, thinking, “I suppose I didn’t always know for sure. But obviously, they were, since I found what I needed.”

      Evelyne shot me a scathing look. It crossed my mind again that Monsieur Nolan calling her prickly was generous. Cacti are prickly. Evelyne Nolan made cacti seem positively huggable.

      “Is this how you plan to proceed?” She managed to sound so disdainful that the fantasy of Squire slapping her popped up before I could squelch the thought.

      The ever-present shadow of anger reached out to touch my heart with its hot tentacle. “What else can we do?” I closed my eyes for a second to force that shadow away. When I opened my eyes again, I found Evelyne studying me from across the table. “We don’t have many clues,” I said. “We must find the right people to help us, and Monsieur Nolan said the first one would be you. Obviously, he made a mistake.”

      I caught Lauraleigh’s look of surprise, but I just shrugged. I knew I was rude — but no ruder than Evelyne Nolan. Her attitude was wearing me down.

      “This is the best you can think of?” Evelyne seemed outraged. Turning to Lauraleigh, she demanded, “You — Luanne, Laura — whatever your name is… what do you have to say?”

      “It’s Lauraleigh. And Anna’s the one who knows how to do these things. I trust her on this.”

      Evelyne shut her eyes, pressing her fingers against her lids. “When my brother — my half-brother, I should say — mentioned he was sending me two girls, he conveniently forgot to specify that you’re both idiots.”

      For the first time, Lauraleigh looked hurt. She had let everything else Evelyne Nolan said or did roll right off her back in a way that amazed me. But Lauraleigh always prided herself on being smart, and this remark seemed to cut deeply.

      Seeing her hurt infuriated me even more. The shadow laughed and grew in the pit of my stomach, making the world around me take a red hue. It felt like a gust of hot wind were fanning the flames inside me.

      I mustn’t use magic. I must use words. I took a deep breath, stilling that growing fire.

      I looked Evelyne Nolan right in her arctic eyes. “You know what they taught us in school?”

      Evelyne smiled. “I suspect you’re about to enlighten me.”

      I took the deepest breath in my life. “The problem with the world is not that everyone doesn’t have a brain. Rather, that everyone does have a tongue. Sister Constance always says a sharp tongue doesn’t indicate a sharp mind.”

      Evelyne simply smiled. “You think you’re a clever girl, Anna Sophia. But you got through your little Russian adventure by dumb luck. And let me tell you both something: Luck runs out.” She took a sip of her tea. “You say you found the right people to give you the answers? I regret they never taught you to ask the right questions.”

      Kot Bayun taught me a lot about asking the right questions. But I had no desire to tell Evelyne Nolan about that wise and terrifying cat. Instead, I just wanted to get up and leave.

      Lauraleigh gave me a gentle kick under the table, as if she knew exactly what I was about to do. She seemed to encourage me to see this whole thing through.

      I wondered if Evelyne was still testing us. “So…” I said, drawing out my words, “what do you think we should ask you?”

      Just like Kot Bayun did on that island in the middle of Lake Baikal, Evelyne ignored my question like I hadn’t even spoken. “Did you know your mother?” she asked.

      It annoyed me when the cat did it, and it annoyed me now. Anger flared inside me, making my face hot. “I told you. She’s dead.”

      “Not the same thing.”

      “No, I never knew her. So what? What does that have to do with anything?”

      Evelyne sighed. She signaled a waitress and asked for more hot water. When it arrived, she pulled a new teabag from her purse and dropped it in the pot.

      Then she just sat there while the tea steeped, not answering my question — not saying anything at all. After a while, she gave the steam coming out of the pot a sniff and grunted with approval. She poured some of her tea into my empty mug. “Drink that,” she said.

      “Why? What is it?” I had no intention of following Evelyne Nolan’s commands.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake. It’s just tea,” Evelyne said, looking exasperated. “It’s my own brew. It helps strengthen and unclutter the mind. You could clearly use some of it.”

      I bristled and didn’t touch the cup.

      Evelyne stared straight into my eyes. “If you won’t trust me, Anna Sophia, I can do nothing to help you. Drink the tea.” I felt her willpower directed at me as surely as if she were casting a spell.

      “You’re mean,” I said. “You haven’t given me any reason to trust you, and you can’t force me to drink something when I don’t trust you.”

      “You think I’m mean? You’ve no idea. But you’re correct, I can’t force you to trust me or to drink the tea.” She leaned back in her chair, suddenly looking relaxed and detached. “That said, Anna Sophia, drink the tea, or go back to Geneva. Your choice.”

      “Drink it yourself,” I said.

      Evelyne raised her eyebrow. “What, you think I’m poisoning you?” She reached over and grabbed my cup. She drank from it and slid it back, leaving a purple imprint of her lips on the rim. “Feel better now?” Her voice brimmed with sarcasm. “Now drink.”

      I turned the cup to its unstained side and drained it. The tea surprised me — I’d never tasted anything quite like it. It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t good either. It was kind of earthy. Like pine and flowers and herbs, and I don’t even know what else.

      I hated to admit it, but within seconds, my mind did feel clearer. The anger faded and the shadow withdrew from my heart, if only a little. I could almost sense where the conversation was going.
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      “So?” Evelyne asked in a softer tone.

      I had no idea what she wanted, so I just shrugged.

      “So,” she repeated. “That artifact of yours. Why do you think it’s hidden here?”

      “I told you!” I exclaimed. “All the clues point to Canada.”

      “Try to think about it from a different angle, Anna Sophia. Why here?” She regarded me, her eyes serious, making me think.

      “Are you asking me why she chose Canada?”

      With what looked like considerable effort, Evelyne nodded. “Yes. That’s exactly what I am asking.”

      When I didn’t respond immediately, she glanced at Lauraleigh and back at me. “If you don’t understand why a thing happens to be in a specific place, you can’t hope to find it.”

      If the tea was supposed to make me understand Evelyne’s riddles, it didn’t work.

      “Girls!” Evelyne cried out. “Think. When you hunt deer, where would you go to find them?”  

      “To their watering hole,” Lauraleigh said. “I’ve read that’s the best place to find most animals.”

      Evelyne nodded. “Correct. But why? Why is that the best place?”

      “Because they need to drink,” Lauraleigh said. “No matter what, they have to do that. So, you go to where they usually drink, increasing your chances of finding them… right?”

      “Essentially, yes.” Evelyne nodded again. “But the issue becomes finding that watering hole, correct?”

      We both nodded, saying nothing.

      “This mysterious artifact of yours — that’s the watering hole. Your mother is the deer. Now…” she said, pointing a perfectly manicured finger at Lauraleigh, “you mentioned the deer goes to a watering hole because it must drink. Because it wants water. But if we didn’t know what the deer was thinking — didn’t know what it needs — we wouldn’t know to look for a watering hole in the first place, would we? So, I ask again, Anna Sophia: Why here?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, feeling the pent-up frustration making a comeback. “I get what you’re saying, but I never knew my mom. How should I know what she was thinking? Or what she needed? For all I know, she took the world map, closed her eyes, and threw a dart at it.”

      “I’m starting to see why you need your… ah, friend around.” Evelyne sighed and proceeded to insult Lauraleigh just the same. “So… Lana… do you have any thoughts?”

      “It’s Lauraleigh, as I’m sure you must know by now, Ms. Nolan. And I’d say we must find out more about Anna’s mother, so we can figure out what she thought. We must find people who knew her, and ask them questions that will help us understand her.”

      Evelyne remained silent, and Lauraleigh continued, “I suppose we could ask people in Russia…”

      She let her sentence dangle, and I knew Lauraleigh took care not to reveal any details I hadn’t already mentioned. I appreciated that. In the last few minutes, Evelyne had seemed a little nicer, but in no way did I trust her to stay that way.

      “We won’t have to bother the Russians,” Evelyne said. “At least not yet. Well!” She gave the polished surface of the table a light slap. “We can’t accomplish our next step here. Best to move forward, not backward.” She began packing up her teabags.

      “Wait,” I said. “So, you will help us?”

      “My brother asked me to. Apparently, my answer is yes.”

      “What? All this here was just—” The anger inside me rushed straight into my heart and my head. Nearly at a loss for words, I fought the urge to scream at this bizarre woman. “This was what — your version of a parlor game? You’ve intended to help us all along?”

      “Not a parlor game.” Evelyne stood. “I had to see what you’re made of — get your measure, so to speak. Whether you recognize it or not, it matters less if you trust me than if I’m willing to trust you, Anna Sophia.”

      I completely disagreed with her. It was critical for us to trust her if we decided to involve her in this mission. But instead of letting my frustration out, I asked, “Will you keep insulting us?”

      “Most likely, yes. But not gratuitously.”

      “What does that mean?” I hated that I didn’t understand one of her big words.

      “It means not without cause.” Casually changing the topic, she said, “So, tell me about these clues you refer to.”

      Did she just say we’d have to deserve her insults? That was it. The shadows inside me sang with their angry, savage joy. Evelyne had crossed all the possible lines, and this time I intended to put her in her place.

      Before I could open my mouth, Lauraleigh placed her gentle hand on my shoulder. “Wait a second, Anna Sophia,” she half-whispered. To Evelyne, she said, “The first clue goes like this: ‘Dams are woven, and double-tongued river rats teem, and the blood of trees grows sweet.’”

      “Canada, obviously,” Evelyne said.

      “That’s just what Monsieur Nolan said!” Lauraleigh cooed, giving my shoulder a soft massage. She continued, “‘Find the crème glacée Russe,’ and then… What was it, Anna? Something about beautiful Siberia and salmon, I think.”

      That gave me the time to get my emotions under control again. I patted Lauraleigh’s hand, thanking her, telling her I was back to normal. “It just went ‘notre belle terre,’ which doesn’t have to mean Siberia,” I said.

      Lauraleigh stopped massaging my shoulder and finished her cappuccino. “Do you remember those lines about angels and brothers, Anna Sophia?”

      “‘Ne médisez pas de moi, mes anges,’” I said. “Do not spoil me, my angels… And something else about ‘elder brothers’ that I can’t recall exactly.”

      Evelyne sat down on her chair again and stared at us, her eyebrows raised. “What was that last bit again? About the elder brothers?”

      “‘Elder brother and my elder brother,’” Lauraleigh recited. “At least, I think it went like that, didn’t it?” She turned to me, as did Evelyne — whose eyes seemed laser focused.

      “Yes,” I said, “that’s it. But this line doesn’t make any more sense than the others.” I pulled my mother’s paper from my inner pocket, folded it so Evelyne couldn’t see the last two lines written in Russian, and placed it on the table before her. “You can just read it.”

      Evelyne read the page several times. A muscle began to twitch along her jawline.

      I watched her face, mesmerized by the first display of Evelyne’s emotion. “Hey — do you know what it means?” I asked. 

      The twitch grew more pronounced.

      Lauraleigh furrowed her eyebrows, looking worried. “Ms. Nolan?” she called.

      “It’s a hint,” Evelyne said through gritted teeth. “A small one, but it’s most certainly a hint.” She pulled a crumpled bill from her purse and set it on the table.

      “What sort of hint?” I asked.

      “I begin to get a sense of why my brother sent you to me,” Evelyne said, her voice still sounding oddly tense — even for her. “I can’t believe he’d do such a thing.”

      At that, Evelyne stood again and stalked out of the café.

      I hid the paper in my pocket, wondering what on earth had made her so mad.

      Lauraleigh and I followed her cautiously. I said to Lauraleigh, “I hope we’re not anywhere near Monsieur Nolan the next time she speaks to him! She’s a danger to life.”
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      A few minutes after Evelyne had left the café, Lauraleigh and I found her sitting in the car, fuming.

      “Umm… are you okay?” I asked.

      She tapped her nails on the steering wheel. “I’m quite fine, thank you.” She still spoke through clenched teeth. “I merely wish my brother had been a bit more forthcoming.”

      “About what?”

      “About nothing I’m going to discuss with you,” she snapped. “Fasten your seatbelts, please. We’re leaving.”

      Her tone was so sharp and angry that I had no desire to ask where we were going. Lauraleigh seemed to also prefer silence. I guess we both assumed we’d figure it out sooner or later.

      And we did — some forty-five silent minutes later, when Evelyne pulled her car into the parking lot of a massive warehouse of some sort. 

      The name SPORT CHEK was splashed across a big sign, and underneath it said, Your Better Starts Here.

      “Your better starts here?” I mouthed to Lauraleigh.

      She just shrugged and smiled.

      “What are we doing here?” I asked Evelyne.

      “Really, Anna, your powers of deduction are remarkable,” Evelyne said, her usual sarcasm in high gear. “As in, remarkably non-existent.” She rolled her eyes. “We are, quite obviously, at Sport Chek to do some shopping.”

      We all got out of the car and walked toward the store.

      “Get a cart,” Evelyne ordered as we walked past a cart corral.

      I grabbed one and followed her, the metal contraption rattling under my hands.

      “You too, girl.” She pointed to another cart corral. Lauraleigh made a face of surprise, but grabbed a cart. We shared a look between us. How much stuff are we going to get?

      “Don’t worry,” Evelyne said. “Most things will be lightweight.”

      “Can’t I just use magic for what we need?” I asked. It was just my luck to get a cart with a crooked wheel. It took every ounce of strength I had to push the thing in the direction I wanted it to go.

      “I’d rather not muddle your head,” Evelyne replied, ignoring my rogue steering. “It’s easily muddled.”

      I felt my jaw drop, and was about to remind her she wasn’t going to insult us without reason, when Lauraleigh intervened.

      “I know Anna has a trust fund and a credit card,” she said, “but I don’t know if the credit limit is high enough to fill two carts.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Evelyne said. “You’ll pay me back every cent.”

      What to make of that? I could tell by the worried look on Lauraleigh’s face that she shared my concern.

      We went in through the sliding glass doors. Inside, the store was mind-bending. I had heard of superstores before, but the little town where our  Collège was located didn’t have one. Not that Sister Constance would have let us inside if there had been one: so much stuff, much of it labeled with little yellow stickers screaming 50% off! I could just imagine her fussy voice lecturing us about the evils of consumerism: “Getting more stuff should not be the sole purpose of life.”

      I sighed. Ah, those carefree days in the Collège. I just didn’t know how lucky I was, simply living there and studying and getting annoyed with the antics of Jean-Sébastien and his irksome friends from the Luyons Orphanage.

      Evelyne was zipping past the aisles. The store sold every kind of sports equipment and sports-related item imaginable. Clothes, dried food, baby sporting equipment alongside grown-up equipment, tents, backpacks, books, maps… The amount of stuff in that store was insane.

      “We have sweaters and a tent and boots,” I said — but, of course, Evelyne ignored me.

      She was a woman on a mission. She either didn’t care about what I’d said or didn’t hear it. She began to throw all sorts of things into the basket: packets of freeze-dried food, water containers, something that looked like ski poles, the biggest coils of rope I’d ever seen — the label said 500 yards — and boots.

      I just stood there and watched as she threw enormous parkas into the already-loaded cart.

      She strode toward a counter with guns on display. Lauraleigh and I gasped. Neither one of us had ever seen a real gun before, and I was hoping she wasn’t expecting us to shoot something. Or someone.

      The man behind the counter was reading a magazine. Evelyne walked right up to him and said, “Shells.”

      “How many and which gauge?” He didn’t even bother to look up.

      “However many you have. And twelve.”

      The man reached up and emptied the entire shelf into a basket. “Happy hunting,” he said, returning to his magazine, apparently unfazed that two girls and a woman would need all his ammunition.

      “Why do we need those?” I asked, still unsettled by the thought of using a gun.

      “I’d think the answer to that is obvious, Anna Sophia. We need shells to put into guns, and we need guns to shoot things.” Evelyne picked up her speed and headed toward another aisle.

      At least she didn’t say to shoot people or animals. Although this did leave me wondering what exactly she was planning to shoot.

      Evelyne breezed through the rest of the store tossing in blankets, an inflatable raft, a parachute, heavy-duty socks, and a few odd things, too — like a packet of bracelet charms, lipstick, and a stopwatch.

      “That’s it,” she declared, moving toward the registers.

      There were eighteen registers open, with all but three having lines of people waiting to check out. Evelyne sailed right past all of them, leaving Lauraleigh and me to stand there with our loaded carts.

      “Wait!” I cried, racing after Evelyne. “We haven’t paid for this stuff!”

      She spun around, and the look on her face was cold enough to freeze the lava spewing out of an active volcano. “I did not steal anything,” she hissed. “I paid. Now grab your carts and meet me at the car.”

      “But how—”

      Without another word, she turned back toward the door and strode through it. Lauraleigh and I looked at each other, wondering what she meant. How could she have paid? We were with her the whole time.

      We stood there for a while, unsure what to do. Finally, fully expecting to hear the alarm go off and see the Canadian police dash at us to whisk us off to jail, I began pushing my cart toward the door. There was a knot in the pit of my stomach the size of a boulder as I noticed Lauraleigh beginning to push her cart next to mine.

      As we went through the electric door, to my surprise, no clerk came running after us; no alarms went off. No policemen were waiting for us, handcuffs on the ready.

      “This is so weird,” whispered Lauraleigh.

      We soon caught up to Evelyne.

      When we got to her car, Evelyne spoke again. “Honestly, girls. I expected better from you.”

      “Better from us?” I sputtered. “How can you even say that? You could have gotten us arrested! And, you… You stole all this. I know you did!”

      “Anna, I told you. I didn’t steal. I paid. It was all quite simple — like making bread.”

      I wondered whether Monsieur Nolan had heard from Uncle Misha about my failed attempts to conjure up bread back in Egor’s castle, and told her about it. She couldn’t have chosen a better example of my failures while learning to use my new powers. I also had to wonder if my grandmother Baba Yaga had told any of them about my one successful attempt at making bread appear out of nothing — and what did that say about the relations between all these strange people?

      Evelyne sized me up, as if trying to guess what I was thinking. She said, “I held in my mind the act of paying, and the feeling of money leaving my hand — and appearing in the cash register. It’s quite simple. The real complexity is in imparting the memory of having been paid in the mind of the clerk. But as I said, it’s a relatively simple bit of magic.”

      I stopped cold, staring at Evelyne in shock. “You’re a… witch?” 

      Amusement danced across Evelyne’s face. “Hello, Captain Obvious!”

      “How can you be a witch?” I felt foolish, as if I’d been cheated — although, come to think of it, Evelyne had never told us she wasn’t a witch. “You and Monsieur Nolan… Is he…” I couldn’t even finish the sentence.

      “No, he’s not,” Evelyne said, a smile playing in the corners of her lips. “But, yes, in answer to your question: I am a witch. I assumed both you girls knew this.” She gave a wink to Lauraleigh, who appeared positively stunned. “Why would you say Anna Sophia is more powerful than I, if you didn’t know whether or not I was a witch?”

      “I — I…” Lauraleigh seemed at a loss for words. I had never seen her like that before. “I said it because I thought you weren’t a witch,” she finally managed. In a softer voice, she added, “And now I’m caught between two witches again. Just like…” Her voice trailed off.

      “Just like back in Russia,” I said for her. “When my grandmother almost killed you.”

      Evelyne smiled. For once, it was a genuine smile and not a sarcastic one. “Don’t worry, little human. I don’t bite.” A smile didn’t seem to fit on Evelyne’s face. After so many frowns and scowls, it almost looked unnatural on her.

      “Uh-huh,” Lauraleigh muttered.

      “I would’ve thought my brother explained this was why he’d sent you to me, for heaven’s sake,” Evelyne said. “Why else would you think he asked me to give you lessons, Anna Sophia?”

      “I… I don’t know. I just… It just never occurred to me you might be a witch. Like me.” 

      “Oh no,” Evelyne said, her smile gone. “I’m a witch, yes. You’re a witch, yes. But I’m nothing like you, Anna Sophia. Nothing.” Evelyne stood straighter. “And you’re definitely nothing like me.”
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      Evelyne shocked me — both by admitting to witchery, and by showing us the kind of magic she could do. But I also got angry, because what she did amounted to stealing. And, well… it’s just wrong.

      As if reading my thoughts, Evelyne sighed. “Oh, Anna. If it makes you feel better, please know that the money did appear in that cash register. We’re not thieves.”

      “Real money?” I asked. I glanced at Lauraleigh, trying to guess what she was thinking.

      Evelyne sighed. “Remember the meal Egor conjured up for you back in his Siberian citadel? Or the bread you conjured up together with your grandmother. Were they real?”

      How does she know these things? I stepped back. Should I be alarmed that she knows, or should I be relieved? “Real enough,” I said.

      “Good,” Evelyne said, like it resolved the entire issue. “Two things I never do: I don’t lie. And I don’t steal.”

      More than anything, I wished Lauraleigh and I could have a few minutes alone to discuss this. But with Evelyne standing there and staring at me without blinking, intense like a hailstorm, that wasn’t about to happen.

      “Hurry along, girls,” Evelyne said. “We’re wasting time when we have so much to do.”

      “If the money is as real as Egor’s meal,” Lauraleigh said, “then I trust we’re cleared.” She leaned to me and stage-whispered, “I’ll trust her on that, Anna.”

      Reluctantly, I agreed. I had no way of checking Evelyne’s statements — but I did see how easily the store people let us out. I could only hope my friend was right.

      Evelyne popped open the trunk. Lauraleigh and I pushed the loaded carts closer. After glancing at the car’s storage area, Lauraleigh burst out laughing. “I hope you ladies know a spell to get all this in there.”

      I appreciated that laughter — it defused the tension a little, and it gave us a chance to just move on.

      Evelyne turned toward me, her sapphire eyes sparkling. “Of course. This time you’ll do it, Anna Sophia.”

      “Me?”

      Evelyne sighed. “Yes, young witch Anna, you. Clear your mind. If you had put your mind to it, you’d have been doing things like this by now.”

      Did she just call me too lazy to learn the so-called simple magic? There went our chance to forget the tension and move on. Did this woman thrive on stressing me out? “I’ve put my mind to it,” I snapped.

      “No,” Evelyne said. “You haven’t. Perhaps you’ve tried. But you haven’t put your mind to it, or you wouldn’t be asking basic questions.”

      “Well, it’s not like it’s easy,” I grumbled, remembering how much I’d strained to make fresh bread appear.

      “Of course, it’s not easy,” Evelyne said sharply. But it is simple. Grasping that concept might be your most important lesson today.”

      Hearing it phrased like that made me realize that maybe it wasn’t a failure on my part — it had never occurred to me that something simple didn’t have to be easy.

      Lauraleigh came up behind me and put her hand on my shoulder. “You’ll get it, Anna,” she said.

      I was ready to learn.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t the day’s only lesson.
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* * *

      “You must clear your mind,” Evelyne said.

      Her words bought back the smell of her mind-clearing tea. I could even feel its earthy taste on my tongue.

      Evelyne’s voice urged me on. “You must gather your energy and collapse all the things we’ve bought. Eliminate all the space between things — between the matches, between the plastic casing. Between their very molecules. Everything.”

      I closed my eyes and pictured a ball of energy reach out from the pit of my stomach to hover over the two shopping carts. The shadow was there — it always was, when I used my magic — but it didn’t dominate. Maybe because Evelyne’s voice sounded business-like and not sarcastic, for once.

      Magic without anger felt pure, although it demanded a lot more effort. I struggled to concentrate and would have given up without Evelyne urging me on.

      How did one remove the empty space between things, anyway? I imagined the ball of energy siphoning that emptiness away, soaking it in, leaving only the hard matter in place.

      I can do this. I focused all my concentration on the items in the cart. I heard Lauraleigh suck in a breath, and I risked opening my eyes to take a quick look. The things in the cart began to collapse in on themselves with a crumpling sound.

      “Concentrate,” Evelyne said. “Visualize the space inside the flakes of the freeze-dried food. The space between the threads making up the sleeping bags. Go deeper, Anna Sophia.”

      My head was beginning to throb — not with pain, but with effort. I slowly became aware of faint scrunching sounds. They seemed to be coming from far away, becoming more intense by the second. My hands moved frantically, as if working on their own to squeeze the fibers of rope together, mash the flakes of the freeze-dried food until not even a molecule of air existed, and compress every thread inside the blankets. Sweat poured from my forehead. The air around us filled with crackling noises and pops.

      The job became harder — the things seemed to resist being crumpled like that. Just when I thought I could no longer endure the effort, Lauraleigh’s voice reached me from what felt like a million kilometers away.

      “You’re doing it, Anna Sophia,” she whispered.

      “Use all your strength!” Evelyne’s voice sounded firm but almost benign. She was coaching me now, not telling me off. “See those molecules; see the spaces between them. Make those spaces disappear.”

      I called up all my energy, working to collapse space, pushing myself harder than I had ever done. The effort made my ears ring and the pit of my stomach scream with scorching pain.
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      I just needed one more push. I thought I grasped the idea how to shrink things. I just needed—

      Lauraleigh’s voice called my name. It came from a great distance, and it got louder and closer, until it felt like she was shouting in my ear.

      My eyes flew open. To my surprise, I was lying on the ground in the parking lot, drenched in sweat. My head was spinning, and I felt the approach of dry heaves. I must have blacked out. I wondered how could that happen. Shouldn’t I have realized I was fainting?

      Lauraleigh helped me to my feet, and the urge to puke died away.

      “Have I done it?” I croaked.

      Evelyne tilted her head toward the carts and nodded. She gave me an odd look — a cross between awe and respect.

      The carts were empty.

      “I have, haven’t I?” I said, leaning on Lauraleigh for support.

      Both Lauraleigh and Evelyne stood quietly, as if waiting for me to say more. Something seemed wrong. I looked into the trunk, curious to see how much I managed to shrink our items.

      The trunk was also empty.

      “Wait a second,” I said. “Where is everything?”

      Evelyne cleared her throat. “As near as I can say, you’ve imploded everything to such a micro level that you put all our shopping into quantum space.”

      Is she speaking Greek to me? “Er… huh?”

      “That stuff basically doesn’t exist anymore. Except as information.”

      I became aware of a headache developing in my temples. It was an odd, pulsing headache, and it seemed to cloud my ability to understand things. “What?”

      “When matter becomes subatomic, it enters the quantum space. There it exists either as information, or as a physical entity. This means that you can either know what it is, but not where it is — or you can know where something is, but not what it is.”

      “So, what have I done to our shopping?” I asked, feeling in the middle of a mixed-up science class. I had heard about things like subatomic particles, quarks and such — but didn’t know much about them. “Do we still have our items?”

      “I just said we don’t,” Evelyne said, the first sparks of her impatience returning.

      “So then, where did it all go?” asked Lauraleigh.

      Evelyne covered her face with her hands and groaned. “Just get in the car. If you get this confused now, you’ll be lost when it comes time to recall everything.”

      “So… That stuff does still exist?” I asked, rubbing my temples.

      Evelyne shot me a death glower. Lauraleigh and I scrambled inside the car before we made her any madder.

      I turned to Lauraleigh, trying to see if she understood what had just happened. Or how. I could tell she was as mystified and confused as I was. I had to admit it made me feel a little better knowing even she didn’t understand it, because Lauraleigh was eighteen and smart.

      Evelyne pulled onto the highway. When I glanced at the front passenger seat, I noticed a large paper map. It looked odd — not only did the colors seem too bright, but a small black fly hovered over a spot on a realistically drawn road. I leaned over to look more closely. It was a tiny version of our car, not a fly at all! I grabbed the map and pressed it to my ear, and I could have sworn I heard the engine running. That made me wonder if microscopic versions of me, Evelyne and Lauraleigh sat in that little car, thinking the same thoughts we were.

      “No,” Evelyne said, apparently reading my mind. “It’s just a marker for the car, not an avatar.”

      “What’s she talking about?” Lauraleigh asked.

      I showed her the little car. Lauraleigh’s eyes grew wide, and she gasped. “That’s incredible.”

      “What’s incredible,” Evelyne remarked, “is that you two have been attending one of the best schools in Geneva and are still so ignorant.”

      I guess the nice Evelyne stayed back in the parking lot. I placed the map on the front seat again where she could see it.

      “Quantum physics is a little beyond what Anna would study in the eighth grade,” Lauraleigh said. “Or even what is in the purview of a high school curriculum.”

      “Nonsense. There’s nothing difficult about the concepts involved in quantum physics.”

      Evelyne had started to annoy me again, and I had just about snapped when Lauraleigh said, “Perhaps there isn’t. But you can’t expect us to understand something, no matter how simple, if we’ve never heard of it. It’d be like asking you to dance the Ukrainian Hopak when you’ve never even seen it.”

      Evelyne glanced at Lauraleigh in the rearview mirror, her eyebrows raised. In a much softer tone than before, she said, “Point taken.” She nodded before focusing back on the road.

      Giving Lauraleigh a silent thumbs-up, I mouthed, “Thank you!”

      I was grateful Lauraleigh could get Evelyne to see things from our perspective for a change. It reminded me again why we needed to be on this journey together. I might be able to use magic to make some things happen, but so could Lauraleigh — with a different kind of magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    
    
      We drove forever. Or at least it seemed that way.

      Not long after discovering the magic map, we passed a post studded with multiple arrow-shaped signs. MONTREAL was on a sign pointing east, I thought. ALGONQUIN PROVINCIAL PARK pointed almost in the opposite direction — so to the west. Or maybe to the northwest, I wasn’t really sure. The third sign said THOUSAND ISLANDS, and if I was right about Montreal, then that one pointed south.

      But we didn’t follow any of those signs or turn into any of the roads leading to those places. We kept driving straight on.

      The last sign we passed read:

      
        No services next 160 km. Rough roads ahead.

        Travel at your own risk.

      

      What? 

      “Travel at your own risk?” I whispered to Lauraleigh, wondering where we could possibly be going that needed such a warning sign. Why were we going there?

      Lauraleigh’s chocolate-colored eyes were wide. Neither of us dared say anything more, however.

      The road narrowed to a thin ribbon of asphalt winding its way through thickly forested hills. For the first time since we landed in Canada, I had the feeling there was no going back. It felt like we had crossed a point of no return at that road sign. We hadn’t seen a single vehicle in over three hours, and the road was getting increasingly harder to navigate as we climbed higher into the mountains. If it hadn’t been so beautiful, it might have spooked me. But it was beautiful, with maple and pine trees in every direction and lakes that seemed to crop up every kilometer or two.

      No wonder Canada is called the land of 30,000 lakes.

      Was Evelyne taking us to one of these lakes? A lake that she knew would have an island in the middle, a tree on that island, and a chest in its branches? Did she know where to find the chest that contained the hare that contained the duck that contained the egg that contained my father’s heart?

      Could it be this easy? Will we just stop at the place where my mother buried my father’s heart?

      My own heart raced with anticipation.

      Unable to sit quietly for another second, I was about to ask Evelyne. But she spoke first.

      “Quantum physics can be complicated,” she said. “But a witch only needs to remember three things.” She glanced at me in the rearview mirror, no doubt seeing my surprise that she was picking up the thread of a conversation that ended hours earlier.

      “Uh-huh,” I said.

      She went on, completely nonplussed. “First. Everything in our world is both a thing and information. The trees you see out there are physical objects you can bump your head on, and they’re also a set of information about what a tree is. See that massive pine on that hill? If you burn that pine down, its information remains. Are you girls with me so far?”

      “I think so,” I said, and Lauraleigh nodded. I wasn’t sure if I was following her, though. I had to hear more before I could understand where she was taking this.

      “Second. When you compress things down to their quantum level, they will behave more like waves of energy. Or, put another way — the trees out there are mostly trees and not all that much information. But on the quantum level, the tree is mostly a wave, like a sound, it’s basically all information. It could exist physically, for an ephemeral moment, as both a physical entity and information. At the quantum level, you just don’t know which one it will be.”

      “Got it,” I lied. I had no idea what she was talking about. She might as well have been speaking Latin.

      Lauraleigh was frowning, but she seemed to be following it better than I was. “A frequency,” she said, giving Evelyne an unsure look.

      Evelyne’s eyes flashed in the rearview mirror as she considered my friend for a split moment. “Not bad, for a pet.”

      “Evelyne!” I exclaimed.

      Lauraleigh put a hand on my shoulder. “She’s baiting you again,” she muttered.

      I patted her hand, showing I was on her side in this bizarre conflict. Her choice of word — frequency — reminded me of the conversation I’d had with Egor the old magician back in the Siberian woodlands. He had said that the world was just one giant frequency, like a sound, or a Word. For Egor, the idea was Biblical, rather than scientific.

      “I see, though,” I said. “The world is a Word.”

      Evelyne nodded. “Third. When you bring things back, you can know what you’ll get, but not where it’ll come out. Or you can know where, but not what.”

      I understood that part, and it seemed totally unfair. What good was my magic if it was only going to be sending random things into random places?

      Evelyne seemed to read my thoughts. “That’s why I didn’t intend for you to take that spell so far. Then everything could have fit in a sandwich bag.”

      Well, it might have been helpful to tell me that at the start. That shadow stirred again in the pit of my stomach. Being around Evelyne seemed to be awakening my dark side more and more.

      “I never imagined you’d get so carried away,” Evelyne added, as if making it a point to accuse me.

      That was so outrageous I felt an urge to jump out of the car and tell her I’d hitch my way home. I took a deep breath to calm down, to push that persistent shadow away from my heart. In a carefully detached voice, I asked, “So… That was my fault? Is that what you’re saying?”

      Lauraleigh quietly took my hand in hers. That also helped take some sting out of Evelyne’s words. She’d never said she wanted everything shrunk to fit inside a sandwich bag. How could I know that? I don’t go around sending things off into quantum space all the time. When I saw Monsieur Nolan, I’d be sure to tell him his sister was a terrible teacher. A person can’t expect their students to read their mind.

      While I sat there thinking about all the ways I could teach her a lesson or two, Evelyne drove us deeper into the mountains. The roadside guardrails disappeared, then the kilometer markers stopped showing up — and then the asphalt ended entirely. Still, we kept going.

      Forgetting I had decided never to speak to Evelyne again, I asked, “Where are we?”

      “On our way to the Middle of Nowhere,” Evelyne said. “Quite literally. Though it makes little sense, since Nowhere isn’t a place.”

      “Well, the middle of something — even if it’s just a field, or a forest, or a mountain — can still be a place,” Lauraleigh said. “Can’t it?”

      That thought would never have occurred to me.

      Evelyne ignored Lauraleigh’s comment and turned off the dirt road. We began to bounce along a narrow dirt path that got even more narrow as we drove deeper into the woods.

      “Last I heard, he was around here somewhere,” Evelyne muttered.

      I would’ve asked who he was, but the car vaulted so hard over some rut in the path, I had to grit my teeth not to bite my tongue off and die. Both Lauraleigh and I were trying to keep ourselves from slamming into the doors. Or each other.

      I wondered why Evelyne didn’t just use her magic to smooth this ride out. It couldn’t be good on her precious car, not to mention on us.

      Suddenly, Evelyne veered off the dirt path, pulled into a space between two trees, and killed the engine. On the map, the little car marker sat squarely on the point labeled MIDDLE OF NOWHERE. We didn’t need our frigid driver to tell us we had reached our destination.

      We all tumbled out of the car — Lauraleigh and I groaned and stretched, while Evelyne surveyed the area, looking totally dispassionate.

      Evelyne pointed to a tangled mess of branches that had apparently broken off during a storm. “Bring some of those big ones over here.”

      We both sighed, but followed her order without a protest. I figured we might want to pick our battles at this point, and Lauraleigh may have thought the same.

      The branches were surprisingly heavy. By the time we wrangled them over to the car, Evelyne had taken out our suitcases — the ones I hadn’t shrunk to nothingness and sent into wherever. She had also pulled out a longbow and something that looked like a cross between a messenger bag and a purse. I hadn’t seen those things before now. Weird.

      Next time I saw Evelyne, she had changed her clothes — swapping her high-heeled shoes for practical, flat-soled boots, and instead of her chic little black dress, she now wore jeans and a long cloak. The purple lipstick was gone, as was the fancy bun at the nape of her neck. Instead, her face appeared clean of makeup, and her hair was pulled into a loose ponytail on top of her head. I stopped with a bulky twig in my hands, confused. How could she change her look so dramatically so fast?

      If I’d thought Evelyne Nolan was beautiful before, she was far beyond that now. She looked younger and softer, and that made her positively gorgeous. The bird skull necklace still dangled around her neck, but it didn’t stand out that much now.
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      “Exactly what are you staring at?” Evelyne snapped. She may have looked softer, but she sounded just as harsh.

      “You look so… different,” I said. “You look… pretty.”

      Evelyne rolled her eyes and grunted, but I caught a ghost of a smile on her lips. My compliment must have pleased her. “Come on, help me hide the car,” she said, her tone a little less warlike.

      We finished dragging over the last big branches. Evelyne murmured something, and the branches wrapped themselves around the car.

      “Couldn’t you have done that to get them here?” I asked. We had just about broken our backs dragging all that lumber from the other side of the path.

      Evelyne, apparently, had no intention of answering my question. She studied the car some more, sighed and stated, “Well. It’ll simply have to do.”

      What was the big deal? “It looks pretty well-hidden,” I said. “It’s not like a gang of car thieves raids the neighborhood here.”

      Evelyne whipped around and glared at me. “Ignorant child. Car thieves would be a gift compared to what we’re about to encounter.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE

        

      

    
    
      
        “It’s about you. If you win, it’s you;

        if you lose, it’s you.

        Black and white.

        Nowhere to hide.”

        
                                                              Greg Rusedski
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      Dear Diary,

      After finding out about my family, I didn’t think I could ever be surprised by anything again. But I was wrong, because I just found out Evelyne Nolan is a witch! I nearly passed out from the shock of it. I don’t know why Monsieur Nolan didn’t tell us this before we came here. I suppose he felt awkward about it, but still…

      Anyway, now — after driving up and up and up a narrow mountain road — we’ve finally stopped. We’re in the middle of nowhere. Literally. I say this because the Middle of Nowhere is the name of this place. I’ve got absolutely no idea why we came here, and as usual, Evelyne isn’t telling us.

      We passed so many lakes. I was sure when we stopped it would be at the lake with the island in the middle. The one where my father’s heart is buried. I was obviously wrong about that: there’s no lake in sight. Which makes me wonder why we stopped here at all.

      Evelyne kind of spooked me when she said car thieves would be a whole lot better than what we’re going to encounter here. What do you think she meant by that? And how is being here going to help us find my father’s heart? Once again, I have so many questions and so few answers.

      I don’t know when I’ll have time to write again, but when I do, maybe it will be to tell you I’ve finally had some of these questions answered.

      I hope so…
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* * *

      Evelyne shrunk our suitcases, so everything we needed fit in our backpacks. I told her I was perfectly capable of doing it myself, now that I knew about not shrinking them too much. She just gave me one of her looks and said she wasn’t about to risk another set of things getting lost in quantum space. She said it like it wasn’t even her fault for not teaching me properly. But since I couldn’t expect Evelyne Nolan to acknowledge she was wrong, I didn’t see much point in arguing with her.

      Once we started walking, I didn’t care who’d shrunk it down. I was just grateful to have nothing more than a backpack to carry on that narrow trail full of roots and rocks. Even my Nimble Feet spell wasn’t helping me — I still stumbled and tripped every two seconds. Lauraleigh wasn’t doing much better, and she’s usually graceful no matter what. I started to think maybe Evelyne was purposefully placing obstacles in our way, because she was hiking up the trail as if she didn’t have to step over so much as a pebble.

      Thick woods surrounded the path, making everything dark and gloomy. Half the time, it felt like Evelyne was taking us in circles.

      Finally, I caught up with her. “Do you even know where we’re going?” I asked, huffing.

      She shot me a look that cut me down in size so much I was left wondering if I was still over five feet tall.

      But I was tired of following her blindly. So, I took my life in my hands and I asked again. “Evelyne! Can you just tell us where we’re going?”

      She stopped so suddenly I nearly ran into her.

      “Of course, I can tell you where we’re going,” she said, her voice well below the freeing point. “But I have no plans to do so.” She turned around and started hiking up the trail again. Over her shoulder, she said, “You’ll know where we’re going when we get there. Meanwhile, I suggest you spend the time learning the art of patience.” She sped up and put a considerable distance between us in no time flat.

      I turned to Lauraleigh. “Really? Does she have to do that?”

      Lauraleigh shrugged, giving me a soft smile. “I guess she does. Try not to make it your problem, Anna. Because it’s her problem. She’s the one carrying that boulder-sized chip on her shoulder.”

      That made good sense. Still, as I started walking, the memory of Squire and Knight haunted me again. “Yank it, Squire!” I mentally commanded, and it almost looked real as I imagined him pulling on Evelyne’s bouncy ponytail. “Drop that rock in front of her, Knight!” I couldn’t help giggling when, in my mind, I watched Evelyne Nolan trip and whimper as she picked herself up.

      “What’s so funny?” Lauraleigh asked.

      “Nothing,” I said, immediately feeling guilty for fancying my magic like that. “Just thinking funny thoughts to pass the time.” It wasn’t a total lie.
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* * *

      It felt like we had walked a hundred kilometers. I wondered if we would ever stop. The trail was so thickly wooded that I didn’t think we’d even see the moon once it was nighttime. And the way we were going, I was almost positive we’d still be hiking into the night.

      I can always see the moon, even in broad daylight, and even when no one else can see it. People say that’s impossible because the Moon orbits the Earth. But every time I look at the sky, it’s right up there, watching out for me, giving me confidence that everything will work out well. Isn’t it strange?

      Thinking about the moon made me think about my mom. I remembered how I’d gotten my first letter from her on my thirteenth birthday. In that letter, Mom told me the power of the moon was the gift she gave me when I was born. Any mother who gives such a perfect gift to her daughter must have been the most wonderful person in the world.

      A gust of chilly wind brought me out my reverie. Lost in memories, I hadn’t noticed how the trees thinned out and the ground rose until it became steep. We seemed to be climbing straight up toward a new tree line. I could see the sky for the first time, with my friend the moon shining to my left. As the trail got even steeper, I was no longer able to look up. All my attention focused on where to step next.

      The next thing I knew, we were scrambling up and over boulders as big as cars. But while Lauraleigh and I could barely breathe as we pulled ourselves over the rocks, Evelyne glided along effortlessly. It should’ve been as simple as putting our feet where she put hers. But the rocks she chose were ever so slightly loose. So, if we didn’t step on exactly the right spot, we lost our balance and spent the next few moments struggling like mad to recover it. We ended up scrambling over the smaller boulders and working twice as hard to get half as far.

      Evelyne backtracked all the way to where we scaling a massive crag, step by careful step. “If you ever want to find out where we’re going, I suggest you stop napping on the trail.” She stood above us on that cursed crag, arms crossed and not a drop of sweat in sight.

      How is that even possible? I wondered just what sort of magic she used to scale these rocks. I wanted to use my own magic, but two things prevented me: I didn’t want to leave Lauraleigh to struggle on her own, and I felt drained — magically speaking. So, I just kept pushing forward, not bothering to respond to Evelyne. My legs ended up covered in bruises from falling so much and now they burned. Lauraleigh didn’t look much better.

      I wanted to scream at Evelyne Nolan. Or at least set a small bonfire underneath her feet. Yours shouldn’t be the only legs screaming in pain, the shadows whispered inside me.

      Evelyne hopped down to our level to give a slight push to Lauraleigh. Then, moving briskly, she jumped up the boulders as if they were only a few centimeters high. She stopped at the base of a massive rock wall. A second later, she placed her fingers in some cracks on the rock surface and moved up, reaching the top in no time at all. All the while, she looked like her back and shoulders were completely relaxed.

      No way. How? Sweat was gushing from every one of my pores, and I hadn’t even started climbing up that wall — which I was pretty sure I couldn’t scale.

      That wall made me think of illustrations of the limestone walls of Eiger Mountain in the Bernese Alps. The famous mountaineer Ueli Steck had come to our Collège once to give a talk. He showed us lots of amazing photographs and spoke about climbing mountains, saying it was just like going through life. He said, just like in life, he had been knocked down many times, but the key to his success — on mountains and in life — was that he never gave up. Ever.

      I glanced at Lauraleigh. She looked pale. “We should’ve bought a bucket in that shop,” she said, wheezing. “You could’ve just flown us both right to the top.”

      I nodded, too out of breath to speak. I must always bring a bucket when I travel. It sure would’ve saved us a ton of pain on this trip. “We can do this,” I whispered. “She won’t win this one, Lauraleigh.”

      My friend grunted her agreement, and I thought again about Squire and Knight, wishing they were here to pull us up. How could I have forgotten them?

      Taking a deep breath, I tried to recall where Evelyne had placed her hands and started moving upward. I didn’t dare look down. Carefully, one hand hold after the next, my shoulders screaming, I moved upward. Each time, after I securely planted both feet and hands, I shifted my body weight upward and started again. The wall wasn’t nearly as high as it looked from below, and before I knew it, I’d just about reached the top. Every muscle in my body trembled and threatened to collapse.

      Much to my surprise, Evelyne extended a hand toward me. I blinked, taken aback, but reached for it before she changed her mind. “Clamp onto my wrists,” she commanded. She did the same on mine and yanked me up in one powerful move. A couple of minutes later, she helped Lauraleigh.

      I might have said something, but I couldn’t speak. Both Lauraleigh and I dropped on our backs and lay there panting like two giant dogs, trying to catch our breath. Lauraleigh’s usually perfect hair was a mess, jelled with dirt and matted with sweat. Mine probably didn’t look any better.

      “How… much… farther?” I managed to spit out.

      “We’re here.” Evelyne’s voice sounded as crisp as ever. “No need to thank me.”
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      I sat up and looked around. Nothing made sense. We had stopped about twenty meters from the top of the mountain, well above the tree line. Where was the lake? Or maybe a cave with water inside? Anything matching the clues?

      My breathing started to level out, and I was able to speak in full sentences. “How can this be the place? I don’t see anything.”

      “That’s because you haven’t knocked,” Evelyne said.

      “Come again?” I looked around once more. “Knocked?”

      Evelyne pulled her doll-sized longbow and quiver from her back pocket. “Pay attention, Anna Sophia.” She closed her eyes and held the weapons before her.

      My own eyes widening, I watched the bow expand back to its full size.

      “And that is how it’s done.” She shook the full-sized weapons before my eyes.

      Satisfied I got the point of her demonstration, Evelyne snapped the nock of the arrow onto the bowstring. Standing with her legs firmly planted on some flat stones, she pulled on the string and pointed her arrow straight toward the sky. After a few moments of standing still, she released her grip and let the arrow fly.

      The arrow disappeared into the low clouds. We all stared upward, waiting for it to come back down, but it didn’t.

      “I forgot to compensate for the wind,” Evelyne muttered after a while, pulling out another arrow.

      Suddenly, with a ferocious creaking sound, the moss-covered boulder in front of us began to move.

      No. Not just the one boulder. Another, to its left, also shifted. And then, another one beyond that. And—

      It was as if the whole mountain slope was moving. Before I could so much as suck in a breath, the boulder in front of me rose to my height, huge and pointed and attached to what looked like massive and scaly vines, and then—

      —its eye opened.

      I fell back on my backside, too shocked to scream. Too shocked to do anything at all.

      That boulder was a head. And those other boulders rising — did this mean they were also heads? Oh no… I saw their eyes opening and their lipless mouths parting, and the triple rows of needle-sharp teeth inside those cavernous depths…

      All these heads were waving about, searching for what had disturbed them, and they were finding… us.

      “Tji’pitj’gam,” Evelyne whispered behind me, and I glanced up at her. Her bow was hanging limply in her hands, the arrow almost falling to the ground. “I didn’t remember him being this big,” she murmured.

      Next to her, Lauraleigh stood frozen. She didn’t even seem to blink or breathe. The same terror running through my body at breakneck speed could be seen splattered all over her face, which had gone deathly white.

      It was all too much to take in.

      I tried to push myself backward with my feet, but fear was making me so uncoordinated I hadn’t moved more than a few centimeters. In an instant, I took all that in before looking back at the hill of boulders-that-became-heads, which were weaving about like some strange tropical plant, and I remembered when Jean-Sébastien, back in the orphanage, had tried to gross out all the girls with a book about carnivorous plants. The heads were scaly gray and green, though I couldn’t tell what their actual color was because there was so much clay and moss caked on them. A scream left my mouth, except no sound came with it.

      No.

      No, it’s impossible.

      As they rose and rose, each head coming into view, one after the other, I saw that their stems — or rather their necks — grew from a single, enormous body of one creature. A creature that my mind was naming, but which I rejected even though I screamed it again and again in my head.

      Dragon!

      Dragon!

      Sparks flickered in the sharp, serrated teeth of the head closest to me. One of the nine heads. Why was I counting the heads? How was I even able to count, when my every instinct said we should be running?  But Lauraleigh just stood there paralyzed with shock, and Evelyne had gone pale, her bow dangling harmlessly.

      And it didn’t matter anyway, because I remembered that running would mean jumping off the cliff onto the rocks, scrambling over the boulders, getting down the tall rock wall, and then running through the trees. And even if we were lucky enough to make it into the woods, this was a giant dragon. We’d be barbecued in no time flat. And, knowing our luck, he liked his humans crispy.

      Dragon, my mind repeated insistently, but I still couldn’t comprehend how this was possible.

      What did I know about dragons? I racked my brain, trying to remember something — anything — that might help us get away from it. Nothing — or at least, nothing useful. Dragons like gold. The people of Pern tamed them. You can tickle one under the chin. I recalled the oddest trivia from the legend of St. George and the dragon, but nothing at all about how he slew the beast, and anyway, the dragon in that legend only had one head.

      Evelyne had her bow and arrow — but I didn’t think it’d work against a dragon whose scales were thicker than dinner plates.

      And anyway, nine heads… how did you defeat something with nine heads? Was it like the hydra, where if you cut off one head it would grow two in its place? Did it have nine heads because its victims were so confused trying to work it out that they didn’t run?

      Leaning way back, I looked up again. Eighteen eyes, glittering in shades of amber and blue, tilted to look at me, piercing through every thought in my head and leaving me quivering in fear.

      They blinked.

      I thought that if we couldn’t get away, or kill it, then we’d just have to try something else. Uncle Misha had taught me how to watch the birds and the beasts to read their intentions. I wasn’t sure if it applied to dragons, but then I figured that if it was hungry for humans, we’d have been snatched up in its sparkling maws by now.

      “H—hello,” I said, not knowing what else to do. “Who are you?”

      One of the heads rose a little higher. “Who are we?” a voice rumbled from out of it. It laughed.

      My jaw dropped — I hadn’t expected it to speak.

      “Well, I think it should be pretty clear,” it said.

      The nine heads swooped together as if forming a bouquet. “We’re a dragon!” the nine combined voices said, rolling like thunder. The heads drew apart a little, and one of them, whose voice was a bit lighter than the first, said, “Or more specifically…” The heads spread out, showing their teeth. And they spoke all together again. “We’re the dragon who’s going to eat you!”

      “For heaven’s sake, Chudo. Enough!” Evelyne’s voice rang out loud and clear.

      I turned to stare at her. She knew this… thing?

      All nine heads turned toward Evelyne, emitting one giant roar that sounded like thunder in a tunnel. Flames shot from their mouths, scorching the air over her head.

      I fell back toward Lauraleigh, as the thundering heads shook the very mountain beneath us. The heads waved about, clearly choosing which one would get to pluck up which one of us. This was all happening too fast, and there was nothing we could do…

      This was it. This was how it ended. After everything we’d been through. I wanted very badly to be back home — and not with Uncle Misha. In Geneva, with the Sisters, where there was no magic and no archers, and I wasn’t being hunted, and there wasn’t a nine-headed dragon looming over my head, its tongues flickering as they came toward me. I closed my eyes and hoped it wouldn’t hurt too badly.

      And then, for some reason, I stopped being scared and started being mad. They might be able to shoot flames, and there might be nine of them and only one of me, but I wasn’t going to let us all go down without a fight. Feeling the magic well up inside of me, I swept my arms over my head, throwing out the most spectacular burst of fire I’d ever even dreamed of throwing. It soared over all nine heads, sending a warning flame that shocked us all, and silenced their roar.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I waited for the retaliating blast that would incinerate me instantly.

      “Wait,” a voice said.

      “Oh my,” said another.

      When I peeked through my closed lids, yet another said, “This one smells different.” Flicking its tongue toward me, that head said, “She smells… familiar.”

      All nine heads focused curiously on me, and nine forked tongues waggled in my direction as if they were about to taste me.

      “Not possible,” said one head.

      “But very near,” said another.

      “Definitely,” said a third. “But how?”

      “Does it matter?” went another.

      “I’m hungry!” chimed in the fifth, followed by the sixth shouting, “Let’s eat her!”

      “No!” the seventh roared. “What if it is…?” 

      “Could it be?” the eighth said, swinging down to get an up-close-and-personal look at me.

      They were making me dizzy as my eyes flew from one to the next to the next as each spoke.

      “Smell her!” roared the ninth. “We know this scent!”

      “But… that’s impossible!” “We’ve never seen her!” “Though the plumage looks like something I’ve seen before.” “Wait a minute — it smells like…”

      “Sereda!” all nine chorused.

      “Sereda’s my mother!” I cried out. I didn’t have time to wonder how this dragon knew my mother. All I saw was that they knew her, and maybe wouldn’t want to eat me because of it. Well, eight of them didn’t want to eat me, anyway.

      “Really, she is!” I shouted. “She—” I scrambled for some proof of the fact. “I’m her daughter, and… and… Koschey is my father!”

      The nine heads stopped moving. Turning, they all looked at each other, and I could sense just enough doubt to make them reconsider eating us.

      “Sereda’s child?” about half of them said.

      “Well, that changes things,” said the other half.

      “My name is Anna Sophia,” I stated. “She had me right before she… before she… died.” I hoped I wasn’t shocking them with this news. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that. Maybe they’d eat us now that they knew Sereda was dead.
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      But instead of eating me, all nine necks lowered themselves to the ground and put their spectacularly large heads centimeters before my face. I felt the heat of their breath.

      Without warning, they all blew out a stream of hot air, knocking all of us over. Then they spoke again.

      “Hello, Niece!” they said.
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      “Our names are Chudo, Yudo, Budo, Rudo, Trudo, Sudo, Gudo, Hudo, and Fred,” the dragon said after Lauraleigh and I had introduced ourselves. Since each head rattled off his name, maybe I should say, the dragons said.

      “If it makes it easier, you can call us collectively Chudo-Yudo,” the first head said.

      This set off a round of bickering between the first two heads and the other seven. Watching them all argue about whose name to use was surreal.

      “Enough!” Evelyne’s already formidable voice rang even louder than ever before. “We have business to discuss!”

      Amazingly, all nine heads fell silent.

      I must learn that trick. The magician’s irresistible voice — just like Egor showed me.

      “Your niece is on a mission to find something,” Evelyne said. Giving me a cold stare, she went on. “She has not deemed me trustworthy enough to tell me what exactly she’s searching for. However, I do know it’s something of worth that Sereda buried for safe keeping.”

      All nine heads blew hot steam in the air.

      “Sereda,” “Buried,” “Something?” three of the heads said, giving Evelyne a quizzical glance, while six heads turned to look at me.

      I have to admit, the way this conversation was happening with my uncle — it took some getting used to. Or would it be uncles? Do nine heads on one body give me one uncle, or nine? I decided to leave this question for another time.

      “I suspect,” Evelyne said, speaking more quietly now, “only you might know where we should go to find it.”

      Chudo flicked his eyes toward me, then back to Evelyne. “Why’s that?”

      “Because you-know-who probably has it!” Fred spouted off.

      All eight other heads shushed him with breaths of steam and flame.

      Fred roared, clearly outraged.

      “Oh, hush! You’re fine, you big baby,” a head from the middle (Budo? Gudo?) said, sounding a little irritated.

      “You think that man has what you’re looking for?” Chudo asked, looking at Evelyne.

      She just nodded.

      Chudo shook his head, letting out what would probably be a deep sigh if he were human. Since he was a dragon, he let out a loud hiss of steam.

      Who are they talking about? And why did they silence Fred?

      “Do you want my niece to kn—” Chudo began.

      “No!” Evelyne interrupted. “She has her guarded information. I have mine. And it’ll stay that way, Chudo. Are we clear?” Evelyne glared at Chudo without blinking even once.

      “Relax, my friend,” Chudo said, emitting a toad’s quack. I guessed it was the dragon’s equivalent of a chuckle. “You know, it’s a pity you were born in a human form. You would’ve made an excellent fire-breathing dragon.”

      The eight other heads laughed, steam and fire shooting into the air.

      Can’t argue with that one.
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      When Evelyne began to respond to Chudo, I felt a cold breeze rush through the air.

      Instantly, everyone stopped talking, and all nine heads reared upward, sniffing.

      “She needs to leave immediately,” Chudo said. “It’s not safe. Not safe for the girl, especially.” His head swung toward Lauraleigh, who instinctively drew back.

      “Is it—?” Rudo (maybe Sudo?) asked.

      “No, it can’t be here!” Fred cried out. To my shock, I heard fear in his voice, and that made me more than just a little nervous.

      “Fred, you’re not helping,” Budo (or was that Sudo?) snapped.

      “All of you: Quiet!” Chudo commanded. “We need to get Evelyne and the girls to the cabin across the lake. It shouldn’t be in this area… yet it is. It must be passing through.”

      “Who? Why do we have to leave now? I’m just getting to know all of you,” I said, shivering. It felt like the temperature had dropped ten degrees in the last two minutes.

      “The Wendigo!” all nine dragons shouted at once, and instantly I saw Lauraleigh turn white.

      “The what?” I asked. Their fright was contagious, and bolts of fear began shooting through me now. “Who’s Wendigo?”

      Lauraleigh and Evelyne exchanged quick glances. “He’s — at least in the tales I’ve read — a magical being with an insatiable appetite for flesh,” Lauraleigh said. “And if he, or it, really, captures but doesn’t eat you, it turns you into a…” She looked away. “Into a… cannibal.”

      “And it feasts on humans!” Fred chirped. “Like her!” He swung toward Lauraleigh.

      Horrified, I moved next to my friend, as if to protect her from this unseen threat. When I placed a hand on her shoulder, I felt her tremble — with cold or fear, or maybe both. I wondered if the Wendigo went after human witches like Evelyne and me, or just normal humans. Either way, I didn’t want to find out.

      Meanwhile, the temperature kept plummeting.

      Evelyne turned to Chudo. “Can you take us?” She sounded kinder and gentler than I had ever heard. It made me think their friendship must go back a long time. I wondered how they knew each other, and if she had known he was my uncle before ever taking us there. I wanted to ask, but there wasn’t time for questions. The air was getting colder by the second.

      “It’s too close to let you go on your own,” Chudo said. Looking at me with so much tenderness I almost wanted to cry, he added, “Niece Anna Sophia… do you think you and your friend can ride on the back of an old nine-headed dragon for a while?”

      “Well… A bear partially raised me,” I said. “I used to ride her all the time. And we had pony-riding parties back in the orphanage. And Lauraleigh rode a horse in the Collège.”

      Chudo-Yudo nodded with most of his heads. “Climb aboard, then. Let Evelyne sit behind the two of you.” After a pause, Chudo said, “I’m afraid it might be a bit of a rough ride.”

      Evelyne said, “Thank you. I’ll owe you, once we’re safe. You know I’m good for that.”

      “Yeah, but you might not pay up for another century,” Fred spouted. Another head bonked him, admonishing him to pipe down.

      Fred seemed like the hyperactive little sibling to Chudo’s big brother calmness. As frightening as the moment was, it made me smile and realize how quickly I was growing to know — and like — each of them. I seemed to have not just one, but nine uncles.
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* * *

      I didn’t know what to expect once my dragon-uncles moved into the open. But I sure didn’t expect their body to be that massive — when he uncoiled, the mountain seemed to have lost at least ten meters of height. The dragon walked on four stout legs, each foot offset by six claws made of what looked like obsidian and crystal. A set of powerful wings began beneath their shoulders and ended near their thick and long tail. Wings flecked with gold on the underneath and swirls of purple, red, and green on the top.

      In his own way, my uncle was majestic.

      And terrifying.

      The nearby Wendigo didn’t scare me as much — at least not yet — as knowing I’d be riding on the back of Chudo-Yudo.

      No wonder he’s centuries and centuries old. It simply wouldn’t be possible to fight such a powerful dragon and win. I felt a sudden and strange sense of pride knowing this awesome being was my uncle — my real, blood uncle. I supposed most kids found it normal to have that kind of pride for a family member. But for Lauraleigh and me, and the other orphans I’d grown up with, this experience wasn’t usually granted. My fear was quickly dissipating, giving way to such unfamiliar joy that I wanted to throw my arms around my uncle and hug him tight. All nine of them.

      Chudo and the other eight heads dropped low, and Lauraleigh and I began to help each other to get on, trying to figure where to place ourselves. It was a lot harder than it seemed.

      Evelyne had no trouble whatsoever.

      Riding Mama Bear had been easy. As a little girl, I stretched out on her broad back, gathering thick bunches of fur into my hands as she flew across the meadows or tromped through the forest. Riding her seemed the most natural thing in the world.

      But Uncle Chudo?

      He had no fur to grab; there was nothing for us to hold onto. All his scales lay flat against his body and any potential handhold we thought we’d found turned out to be caked-on dirt that crumbled as soon as we touched it. We couldn’t sit where an armored ridge ran down his spine, and we couldn’t grab onto any of the bony plates that made up the ridge. We finally settled on sitting in a kind of divot at the base of Chudo’s neck — the place where all nine heads came together. If we hunkered down just right, and if they didn’t swing their heads too much, we figured we’d be somewhat protected in that spot.

      But when Chudo-Yudo took off running, flying, and doing half of both, as dragons apparently do, I got terrified all over again.

      A bit of a rough ride didn’t even begin to describe the experience of riding on the neck of a dragon.
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      Dear Diary,

      Finding out I had a grandmother and father surprised me. Finding out we were all powerful witches stunned me.

      And you know how shaken I was to realize that my dear, sweet guardian, Monsieur Nolan has a witch sister. But trust me, Diary, none of these things compare to today’s shock when I learned I have an uncle. And not just any uncle.

      I have an uncle with nine heads. Nine dragon heads. Because my uncle is a dragon. A nine-headed dragon.

      Let me write that again.

      I have an uncle who’s a dragon with nine heads. He’s my mother’s brother. Well, half-brother, anyway. He is Baba Yaga’s son, although frankly, I don’t even want to think about how she gave birth to a baby dragon with nine heads. Did she just have an egg or something? And if so, did she have to sit on it like a chicken? Is that why she built the chicken-legged hut? Because she couldn’t have actually given birth to him — or is it them…? Could she have?

      You know what?  I don’t want to know. I’ll just trust that things happen differently with full-blooded witches like Baba Yaga. I’ll ask for that birds-and-dragons lesson some other time. I’ll try to process the fact that I have an uncle who is a dragon… with nine heads. Who almost ate me.

      And who keeps asking for news about his mother, Baba Yaga — my grandmother.

      Who almost ate Lauraleigh.

      I am beginning to get a headache, just writing all this.

      Are these not the strangest things I’ve ever written to you? I think they are.

      But I must say, this whole thing has a wonderful side, too: I have an uncle, by blood — a real relative.

      Who’s a dragon.

      With nine heads.

      I’ve got to find a way to wrap my own mind around that.

      Diary, I grew up thinking I had no family, but I sure am discovering a lot of them now. And you know what? As strange and weird as they are, they’re mine. They’re my family. I have a family!

      Some who are dragons.

      With nine heads…

      [image: ]
* * *

      I wouldn’t recommend to most people the experience of riding on a dragon while sitting between their two massive and flapping wings. The sound of those wings is so loud it almost blocks out the ability to think.

      I say almost, because even amidst all that noise, it was impossible not to be aware of how precariously perched we were on the back of Chudo-Yudo’s neck. With nothing to hold us there, each shift of direction felt like it was the one sure to catapult us into space, where we would somersault and flail, right before plummeting to the ground.

      Glancing back, Uncle Chudo hissed in apparent alarm. He said something to Grudo (or was it Trudo?), who bent back so we could lean against his face.

      “Oh, thank you!” Lauraleigh and I said at the same time. If we hadn’t been so scared, we would have laughed. As it was, we just leaned against him and held on the best we could.

      After a minute or two, the Grudo or Trudo head said, “We all loved Sereda, you know. It nearly broke us when we found out she died.”

      From where I sat, I could see one of his eyes, and — I swear — a tear was about to fall.

      “Will you tell me about her?” I asked, feeling my heart start to thump a little faster than it was already beating among all this excitement of flying, the air swishing in my ears, and trying not to fall to the ground far below.

      “Yes,” he said softly. “Of course.” He paused for a second. “She was born a few centuries after us. We used to play together all the time, when she was a child. Even when she grew older. And before she met and fell in love with Koschey, she lived with us for a short while. Oh, my — the adventures we had! We wandered the world together.”

      I smiled, thanking him for the genuine affection in his voice.

      After another pause, Grudo (I think that was him, after all) said, “Your mother had a wicked sense of fun. She played the worst tricks on people.”

      “She did? My dad said she was the kindest, sweetest, purest person he’d ever known.”

      One of the heads above us harrumphed. It was Rudo, probably, being the fourth from the right. “Well, that’s because he fell in love with her,” Rudo said, half-turning to us. “She was kind, I’ll give him that. And we loved her more than anyone. But she wasn’t a saint. She was a prankster from the time she was a little girl.”

      “The worst!” another head chimed in — Hudo? “She loved to coax trees to change shapes while we were sleeping, so when we woke up, we thought we were somewhere else. We’d go twenty kilometers out of our way before one of us figured out she’d played another trick on us.”

      “And don’t forget the times she got mice to scamper under our scales,” added the head on the right of Fred — Hudo, if I recalled correctly.

      “Oh, and she sometimes put stuff in the wood so that when we lit it, it would explode.”

      “Explode?” I gasped.

      “Well, not dangerously so, but still—” the one next to Hudo clarified. Most likely it was Gudo.

      “Pretty explosions!” a voice I knew was Fred’s, shouted from far left. “Sometimes she’d find ways to make the explosions green, sometimes orange. And once, she figured how to make it a multi-colored explosion. My favorite!”

      Grudo blew a few sparks out his nostrils, and said, “Figures you’d like that, Fred.”

      Eight heads chuckled. At least I think they chuckled (Fred harrumphed). My dragon-uncles make unique sounds, so it was hard to know. But I’m quite sure they were laughing just then.

      “Your mother sounds like a handful,” Lauraleigh said, and I could hear a smile in her voice.

      “You’re her daughter, Anna,” Grudo said. “Does her fire run in your veins, too?”

      “I can make fire, like you,” I said. “But I’m not sure that’s the same thing!”

      All nine heads guffawed.

      Before any more could be said, a bone-chilling cold seeped into my bones. Lauraleigh pressed against me, and I felt a shiver run through her.

      “It can get cold here, once the night settles in,” Evelyne said from behind us. “But this — this isn’t normal.”

      “Maybe I can bring back our parkas.” I recalled the thick, fluffy, down-filled coats Evelyne had thrown into one of the carts. Soon, my teeth started clacking together. No matter how hard I tried to stop them, I couldn’t.

      “Shelter first,” Evelyne asserted. “You can’t try to retrieve things while flying on Chudo-Yudo’s back. “How much further?” she asked the dragons.

      “Not far,” Chudo said.

      “I h-h-hope it’s s-s-soon.” Lauraleigh’s teeth chattered even harder than mine.

      The moon was high in the sky, a brilliant silver crescent following me as it always did so I’d never feel alone. Even in the vast emptiness of the Canadian north, I felt no distance between the moon and me, and I found that comforting. But at that moment, one thing the moon wasn’t doing was sending me warmth.

      “We… must… stop.” I could barely move my lips to get the words out.

      All the heads turned to look at me.

      “There’s not much here,” Chudo warned. “At the lake, you’ll have water—”

      “No,” Evelyne said, much to my surprise. “She’s right. She and her pet girl, they must get warm. They’ll die if they don’t.”

      “We’re not far from the tundra, Evelyne. Right here — this isn’t safe territory. Not yet.” But even as he said this, Chudo-Yudo started moving downward.

      We landed with a mighty thud, and I had to grab Grudo’s head not to plop down like a frozen sack of potatoes. The trees around us stood covered in frost, a white bloom over the tops that was beginning to spread through the branches. Within seconds, the trees and the ground became coated with a layer of ice.

      Something bad is happening, I thought as we stumbled off Chudo-Yudo.

      Lauraleigh punched my shoulder. “Y-y-your lips are b-blue!” she gasped, her teeth chattering.

      “So… are… yours.”

      “Move back against the trees,” Evelyne hissed, waving us behind her. Unaffected by the brutal cold, she nocked an arrow and planted her feet in the stance of a seasoned archer.

      Chudo-Yudo managed to slip his enormous body between the trees, bringing his heads below the tree tops.

      The cold seemed to sap any magic energy I had. I couldn’t even picture creating fire for warmth, much less do it.

      “The Wendigo,” Evelyne whispered, watching the sky. Her tone was unlike any we had ever heard from her, but I couldn’t tell if it was reverence or fear she was expressing. Or both.

      It became unnaturally still, as if the cold had managed to freeze the wind, the air, and even time. I strained to hear something — anything — but the only sound was blood rushing through my ears and my breath rasping in the freezing air.

      Then, I saw it. A thin trail of blackness moving between the stars, briefly glinting in the moonlight. I begged the moon to help, to give us more light so Chudo-Yudo and Evelyne could see this enemy. And the moon did.

      If the cold hadn’t yet frozen my blood, what I saw by the light of the moon did.

      It wasn’t a man flying toward us. But it seemed that long ago — before it became distorted by evil and demented by a lust for flesh — it began as one. The creature had a long and skeletal body with yellow, sagging skin, and long, matted hair.

      I felt it more than saw it. I felt its hunger and its single-minded, unbending desire to kill, it’s all-consuming focus to destroy and devour us. It felt darker and more purely evil than anything I had ever met.

      The terror riveted me to my spot, yet all I wanted to do was run. How does anyone fight that kind of evil?

      I looked at Lauraleigh. Her eyes were opened wide in dread, and it nearly broke my heart. She knew she was the most desirable target of this evil being’s lust.

      Without warning, Chudo-Yudo sprang into the air and knocked the Wendigo out of the sky with one vicious blow. Crashing to the ground with the force of an earthquake, the dragon pinned the Wendigo beneath him. All nine heads faced the Wendigo — their flames burning it from every direction, and the dragon’s crystal claws shredded its yellow flesh. Chudo’s entire body began to glow as flames wrapped around the monster beneath him.

      The Wendigo screamed — a long, terrifying howl that filled the air and transcended the planet. Still, the dragon’s nine heads and claws attacked. The Wendigo’s piercing shriek, intensified by the depth of its agony, became torture to our ears — the vibration so shrill as to nearly perforate our eardrums.
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      Evelyne, moments ago still braced for action with her feet planted wide and her arrow nocked, dropped her weapon and covered her ears. Lauraleigh and I ended up on the forest floor, unable to do anything but writhe in raw agony.

      Suddenly, the Wendigo wrestled itself free. Rocketing straight into the night sky, it took the frost and despair with it, leaving us shocked at the sudden silence.

      All my uncle’s heads shook themselves, as if to steady their minds after such a fierce battle. Stomping his feet and causing the ground to shudder, Chudo-Yudo rid himself of the few chunks of ice that remained. He looked remarkably unharmed.

      “Will it come back?” I whispered, my ears still ringing. The thought of the Wendigo returning terrified me more than I’d ever have words to convey. I knew Lauraleigh understood exactly what I was feeling.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Evelyne said. “This is Chudo-Yudo’s land now. He defeated it.”

      The dragon snorted. “You’ve been away too long, my old friend. The only way to defeat a Wendigo is to kill it.”

      Evelyne opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. I guess it wasn’t like her to make such a significant mistake, and she wanted to move on. “It’s warmer now,” was all she said. “We no longer need that fire.”

      “Get back on my neck,” Chudo Yudo said, dropping so we could scramble on. “If I’m going to get you out of Wendigo country, we need to leave now. No Wendigo takes defeat well.”
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      I lost track of which way we’d turned. The stars above us spun slowly, but their light was too faint to give me any sense of direction. The moon hung among them, wary and watchful. When it left, the Wendigo took the icy chill — a reflection of its frozen heart — with it, but that didn’t mean the air wasn’t still cold. Oddly, after riding on Chudo-Yudo’s back for some time, I felt energized. My fingertips and toes no longer screamed in pain.

      In fact, I felt like I could take on the world, which I made sure to say to anyone who cared to listen.

      “The cold went to her mind,” Evelyne said, hearing me chatter on about how beautiful the night sky looked. “We must stop and get her warm.”

      “We need to get where the Wendigo has no power,” Chudo said. “Just a little farther—”

      “Chudo, she’s hypothermic. She’s Sereda’s daughter, but she has her human grandfather’s body responses. She can’t block the cold.” Evelyne sighed somewhere far behind me. “At least not yet, she can’t.”

      What is she talking about? I glanced at Lauraleigh, who looked cold, but not dangerously so. Why had Evelyne said the cold had gotten into my mind?

      We lurched to a stop. Evelyne slid off first, telling Lauraleigh, “I’m going to get some firewood. You clear a spot where we can make a fire.”

      Lauraleigh seemed to know what to do. She had always been smarter in practical matters, and not long after landing, we all huddled around a blazing fire. However, once I started to warm up, I also started noticing the cold, and the shivering returned.

      Evelyne decided to try her luck at bringing back the things I had sent into quantum space. On the second try, one thick blanket appeared. She wrapped it around me, and soon I started to get warm.

      The relief of the Wendigo being gone, in combination with the warmth, made me deliriously sleepy. Lauraleigh appeared equally exhausted. I shared my blanket with her, and she sank into me as we both started to drift off. The last thing I heard was Evelyne talking to Chudo, who argued we should get moving quickly.

      “I suppose we could be out of its territory,” Evelyne muttered, leaning to Lauraleigh and me to study us.

      Chudo made a soft groaning noise. “I’d have felt it if we were out — unless the Wendigo was just passing through. But then it wouldn’t have attacked us.”

      “Fifteen minutes,” Evelyne said. “Anna, did you hear that? Fifteen minutes and we leave.”

      I nodded. Fifteen minutes was nothing — I could sleep forever — but I’d take what I could get. I felt as liquid as a puddle, and the idea of turning into one seemed hilariously funny for some reason. I giggled to myself, nearly asleep, when I felt the first stab of that otherworldly cold.

      I bolted upright. Every bit of fatigue vanished as adrenaline rushed through me.

      Evelyne didn’t need to say anything — Lauraleigh and I both knew to get back behind the trees. As we did, a stream of the Wendigo’s saliva gushed over our fire, extinguishing it and leaving one curl of smoke flash-frozen in the air. Like he gave us his calling card right before he created a blackness so thick I couldn’t see the tree I was leaning against.

      I looked upward and saw my moon still up there. Even though no one else could probably see it, I could. I begged it for help.

      For a split moment, moonlight became as bright as sunlight, giving us the chance to see our enemy.

      It stood high in the air, its savage and empty face hooded. Its skin, now charred from the earlier battle, hung in shreds from its body. It raised its hands above its head, as if in triumph. I stared in horror at the flashing blades extending from its wrists instead of hands. Did it have claws?

      But the most frightening part… I could see hate oozing from its skin. That hate radiated like shockwaves, slamming into each one of us with a force that knocked us off our feet.

      In quantum space, things become waves, I recalled randomly. Did hate materialize through that creature’s dark magic?

      I gasped, reckoning the Wendigo hadn’t just returned to feed its relentless hunger for flesh. It had returned to inflict vengeance against the one who had defeated it. The Wendigo’s hate had become personal — it wanted revenge.

      Can our magic even begin to defend us against such evil? I didn’t know, and I had no time to figure it out. Without warning, the Wendigo pivoted in the air and turned to face me. Before I could look away, it had its bloodthirsty eyes locked onto mine.

      It sent a rapid-fire sequence of images into my head: Lauraleigh, dead and consumed piece by piece; Chudo-Yudo, stretched out on a giant grill — all nine heads gone, and his dragon body roasting over coals; Evelyne, butchered for the Wendigo’s feast, her head skewered and rotating over a spit roaster. The images were as real as anything I’d ever laid my eyes on, freezing me in horror and leaving me helpless. I just couldn’t make them go away.

      “Consider this my gift to you, young witch Anna Sophia,” the Wendigo sneered, his voice winding around his words like a snake slithering through filth. Sending whispers of hate into my ear, it hissed, “Yes, yes. You, young witch; you I shall feast upon last.”

      Letting me see the storm it dragged behind it like a child on a sled, the Wendigo filled my mind with one last image. One horrible, terrifying, final look at what would be in store for me.

      I slid behind the tree in a dead faint.

      When I came to, it felt like hot rakes had been dragged over my bare skin, as the Wendigo’s storm of ice and snow pummeled me from every direction. The wind raged, deafening me with its thunderous roar. A wall of white surrounded me, blocking out everything except the mental images the Wendigo had locked in my head. Those images loomed in front of me, taunting me as I heard screams coming from somewhere outside my prison of ice and wind. I was rigid with fear and cold, cowered by the vicious strength of the Wendigo.

      “Use… your… power… Anna.”

      Whipping around, I looked to see who was near. It wasn’t Lauraleigh who spoke. It wasn’t Evelyne’s voice either.

      “Use… your… magic… Anna.”

      The voice speaking to me held such gentle authority. The words filled me with kindness and warmed me with love. Instead of suffocating in the darkness of fear, I felt wrapped in a blanket of light, safe from the raging storm.

      And just like that, I knew. I knew for the first time it wasn’t me speaking to my moon. My moon spoke to me. My beloved moon — the gift given to me at birth — reached out to protect and guide me.

      I closed my eyes with gratitude. Breathing slowly, I shut out the fear, shut out the Wendigo’s images, shut out the storm. I shut out everything except the power within.

      I focused on each breath. I drifted deep inside myself to the one spot where the magic always began, the pit of my stomach.

      Concentrating, focusing, breathing, I could feel the magic start to bubble and expand, then swell hotter and bigger than ever before. I went even deeper and reached out to that magic. It became even stronger than when I’d sent everything into quantum space. It grew hotter than I had known magic could be. And still, it grew and strengthened. Opening my arms wide, I called on all the magic within me, asking for fire, for warmth, for protection.

      Boom!

      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      An explosion of sound surrounded me. The air cracked and blared, like the earth itself was breaking apart, as if ice met icebreaker’s steel on the frozen ocean. My head swirled inside all that grinding and popping and cracking, and I covered my ears before they burst from the intensity of it all.

      And then — suddenly — there was silence. The wind disappeared, the snow stopped raging, the booming ceased. And I—

      I slipped to the forest floor, drained of magic, and collapsed.
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* * *

      I blinked and opened my eyes.

      Lauraleigh kneeled beside me. She was stroking my hair and saying something I couldn’t understand. I felt like I was floating under water — sounds came distant and muffled, and Lauraleigh’s face appeared wavy. I blinked again, and this time I saw Evelyne standing by a campfire, her bow set on the ground behind her.

      I tried to sit up. Lauraleigh said something, placing her hand on my back to help me, but I couldn’t make sense of her words.

      What happened?

      I shook my head, trying to clear it. I realized I was warm.

      Evelyne walked over and handed me a cup of something hot. As I drank it, things began to clear and look more solid.

      “Well done, Anna Sophia,” Evelyne said quietly.

      “What…?”

      I was able to hear again, but it felt like my jaw was locked. I tried opening my mouth and moving my jaw back and forth. My face felt like it had taken a left hook from a five-hundred-kilo gorilla.

      “You saved us, Anna,” Lauraleigh said. “At least you saved me. You and Evelyne could have survived that storm with your powers, but I couldn’t have.” She placed her hand on mine, and the image of her as the object of the Wendigo’s feast flashed in my mind, causing me to jerk my hand away as if had been burned. As I sat there shaking, the memory of all that had happened flooded into me at once.

      “Uncle Chudo,” I said, my words still awkward and stiff. “Where is he? Where is Chudo-Yudo?” I looked around and started to stand. I needed to find him.

      “Sit,” Evelyne said. “You’re weak. Drink the tea, and then we can talk.”

      Despite how hot it was, I finished off the tea and stood. Feeling panic set in, I asked again, “Where’s Uncle Chudo?”

      Evelyne nodded to the right. I turned and gasped.

      We were inside a bubble of warmth, protection and safety. Outside our bubble, the snowstorm raged, and Uncle Chudo and Wendigo were engaged in what looked like the battle of the century.

      And I couldn’t tell who was winning.
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      Uncle Chudo had gotten locked outside the bubble and had to fight the Wendigo on his own.

      I felt a knife being thrust into the center of my heart. How could I have failed him so badly? All I could think was that I had betrayed my own blood. My uncle.

      A sense of despair came over me. I turned to Evelyne. “What did I do to cause this? Why didn’t it work?”

      “It worked,” Evelyne said. “Frankly, it worked spectacularly. Bubbles of Protection are not an easy bit of magic to summon. Nor,” she said, looking right at me, “are they simple.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing. Bubbles of Protection have never been meant to cover great expanses of space. Other things serve that purpose. These are meant to encircle those close by who are in need. Chudo-Yudo stood too far to be draped. Which is a good thing.”

      We all gazed at the battle taking place outside our safe bubble.

      “If it had reached him,” Evelyne continued, “it would’ve reached the Wendigo. And that, I assume, would’ve rather defeated your intent.”

      Lauraleigh shuddered. She must have imagined the Wendigo being in the bubble with us.

      Turning back to Evelyne, I said, “We must help him.”

      Lauraleigh screamed. Spinning toward her, I saw her point outside, and when I turned there… I watched one of Chudo’s heads fly off its neck.

      “Nooo—!” I shrieked, racing toward the wall of the bubble.

      “Stop, Anna!” Evelyne ordered and grabbed my arm. Her rough grasp surprised me. “Look,” she said, pointing to Chudo.

      The dragon stood on his back legs, raising his paws. His crystal and obsidian claws glowed scarlet. As he traced the stump where Trudo (or Budo or Hudo, or one of them) had been, a new head sprouted. All eight others whooped as the new head blew a blast of fire toward the Wendigo powerful enough to incinerate all Geneva.

      The Wendigo drew back, but didn’t retreat.

      Chudo-Yudo charged, letting out a roar I could hear even inside the bubble. Flames shot from all his lips. Still, the Wendigo didn’t move. It stood there, bleeding hate from the charred ruins of its soul, but it didn’t budge a millimeter.

      The dragon sprang, fire spraying from the nostrils and mouths of all nine heads. He was about to crush down and pin the Wendigo beneath his massive bulk. But the freak monster did a strange thing. It curled into a ball, drawing a layer of cold around itself as if it was a quilt.

      Evelyne groaned and cradled her head in her hands. “No, no, no…”

      I turned back to the wall to watch Uncle Chudo’s body begin to dim. The golden flecks under his wings started to turn gray, and the glow of fire from its mouths morphed from a blazing red into a pale orange. Without Evelyne telling me, I understood what the Wendigo was trying to do: If it held out long enough to exhaust Chudo’s fire, it could attack a weak dragon no longer capable of fighting back.

      “Chudo, no!” I screamed, not caring that he couldn’t hear me. But it wouldn’t have mattered if he did. Too late. Chudo-Yudo’s fire — a fire that had burned bright for centuries — went out.

      I was inside a nightmare. I watched the battle as if it had been a silent movie on a screen. But it wasn’t a movie — it was my uncle out there. And he was getting robbed of his life force.

      The Wendigo uncoiled itself and slithered forward. I watched in horror as the blade of his hand shot out and slashed another of Chudo’s heads. It flew off into the air, landed with a thud, and rolled to a stop. The Wendigo clamped its mouth over the headless stump, blowing ice deep inside the empty cavity. Chudo howled a scream so wild and horrible, so filled with anguish, it pierced the barrier of the Bubble and drove itself deep into my heart.

      Chudo no longer seemed to have enough power to grow a new head. He just stood there, watching helplessly as the Wendigo’s cold crept over his scales and seeped into his body. The icy frost traveled into each remaining head and through each part of Chudo’s body, chilling his blood and sealing his fate.

      Chudo’s scream had not been one of pain. It had been one of loss. He had known before we did that this was how he — a dragon who had lived for centuries and traveled the world with my mother — was going to die. His scream was the wail of endings, and that’s how it pierced the protection of the Bubble.

      Uncle Chudo was saying his goodbyes.

      I fell to the ground, weeping, the pain of loss so great I thought I couldn’t possibly survive it. He’s my uncle. I moaned, clutching myself around the middle. My real and true uncle, and I can’t save him.

      I had never felt such pain in all my life. Yes, I had grown up an orphan, sad not to have had a family. But it was all I knew, and so I could manage that sadness. But now I knew what love felt like. I knew what it felt like to belong to someone, to be of their flesh and blood.

      How could I lose this so soon?
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* * *

      I curled into myself as I lay on the ground. Chudo-Yudo’s death left me sobbing so hard I thought my ribs were going to burst.

      “Anna, come here. Look!” Lauraleigh called. She stood by the wall of the Bubble, pointing outside.

      I forced myself up and walked over to Lauraleigh. A giant shape moved in a wild flurry outside, like a bear with its leg in a trap trying to escape. I saw a tangle of waving heads and claws, and then, with a final burst of dragon fury, Chudo-Yudo launched itself at its enemy.

      We could see, though not hear, the Wendigo screaming, its face contorted with rage, shock and pain. The Wendigo roared and twisted like a tornado, then shot up into the air. As it rose upward, it gathered all the snow, wind and ice. We watched the entire funnel of the Wendigo and its storm disappeared into the clouds above our heads.

      Chudo-Yudo fell to the ground with a massive thump, his heads feebly trying to lift themselves, but unable to.

      I stopped supporting the Bubble of Protection around us, burst through it and raced to where Chudo lay. Layers of frost covered him. I stared in horror at the web of slash marks covering each of the remaining necks — frozen signatures the Wendigo left behind.

      “Anna, give me fire!” Evelyne called out, running up to us from behind and landing by Chudo’s side. “Now!”

      I conjured up a white-hot ball of flame and handed it to Evelyne. She plunged it right into the dragon’s heart.

      “More, Anna!” she yelled.

      As fast as I sent her balls of flame, she pushed them into Chudo, all the while shouting words I didn’t understand, words that turned into chanting, then into prayer, into hope.

      Ball after ball of flames went into Chudo, who remained unmoving on the ground. Even when I thought I couldn’t possibly create more fire, I did. Over and over and over, I sent balls of flames to Evelyne, who pushed them into Chudo’s chest.

      We were performing a blood transfusion of sorts, only instead of blood, Evelyne was using fire from me — his niece, his blood relative — to try to make his heart beat again.

      I wanted to hold him. To tell all his heads I loved them. To beg them to please not die. To please not leave me. But I couldn’t; I just went on making those balls of fire that Evelyne thought might save his life.

      Except he still wasn’t moving.

      And then no fire came. I couldn’t make more. I dripped with sweat, exhausted beyond comprehension, but I didn’t care. Come on! I screamed at myself. Come on! My eyes wouldn’t open, and my hands kept moving, over and over and over, but no fire came through. Nothing.

      “Stop,” Evelyne said gently, her hand on my shoulder. “Stop now.”

      I managed to open my eyes to look at her, and in her eyes, I saw all the sorrow I felt. She shook her head. “You did all you could, Anna. I did all I could.” Her voice caught as she said, “I loved him, too, you know.”

      With that, I dropped to the ground and sobbed.

      An eternity passed — and eventually, my tears dried out, too.

      “You just loved Chudo, or did you love me, too?” Fred asked, lifting his head on a wobbly neck. “And how come everything hurts so much?”
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      “Fred!” I screamed, not even caring about the snot streaming from my nose. “Fred!”

      “Hello,” another head’s quiet voice said. “I’m Maude.”
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      Dear Diary,

      I wanted to write so I could tell you Uncle Chudo-Yudo survived, and I’m practically exploding with happiness.

      It’s odd, but as Evelyne and I worked together for the first time since we met, I found myself liking her. I saw a whole different side of her — one that was kind and loving, instead of snappy and sarcastic. I don’t expect it to last, but it felt good to see that in her for a change.

      Right now, I still have so many questions.

      Like, what did Evelyne mean when she said I have my grandfather’s human blood?

      And who is the “he” she and Chudo were talking about — the one who might know where my mother buried my father’s heart?

      And why doesn’t Evelyne feel the cold like Lauraleigh and I do? If it’s a witch thing, then how come I feel it so much?

      My biggest question, though, is this: Will the Wendigo leave us alone now? I hope the answer to that one is “yes” because I feel like I’ll have nightmares for the rest of my life until I’m sure it’s gone forever.

      I could write so much more, and I will, but at another time. Right now, I need to help Uncle Chudo. I need to be sure he’s strong enough to be on his own before we leave.

      PS. The moon talked to me, Diary! I always prayed that someday she would, and now she has!
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* * *

      Fred startled me so much, I must have literally jumped into the air.

      My heart went into overdrive. I scrambled over to the dragon, and I screamed, “They’re alive! Evelyne, they’re alive!”

      I could hardly wait to hug Chudo and do anything I could to help him recover. I also yearned to see the look on his face when I told him about putting my fire in his body.

      But Chudo wasn’t talking. He and the others didn’t look exactly dead, but they didn’t look quite alive either.

      “Good to see you’re still with us, Fred.” Evelyne’s voice betrayed none of the emotion she’d displayed earlier when she thought Chudo-Yudo had died.

      “Well, I don’t feel so good,” Fred said. Turning his head with visible effort, he looked at the new head. “Who’s that?”

      “You’re looking at Maude,” Evelyne answered with a slight smile. “It appears you have a sister, Fred.”

      “A what? No, that’s impossible. Chudo wouldn’t do that. Chudo!” he hollered. “Chudo!” Fred gaped at us, a panicky look in his bulging eyes. “What’s wrong with Chudo? Why isn’t he awake? What’s wrong with everyone?”

      Evelyne sighed. “Do you remember battling the Wendigo?”

      “We fought the Wendigo?” Fred asked, looking shocked. A second later, he said, “No — hold on, hold on… I do remember that. We got that Wendigo good!” Little whiffs of steam shot from his nostrils. “Didn’t we?” He looked at Evelyne as if confused.

      “Your second battle,” Evelyne said. “Do you remember it?”

      Fred stared at Evelyne, clearly trying to concentrate. He lowered himself to the ground, looking totally drained. “No. I don’t, Evelyne. I don’t remember a second battle.”

      A tear slid down his cheek, and my heart nearly broke.

      “Did the Wendigo kill us?” he asked.

      For the first time ever, I saw a tender smile cross Evelyne’s face. “Fred… If you were dead, could we be talking?”

      Fred’s face lit up. “Good point, Evelyne. And a big relief!”

      I wanted to hug him. If I could have figured out how to do that without causing him more pain, I would have.

      Before we could say more, we heard loud groaning coming from everywhere at once. First Trudo, then Grudo, then Budo. Each head moved slightly, causing more loud moans from its neighbors. One by one, their eyes popped open.

      “Hi!” I said to one after the other. “Oh my gosh, I’m so happy you’re alive!” My smile grew as big as my face would let it.

      Lauraleigh approached to stand next to me. “Hi… Grudo — right? And… Budo, and Trudo?” She beamed at each head, and they each grunted a pained hello and moaned some more.

      “Okay,” Evelyne said. “All of you, listen to me. You’re injured, but you’ll be fi—”

      Budo let out a scream that Uncle Misha could probably hear all the way over in Siberia. “Who’s that?!” he shrieked, apparently not having the strength to pull away from the head resting right next to him, but trying hard to do so.
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      I couldn’t help it — I burst out laughing. I was still worried sick, of course. After all, Uncles Chudo and Yudo still hadn’t moved. But honestly, a dragon head screaming in surprise was like no sound I had ever heard. It reminded me of a wind-up monkey Uncle Misha had gotten me when I turned five. When you turned a key, it made a little screech that got higher and higher pitched until the key finished turning. Then the monkey just fell over. I thought it was so funny I turned that key a hundred times a day, until Uncle Misha finally said, “Ah, Malyshka! I need my head examined. What was I thinking, getting you such a toy?” After that, he just went outside whenever he saw me carry that monkey.

      Even funnier than Budo’s high-pitched wail was the look on his face when he saw Maude. Uncle Chudo’s heads didn’t have eyebrows, but if they did, his would have flown right off his face. For Budo’s whole life, Rudo’s head lived right next to his. And now… Well, it was gone.

      “Budo,” I said, “meet your sister Maude. Maude, meet Budo, Grudo, and Trudo — your brothers. I know you’ve already met Fred.”

      Maude turned her head from one to the other. “Hello, brothers!” she said, blowing out a light stream of fire. “I’m so excited to meet you! I’ve never had brothers before.” She started to talk to her new brothers enthusiastically.

      “How did that happen?” I asked Evelyne. “Does someone new usually come back when a head gets chopped off?”

      Evelyne shrugged. “It does happen sometimes. Not often, though. Before, it had only happened to Fred.”

      “Why can she blow fire while the others can’t? I noticed only a little steam coming from Fred, no fire at all.”

      “She came late. She didn’t get injured like the others. I hope it won’t be long before they all start blowing fire again.” Evelyne caressed Chudo, his eyes still closed and his face slack.

      We had been talking quietly so the dragons couldn’t hear us. When we joined their conversation again, Trudo was speaking.

      “The Wendigo chopped my head off, too,” Trudo said. “But you didn’t see me come back as a girl.”

      “Hey—” Maude started to say.

      Grudo interrupted her in an alarmed tone. “Hold on, siblings. Why aren’t Chudo and Yudo awake yet? Something must be seriously wrong.” After a pause, he added, “And… uh-oh… look who’s missing.”

      “Hudo!” they all shouted, staring at the stump where Hudo’s head used to be.

      “Chudo better not bring him back as a girl,” Fred grumbled. “One sister is enough!”

      “Hush! All of you,” Evelyne commanded. “Let me look at it.” She studied the stump, touching it gently. “I can’t do anything about Hudo now, so let’s not worry about whether he comes back as himself, or—” she glanced at Maude, “—somebody else. But I know he’ll be back.”

      Evelyne spent the next half hour listening to the dragon’s heart and putting a magic balm on the dozens of slashes and gashes she found all over his body. Within an hour, I couldn’t see so much as a scratch. Except for Chudo and Yudo still not moving, and Hudo missing, nobody could tell they had nearly died fighting the Wendigo.

      Evelyne sat on the ground near the dragon’s wing, looking like she hadn’t slept in a year. “We’re all tired,” she said. “We need to rest. Chudo and Yudo are alive and will recover, but it’ll take a bit longer. They took the hardest hits, and they need time to heal. Since you can’t go anywhere or even move until they’re awake, I suggest you take this time to sleep. You need to heal, too.

      “Meanwhile, I ask all of you to remain quiet while I concentrate,” she went on. “I need to place us inside a powerful Bubble of Protection, so if the Wendigo returns, he won’t have access to any of you. Or to us,” she said, looking at Lauraleigh and me. “To do this, I need silence. No interruptions from any of you. Understood?”

      Six dragon heads bobbed up and down as they shouted, “Yes!” “Yes!” “Thank you!” They were all talking at once, until Evelyne put her hand up and silenced them with one of her looks. After that, my dragon uncles (and aunt) didn’t say a word. I think they all fell asleep.

      Even though I was exhausted, I didn’t sleep. I became too fascinated by what Evelyne was doing. Lauraleigh and I sat quietly and watched as she sprinkled corn and tobacco on the ground, started a small fire and placed a thick, long bundle of dried herbs at its side to smolder. What was it, some kind of sage stick?

      Evelyne pulled a drum from the thin air and began to drum and chant. She sang, saying all sorts of unfamiliar words, but it didn’t matter. The strength of her rich tone, along with the steady beat of the drum, made it easy to grasp that Evelyne was calling up her most powerful magic. She seemed to have gone deep inside herself. I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d ever know how to do that sort of thing. Or be capable of doing it even if I did know how.

      Evelyne chanted and drummed for more than two hours. When she finished, she made sure the sage stick wasn’t still burning. Without a word to either of us, she walked to a far corner of the area we were in, and with her hands clasped behind her back, she stared at the surrounding countryside. At what exactly, we had no idea.

      Almost immediately, the air above our heads seemed to solidify and jell together as if it were liquid glass.

      I’m beginning to see why Monsieur Nolan wanted her to be my teacher. I looked around in awe. We weren’t so much inside a Bubble of Protection, as we were inside a Fortress of Protection. I felt so safe, even the thought of the Wendigo didn’t worry me at that moment.

      Trusting that Chudo, Yudo and Hudo would soon be well, and knowing no harm could come to us inside the Fortress, Lauraleigh and I found a spot in the corner where we could lay down. Within minutes, I was sound asleep.
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      I woke up after sleeping for two whole days. Yudo woke after three. Still, Chudo did not rise.

      I could tell Evelyne was worried. She pretended not to be, but I could see through that.

      “We’re running out of time,” she said. “Running out of time.”

      “For what?” As much as I wanted to find my father’s heart, I didn’t think a few days of taking care of Chudo would matter to Koschey.

      “It will come back,” Evelyne said. “The Wendigo will return.”

      “But we’re safe in here, right? You said we were safe.” My voice rose about three octaves as I said those words — proof of how much anxiety the Wendigo caused me.

      “We are,” Evelyne agreed. “For now. But a Protection Bubble, even one like this, isn’t a permanent solution. They buy time. And we did get some time to recover.” She glanced at Chudo, and her brow furrowed. “But it fades the longer we stay in it. With Chudo taking so long to wake up, our protection has already weakened. He can’t leave this bubble until he has regained all his strength.” Evelyne shook her head. “I certainly hope he doesn’t sleep for another hundred years.”

      “He could do that?” I asked, stunned.

      Evelyne nodded firmly. “He could do that.”

      “Well, could you build him another Bubble, then? To buy him some more time in case this one loses its power?”

      Evelyne stared at me. And she kept staring, saying nothing, until I was squirming under her relentless gaze.

      “What?” I asked. I hated it when she did that.

      “Have you learned nothing? You think I — or any witch — can go around throwing up structures like this any time of the day or night? Think, Anna Sophia. How much did it take out of you to create your little Bubble of Protection? The one whose wall you managed to break through without a thought?”

      I felt blood rush into my face. She was right. I hadn’t even thought about what it must have cost her to create this fortress — a structure so strong it could keep out an enemy as powerful as the Wendigo.

      Ignoring my embarrassment, Evelyne said quietly, “It was here.”

      My heart missed a beat. “The Wendigo?”

      Evelyne nodded.

      “When?” I felt my stomach heave at the thought of it peering in and watching us as we slept — of it planning its next attack.

      “Even I — amazing as I might be — must rest at times,” Evelyne said. “Though not often,” she added as if making sure I wouldn’t doubt her powers.

      She didn’t speak after that, and I knew not to ask. I knew she’d tell me when she wanted to tell me. Or she wouldn’t. Either way, nothing I said or did would influence Evelyne Nolan. That much I’d learned by now.

      After a long silence, Evelyne spoke quietly, almost in a whisper. “I felt it as I slept—” She paused again. “It was horrible, to be perfectly honest. I sat up and looked out of the Bubble, and there it was, sitting on that pine over there, peering in as if it knew precisely where to look.”

      “But it couldn’t get in, right?”

      “Of course not,” Evelyne said. “This is the fortress of all Bubbles. One I’m rather proud of, I must say.”

      “But it was looking in and watching us?” I said with a shudder. I think Evelyne wanted me to show my admiration of her Bubble, but I couldn’t think about anything except the Wendigo.

      “Anna!” she exclaimed. “Rely on your mind, please, and not your anxieties. Of course it couldn’t watch us. We’re invisible. Nothing and nobody can see us. We can see out, but even if someone knows we’re here and can see the bubble, they can’t see in.”

      I felt my shoulders collapse with relief, which surprised me because I didn’t even know I was holding them all scrunched up.

      Evelyne said, “Still… Invisible or not, the Wendigo most certainly knows we’re in here tending to Chudo.”

      We stayed quiet for a minute, both lost in thought.

      I whispered, “It knows my name.”

      Evelyne’s head jerked up, and she looked at me in surprise. “It what?”

      “It knows my name. It… called me by my name.”

      Evelyne sat up erect. “You spoke with the Wendigo?”

      “Well... I didn’t speak,” I said. “It did.” I told her what had happened.

      When I finished, a strange look was frozen on Evelyne’s face. It was some combination of awe and terror… and grave concern.

      “Oh, Anna,” she whispered. “Anna…” Evelyne’s thought hung in the air, unfinished.

      Watching her, I began to feel scared all over again.

      “The Wendigo,” she said, seeming to choose her words carefully, “has never spoken to anyone. Ever. That it spoke to you and taunted you with images of what it was going to do, and then remained unable to carry out its hateful and twisted mission — this leaves it tormented and unfulfilled.” Evelyne’s eyes met mine. “And very, very dangerous. When we leave here, you must remain alert and aware, Anna. At all times. We all must, but this will be especially true for your pet.”

      “Evelyne! She’s—”

      “Yes, I know. She’s not your pet.” Evelyne flicked her wrist, as if disregarding my concern. “Fine. Whatever you want to call her, Anna — she’s bait. The Wendigo will use her to get to you. So, pet or not, be prepared to sacrifice her if you must.”

      “I’d never, ever—”

      Before I could say more, Lauraleigh walked over, a big smile on her face. “Chudo’s awake! And he’s asking to see both of you.”
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      Dear Diary,

      I don’t know how we’ll go in search of my father’s heart, when the Wendigo is waiting for its chance to get revenge. How can we survive an attack without Uncle Chudo-Yudo by our side? The dragon saved us — not once, but twice.

      Even with Evelyne’s skills and power, I don’t see how we can fight off something so hate-filled and evil as the Wendigo alone. And… I can’t let it capture me, Diary. It showed me what it would do. It would turn me into a… into a… oh! I can barely stand to write it.

      A cannibal!

      And it would make me eat Lauraleigh! I didn’t even tell that part to Evelyne when I described what happened. It’s just too horrible to say aloud.

      Somehow, we must find a way to look for my dad’s heart, yet stay safe. I wish I knew how, but I don’t.

      I should go and see Uncle Chudo now. He’s been awake for three days, and every day he seems stronger. He and Evelyne spend a lot of time talking, but I don’t know about what. I do know she’s been giving him healing herbs and a balm for his body and wings, and it’s working. He’s almost (but not quite) as good as new, and so far, the Fortress is holding strong. Evelyne said it exceeded her greatest expectations. So that’s good!

      Oh, one more thing: It seems my uncles are starting to like Maude. It turns out she’s quite the warrior Dragon. She’s been telling them all sorts of stories about battles she’d won in her other life. She said it was all very odd this time, because as far she knows, she was in a battle when her head got sliced off. The next thing she knew, it appeared back on a neck, but not her neck: Rudo’s neck!

      Isn’t that the strangest thing ever? I think it is.

      Anyway, as much as they miss Rudo, they all seem to like her now, and even appear glad to have a sister. I was afraid they’d ask Chudo to chop her head off or something, so he could bring Rudo back. As it turns out, Rudo didn’t even want to return. He had already told Chudo if he ever got offed, to let him stay wherever he landed so he could ponder what to do with his life. Uncle Chudo said Rudo was tired, and after living for thousands of years, he had earned the right to rest for a while. So that’s how he brought Maude — although he’d said, to be perfectly honest, he hadn’t intended to bring them a sister. It just kind of happened that way because he was almost dead himself.

      Evelyne told me that, eventually, Rudo may grow his own body, and may even invite some free dragon heads that had been slashed off elsewhere to join him. Or he may decide to slowly disappear into the quantum space and live there. Isn’t that crazy?

      I’m glad Maude came. Now I have eight uncles and an aunt!
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* * *

      We buried Rudo’s head in a small cave in the nearby mountain. We built a solid wall of rocks to protect him from wild animals, but made it breakable from the inside in case he ever decided to grow a new body and come out into the world.

      I walked to and fro around the protected area under the Bubble, while Lauraleigh sat with Uncle Chudo, playing a game of checkers. Evelyne stood looking outside the Bubble again, although I couldn’t figure out what she was trying to see out there. Or what she waited for. Earlier that morning, I had asked her if the Wendigo had been back.

      “No,” she said. “Nor have I sensed it flying above us. It seems to have returned to wherever it comes from.” Seeing my relief, she scoffed. “And therein lies your first mistake, Anna Sophia.”

      I looked at her in surprise.

      “Gone now, doesn’t mean gone. You relax — you drop your guard. You drop your guard, and mark my words: The Wendigo will swoop in and grant you your worst nightmare.” Her icy eyes bored into mine, as if she knew what the monster had told me. But she couldn’t — I hadn’t told anyone except my Diary. And there was no way she could have read that.

      “Never relax, Anna Sophia.”

      “But—”

      “Never. Relax.”

      And with that, she walked away.
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* * *

      “Niece!” Uncle Chudo shouted when he saw me. “Come sit with your old and weary uncle.” He blew out a small burst of fire and grinned. “How about that, little niece? Pretty good, wouldn’t you say?”

      With that, the other eight heads blew out their blasts as well.

      Eight? Eight!

      “Hi, Uncle Hudo!” I said, running over to them. “When did you get here?” It was more than good, seeing Uncle Hudo’s head back right where it belonged.

      “Just a little while ago,” he said. “It took Chudo long enough to bring me back! I thought my head was going to dry up and turn into a raisin before he got around to it. Of course,” he said, giving Chudo a friendly bump, “I didn’t know he was unconscious. So I forgave him the wait.” He blew curls of steam into the air. “My, it’s good to be home!”

      “You have a sister,” I told him. “Maude!”

      Maude swung her head toward me and smiled, displaying all her gleaming, white, serrated teeth. I wasn’t quite used to the sight of a dragon smiling. It’s so odd.

      “So I discovered,” Hudo said with a soft laugh. “Hard to miss that, Anna, given that we share a body.”

      All the heads guffawed, and my heart swelled with happiness. It almost felt like it did before — before the Wendigo. “Good point,” I said, laughing with them. “I guess I’m just so excited you’re back, and that I have an aunt, that I didn’t think before it popped out of my mouth.”

      Just as all the dragons started chuckling again, Evelyne strode over, looking serious and business-like. “I do hate to break up this happy party,” she declared, “but Anna and I must talk with Chudo. We have business to discuss.”

      So, she is all business.

      Before I could say anything, she stated, “We leave tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” It seemed too soon.

      “Chudo got stronger,” she said. “Not as strong as I’d like, but strong enough.” She gave him a firm look, and I knew they must’ve discussed this.

      “Strong as I need to be,” he said. As if to prove his point, he sent a blast of fire into the air powerful enough to burn down half of Switzerland. The fire raised to the ceiling of our protective dome and slowly disappeared.

      “Thank you for that warming breath, Chudo,” Evelyne said. “Are you trying to melt down the Bubble?”

      “Oops. My apologies, Evelyne,” Chudo said, and I swear he bowed slightly.

      “Chu-do’s in trou-ble!” Fred cried out in a sing-song voice.

      Maude swung around and bonked him on the head. “Fredrick! Manners, please,” she said.

      All the others went “Ooh,” just as in my third-grade classroom when I was eight. I thought it funny how my uncles sometimes acted like dotty old men, and sometimes like toddlers. It was probably good that they now had a sister around to keep them in line.

      “The point is,” Evelyne said, clearly not amused by the playfulness going on, “we’re leaving tomorrow. Chudo-Yudo won’t survive another battle with the Wendigo, so he’ll take us as far as he can, to help us make up for the lost time.”

      I asked Chudo, “You feel strong enough to do that? Really?”

      “I’m fine, little niece — with no small amount of thanks to you and Evelyne. We want to relocate outside the territory the Wendigo can enter, so we’ll drop you off at a spot close to the lake cabin. That will be the starting point for where you need to go to find the—” He glanced at Evelyne. “To find the… uh, caretaker — so to speak — of whatever it is you are seeking.”

      Evelyne rolled her eyes.

      Chudo’s eyes dimmed with sadness when he looked at me. “I only wish I could tell you more and be of more help. Sereda never confided in me what she needed to hide or why. She only told me who she would ask to watch over it.” With that, his eyes flicked Evelyne’s way, but not for long enough to make eye contact. “That, and gossip here and there, leaves me able to tell you the general direction in which to go. I wish I could do more.”

      “But it’s so much more than what we had,” I said. “To know where to start looking — that’s huge!”

      “If you could tell me—”

      “No, Uncle Chudo! I can’t do that. Please don’t ask me to tell you, because you’re my uncle and you’re her brother, and saying no to you is impossible. But trust me, I can’t say what it is.”

      “Then you need not worry, Anna,” Chudo said. “I won’t ask again.”

      Everyone became quiet after that. Finally, I said to Chudo, “You and my other uncles—” I smiled at Maude. “You, my other uncles and my aunt,” I said, “will you be safe?”

      “We’ll be safe,” Chudo said. “I wish I could say the same for you, little niece.”
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      We had been flying for several hours, and Chudo was getting tired. Grudo had his head back for Lauraleigh and me to lean on, but instead of talking with us, he fell asleep this time. As did most of the others.

      “There. See it?” Evelyne extended her arm over my shoulder to point to a distant spot. “That’s a good place, Chudo. Set us down there and rest before you fly on.”

      Evelyne must have noticed Chudo getting exhausted, too.

      Chudo landed at a mostly flat spot, with a clump of trees nearby. Snow covered the ground, but not too much to walk. The air felt clean and good, and the temperature was brisk, but not freezing — although I knew when the sun dropped, it would be.

      I was glad Chudo agreed to stay for a while, because I didn’t feel ready to say goodbye just yet. I had come to hate goodbyes — first, it was to Uncle Misha, then to Monsieur Nolan, and now to my wonderful dragon uncle and all his heads. I was hoping Chudo would decide to stay for the night — mostly because I didn’t want him to go, but also because I felt safer with him nearby. But before Lauraleigh and I had even begun to gather wood, he called me over.

      “Little niece...” Chudo started to say, but his voice caught, and he stopped. There was a tear sparkling in the corner of his eye, and the other heads looked away. My stomach knotted up, knowing he was about to tell me they were leaving.

      “You’re my sister’s child,” he finally said. “And I know if she were here, she would be so proud of you. But,” he said, and this time the single tear fell, “she is not.” He reached his paw out to touch my face, taking great care so his crystal and obsidian claws did not scrape me.

      “And because she is not,” he went on tenderly, “you must trust that I can love you enough for both of us. Because I do. And I always will.”

      I glanced around and saw Yudo, Trudo, Budo, Grudo, Hudo, Fred and Maude all crying great big tears that were dropping to the earth and making it so wet it soon started to look like a swamp.

      “Oh, Uncle Chudo,” I whispered. I didn’t have words to express all my feelings, so I just threw my arms around his neck and said, “I love you, Uncle Chudo. I love all of you. I’m the luckiest girl to have you as my family.”
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      After that, I hugged each of my uncles and Maude around their necks. It didn’t even matter to me how awkward and difficult it was to hug a nine-headed dragon, or that they were soaking my clothes through and through with their tears.

      And just like that, they flew off in search of their new and safer home.

      It was time to set up a camp for ourselves. Evelyne still hadn’t explained anything about the mysterious “he” that Chudo had mentioned, but then I hadn’t told her what we were searching for either. I thought once we were sitting around a fire, maybe Evelyne would tell us about the person Sereda had trusted to guard something so precious. But even if she did, I was sure I wouldn’t tell her he was guarding my father’s heart.
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* * *

      After making a rock-lined pit to keep a fire burning through the night, Lauraleigh and I went off to gather wood, while Evelyne began making arrows.

      I couldn’t imagine why I had left Squire and Knight behind. They would’ve helped us so much. Evelyne brought an axe, some rope, and the parkas back from quantum space, and I realized how much faster we could have gathered and chopped wood for the fire with an extra set of hands. But I hadn’t brought them and decided it wasn’t making much sense to keep stewing over it.

      Still, it’ll make things so much easier to have them. I bent down to pick another log and tried to ignore the pain in all my muscles.

      We had loaded ourselves up with so much wood that my arms were practically breaking, and I assumed Lauraleigh’s, too — she carried a much larger load than I. Straining under the weight of all that wood, we headed back to the campsite and dropped it by the fire pit.

      “Girls… Stop bringing so many large logs,” Evelyne said. “We need tinder and kindling, or these won’t do us a bit of good. Go find leaves, dried grass, and some fungi, for heaven’s sake.” She sighed. “And bring small pieces of dry wood. Smaller than a pencil.”

      Lauraleigh and I exchanged spiritless glances. I thought that things would be a lot easier if Evelyne would just communicate what she wanted us to do at the beginning of a job.

      “Can’t you use your magic to make those?” I asked, nodding toward the arrow Evelyne was making. It seemed to me we could use her help gathering the wood.

      She shot me a look sharp enough to slice me into the kindling-sized pieces she wanted us to find. “A huntress never uses magic to make her arrows. Arrows will never fly true if one isn’t their own fletcher.” She went back to cutting the nock with what looked like several hacksaw blades that came from who knows where. It seemed to me, if she could conjure a saw out of nowhere, she could conjure up a few good arrows.

      “If, however,” Evelyne said, continuing to work on her arrow, “you should see fit to gather the proper tinder, kindling, and wood, you could certainly use your magic to start a fire before we all freeze to death.” She looked up. “Unless this is too much to ask of you both — in which case, by all means, sit down and rest.”

      “It’s fine, Evelyne,” Lauraleigh said politely, ignoring her sarcasm. “Come on, Anna. I saw a whole pile of leaves back there, without any snow on them at all. They’d make great tinder.”

      Lauraleigh and I walked toward the clump of trees, and I wondered if Evelyne would ever allow herself to be nice and stay nice. I figured we were going to be together for a while, and it sure would make it easier if she didn’t keep being a witch.

      Lauraleigh punched me in the shoulder, smiling. “At least we know she can be nice. Sometimes, anyway!”

      “Yeah. For two minutes at a time, once every century,” I said, using the bottom of my t-shirt as a basket for carrying leaves. “She might die or something, if she tried doing it for three.”

      Lauraleigh laughed. “Let’s hurry up and get this done. I’m freezing!”

      “Me, too. But, actually — I’m more hungry than cold. Starving.”

      “Same here,” Lauraleigh said. “When’s the last time we ate?”

      I thought about that. “I don’t know. Too long ago, obviously. Maybe by the time we get back, Evelyne will have conjured up the food and a pot, and she’ll have a nice dinner waiting for us.”

      Lauraleigh raised an eyebrow. “Good to dream big, Anna Sophia. Maybe she’ll have made us some of that soup we had at Monsieur Nolan’s.”

      “Wow. That wasn’t very long ago, was it?”

      “No, it wasn’t,” Lauraleigh said, looking as surprised as I felt. “Odd, isn’t it? It feels like we shared that meal months ago.”

      More like years.

      It struck me that ever since I discovered I was a witch, an awful lot seemed to happen in short periods of time.
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      As soon as we settled around the fire and started to get a little warm, Evelyne said, “Time for you to bring back what you sent into quantum space. We’re all hungry, and somewhere out there a lot of food — that we could be eating — just floats around.”

      “How do I do that?” I asked. “You said we could know what to pull out, but not where. Or where, but not what. How can I bring it back, if I don’t know where it’s going to pop out if I do?” This whole quantum space thing had me confused, and hunger made me too irritable to figure it out.

      Evelyne glanced up from the arrow shaft she was sanding. “Really, Anna Sophia?”

      “What? But that’s what you said!”

      Evelyne had managed to bring back our parkas, some rope, an axe, sanding paper, and a saw. I was sure she knew how to bring back the food. She was just being mean.

      “Concentrate, Anna. You must go back to that place you went inside yourself when you made it all disappear. When you are there, imagine the spaces between molecules growing, getting larger. At the same time, visualize this place, this spot right here. Hold both images simultaneously, and you’ll accomplish your task.”

      I stared at her. “You’re kidding, right?” When she did not respond, I said, “Evelyne! I’m starving. How can I concentrate so I can do two things in my mind at the same time? That’s impossible, anyway. The mind can only do one thing at a time. I learned that in seventh-grade science class with Sister Mary Margaret.”

      It’s true. Sister Mary Margaret told us the brain can only handle one cognitive task at a time. People can read, or they can talk, she said, but they can’t do both simultaneously. She explained that if a task has become automatic from repetition, we can do two things — but only because the automatic task is no longer a cognitive one. A grown-up can listen to the radio and drive a car because driving is no longer a cognitive task, after doing it for so long. But Sister M said if a driver hits an icy road, he will no longer be able to pay attention to the radio, because he’ll concentrate on driving. Suddenly, driving becomes a cognitive task again.

      We all figured she taught us this to discourage us from even trying to secretly text on our cell phones while listening to her lectures. But the thing was, she did all sorts of experiments with us, and she was right. Nobody could do two cognitive tasks at one time. Not even the smartest kid in the class.

      So, by encouraging me to imagine molecules getting bigger while imagining the campsite, Evelyne was asking me to do two different cognitive tasks at the same time. And that couldn’t be done.

      I looked at her triumphantly.

      “Fine,” she said. “Suit yourself, Anna Sophia. Feel free to starve yourself and your pet. I’m going off to recall some food for myself. Should you change your mind, you know what to do.”

      With that, Evelyne walked away into the woods.

      Lauraleigh and I just stared at each other, neither of us saying a word, until I said, “You’re not my pet.”

      Lauraleigh smiled. “I don’t know why you let her get under your skin so much when she says that. Remember how we used to say Mary Rose was the teacher’s pet? And remember when you were working on raising money for the homeless kids in Romania? You told me it was your pet project for the semester. See? It’s just a word, Anna Sophia. If I don’t let it bother me, you shouldn’t let it bother you.”

      I had totally forgotten ever using the word like that. But as much as I hated to agree with her, she was making some sense.

      “Besides,” Lauraleigh said, “you empower her when you let it get to you. She baits and hooks you every time. Just don’t let her hook you.”

      “Oh, my gosh!” I said. “That’s just so right, Lauraleigh. See? This is exactly why I told her you’re brilliant.”

      “Well, thanks. Although, really, I’m not.” She paused. “But, Anna?”

      “What?”

      “I am hungry.”

      All I could do was grunt in agreement. Feeling guilty, I added, “I’m so sorry, Lauraleigh.”

      “Well, you don’t need to be sorry.” For a second, she seemed hesitant about saying something, but then went on to say it, anyway. “The thing is, Anna… When Sister Mary Margaret taught us about not being able to do two things at once, I think she was talking about, you know, humans. You’re human, of course, but you’re also a witch. So, maybe you can do two cognitive tasks at once. Evelyne does. She brought back all that stuff from quantum space, so it can be done.” Lauraleigh leaned closer to me. “And, Anna, you’re more powerful than Evelyne. She’s right — she’s more experienced, but you’re more powerful. So I think it’s just a matter of you trying and practicing until you get it figured out.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah,” Lauraleigh said with a warm and encouraging smile.

      I thought about that a little more. Maybe Lauraleigh was right: maybe I could do this. At least I owed her a try.

      “Okay, then,” I said. I sat more comfortably on the hard ground and took a deep breath. “Here goes nothing!”

      I closed my eyes, continuing to take deep breaths. I remembered that sensation of going inward, of traveling down into a place deep inside myself where the magic lived. But the images I tried to create weren’t working. I couldn’t see them clearly, nor control them. I couldn’t even tell what I was seeing or where I was going. I only knew it felt as if I was floating, disconnected from my body.

      Two loud explosions shocked me out of my trance. Pop! Pop!

      My eyes flew open. “What was that?” I cried, my heart racing like a runaway freight train in a tunnel.

      “I don’t know,” Lauraleigh said, her eyes wide like two moons. “You had gone away into a deep meditation, and the next thing I knew there were those loud pops!”

      A rustling noise in the woods had Lauraleigh and me on our feet in a split second.

      The Wendigo?

      “Lauraleigh,” I said, panicking. “Where’s Evelyne? We can’t… We can’t handle it by ourselves.”

      Lauraleigh’s face was so white it looked bleached, and her whole body started shaking. Her fear spread to me, and soon my chest became so constricted I couldn’t draw a breath.

      “An—” she started to whisper, her voice tense. And then, suddenly, she grabbed my shoulder, groaning with relief. She even pushed out a labored, wheezing laugh.

      Whipping around to face the woods, I saw what made Lauraleigh laugh. It wasn’t the Wendigo. “Squire! Knight!” I yelled. “Oh, my gosh, Lauraleigh. It’s Squire and Knight!”

      We ran toward the two disembodied hands, and they started dancing wildly in the air. Bowing, opening and closing their fists, the two hands floated toward us as we raced toward them.

      “Oh my goodness! We’re so happy to see you!” I said, giggling as I watched my peculiar helpers shake hands with each other and break apart — one to pat me on the back, the other to pat Lauraleigh.
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      “How did you find us?” I asked, forgetting that unless I had pen and paper, they couldn’t answer me.

      Squire pointed to me.

      “Me?” I asked. “I brought you here?”

      Bobbing up and down, Squire said, yes.

      Then I remembered how often I’d been thinking of them. When I went inside myself, I’d started to feel disembodied. Instead of bringing the food and drink from quantum space, I had brought Squire and Knight from inside my backpack at Monsieur Nolan’s!

      “Well, I’m so happy to see you both,” I said. “But right now… I have to go sit down and try to bring us some food.”

      Bobbing happily, Squire and Knight floated alongside us as we made our way back to the campfire.

      Knowing I’d fetched my two helpers all the way from Geneva gave me the confidence to try again. I just hoped I could do it, because Lauraleigh and I were both wickedly hungry.
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      It took a few tries — but finally, I did it. As I sat meditating in the relaxing heat of the campfire, with Squire on one side and Knight on the other, I heard so many popping noises I thought popcorn was cooking.

      “You did it!” Lauraleigh whooped, clapping her hands in glee. “You really did it, Anna!”

      “Hands!” I commanded. “Find our packets!” I smiled at Lauraleigh so broadly, I thought my face would split open.

      Squire and Knight blasted off. They returned minutes later, loaded. They had found the blanket I’d apparently also brought back, and with each hand taking one end, they had filled it with all the packets of freeze-dried food I’d retrieved from quantum space.

      “I see you’re not going to starve, after all,” Evelyne said from outside of the campfire’s ring of light, walking toward us from — well, I don’t know from where. I decided it didn’t matter where she had been. I was way too happy to worry about how her magic worked.

      “I did it,” I said, beaming. “Look!”

      “So I see,” Evelyne said. She surveyed all the food, and a glint of a smile formed in the corners of her perfect mouth. “I also see you have guests?” Raising one eyebrow high, she waved to the two floating hands.

      “Oh! That’s Squire and Knight — my helpers. Squire and Knight, this is Evelyne. She’s our… our—” I turned to Lauraleigh, unsure how to introduce Evelyne.

      “She’s our guide,” Lauraleigh said. “She’s helping us find Anna’s fa—” Her eyes opened wide as she realized what she almost said. “—something,” she finished. “She’s helping us find something we’re looking for.” She glanced at me, horrified.

      I smiled. “It’s fine. Everything is just fine!”

      Evelyne had been watching this entire exchange with a bemused look on her face. Moving closer to the fire, she pulled a tiny pot from her pocket, and after it increased in size, it became a cauldron to hang above the fire.

      Looking at all the packets of food, I couldn’t decide what to go for: paella, chili, beef bourguignon… They all looked so good! Finally, we added snow to the now-giant-sized pot, and Evelyne emptied all five packets of paella into it.

      We were all too exhausted for conversation. We just sat around and watched as the food expanded, smelling better than anything I’d ever smelled. Our rumbling stomachs filled the night air with an odd chorus that almost sounded like bears singing. I couldn’t believe how happy I felt. We had fire, we had Squire and Knight, and we had food.

      It was just as well that Evelyne guarded the paella until it was properly cooked before she pulled miniature bowls and spoons from her pocket. I don’t think either Lauraleigh or I would have had the patience to wait for it to be done before diving in.

      Once Evelyne brought the bowls back to their normal size and filled them, we ate — and ate, and ate. After the paella was gone, Evelyne opened vacuum-sealed brownies and cookies, and we ate those, too. But then I got a sugar buzz that, five minutes later, made me so tired that my eyes drooped.

      “It’ll be a long night,” Evelyne said, watching me as I tried to keep my eyes open. “You both should sleep. I’ll keep watch. I need to work on my arrows, anyway.”

      “How about your sleep, Evelyne?” I asked.

      She grunted. “I sleep like a dolphin. First my right brain sleeps, then the left. Don’t you worry about me — take rest.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked. When she didn’t respond, I added, “And if the Wendigo comes…”

      Lauraleigh answered before Evelyne could. “It’s not around,” she said. “I’d feel if it were nearby, believe me. I don’t need to be a witch to feel the Wendigo.”

      That made sense. It was cold, even by the fire — but not Wendigo-cold. I had no doubt Lauraleigh could tell the difference.

      “Keep the fire going,” Evelyne said. “Stay warm. And think of each other, and of all your friends. Think of Chudo-Yudo, your Uncle Misha, even my brother. Think of everyone you love. Hold on to that, and the Wendigo may have no entry point… if you’re strong enough.” She nodded to me. “That said, you might want to bring your sleeping bags back. You’ll be far warmer and more comfortable.”

      Our sleeping bags! I’d forgotten all about them.

      I closed my eyes and had no trouble picturing the space between all the molecules making up the sleeping bags as well as the space around the fire. Within what seemed only minutes, I heard two pops. When I opened my eyes, there they were! I might have done a dance of joy, had I not been so tired.

      We laid our blankets on the ground and spread out our sleeping bags as close to the fire as we dared. I climbed in and pulled mine right over my face and was just about asleep when I felt a funny tapping — like woodpeckers knocking on my forehead. I pulled the bag down from my face and laughed: Squire and Knight hovered above me. I waved them in, and they both flew down to the end of my sleeping bag to get warm.

      “Squire, Knight: Sleep!” I ordered, and felt them both collapse at my feet. Smiling, I added, “Night, Lauraleigh. Sweet dreams.”

      But she was already asleep in her bag next to me.

      Evelyne sat cross-legged a little further off, a pile of branches beside her. As I watched her sleepily, she picked one up, held it to her eye, and peered down its length. She stroked her hand down it, stopping where it was a little bent, and began to stretch it. It was hypnotic to watch, as shadows flickered in the red-orange glow of the fire. I wondered how long it would take her to add the fletching and the arrowhead, and how many she would complete by morning. But before long, I sank into sleep, arrows and flames dancing behind my eyelids.  

      I dreamed. And in my dream, I felt terror. I was terror.

      It wasn’t a good dream to have in unprotected Wendigo territory.
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      I’m on the back of a great dark bird winging its way toward Russia, except, I am the great black bird, and I’m also the currents of air it is following.

      And somehow, I’m the sound of its wings. I know its claws and beak are sharp, because even though I am the bird, and even though I’m lying on the bird, I know what it’s like to have been caught in those claws, pecked at by its beak.

      My beak, because I am the bird.

      And the wind.

      I’m heading to Russia and I know I must reach it; yet, I don’t want to reach it. The sky is dark, and the clouds are dark, and the rivers on the ground below me are dark. Magic flutters around me like long banners of darkness, reflecting red and purple and blue and green, except they aren’t those colors; they are the colors’ shadows.

      There are sounds, too. Like singing, only it isn’t music, just long, drawn-out sighs and wails and chords in scales I don’t recognize. But I know they are not happy sounds. Wind surrounds me, only it isn’t wind but water; no — not water. It’s billowing clouds of silk, and I fall through them as if I’ve jumped into a chest of silk scarves, except there is no bottom, and I just keep falling, even though I’m a bird.

      I can’t tell anymore — maybe I’m on the bird who is flying to Russia in all the darkness surrounding me.

      I don’t hear her voice, yet her words are in my mind. I know it’s her, and I don’t want to hear her words, but I can’t block them out. Then I understand I’m flying to her on the back of her messenger bird; I am her messenger bird.

      But I don’t want to see her.

      I don’t want to face her, but her words are in my mind in the middle of the dark clouds of silk, and they hurt as much as the claws of the bird — my claws. Her words form out of the swirl of sound around me, and I can’t escape them. I can’t escape her.

      “Where is my son?” the words say. “Granddaughter, where is my son? Is he no longer with us? Tell me, because I did not witness him dying, Granddaughter, and your father cannot find him in his realms of Death. What have you done to my son, Anna? Anna, what have you done to my last child?”

      Nothing, I try to say. He lives! Chudo lives. I try to tell her that, but I can’t speak because I am a bird, and a shadow; I am nothingness and I am darkness and I am light, and I cannot tell her that my fire saved him, and he lives.

      I keep tumbling and tumbling and tumbling in the currents, and her words won’t leave me alone. They crowd my head as she asks, “Did my son die when I was not there to care for him?” Her voice shouts in my ears, tearing at my wings. The singing that is not music grows wilder, sadder; it becomes shivering howls of distress. “Granddaughter, Granddaughter, what world did he leave and travel to?”

      Please, I try to say, he did not leave. He almost left, but he did not leave, Grandmother. But I can’t speak. She can’t hear my thoughts, and all the sounds around me combine into a single great sob of grief.

      “I have no children left,” came her words, “none none none none none none none.” Her words are like lightning and thunder and fire and hot lava, echoing as the darkness splinters into shadows, and the rivers flow together in a single stream of tears. And suddenly I remember how once before, lakes grew salty from her tears. Tears of the mother for her daughter in a time before I was a bird caught in the violent path of the winds.

      I want to scream and tell her no, no, her son lives, he didn’t die. But I can’t. I can only listen to the shredding of a beating heart as the wind sends me plunging into the whirlpool of her tears, and I know I’m drowning in the tears and the darkness; drowning inside the pain, and there’s nothing I can do to escape—

      [image: ]
* * *

      My eyes snapped open as a touch on my shoulder jolted me out of my sleep. My lungs burned as if I were suffocating; as if, even awake, I couldn’t quite catch my breath.

      Next to me, Lauraleigh stirred uneasily in her sleep. Glancing her way, I heard her moan as she kicked inside her sleeping bag.

      Evelyne walked back to her spot by the fire and sat down. After staring at me for a moment, she looked back down and pulled on her arrow to straighten an invisible bend in the wood.

      “No need for that,” was all she said, but I knew she was referring to me, not the arrow.

      The fire had died down, and the logs had transformed into hotly colored coals. Evelyne got up and threw another log on top of them. The bark began to curl and smoke before it burst into a roaring flame, sending heat and light everywhere.

      Sweat dripped from every part of me, even as I sat there shivering in the frigid night air.

      Evelyne placed the cauldron over the fire, and soon a deliciously fresh and warm scent came wafting toward me.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, still barely able to speak. “I had a terrible dream.” I said it like Evelyne hadn’t already known this, when of course, she did.

      “It was more than a dream,” Evelyne said. “I felt you moving through time and space.” She nodded toward Lauraleigh, whose breathing had settled into something more peaceful than when Evelyne first woke me. “She could feel it as well.”

      “What was it?” I asked, shuddering at the disjointed images fluttering through my mind. “Why would I have such a terrible dream?”

      “It’s not for me to say,” Evelyne said quietly. “It was your dream, not mine. It’s yours to reflect upon and decipher. However, whatever it was, Anna Sophia, it’s certainly worthy of paying attention to.” She stared into the shooting flames of our campfire, saying nothing for a minute or two. “Perhaps it’s a message, or a calling. Or a warning, possibly. You alone will need to determine which it might be.” Her eyes met mine. “I remind you, Anna Sophia, as you work through this dream, remember we are still in the Wendigo country, and therefore we can’t risk being too disturbed.”

      I shivered, but not because of the cold. I understood what Evelyne was telling me: I couldn’t let the dream, and the terror of it, open a portal allowing the Wendigo to access us. Somehow, as I went about figuring it out, I’d need to remain more powerful than the terrifying images haunting me.

      “Here.” Evelyne handed me a cup of something warm. I couldn’t identify it — it didn’t seem like the same tea she had given me to clear my mind, though it had a similar effect. It calmed me down, making me feel as if the images in my head were not quite so real.

      Evelyne returned to her seat and took a pipe that was resting on the ground beside her. Raising it to her lips, she inhaled deeply, her eyes closed. Then she let the smoke out in small bursts, and I watched it drift through the light of the fire, morphing into new shapes and colors. I wondered if Evelyne saw the same shapes I was seeing.

      “Are they real?” I asked softly.

      Evelyne didn’t look at me when she answered. “They can be. Sometimes they’re just hints. Sometimes, there’s nothing there — only smoke. Yet, the smoke reflects your thoughts and clarifies what’s in your mind. What’s in your heart.” Evelyne paused, staring deeply into the swirls of color. “And sometimes, it’s much, much more.”

      “Do you hear them, too?” I asked. It was a strange question, but it came out of my mouth before I could think about it, and it somehow seemed the right question to ask.

      “The whole world is a Word, Anna Sophia” Evelyne said, her voice gentle — almost tender. “The world began as a Word, and with the Word came power. Sometimes we bask in that power, sometimes we seize traces of it. Sometimes, we lose sight of it entirely. But it’s always there. It’s always the Word of the Creator speaking into our heart.”

      I didn’t understand half of what Evelyne said, and yet it felt right. It felt like some sort of truth, like something I might not understand yet, but would someday if I held onto it, held it inside my bones and in my heart — let it seep into the pores of my skin and become a part of me.

      I nodded, letting Evelyne know I both heard and felt her words.

      “You should sleep, while you can,” she said softly. “Morning’s not far away.”

      “How can you tell?”

      She laughed gently. It wasn’t a sound I had heard from her before. It was genuine and tender, and I found it comforting.

      “Go back to sleep, Anna,” she said. “You needn’t worry. You’ve had your dream, and now you’ll only sleep. I’ll wake you when it’s time to go.”

      I lay back in my sleeping bag, oddly relaxed. I could see the smoky patterns of light and shadow through my half-closed eyelids. And as the images curled around themselves and swirled inside the smoke and flames, a face emerged. It wasn’t a face from my dream, but a different face — a man’s face. One I had never seen before, yet it had a strange familiarity to it.

      I watched Evelyne stare at the man with an intensity and a feeling of hate that stunned me. Evelyne was short-tempered and irritable, impatient and judgmental, but she never projected hatred. Or at least, I hadn’t seen her do it.

      Pulling the sleeping bag over my face, I turned onto my side to lay back to back with Lauraleigh. Whoever’s face had appeared in the smoke — it had to do with Evelyne, not me. I was very sure of this one thing.

      I eased into a deep, dreamless sleep, leaving Evelyne alone to stare into the eyes of the man inside the smoke. The man whose face seemed to obliterate everything inside her except the feeling of intense hate.

      
        
          [image: Evelyne looks at the face in the smoke]
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        “One ought to hold on to one’s heart;

        for if one lets it go,

        one soon loses control of the head, too.”
        

         Friedrich Nietzsche
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      By the time Lauraleigh and I woke up, the sun was bright and high in the sky. Through my half-open eyes, I saw Evelyne, still sitting cross-legged by the fire. Her eyes were closed, and I thought she might be sleeping — but as soon as we stirred, she looked over at us.

      “Why didn’t you wake us up?” I yawned. “It feels like we slept half the morning away.”

      “There’s time enough. You both needed the sleep.”

      “And I thank you for that!” Lauraleigh said with a perky smile.

      “How can you be so happy?” I asked, thinking there was something unnatural about people this chipper in the morning. Especially after having to sleep on the ground in Wendigo country. “Don’t you think it’s slightly… aberrant?” Hearing me using that word would make Sister Constance proud — I only remembered it because it took a dozen tries to spell it properly.

      Lauraleigh kept smiling. “Maybe,” she said. “Except, I just didn’t care about sleeping on the ground. All night long, I dreamt about a bed. A really soft, big and warm bed.” She chuckled.

      I couldn’t help but mirror her smile. I couldn’t stay grumpy for long around Lauraleigh. Once again, she managed to make the best out of the situation. I wished some of that would rub off on me after spending so much time together. On my own, I’m just not that naturally cheery.

      I placed Squire and Knight on a stump of wood and started rolling up my sleeping bag. Before I finished, Evelyne handed us each a plate. “Breakfast.”

      I wouldn’t call reconstituted eggs and sausage breakfast, but I wasn’t about to complain. I still felt hungry, even though we’d eaten so much the night before.

      “Your mother’s clues led us to Chudo,” Evelyne said, sitting with her plate by the fire. “He thought we should head north, so as soon as you’re packed, we’ll go in that direction.”

      It seemed to me like ‘north’ covered an awful lot of territory. “Where exactly?”

      “It doesn’t matter where,” Evelyne replied. “We’re still in Wendigo country, and we must move outside of its realm. Right now, it matters only that we head north and place ourselves beyond the Wendigo’s reach.” Evelyne tossed her leftover food in the fire.

      “Wait—” I started to say.

      Evelyne stopped me with a frosty stare. “What?”

      “Nothing. Jeez, never mind.” Like I’d tell her she shouldn’t throw food away that I could still eat? I didn’t think so. I figured I’d better change the subject altogether. “How come we—”

      “Chudo was tired,” she interrupted. “I had him drop us off, because I knew that otherwise, he couldn’t get where he needed to go to recover. So now we must walk out of here, away from the Wendigo.” She started collecting her things in a pile. “You need to shrink your belongings so we can leave.”

      “Squire and Knight can carry things for us,” I said. “Or they can scout ahead and let us know if there is anything to be concerned about.”

      “If you shrink things properly, you won’t need them to do that.” Evelyne’s voice started to sound tight and controlled. “And unless you want to carry an extra set of hands, I suggest you shrink your friends down as well. You can revive them later, should they be needed.”

      I didn’t need to carry Squire and Knight; they were perfectly capable of floating alongside us on their own. But Evelyne sounded irritable, and I didn’t feel like arguing with her. So, I put them to sleep, shrunk them down to the size of bobby pins, and stuck them in my back pocket. After that, I shrunk our sleeping bags and clothes. It was a lot easier now that I had a little experience.

      Lauraleigh seemed impressed with how fast I handled everything and gave me a thumbs-up. Evelyne, of course, pretended not to notice.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We had been walking for hours.

      Maybe Evelyne can’t fly. That had never occurred to me before, but why else would she force us to torment our feet to the point of falling off our ankles, unless walking was our only option? True, I didn’t have a bucket with me. But if Evelyne could fly, I was sure Squire and Knight would find a bucket somewhere and bring it to me.

      I thought maybe I’d ask her, but then I saw her face. Her mood didn’t seem to have improved even a little, despite walking over a dozen kilometers in the fresh air. I figured I might live longer if I kept this question to myself. At least for a while.

      I bet she’s in a bad mood because of the man in the smoke. But if I thought it risky to ask Evelyne about flying, I figured I might as well paint a bullseye on my chest and give her a poisoned arrow if I planned on asking about him.

      Thinking about Evelyne and her smoky visitor got me at least another couple of kilometers toward wherever we were going. So, that was good.

      The farther we went from our camp, the warmer it got. Of course, the sheer speed of our walk warmed us quite a bit. We hadn’t stopped for so much as a five-minute break — we just kept heading into the middle of nowhere.

      But still, there does seem to be less snow and ice. I took this as a good sign. There wouldn’t be less ice if the Wendigo was near. Right?

      I did the wrong thing, thinking about the Wendigo. What if my thoughts ended up giving it a way to find us? But the more I tried not to think about the Wendigo, the more I thought about the Wendigo. That made me even more nervous. And the more nervous I felt, the more I ended up thinking about it. It was crazy.

      Lauraleigh caught up to me so we could walk together. “Are you doing okay? You look worried.”

      “I’m fine. Just wondering if we’re going to walk until we’re sixty.” I figured it was bad enough to have the Wendigo thoughts in my head. I sure didn’t want to talk about it out loud and empower it in some way.

      Lauraleigh smiled. “I know, right? It’s like she forgets other people might want to rest occasionally.”

      “Wow, look how low the sun is!” I looked toward the sky. “We must’ve been walking even longer than I realized.”

      “I hadn’t noticed that.” Lauraleigh frowned. “Now that you mention it, it’s also getting colder. Is evening already coming?” She seemed perplexed.

      “Let’s ask her how far we’re going,” I said, nodding toward Evelyne, who was quite a distance ahead of us. Shaking my head, I added, “Then again, maybe not. She’s really in a bad mood today.”

      Lauraleigh still eyed the sky with a frown. “I noticed that. Kind of hard not to.”

      It turned out, we didn’t have to ask. Evelyne soon stopped and waited for us to catch up to her. “At some point, we’ll reach a lumber camp,” she said. “I don’t know of any villages or reservations around here, but the loggers aren’t far away. Someone may offer us a ride.”

      “How do you know?” I asked. “You’ve never been here before, have you?”

      Evelyne looked at me like I was a dense two-year-old. “You see that flock of birds over there?” She pointed to a small, dark cloud in the distance. “They’re lilting to the left. Can you see how the wind is against them?”

      I couldn’t see that, but I wasn’t about to admit it. So, I just nodded.

      “It suggests there aren’t enough trees for them in the direction they should be flying, although there should be plenty of forests in this area for them to nest. On its own, this isn’t enough. But I also see other hints that suggest the same.”

      “Like Sereda’s clues!” I said.

      “Not at all.” She snickered, as if comparing anything about her to my mother was the worst kind of insult. “For starters, nature’s clues actually make sense. You simply have to know how to read them.”

      We don’t know my mother’s clues don’t make sense. They got us to Canada and Uncle Chudo.

      I was about to point this out to Evelyne, when Lauraleigh asked, “Will we stop to set up a camp tonight? Do you think we’ll find shelter there?”

      “I’m a witch, not a fortune teller,” Evelyne snapped. She lengthened her stride and moved ahead of us again.

      Lauraleigh and I didn’t even have the time to respond, when Evelyne turned left and waited for us to reach her.

      “You see it?” she said triumphantly, pointing ahead. “It’s a man-made clearing, just as I’d suspected.” She spat in disgust. “Loggers. They’ve stripped the land bare. About the only good thing about that is it’ll be easier to walk. And if we can ever find a shelter in this godforsaken land, it’ll be there.”
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      It didn’t take us long to reach the area Evelyne had spotted. As we drew closer, we saw the logged zone stretched endlessly into the horizon. Hundreds — maybe thousands — of tree stumps stood testimony to what must have once been a beautiful forest, but which now was nothing but nature’s graveyard. The sorrow of death loomed around us, no less haunting than if we had been looking at bones in an open grave.

      “So many…” I couldn’t help murmuring.

      Evelyne glanced at me, her face unreadable. She started to walk across the clearing. Even though she said nothing, I could tell her thoughts were as dark as mine. Something felt wrong there — something felt… bad. More than it just being a graveyard of trees.

      We were halfway through the clearing, when suddenly we all stopped at precisely the same moment — just as if we had slammed into a wall.

      “It’s here,” Lauraleigh said, her voice so soft I could barely hear it. The blood had drained from her face, and, combined with the look of panic in her eyes, I didn’t need to hear her words to know what she’d said. 

      The Wendigo.

      Evelyne cursed under her breath, looking around frantically — probably searching for some way we might defend ourselves. But we stood in the middle of a vast open space, trapped, with nothing but dead tree stumps around us. I watched in horror as the ice wave appeared in the distance and raced toward us, painting the clearing white. Just like before. Just like the moment right before the ice storm hit and locked me inside the prison of wind and ice and snow.

      I was unable to move, unable to come up with anything to save us. A single thought filled my mind: The Wendigo is going to make me do it. It’s going to make me do the worst thing possible, and I have no way to stop it.

      Uncle Chudo wasn’t around to save us this time. We had nowhere to run or hide, and we had no bubble of protection around us. My eyelashes began to stiffen as a cloud of frost settled on my face, locking the sounds of icy laughter inside my head. Wendigo. Wendigo. Wendigo.

      This was when I realized Evelyne was screaming at me. “Anna! Anna! Hurry! Set it on fire. Now, Anna! Now!”

      Set what on fire? How? Wouldn’t we just die in the flames meant to beat back the frost?

      “Anna!” Evelyne yelled again, a panicky edge in her voice. “Please!”

      “But—” I stopped. An overpowering awareness of hunger interrupted every other thought and every other sound.

      Hunger.

      I haven’t eaten in so long. I want food — real food.

      I could smell Baba Yaga’s kitchen with all its wonderful spices, just as if I were standing inside it. I looked at Lauraleigh, remembering how my grandmother sized her up for the table, carving her with her eyes like she was nothing more than a roasted turkey. I wonder what you would taste like. 

      Oh, those two! Evelyne and Lauraleigh: meat that could be chewed, and savored, and swallowed.

      “No! No!” I shook my head, trying to clear it, trying to get the Wendigo’s thoughts out of my mind. But I couldn’t, because a rippling commotion started to race through my veins, making my blood feel like it had stopped moving — like it had congealed into a frozen stream.

      The Wendigo hissed and whispered in my ear, its laughter the sound of shattering ice.

      Fight it, I screamed to myself, just as it appeared above us. Waving its skeletal arms, the Wendigo flashed its knife-like fingers. Skin dripped from its bony frame as it laughed, circling like a grotesque bird looking for a landing spot. Bolts of ice shot like lightning from its head.

      Fight it! Fight it! Fight it! Fight it!

      From some distance came another sound, louder than my mental screams and louder than the popping sounds of the freezing tree stumps. I couldn’t identify it — not initially. It came from behind, getting louder and louder until it became clear that several horses galloped at full speed, bearing down upon us.

      The Wendigo’s spell lessened and its insistent voice faded, like a record on an old recorder running out of power. I whipped around with a yell of relief at my sudden freedom from the terrible thoughts it had placed in my head.

      But my yell froze. What I saw made me nearly pass out from a new wave of terror. The three Horsemen — Baba Yaga’s servants — raced toward us at such a ferocious speed they appeared to be flying.

      The one dressed in red, the man who had taken my father into Baba Yaga’s captivity, rode a flaming red stallion. The white one, the werewolf who attacked us in Siberia, sat atop a white colt. Between them rode the Black Horseman — Lauraleigh’s kidnapper and tormentor. His spear was raised high as he rode a gleaming black mare twice the size of any normal horse.

      The blood drained from my face. Within seconds, the Wendigo and the three Horsemen would trap us between them. I spun around in a desperate attempt to find an escape. We had nowhere to run and nowhere to hide. A suffocating feeling of despair descended over me. I understood that the real question was not who would save us, but who would reach us first to murder us…? And in which horrific manner would we die?

      I stepped closer to Evelyne and Lauraleigh, while my heart alternated between throbbing madly and stopping altogether. All I could do was watch the horses sprint toward us, their hooves barely touching the ground.

      Darkness spread behind the Horsemen like a cloak. As soon as the sun disappeared, all three raised their spears high in the air, the obsidian tips glowing as if on fire. 

      The Black Horseman shouted, “Now, brothers, now!” His voice rolled across the land like thunder.

      The Red and White flanked us in a wide circle, while the Black dashed straight at us. I fell to the ground, covering my head against the coming blow, but… no blow came.

      All three briefly lowered their spears as they flew past, almost as if in respect. Confused, I watched them point their spears skyward. The sharp blades flared with fire and light, like they were enraged. They gleamed brighter still, illuminating the frozen ground and the sky with nearly blinding intensity.

      The Horsemen converged in a straight line, and, as if choreographed, they shot into the sky and descended in one blazing mass upon the Wendigo. High above us, a raging inferno dominated the sky. Thunderous booms, like the crushing of glacial ice, began to mingle with the roar and sizzle of burning flames. It all merged into a nuclear inferno of fire and ice, blades and knives.

      Was evil battling evil up there?

      Unbearable screams of agony — unmistakably Wendigo — filled the air. The shrieks ruptured my brain. Lauraleigh and Evelyne dropped to the ground near me, covering their ears.

      The inhuman howls went on and on, while fire blazed across the sky.

      The Black Horseman broke through the flames. His horse — ears back and nostrils flared — charged directly at us with incredible speed. We all drew back, holding onto one another in sheer panic. The horse halted in front of us.

      The Horseman drove the smoldering point of his spear into the ground and rode clockwise, making a broad loop around us. I noticed a sword in his hand — its tip scalded the outline of a circle into the ground. “Now, brothers! Now!” he yelled again, this time toward the sky.

      Flinging bolts of blinding red and white flames, the other two sprinted out of the blazing inferno. The Wendigo, still screaming, chased them as they raced toward us at a full gallop. They tore into the circle and threw down their spears. The brothers leaped off their horses, and a wall of flames shot up and moved around the circle until it enclosed us within it.

      The Wendigo reached the blazing circle, threw its head back and screamed. Its howls of rage echoed in the vast wilderness, sounding like not just one, but an army of Wendigos.
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      Every hair on my body stood on end as the vibrations of its rage ran through me. It was like standing in the epicenter of a violent earthquake.

      And then — just like that — it was gone.

      The sudden silence felt nearly as deafening as the Wendigo’s tormented screaming.

      The Horsemen looked at each other and nodded, satisfied. Turning to Evelyne, the Black Horseman said, “We’re not here to fight you or to harm you.”

      They laid their swords on the ground near the spears, which now looked dim, like any other metal weapon. The Horsemen opened their palms, as if to say they had nothing to hide and we had nothing to fear.

      I’d had too many experiences with the Horsemen to trust them, even if they did just save our lives. I stood and helped Lauraleigh to her feet. My friend’s eyes, full of loathing, were locked on the Black Horseman.

      Evelyne rose slowly and stepped forward, protecting us. Looking fierce, she held her bow in one hand and an arrow in the other. She seemed to have grown and become as solid as a mountain. I gazed at her in awe, and wondered if maybe I should try to blind the Horsemen with my fire.

      But I didn’t even know if the Horsemen could be blinded. Beings who carried spears made of fire and light, and who conquered the Wendigo, might just toss off my flames like petty distractions.

      Before I could think all that through, Evelyne lowered her bow and let the tension out of the string.

      Lauraleigh gasped.

      The Black Horseman nodded toward his brothers, like he was letting them know they could drop their guard.

      The Horsemen might have dropped their guard, but I’m not about to drop mine.
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      Can you ever trust an enemy?

      They were enemies. I know they were. No doubt, the Black Horseman had never forgiven me for besting him in Geneva. The White would have let his wolves eat Lauraleigh and me after he attacked us in Siberia. The Red abducted my father and that innocent girl at the lake for my grandmother to eat.

      But those weren’t their actions. They were doing Baba Yaga’s bidding. So, were they to blame?

      Well, yes, of course they were. But…

      But what if Granny’s orders hadn’t been evil?

      What if the person they’d obeyed had been… well, good?

      I almost thought “like me,” except I didn’t dare. Because what if it had been me? I know how I treated Knight and Squire: like my little slaves. And they were just hands — they couldn’t do much.

      The Horsemen were much, much more than floating hands, even if listening to them you’d think they had the exact same amount of free will, which was almost none. There was so much you could get them to do.

      But if I’d had them at my command when I went to find Granny’s heart? What would I have made them do?

      I didn’t want to think about it. I couldn’t trust it would have been good.

      And if I couldn’t even trust myself, how could I trust them?

      I tried to think what all the wise people I knew would say. Lauraleigh just stared at me in silence. I had no idea what she was thinking. I wasn’t sure Uncle Misha believed there was such a thing as an enemy. And Granny would tell me never to trust them, never to trust anyone. I didn’t know what my father would say.

      I almost wished the wise Kot Bayun were here. He was the only one whose advice I’d trust, however much he’d hurt me while giving it.

      But Kot Bayun lived far away, and I needed to figure this out on my own, because I was the only one who could.

      What was I supposed to do?
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* * *

      We must have made a strange group, sitting amid all that fire.

      There we were — inside our circle of safety, on a vast clearing, in Northern Canada. And not one of us spoke, because nobody seemed to know what to say.

      Without planning it, we had divided. The three Horsemen sat on one side of the circle, while the three of us sat directly opposite them. I had conjured up a campfire between us. It was big, but not so big that we couldn’t see each other — not that we were making much eye contact. All the horses stood untethered some distance away, but always within reach of their rider.

      We were clearly out of the Wendigo’s reach inside the circle. I wasn’t sure how the Black Horseman had done that. I supposed it was his version of a Protection Bubble. It didn’t feel as safe as Evelyne’s Fortress, though — seeing only a scorched line between the Wendigo’s territory and us made me anxious. Although the Horsemen were our enemies, I knew that no one would disturb us while they were here.

      But how long would they stay? And why did they protect us?

      Lauraleigh kept glancing at the horses. She was so worried she started to bite a fingernail.

      The White Horseman grunted and said, “Our horses aren’t flesh for that monster. And in danger, they have sense enough to come to safety.” His voice sounded rough and growly, just like the wolf he was when he attacked us in the Siberian wilderness.

      I tried to shut out that memory of him — eyes red with hate, his snarled muzzle bristling with finger-length fangs.

      Lauraleigh sat with her back straight and her face unreadable. If she was fighting with the same memory, she didn’t show it. “I know horses don’t like the flames,” she said, avoiding the White’s stare. I guess she just wanted him to know she understood horses.

      The Red Horseman snorted. “They’re tougher than you might think, when it comes to flames.” I had never heard his voice before. It was low and guttural, even creepier than the others.

      Evelyne was keeping her bow near, even though — for the moment, anyway — she seemed willing to trust them. I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was just the courtesy owed whomever saved you from the Wendigo.

      “The boundary is set,” the Black Horseman said, glancing my way. It was as if he could sense my worry about the circle. “This is our realm now; however small and strange it may be. No one may cross the line without our consent.”

      The silence stretched out between us. Only the crackling of the fire interrupted the night’s stillness, and the occasional explosion of sap inside a branch as it defrosted.

      Unexpectedly, Evelyne said, “There should be four of you.”

      Four Horsemen? I had no idea what she meant.

      “Yes,” the Black Horseman said. He seemed to be in charge among them — but then, his brothers both seemed exhausted, especially the Red, who was practically nodding off, holding a cup of Evelyne’s tea. But the Black appeared more awake than any of us, his obsidian eyes sparkling.

      “You came from his direction,” Evelyne pressed on, as if challenging him to say more. She was speaking in riddles again. Maybe she and my mom would’ve gotten along, after all.

      “It’s no longer his,” the Black said. “Many things changed, as is the way of the world. His direction is there.” He nodded toward the north.

      “Many things change. More stay the same,” Evelyne pointed out. She and the Black seemed locked in a battle of wills — although over what, I had no idea.

      Nothing of what they said made sense to me. I needed to remember this the next time Evelyne said something about my mother not making sense.

      “Don’t you have names?” I asked, interrupting their standoff. “It’s hard to keep thinking of you as the Black Horseman, the White Horseman, and the Red one. You know our names; what exactly are we supposed to call you?” I was a little surprised by my own boldness. Usually, Lauraleigh was the brave one who asked direct questions. But after all those hazy references, I just wanted at least some concrete information.

      Looking slightly amused, the Black said, “Kind of you to inquire. I should think you could call me the Black Horseman. I cannot speak for my brothers.”

      The other two made rumbling sounds that only vaguely sounded like laughter, but I think that’s what they were doing. They made me feel like a little kid, and it angered me.

      I glared at the Black, wondering if my powers could burn him to ashes. He deserved no less than that, after what he had done to the orphans back in Geneva and to Lauraleigh. A cold darkness licked at my heart, and I felt the ever-present shadow uncoil with a vengeance.

      It would be so satisfying. It would be so easy — like scratching an itch.

      The memory of my father reared itself. I imagined him scolding me sharply, reminding me not to pay attention to the darkness. “Be stronger than the darkness inside you, child,” he said in my mind. “You’re Koschey’s daughter, and I love you. I’ve given you this mission because I love you, and because I trust you. But I must be able to trust your strength as well as your heart.”

      I stared into the flames, wondering if I was imagining my father’s voice, or if he had found a way to speak directly to me from all that distance. I much preferred to think it was my imagination. The other option was truly unsettling.

      “Anna?” Lauraleigh’s hand was on my shoulder. “Anna?”

      Startled, I looked at her.

      “Are you okay? You were mumbling, and you didn’t hear us talking to you.”

      Blinking, I looked around. Everyone was staring at me. “I’m… sorry. I’m fine. I think maybe I fell asleep sitting up.” I forced a small laugh. “I must be more tired than I thought.”

      I’m not sure anyone believed me, but they didn’t seem particularly concerned or interested in knowing more. Evelyne turned to the Black, and, as if their conversation hadn’t been interrupted, she said, “As I started to say — if you weren’t planning to harm us, why did you follow us?”

      He stared at Evelyne and said nothing. She stared back, unblinking. After almost half a minute of that, he sighed. “Am I to assume you regret the help we gave?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Evelyne snapped. “Of course, I don’t regret your help, as I’m quite sure you already know. My questions remain, however. Why did you follow us, and why would you offer us your protection?” When he said nothing, Evelyne softened her tone. “I’d like to know the price you intend to extract for your heroics.”

      He flashed a bitter grin. “And if there is none?”

      “I’ve known you a long time. With you, there’s always a price.” Evelyne paused, taking a deep breath. “As you say, many things have changed. Forgive me if I believe that acting out of the goodness of your heart isn’t one of them.”

      The Black Horseman offered a barely noticeable nod, as if to grudgingly concede the point.
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      After another long and uncomfortable silence, I noticed the Black and his brothers got engaged into a silent communication of some sort. They were exchanging elusive glances and terse gestures, but I couldn’t grasp about what.

      Finally, the Black nodded and turned to us. “Baba Yaga sent us to follow her granddaughter,” he said with a vague smile. I had come to associate his face with pure evil, and that smile irked me. “You may have returned her heart, Anna Sophia, but we’re still to do her bidding. If she asks, and if we agree.”

      His words shocked me. “Baba Yaga sent you? Why?”

      “You’re her granddaughter,” he said, as if stating the obvious — which it was, but it didn’t explain anything.

      “Does Baba Yaga know we’re—” Lauraleigh caught herself, seeming mortified by what she’d nearly said. “Does she know what we’re doing? And where we’re going?”

      A feeling of horror reverberated through every part of me. Baba Yaga had always craved to possess Koschey’s heart so she could assume his powers, and had even forced me to search for it once. If she knew why I had gone to Canada, she might have sent the Horsemen to follow us so that once we found it, they could snatch it. And if that happened, Baba Yaga could, and would, bring heaps of trouble to the world.

      I gaped at the Black Horseman, appalled.

      “No,” he said. “She doesn’t know. Although, I believe, she very much wishes to.”

      “She sent you to spy on us?” I started to fume. The thought of Baba Yaga’s people following me around made that dark place within me begin to boil.

      Evelyne, who had been sitting quietly throughout this exchange, raised her hand toward the Black Horseman. “You three are indebted to that old witch?” She whistled, ending it in a harsh laugh. “You were quite right, I certainly see that now. Many things have changed, indeed.” She paused for a moment, her eyes appearing to harden. “Only you three?”

      I glanced at Lauraleigh and saw she was frowning in frustration. She probably shared my growing aggravation at the ongoing riddles.

      “Yes,” the Black Horseman said, ending that discussion with his tone. I had heard that tone plenty from Sister Constance when one of us tried to argue a curfew or get out of a chore. I didn’t doubt that whatever they were talking about wouldn’t be discussed again.

      The Red Horseman turned toward Evelyne. “I’ve heard you’re a huntress now,” he said, stifling a yawn. “And yet, you have no idea what you’re hunting. You’re taking two innocents on a path at least as much yours as it is theirs, but they know nothing of—”

      “I owe them nothing,” Evelyne hissed. “Not when they ask me to guide them, yet won’t trust me with the knowledge of what they’re here to find.”

      “How can they trust you, when you don’t give them truth?” he asked.

      That surprised me. Did he just take our side? He clearly was our enemy, and I didn’t want him to speak on our behalf. “I trust Evelyne more than you,” I said.

      The Red snorted. “And you may be wise for doing so. But then again, perhaps not. Perhaps you’re a foolish child likely to mistake salt for sugar because at first glance, they look the same.” He stared at me across the fire, and I was sure he could tell I had no idea what he meant.

      “We’ve never been dishonest with you regarding our intentions,” the Black said. Despite my suspicions of them, I had to admit that much was true. I had always known who commanded them, and what to expect.

      Lauraleigh said to Evelyne, “What is the Red talking about — that you wouldn’t give us the truth?”

      There was a quick exchange of scowls between Evelyne and the three Horsemen. The Black stood up. “Come, brothers — we’re not privy to this story anymore. We’ve done what we came to do.”

      The other Horsemen stood, collecting their weapons.

      Before stepping out of the circle, the Black turned to me. “We’re not evil, my dear. We have unpleasant functions at times, to be sure, but they’re necessary—”

      “Says who?” I asked, cutting him off.

      The Horseman smiled, and when he spoke, it was with a gentleness that surprised me. “I believe, young witch Anna, that’s one of the smarter question you’ve asked.” His eyes flashed as he glanced at Evelyne. “But there are others you must ask. You think we’re evil, but ask yourself by what judgment you draw this conclusion. If I take your friend to save mine, does that make me less evil than one who’d steal her for a wage? Or would we both equally fall into your category of evil?”

      “Yes,” I said. “You kidnapped children back in Geneva, Black. You’re evil, whatever your reasons.”

      “I believe you consider yourself a good person. And yet, you’re aware it is but a thin line that separates good from evil. That line runs through every being who walks this earth — even you, Anna Sophia. Don’t you feel that darkness touching your soul at certain times?”

      I winced. Had he seen that darkness inside me — the darkness I’ve been trying to keep down? At that moment, I felt a strange bond with him, as if we shared a somber secret. I didn’t like that at all.

      “So, judge carefully, if you must judge at all,” he said. 

      “You used to smuggle abducted children to Baba Yaga,” I said, “so she could eat them. Are you trying to lecture me on degrees of evilness?”

      “Where there’s light, young witch Anna, there are shadows. It’s the way of creation.”

      He was so full of it. If I weren’t so terrified of him, I’d have slapped him across his well-groomed, sleek face. “Then you’re a shadow.”

      “We are not evil,” he repeated quietly. 

      I started to object, but he cut me off with a gesture. He said to Evelyne, “This circle is now our space. The enchantment against the creature is eternal — or at least, it’ll stay until the three of us together grant it entry. You may remain as long as you wish.”

      “Would you do that?” asked Lauraleigh, and I saw that she didn’t buy for a second all his talk about not being evil. “Would you grant that thing entry?”

      “That depends,” said the Black Horseman, stepping outside the circle.

      “On what?” Evelyne’s eyes drilled into his, as though trying to peer into his soul — assuming he had a soul, of course.

      The Black grinned. “On whether you give us something worth protecting.”
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      Mounting his horse with a swift and graceful leap, he gave Evelyne no opportunity to say more. As if on cue, all three stallions reared back on their hind legs. With their ears stiffy pricked, they let loose with ear-splitting neighs. All three horses and their riders bolted forward in one explosive moment, leaving nothing behind except the echo of their thundering hoofbeats and one important, unanswered question.

      What do we have worth their protection? 

      Was I worth protecting because I was Baba Yaga’s granddaughter, so they stayed in her good favor? Or was there something else they wanted?

      If the Black Horseman had lied, and if they knew we were looking for Koschey’s heart, then they’d stay close to us no matter what. That was both terrifying and comforting.

      It was comforting only because we were still in the Wendigo territory.
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      Dear Diary,

      I’m more confused than ever. And more worried. I don’t know who I can trust anymore.

      What isn’t Evelyne telling us, and why is she keeping such big secrets? The Red Horseman said, “You are a huntress now.” Does that mean she used to be someone, or something, else? I wish Lauraleigh and I could find somewhere private to talk, so we could figure out what to do. But we can’t. We can’t leave the inside of this circle without Evelyne. Although, even with her, I don’t see how we can leave. But we can’t stay inside here forever either, so what that means for us, I’m not exactly sure.

      I’ll tell you something else very strange. Sometimes, when the Black Horseman was talking to me, I felt this odd connection with him. Not with the White or Red — but with the Black. What does that mean?

      Does it mean I’m so evil inside that my black soul connects with his? Or, does it mean maybe he isn’t so evil, and I can sense the goodness in him?

      But he personally transported children to a cannibal witch. If that’s not evil, I don’t know what is.

      You see?

      I’m confused about everything.
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* * *

      Evelyne sat down by the fire as soon as the Horsemen disappeared. She neither looked at us nor said anything. We couldn’t figure out quite what to do, but we got cold soon. So, we sat by the fire as well, although on the opposite side from her.

      We all stared into the fire. It wasn’t a good silence — it felt awkward, and I had no idea why until Evelyne spoke up.

      “You didn’t tell me you knew the Horsemen.” Her tone was angry and accusatory.

      I glanced at her in surprise. “Why would we even mention that? It’s not like we share life stories around the campfire.” Evelyne didn’t respond, so I added, “You didn’t tell us you knew them, either.”

      “The Horsemen are some of the greatest Powers of all time — it might have occurred to you to mention your history with them.”

      “It might have occurred to you to mention yours,” I said just as angrily.

      Before I could say more and probably make the situation worse, Lauraleigh put her hand on my arm. “Who is the fourth horseman? That’s what you were talking about, right? A fourth brother?”

      Evelyne’s lips formed a perfectly straight, thin line. She stared into the fire and seemed to contemplate her answer. Finally, she said, “Yes. There’s a fourth brother.”

      “Well, where is he? Do you know him, too?” I asked, still feeling miffed and trying to get a dig in while I could.

      “I knew him,” Evelyne responded, her voice gruff. “I do not know him now. Not any of them, and especially not him.”

      Neither Lauraleigh nor I spoke. Whatever this was about, it hit a deep nerve in Evelyne, and I didn’t want to poke it. We sat quietly, while Evelyne stared into the fire, taking long, deep puffs from her pipe. The warmth began to spread through me, and I think I dozed off.

      Evelyne’s calm voice jerked me awake. “Get comfortable. I’m about to tell you a story.” She smiled at us across the fire. “I assure you in advance — it doesn’t have a happy ending. However, I suspect it’s time you heard it.”

      “Thank you, Evelyne.” I wasn’t sure if me saying this would make her smile or lash out. I braced myself just in case.

      She said nothing. It was as if something was boiling up inside of her, like a gob of anger existed there — one that had long been steeped in bitterness, and had begun to rise to the surface. Evelyne gritted her teeth, seeming to struggle to decide whether to swallow it back down, or let it spill out.

      “What you don’t know,” she said, looking at me fiercely, “is that I knew your mother. And—” she hissed, blowing out an angry breath, “—I hated her.”
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* * *

      I was so stunned by Evelyne’s words, I couldn’t speak. My first reaction, once I found my breath, was to throw a massive ball of fire in her face. Everybody loved my mother; my father had said so. He’d said she was the kindest and purest person he had ever met. Who does Evelyne Nolan think she is, to sit there and tell me differently?

      Lauraleigh put a quieting hand on my arm. Her touch was firm, but at the same time so gentle that it interrupted the roiling rage gathering momentum in that place where my magic began.

      “Why did you hate her, Evelyne?” Lauraleigh asked softly. “When everyone else loved her so much?”

      Evelyne pushed a disgusted breath through her teeth. “Yes. The perfect Sereda. The daughter who countered all her mother’s evilness.”

      When she said nothing more, Lauraleigh — always so calm and diplomatic — encouraged Evelyne just a little bit. “But you didn’t see her this way?”

      “Oh, I did,” Evelyne said. “For centuries, I did. Until I discovered who she really was.” She drew on her pipe and blew angry clouds of smoke into the air. “Sereda had been my best friend.” She glared at me, her eyes dark and angry. “Your uncle didn’t tell you that part of the story, did he? That it was Sereda, Chudo-Yudo and I who traveled the world together, who grew up together, and learned our ways together. But it’s true. We were an inseparable trio, although I was no blood relation.”

      I had no idea what to say. My head started to spin a little, and all that anger accumulated during the last hours melted away like a piece of ice in a warm glass.

      “If you don’t know it yet,” Evelyne said, her voice a little softer now, “remember this: It takes one betrayal to break centuries of trust.”

      “It sounds like you loved Sereda,” Lauraleigh said quietly. “I think that’s why whatever she did, hurt you so much.”

      Evelyne responded with a brief, bitter laugh, but said nothing.

      “Is that the story you’re going to tell us?” Lauraleigh asked.

      “It’s part of the story,” Evelyne said. “The story is not just about Sereda. It’s also about the Horsemen.” She took a long, calming breath. “In particular, the fourth horseman.”

      I hadn’t said anything, letting my anger melt while Lauraleigh asked Evelyne all the questions. But when she’d said that, I couldn’t stop the question that flew out of my mouth.

      “Were you in love with him?” I asked. A frightful thought crossed my mind. “And was my mother also in love with him?” I couldn’t think of anything else that would come between best friends. And not just both loving the same man, but the man loving only one of them back.

      But how could that be? My mother loved Koschey.

      Didn’t she?

      Evelyne snorted. “No. No, your mother was never in love with him. She just didn’t want me to be.”

      “But why?” Lauraleigh asked. “Wouldn’t she want you to be happy?”

      Evelyne glanced at Lauraleigh and turned away. “One would think.”

      When she said nothing more, I blurted out, “You’re not making sense. What does that mean, ‘one would think?’ If she wasn’t in love with him, why wouldn’t she want you to be?”

      “Some things don’t make sense, Anna Sophia,” Evelyne said, sounding sad for the first time. “Even now.”

      We were all quiet after that — until another question blasted through my mind. “Did you know… when Monsieur Nolan asked you to be our guide… did you know I was Sereda’s daughter?”

      “No,” Evelyne said. “My brother conveniently left that bit of information out of our talk. I knew, however, the second you told me the Elder Brother clue. That had her stamp written all over it.”

      “Is that why you hate me?” I asked quietly. “Why you’ve been so mean to us?”

      Evelyne didn’t answer right away. She seemed to think about that question for a long time. “It is part of it,” she admitted. “Only part of it.” Smiling sadly, Evelyne gazed back into the fire. “In truth, I’ve held anger toward everyone… toward everything… for a long time. You just happen to bring it out of me more than most.”
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      Dear Diary,

      I want to ask Evelyne a million questions, but I can’t.

      For one thing, I’m afraid of what she might say, because I don’t want to hear anything bad about my mother. I want to keep the picture I have of her just as it is. That’s not so wrong, is it, Diary?

      Something keeps running through my mind that Uncle Misha used to tell me. I remember being a very little girl when he said, “Malyshka, it is good to remember that every truth, every story, has two sides. Before you commit to one, it would do you well to consider both equally.” I don’t even recall what it was that made him say that to me, but I can still hear his words clearly. And now something else he’d told me also comes to mind. I was maybe five years old. We stood outside, far away from his cabin in the woods, and watched a herd of Siberian reindeer thundering across the tundra. “Anna,” he said, “if there were but one truth to what we see and what we think we know, you and I could not look at this same scene and paint two very different pictures. And yet, Malyshka, we can.”

      I didn’t understand what he meant at the time. But I think now I’m beginning to understand what he was trying to teach me. If he were here, Uncle Misha would tell me to listen to Evelyne’s story with an open mind before I decided on what I believe the truth is about my mother. And I think he’d tell me there might be many sides to any truth; that the picture I paint, and the one she paints, can still be the same person.

      Of all the questions I’ve ever asked you, Diary, this one may be the most important: Do I have it in me to do that? Can I listen to Evelyne’s story with an open mind? Can I see her truth even if it hurts me?

      I don’t know the answer.

      I guess all I can say is: I can try.
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* * *

      Evelyne sat gazing into the fire for a long while before beginning her story. She was silent for so long, in fact, that I managed to scribble a page in my diary.

      Suddenly, she spoke.

      “A long time ago — almost as far back as the beginning of time — beings with Power walked the Earth in peace. Most used their Powers wisely to improve things around them, and to protect those not so blessed.

      “Evil existed, but it didn’t dominate. True; destroying another brought great rewards, since one’s essence could be absorbed if devoured at the exact moment of death. But doing so came with tremendous risk. So, only few attempted to capture another’s Power, and beings lived side by side with hardly any battles taking place.

      “Two girls were born during this time. Both, as they grew, became not just beautiful, but also exceptionally kind. One was given an affectionate nickname by her father — a mortal man who knew he’d die when she was still a young child. This child, though neither fully mortal, nor fully immortal, would nevertheless live many centuries beyond her beloved father. Her father thought the sunrise the most beautiful of all things. And of everything he loved, he loved his daughter the most. Knowing it was his mortality that would compromise her immortality, he called her Poug’na’tawn — fleeting sunrise.

      “And because she was never without her best friend, Poug’na’tawn begged her beloved father to give her friend a nickname as well. So, he did, calling her Poug’tjin’skwes — sunrise of forever — because, unlike Poug’na’tawn, Poug’tjin’skwes did have the blessing of immortality. Or perhaps the curse.

      “Poug’na’tawn’s father died when the girls were quite young, and it took Poug’na’tawn a long time to laugh again. She thought she never would. But her loving friend never stopped trying to bring a smile to her face.

      “Poug’tjin’skwes’ unique power was the ability to shapeshift — something, at the time, generally bestowed only upon men. But Poug’tjin’skwes could become anything she wanted to become — an old woman, an animal, even a monster. Anything she wanted to be, anything she needed to be.

      “In the tales you’ll hear told of her among the people these days, they call her a witch.”

      I shivered. Even though I was a witch myself, I knew that in stories, that word is never a compliment.

      “Always her friend had been entertained by this gift,” Evelyne continued. “So, Poug’tjin’skwes would shift shapes to make Poug’na’tawn laugh again. They were still young at that time, and shapeshifting was hard on Poug’tjin’skwes, but it didn’t matter. She would do it a hundred times a day if it brought Poug’na’tawn a little happiness. This is how much she loved her friend.

      “After a great deal of time, as the girls grew into young women, Poug’na’tawn did find joy again, although she continued to miss her father. By then, they had become friends with five young men — handsome, strong men, all with Great Powers. Four were brothers, and one was their best friend. Each brother rode an exceptional horse, its color identifying its rider. One was white, one red, one black, and one such a colorless, pale shade, it was simply referred to as ‘the horse without color.’”
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      Lauraleigh and I looked at each other. We were about to hear the story of the fourth Horseman — the missing one, who seemed to have been the center of all those riddles between Evelyne and the Black.

      Evelyne appeared to be in a kind of trance. She continued her story, her voice soft and melodic. “The brothers’ best friend fell in love with Poug’tjin’skwes, but she had fallen in love with the brother whose horse had no color. A handsome man he was, pale and gentle. Of the five boys, only he never carried a weapon. But foolish were those who mistook his gentleness for lack of power. Of the five, he was the most powerful.”

      Evelyne stopped. I wasn’t sure, but I thought a single tear fell when she spoke of the fourth brother. Taking a pouch from her back pocket, she refilled her pipe and sat there, smoking. She seemed to have regained control of her emotions before she continued.

      “For many years, things went along smoothly. Poug’tjin’skwes never spoke of her love for the Pale Horseman, though she was quite certain he felt the same. She knew his friend loved her and wanted her for his wife — but of that, too, they never spoke.

      “One day, Poug’na’tawn met a Being of such immense Power, nobody had dared to speak to him. He had been the lover of Poug’na’tawn’s mother, and he had become gravely ill — shocking, given how powerful he was. During all the time her mother and this Being were together, Poug’na’tawn had never met him and never spoken with him. But her mother refused to care for him in his illness. So, when Poug’na’tawn became aware of how gravely ill he was, she began to care for him. She was that kind. She knew this would anger her mother, whose power nearly equaled that of her lover. Yet she did it anyway, because otherwise, he’d die. You see, even the most powerful of Beings die in certain grave circumstances.

      “It was during this time — when Poug’na’tawn was busy being a caretaker — that Poug’tjin’skwes and the Pale Horseman declared their love for each other. There was such joy in her heart, and when Poug’na’tawn told her of the love she and the great Being felt for one another, all of their joy flooded the land. It was a time of perfect happiness. Even the friend who had wanted Poug’tjin’skwes for his wife felt joy for her as he watched their union grow.”

      Evelyne breathed deeply, smoking from her pipe. She put her pipe on the ground, stood and walked around the fire twice before sitting back in her spot on the ground.

      Poug’tjin’skwes’ character sounded familiar, and I thought of Granny. That powerful Being, is he my father? I tried to find similarities between Evelyne’s and Koschey’s stories, but so far there seemed to be none.

      “Things became complicated,” Evelyne said, her voice soft. This time, instead of being melodic, it had a harsh edge to it. “They became very complicated,” she repeated.

      “Poug’na’tawn disappeared, telling no one where she went. Not even her closest friend — wounding her terribly, because if she couldn’t be trusted, then who? As it turned out, she trusted the Pale Horseman. She trusted him even more than Poug’tjin’skwes.

      “The love between Poug’na’tawn and the great Being filled her mother with rage. So extreme was her jealousy, she turned the skies dark and created thunder and lightning to accompany torrential rains for days without relief. The land flooded; animals and the Weaker People — those without powers — perished. Poug’na’tawn, the great Being, and the Pale Horseman all fled. But none of them said as much as a word to Poug’tjin’skwes to explain their disappearance. And at least two of them, supposedly, loved her.”
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      I saw tears in Lauraleigh’s eyes and understood them, because I felt close to crying myself. Why would they leave Poug’tjin’skwes without telling her where they went? It seemed cruel and unfair.

      “What happened?” I blurted. “Did they come back and explain?”

      Evelyne gave me a small smile. She looked at me almost kindly. “Much time went by,” she said, leaving my question unanswered. “Poug’tjin’skwes knew she had to leave the land where so much pain occurred. She had to find a place where she’d feel needed, where she could forget the betrayal that had pierced her soul.

      “She traveled a long way before coming upon a band of humans. She took on their shape so as not to frighten them — you see, in that time, those with Power were of a size much, much greater than a human.

      “In her human form, Poug’tjin’skwes called herself by a different name. She called herself Pitakangitok — a word meaning ‘absent’ in the local people’s language. Nobody in the human band knew, of course, the significance of that name. To them, it was just a word. But to Poug’tjin’skwes, it befitted not just her — absent from her world — but her broken heart, absent of the love of the two people she had most trusted.

      “Pitakangitok devoted herself to her small band of humans. Never allowing herself to think of her life before she’d encountered them, she gave them all the knowledge and protection she could. They called her their Sagama — chief — and they loved her just as she loved them. She gave them a name as well. She called them Deer People, and she taught them a sacred dance that drew deer to them during the hunting season. In this way, they’d never go hungry, never go without fur to keep them warm.

      “Pitakangitok remained young and beautiful, but Deer People were human, and they grew old and died. While this made her terribly sad, as she loved every one of them, there were always more children and the children of those children. So, this Sagama continued to love, to teach, and to guide them.

      “Much time passed. If Pitakangitok carried sadness in her heart, she never let her humans see it. Instead, she remained their loving and kind Sagama; their beloved leader. And though her heart remained wounded, she had found a place of happiness and peace with her little band of humans.

      “Then he showed up. The Pale Horseman — in a different form, of course. After that, not one happy day passed in her life.

      “Not one.”

      Lauraleigh crooned with sympathy. “Why? Didn’t he come to take her home?”

      “Was Poug’na’tawn with him?” I asked. “Hadn’t they been searching for her all that time?” I was trying to match this story with what I had heard about my grandmother from the spirit of Siberian waters Vodyanoy and my father Koschey, but something seemed amiss. What was Evelyne not telling us?

      Evelyne looked at us like we were slightly addled. I didn’t understand until later why. At the time, I just thought she was acting snippy again, but I wanted to hear the rest of the story.

      I said, “Sorry. Just tell us what happened. Please.” I glanced at Lauraleigh. She seemed as anxious as I to hear what happened to Poug’tjin’skwes.

      “Even in his faraway land, the man who held her heart had heard stories of the Deer People, of their great ability to never go hungry. He heard of their sacred dance, and he came to see them. It sounded like magic he had never come across, and this made him curious. What he didn’t know before he arrived there, was who had been teaching them.”

      Evelyne stopped again. This time, she didn’t reach for her pipe, but took a thick wedge of sage from her back pocket and lit it, using a stick from the campfire. As the scent and smoke of sage filled the air, she moved around the circle three times, chanting words and phrases I had never heard before. This didn’t resemble her calling upon her magic to make the Fortress of Protection. This seemed more like she was warding things off, banishing some evil spirit. It made me wonder if she was keeping the man who appeared in the smoke from returning — if he was somehow part of this story.

      When she’d finished her third circle, Evelyne placed the sage in the fire and sat down. Taking a deep breath, she resumed her story.

      “Before Pitakangitok saw him, the people were so excited. They didn’t often have strangers in their distant land, and he was a stranger in a pale canoe — one they couldn’t even think how to name because it seemed to have no color at all. They ran to get their Sagama, the one who should greet this unusual stranger first.

      “When she came down to the lake, and although they were both in human form, she recognized him before he even landed his canoe. As did he. And, foolish as she was, Pitakangitok thought he had come in search of her, had come to provide an explanation for his betrayal.
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      “But when he arrived at the shore, he pretended he didn’t know her and merely said, ‘I’ve heard of the Deer People from a great distance. It would be my honor to learn from you.’”

      “What?” I burst out. “That’s all he said?” 

      Ignoring me, Evelyne went on. “For whatever reason, the Pale Horseman seemed not to trust Poug’tjin’skwes, though he was the one who had betrayed her and not the other way around. He seemed angry with her as he stood back and watched her interact with her tribe of humans. Although she attempted to find time alone with him to ask about the past, he never allowed that to happen. If they were alone, he made it impossible for her to speak of it.

      “One thing he noticed was the men deferred to the women in this band of humans. He noticed she taught the women, and the women then taught the men. This was different than throughout the rest of earth. Elsewhere, men received knowledge first, and then they passed some of it to the women. In his mind, she was trying to unbalance the world. It’s a mystery why he wouldn’t speak to her of it. She noticed his displeasure, but she knew the strength of his power and didn’t want his wrath upon her people. So, she remained silent. She only wished he’d leave and allow her to have this one small corner of the world where she could be even a little bit happy. But he didn’t leave.

      “One day, he asked her to accompany him to a nearby island. He wanted to explore it, he said. And he felt it best if they did this together. Because Poug’tjin’skwes was, by nature, a loving and trusting person, in her heart and her mind, she thought he was ready to speak to her and beg her forgiveness for what happened. She’d accompany him, of course, she said.

      “In his beautiful pale canoe, they set off for one of the islands. He didn’t speak as they both paddled, and the canoe made rapid time across the water. She was surprised, but thought he must want to wait until they stopped and he could look at her face and offer the explanation she had waited so long to hear. But, once they’d reached the island, he said he’d go find gull eggs for lunch and asked her to make a fire. Still confused, she thought he must want to wait until he could sit, warmed by the fire, and take her hands in his to beg her forgiveness.

      “At first, she didn’t notice how long he was gone. She had made a fire and began exploring the nearby forest, waiting for his return. But she grew worried, because he had been gone a very long time, and though she used her Powers to try to find him, she couldn’t. Nothing could threaten him on the island — certainly, nothing that could match his strength and Power. Yet, he seemed to be nowhere on the island at all. Confused, she returned to their fire and waited.

      “And she continued to wait for the rest of the day and through the night. She waited throughout the next day, and again throughout the next night. Although his canoe remained by the shore, it was as if he had vanished into thin air — as if he had never been there at all.”
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      Lauraleigh was leaning forward, her eyes wide. I was about to say something, when I glanced at Evelyne’s face and noticed how it had hardened. Anger had etched itself into her skin, and it made me think I shouldn’t say anything at all. I should just let her continue telling the story at her own pace.

      “On the third day,” Evelyne said, “Poug’tjin’skwes realized that she had to go back and be Pitakangitok once more. A feast among the Deer People would be taking place that evening, and they needed their Sagama. So, worried and confused, she took the canoe and set off to her village.

      “As she paddled toward her people, singing tunelessly to the stroke of her paddle, as one does to keep one’s mind from wandering, she heard a great noise behind her. Turning, she saw a great uprising of gulls. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of them taking wing at once.

      “She wondered if she should turn back — if perhaps this was a sign of his presence still on the island. But she thought of how long she had waited, how hard she had searched for him, and how she had done as much as could to find him. She thought about how the Deer People would be waiting for her, and how she owed them more than she owed him. She had pledged to be their leader, and a leader must be willing to make sacrifices for the good of the people she leads. And he — who had betrayed her and shredded her heart — wasn’t among those she led. And while he was a guest and therefore sacred, he had vanished. She understood something else the farther she got from the island: A man of his Great Power would only have vanished by choice. Once again, he had left her without a word or explanation.

      “She thought she’d never allow someone to break her heart again. The only thing that kept her from throwing herself out of the canoe to drown was the knowledge that she was loved and needed by a small but loyal band of people. People she had been Sagama to for generations. So, she paddled toward the one place she knew she could heal.

      “But when she reached the shore—”

      Evelyne paused, the flames dancing in her eyes, and she began to tremble. Lauraleigh and I looked at each other, worried, but she closed her eyes tight and took several deep breaths, and continued the story, though her voice was choked.

      “When she reached the village, people turned to stare at her, and she saw fear in their eyes. Fear such as she had never seen. She couldn’t imagine what had happened, what was wrong. But gradually, she realized she was what they feared. Looking toward the roaring bonfire, she saw him. He was sitting in her place of honor, and he cast her a look so cold and controlled it terrified her. And, in that instant, she knew he had not just broken her heart; he had stolen her people.”

      
        
          [image: The Pale Horseman with the Deer People]
        

      

      Lauraleigh and I gasped at the same time.

      “Later, after she’d fled,” Evelyne continued, ignoring our reaction, “one lone member of her people — an old woman, the oldest in the tribe, set out to find her. When the old woman came upon Pitakangitok as she lay sobbing in the forest, she told her she must run far, far away, and never return. She told Pitakangitok how the man in the canoe convinced her people she was a witch in disguise, how he convinced them she had abandoned them. The old woman said the man in the canoe told the men she had been teaching their wives evil spells.

      “‘The people,’ the old woman said, ‘they believed him.’

      “‘And you, Aakuaksrak — old woman — do you not believe him, too?’ Pitakangitok asked.

      “‘I know this,’ she said. ‘You were my mother’s Sagama, and her mother’s Sagama, and her mother’s Sagama. I believe you have been with us even beyond that. And never have you offered my people anything but kindness and guidance.’ She pleaded with Pitakangitok with her eyes. ‘Do not hate them, Sagama. Much of the tribe is young, and they don’t remember as I do. The women, they began to feel afraid they had been under a spell, do you see? The man of the canoe — he is a powerful force, yes? He made himself so believable, and he told stories of who you had been before you were our Sagama, and they believed, but…’

      “The old woman began to cry, clutching Pitakangitok’s hands. ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘No, I don’t believe him. But the rest do. So, beloved Sagama, you must leave now… and never, never return, for they will destroy you.’”

      Evelyne’s hand clutched convulsively toward her pipe, but couldn’t find it as she stared blindly into the flames.

      Lauraleigh reached out to the tea pot, poured a mug, and lifted it to Evelyne’s lips. Evelyne swallowed it entirely, her eyes closed, and I couldn’t believe it hadn’t scalded her throat. Maybe her throat was already so raw from her storytelling that she didn’t mind. Evelyne had spoken more words in the last few hours than in all the time we’d been with her.

      Once again, I remembered my grandmother’s story. Vodyanoy did mention that she had removed her heart after someone had broken it. Was this the real tale, then? Pitakangitok was Baba Yaga?

      Evelyne opened her eyes again, but she didn’t look at us. “And so Pitakangitok fled, after first wishing the old woman a safe return to their village, not wanting harm to befall her because of her kindness. As she left the place she had come to love so much, Pitakangitok died on that day, just as Poug’tjin’skwes had died before her. Both from a betrayal almost too large to comprehend.”

      Evelyne shuddered as she drew in a breath. And at last, she turned to look at us. Her voice was cold. “This isn’t the story you’ll hear from people today. This story isn’t the one he told, and it is his that has been passed on for generations. His version involves the evil witch Poug’tjin’skwes, and how she taught the women of the Deer People her evil spells. His story tells how when he visited, all the Deer People had a look of fear in their eyes, especially the men — who wouldn’t dare speak to him of their fear or ask for help. His story tells of an evil witch who stranded him on the island, sent him to find eggs and stole his canoe as soon as she could. And his story tells how she paddled back to the mainland, singing a song of triumph. He tells how, starving, he called upon Seagull People, the ma’gwis’ag, to help him and how he shrank himself so he’d be small enough for them to fly him to the shore. He ends his story — the one which prevails today — by saying the evil witch called up a great storm to fight him off, but failed, and was so humiliated she slunk away in shame, never to be seen or heard from again. It’s a manly story, I’ll give him that…”

      She drifted off.

      Lauraleigh glanced at her and swallowed. Then she rolled back her shoulders as though she were about to do something incredibly brave.  Maybe she was.

      “If that’s true,” she said, “if two people can tell the same story, but so differently, how do we know that your version is the true one? How do we know his isn’t?”

      Evelyne’s face grew hard.

      “We don’t,” I said before either of them could say anything else. They both turned to look at me, surprise on their faces. I suppose I had never said anything so definitely to them, never provided an opinion so firmly. But I was thinking of Kot Bayun, of how he had said he had nine lives he lived concurrently, how he saw the world from nine points of view at once, and none of them was wrong.

      “We don’t,” I repeated. “You have your version, and he has his, or his people do, and probably none of them are right… because both versions are just what she thought happened or what he thought happened. Someone standing back watching would have a third version. A camera would show something different from both tellings, something where you could recognize both stories…”

      I trailed off, but I knew I was right. Both Lauraleigh and Evelyne were still staring at me.

      “Neither version is completely right,” I said, as sure as I had ever been of anything. “But both are real, because people still keep acting according to them. Evelyne’s story may not be exactly what happened, but it’s still a real version, because it guides how you’re acting. Even if it’s a complete lie, it’s still affecting the world. And the same is true of his version. Because he made the people act assuming what they’d heard from him was true. So even if that’s a lie, it’s still real. What happened doesn’t matter anymore — only what people say about it. And I know for sure that my father has yet another version of the same story, and his one is just as wild.”

      Evelyne looked back into the fire. But Lauraleigh looked at me. Her mouth was slightly open. I was confused. Had I said something stupid?

      Lately, I had had so many people tell me I was stupid. Baba Yaga — never saying it, but implying it. Alyosha back at Lake Baikal — laughing. Kot Bayun — sneering. Monsieur Nolan — not saying it, he was far too kind, but making me realize I was. And Evelyne — making it evident in her every word when she wasn’t saying it openly.

      But I wasn’t stupid. Did they all forget that I had just turned thirteen? I was just a young girl, trying to make sense of this insane world of deathless beings, stories of power, magic, and that darkness always present in the pit of my stomach?

      Evelyne looked back to the fire for a moment, then reached into her pack and grabbed a handful of her tobacco. She threw it into the fire. It burst into flames, and sweet-smelling smoke arose from the blaze, smoke that formed strange shapes I couldn’t identify.

      All I could think of was that Poug’tjin’skwes’ story sounded both similar and different from what Koschey and Vodyanoy had told about Baba Yaga’s early days. But Evelyne’s and Lauraleigh’s reactions to my words made no sense. Was Evelyne not talking about my grandmother, after all?

      “Where did she go?” I asked, my heart torn for the heroine of this story — Baba Yaga, betrayed so many times by those she loved and trusted that she had to tear out her heart. “And did she ever find out what happened to Poug’na’tawn? Where she went? Or why she betrayed her?”

      Evelyne’s face grew stern as she looked at me, her eyes round with surprise. “Are you so dense as to not understand?”

      Before I could answer, Lauraleigh spoke up. “I think I understand,” she said quietly. “It’s you, isn’t it? You’re Poug’tjin’skwes.”

      Evelyne looked at Lauraleigh, one eyebrow raised. “And, Anna Sophia’s mother… She’s Poug’na’tawn.”

      I felt my jaw drop, as the air around me started to get thin.
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      “I’m so confused,” I said, looking at Evelyne. “About so many things.”

      Evelyne smirked. “You sounded so much like your mother when you said that.” Pausing, she clarified her words by saying, “Well, like your mother before she changed.”

      “But what if she didn’t?” Lauraleigh asked. “What if Sereda hadn’t actually changed?”

      A bitter sound escaped Evelyne through her clenched teeth. “You are, perhaps, proposing she ran off with the love of my life for a reason other than ultimate betrayal?”

      “Well… maybe—” Lauraleigh paused, and I was sure I understood why. Something didn’t fit together for either one of us, and it was because we knew something Evelyne didn’t.

      Lauraleigh looked at me. “Anna Sophia?”

      I shook my head. We couldn’t possibly tell Evelyne we were looking for Koschey’s heart. What if she betrayed us once she knew?

      “Anna?” Lauraleigh said again, this time more softly. “It’s time.”

      Evelyne watched both of us, her head cocked and her eyes narrowed. This time we were the ones talking in riddles, and she was the one not understanding.

      I felt so torn. “I…”

      As if giving me a way out, Lauraleigh said, “Evelyne, do you think it’s possible they were all trying to save you?”

      “Save me?” Evelyne snarled. “From what, the big bad wolf?”

      “No.” Lauraleigh ignored her sarcasm. “From Baba Yaga.”

      Evelyne’s head snapped up as she looked at Lauraleigh. “And exactly why would I need to be saved from Baba Yoga?”

      I perked up at the way she referred to my grandmother — Yoga. My father had called her the same thing. It had something to do with their ancient origins, with the cycles of energy exchange in the world, and what not. I recalled my father calling my grandma, himself, and even me “energy vampires.” Apparently, we could live many years because we could syphon people’s energy away. That was still too much for me to think about.

      “That old witch doesn’t care for the immortal as a main ingredient in her stew pot, in case you aren’t aware,” Evelyne said.

      Lauraleigh recoiled a bit, probably remembering how close she came to being the one cooked in that pot. “Because Baba Yaga was livid over Sereda falling in love,” she said. “And because the one she fell in love with was the same man who Baba Yaga once loved, right?” Lauraleigh paused. “Because it was Koschey — Anna Sophia’s father.”

      “And that would have been important, why?” Evelyne asked.

      “Don’t be mad at me,” Lauraleigh said. “I’m just trying to think this through logically, based on what you’ve told us and—” She glanced at me. “—and some things we know.”

      Evelyne stood up. “I’m not interested in playing guessing games with two teenagers. If you’ve got something to say, say it.” She began pacing back and forth in front of the fire.

      “Evelyne,” I said, trying to think before I said too much. “The Black Horseman said something to me. And now that I realize your story was about you and my mother, I keep wondering about it—”

      “Oh, good heavens, girl!” Evelyne cried out in exasperation. “Speak your mind already!”

      Lauraleigh nodded, encouraging me to keep going.

      “The Black asked me if I’d still think he was evil, if I knew he had kidnapped all those children to save a person, rather than for no reason, or for something like a wage.” I still thought he was evil, but that was beside my point.

      “And?” Evelyne said, her voice saturated with irritation.

      “Well, just let me talk for a minute because I’m thinking this through out loud. So, maybe not all of it will make sense, but it’s all tumbling around in my head like it belongs together.”

      Evelyne rolled her eyes and reached for her pipe. “Babble away, Anna Sophia. Don’t let me stop you now.”

      “Okay… You said my mother met my father when he was ill, and that she nursed him back to health. I know from both you and my father that this is when they fell in love with each other.”

      Evelyne raised an eyebrow as if to say, And?

      “And,” I said, “in your own story, the four of you were happy for a while, right?”

      Evelyne rolled her eyes again. “Anna—”

      “No, wait. I think it’s important. You were all in love with one another, and you were all happy, right?”

      “Yes, Anna Sophia. We were happy.” Evelyne didn’t seem pleased conceding this point, but she did, so I continued.

      “Well, then it doesn’t make sense that my mother wouldn’t have wanted you to be happy. You said earlier she didn’t want you to be, and that some things never make sense, but Evelyne, she did want you to be happy. It was perfect — you had both found your great love.”

      Evelyne peered at me, only this time her face wasn’t full of sarcasm or anger. It was curious, as if she had never let herself have this thought.

      “So, what if… what if Koschey had given my mother something? What if he gave her… an object… and told her to hide it and never tell anyone about it?”

      Lauraleigh nodded again, letting me know I was doing the right thing.

      I continued. “And what if she couldn’t tell you about it — because then you’d know about something Baba Yaga wanted to possess, and she knew your magic wasn’t strong enough to hold up against Baba Yaga’s? What if my mother knew that to tell you would put you in great danger?”

      “Just what are you talking about, Anna Sophia?”

      Trying to help me, Lauraleigh said, “Just for a moment, let’s assume something. It doesn’t all have to make sense. Just go with it, okay, Evelyne?”

      Evelyne looked skeptical, but waved for Lauraleigh to continue.

      “You said the Fourth Horseman was the most powerful. So, of the four brothers, Sereda knew he’d be the one most able to hold his own in a battle with Baba Yaga. Is that possible?”

      Evelyne nodded, this time looking just a little less skeptical.

      “If… I’m just saying, if,” Lauraleigh continued, “if Sereda needed help in hiding something so valuable that Baba Yaga would do anything to get her hands on, what might she do? Of the four brothers, wouldn’t she most likely go to the Pale Horseman — especially since he was the one she knew the best because of you?”

      Evelyne’s back was rigid. “Go on…”

      “So,” Lauraleigh said, seeming to weigh her words carefully. “What if they left to do just that — to hide this object. And what if the Fourth Horseman had planned on coming right back to you after it was hidden, except…” She hesitated for a second. “Except, what if Sereda died before he could get back to you? Or, what if when he came back, you were gone? And what if — I’m just saying, maybe — what if he got stranded watching over this… object… because Sereda died and he was honoring a vow to protect it?”

      “This is ridiculous!” Evelyne said, practically exploding. “There’s no object that valuable. You want me to believe the two of them were protecting me by not telling me what this oh-so-precious-thing is?  There’s nothing so valuable that they would risk our friendship. Nothing!”

      “I think there is,” I said quietly.

      Evelyne’s eyebrow arched high. “And what would that be?”

      “Koschey gave my mother his heart,” I said. “And he told her to hide it.”

      Evelyne gasped so loud the flames of the fire flickered. “He gave her his…”

      “Heart,” I finished. “Yes.”

      Before she could say another word, Evelyne Nolan fainted.
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      “Evelyne? Evelyne?” As I kept repeating her name, Lauraleigh and I were fanning Evelyne’s face with our hands. She’d been out cold for at least ten minutes, and we were both going insane with worry.

      “Evelyne?” Lauraleigh echoed. “Wake up!”

      “Oh, my gosh, Lauraleigh, did we shock her to death?”

      “I don’t know, Anna. I hope not.” Lauraleigh stood and looked around. “I wish I had ice or something to rub on her face. I don’t know what to do. I’ve never seen anyone faint for this long.”

      “Oh, Lauraleigh,” I said, my eyes filling with tears. “I shouldn’t have told her. I killed her. How will I ever explain this to Monsieur Nolan?” I dropped my head into my hands, my tears bouncing onto Evelyne’s lifeless hand.

      Only that hand was no longer lifeless. First her thumb twitched, then the other fingers. Without opening her eyes, Evelyne wiped her hand against her clothes. “For heaven’s sake, quit your blubbering,” she croaked. “Like my brother would care if I died.”

      “Evelyne!” Lauraleigh and I shrieked at the same time.

      “Oh goodness, I’m so glad you aren’t dead!” I said.

      Evelyne sat up, shaking her head as if to clear it. “I’m an old witch. I don’t have the luxury of dying.” She put her hand on Lauraleigh’s shoulder — and some feeling akin to warmth shone in her sapphire eyes. “Get me some of that tea, please.”

      Lauraleigh got up, smiling. “Glad you’re back, Evelyne.” She walked to where the tea was steeping, wrapped the bottom of her shirt around the handle, and brought it over to Evelyne.

      After she’d had a cup of tea and walked around a little, Evelyne sat back down in front of the fire. “All right, let me get this straight. We’re looking for…” She paused for a second. “For your father’s heart?”

      I nodded.

      “Dear God,” she said. “No wonder my brother didn’t tell me.” She paused, then leaned forward, studying my face like she was seeing it for the first time. “Why in the name of Creation would Koschey give Sereda his heart?”

      “Well… I think it was to show her how much he loved her.”

      Evelyne raised both eyebrows.

      “That’s what Uncle Misha told me,” I said. “He said Koschey took out his heart and gave it to Sereda to prove how much he loved her, knowing that since her own mother abandoned her, Sereda was distrustful of love. Or something like that. Anyway, Koschey told her to hide his heart and not tell him where it was, thinking this would prove to Sereda his love was real and true. Because they both knew that if she ever turned against him, she held the ability to destroy him.”

      Evelyne’s hands were cupped over her mouth, forming a steeple. “Oh…” she said quietly, her voice sounding almost strangled.

      “So, that’s why we’re thinking she asked the Fourth Horseman to help her,” Lauraleigh said. “Because she couldn’t really hide Koschey’s heart alone.”

      Evelyne seemed at a complete loss for words.

      “Can I ask you something?” Lauraleigh said to Evelyne, who nodded wearily. “After you left — did he stay with your tribe?”

      Evelyne looked sadder than we’d ever seen her. “That was the greatest sorrow of all,” she said. “No, he didn’t. He stayed for a while, but then left and never returned. He had destroyed their trust in me, so I couldn’t return to help them. He just left them on their own. Without a word.”

      “I think,” Lauraleigh said, “that was when Sereda died.”

      Evelyne gave her a piercing look.

      “No, really. Think about it. He was angry because when he came back, you were gone. He may not have realized you had no idea why they left in the first place. I mean, that’s possible, right? What if he and Sereda left to bury the heart — and when he came back, you were gone? And what if he spent all that time looking for you, only to stumble upon you accidentally with your tribe? He reacted badly. I’m not saying he didn’t.” Lauraleigh nodded to Evelyne, as if agreeing with her unspoken objection. “But, what if he learned of Sereda’s death when he was with the Deer People? He alone knew where she had buried Koschey’s heart, right? Maybe he left the tribe to stand guard over it, so Baba Yaga never could never find it, and—”

      Lauraleigh’s staccato of words suddenly stopped. Opening her eyes wide, she clasped her hand over her mouth, saying, “Oh!”

      “What?” I asked. “What?”

      “Well! What if Baba Yaga got wind of all this and captured the three brothers? What if she’s been holding them hostage until either they tell her where the heart is — or the Fourth Horseman brings Koschey’s heart right to her?”

      I looked at Lauraleigh in awe. That made so much sense. Of course! And that’s why the Black Horseman had asked whether I’d consider him evil if he were acting to protect someone.

      “So, they end up doing Baba Yaga’s bidding rather than betray their brother?” I asked Lauraleigh, who nodded.

      Evelyne was as white as snow.

      “Do you think they know where their brother is?” I asked her.

      “Well, they know it’s to the north — that much is clear,” she muttered. “That’s why they said his direction had changed.”

      “Let me get this straight,” I said. “Either the three Horsemen are following us to protect us, or—”

      “Or,” Evelyne interrupted, “to get to Koschey’s heart and take it back to Baba Yoga in exchange for their freedom. If your grandma learns the Pale has been protecting Koschey’s heart, and the other brothers haven’t told her… you can bet none of them will escape her wrath unless they offer her something powerful in exchange. Which would be—”

      “Koschey’s heart,” the three of us said in unison.

      “And that’s what we have worth protecting,” I said. “Or will, once we find it.”

      We became quiet, each lost in the complexity of this whole situation. I imagined Evelyne thinking about how misplaced all her anger and bitterness had been. That had to be devastating, living a bitter life for centuries, believing the two most important people in her life had betrayed her — when, in fact, they had been protecting her.

      “Evelyne,” I said, interrupting our long silence. “That man who gave Sereda her nickname — who gave both of you your nicknames — that was my grandfather, right?”

      “It was,” Evelyne said. “He was a good man. A kind man.”

      “But he was mortal?”

      “Yes,” she said softly. “Certainly.”

      We were quiet again, until I asked, “Is that why I get so cold?”

      Evelyne gave the first genuine laugh I’d ever heard from her. “Yes. I’d guess that’s most definitely why you get cold.”

      “And is that why my mother died? Because she was, after all, mortal?”

      Tears glistened in Evelyne’s eyes. “Yes,” she whispered. “Your grandfather chose her name wisely because he knew. He always knew she was just a temporary sunrise in this world.”

      “And… Monsieur Nolan…” I said.

      Evelyne smiled. “My half-brother, who’s centuries younger.”

      I wasn’t sure what I should be thinking. “So… Monsieur Nolan…”

      “He has a touch of Power, yes,” she said. “But he’s always been shy about it. He finds it easy to talk with those of us who interact fully with the truth of this world, but it bothers him. He’s more comfortable in the human world. And who knows…” She sighed. “Perhaps he’s right.”

      “So, that’s how Sereda found him,” Lauraleigh murmured.

      “Then Monsieur Nolan is an orphan, too,” I whispered. It had never occurred to me that he could be, but then — why shouldn’t he? It’s not something I’d know about him unless he told me, and why would I ask?

      We were quiet for a bit. I gave Evelyne the page with my mom’s clues, figuring there was no point hiding the last lines from her any longer. She nodded listlessly, gazing at the words that had become so familiar to me.

      It made me so sad to think of all the years my mother and Evelyne didn’t get to be friends, all because of a giant misunderstanding.

      What’s even sadder; I think all of this — my mother, the Pale Horseman — it had broken Evelyne’s spirit. And, when Evelyne’s spirit was broken, she turned mean. Mean, and really, really unhappy.
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      Dear Diary,

      I hope telling Evelyne we’re looking for Koschey’s heart was the right thing do. It felt right, like she needed to know. I still feel kind of in shock over everything we talked about and figured out. Or think we figured out. There’s still a lot of confusion, and we don’t have all the details, but I know we’re right that neither my mother nor the Fourth Horseman betrayed Evelyne.

      It’s so sad she has spent centuries being so angry and hurt!

      I must tell Lauraleigh we should make sure never to let this happen to us. We just need to be direct with each other and ask questions if we ever feel angry or hurt. I wonder how many people walk around this planet feeling bad or sad or angry, all because they missed their chance to talk things over? I don’t ever want to be like that. Ever.

      We must leave the protective circle today. We’re running low on food, and besides, we’ve spent so much time fighting the Wendigo and dealing with the Horsemen, we haven’t progressed much in finding my dad’s heart. I’m nervous about leaving this circle, but we must go.

      I hope my father is okay. Uncle Misha has promised to take good care of him, but I’m still worried. He seemed so frail and defeated when we left. We just have to find his heart soon, so he can regain his powers and shepherd all those lost souls floating around the earth without direction. I can’t even imagine how many are around now. Millions?

      I’m just glad we haven’t encountered any of them in this wilderness.
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* * *

      The next morning, Evelyne looked crisp and aloof, as if none of last night’s conversations had happened. “We’ll keep heading north,” she said. “We won’t survive unless we get provisions along the way.”

      I stood and surveyed the wide expanse of open land around us. All I could see was dead tree stumps, stretching to the horizon. “I suppose if we had come during the summer, we’d have an easier time foraging.” I knew how to survive in the Siberian forests — in the warm months, when the mushrooms, berries and plant roots were abundant. But now? Frost had already started to cover the ground in some places. Maybe Evelyne could hunt or fish, at least.

      “We didn’t come during the summer, did we?” Evelyne said, her voice brimming with sarcasm. “Does no good thinking about what ifs. It just drains precious energy.”

      Apparently, last night’s conversation did nothing to change her attitude.

      Evelyne divided the remaining provisions into three piles, and even I could tell that three people, eating a meal a day, would only have enough food for four days. We had only about a dozen freeze-dried meals left.

      I thought maybe some food still floated around in quantum space, so I sat down and concentrated, trying to retrieve it. Unfortunately, all I got was a toilet plunger that wasn’t even part of what we initially shrank down.

      I opened my eyes to find Evelyne glowering at me.

      “What?” I said, feeling defensive. “I tried to find us more food.”

      “Well, that worked splendidly, didn’t it?” Evelyne pointed at the plunger. “And what, exactly, do you plan to do with that?”

      “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “I thought maybe I’d just send it back to the quantum space. So, whoever it belongs to, can call it back.” I looked at Evelyne, figuring she’d tell me if it wasn’t a good idea, but she showed no reaction.

      “How far are we from civilization?” Lauraleigh asked. She seemed to be trying to focus Evelyne on something other than my misguided attempts at magic.

      “Far enough that if we don’t start now, we’ll be dead in a week,” Evelyne answered tersely. “So, shrink everything down, and we’ll get going.” She stalked off to the other side of the circle.

      Lauraleigh winked at me, a grin spreading across her face. “A plunger?” she asked, giggling.

      I couldn’t help laughing. “I know!” I said. “Sure surprised me.”
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* * *

      After I’d shrunk everything down, I felt my shoulders ache at the thought of carrying a pack again. Lauraleigh must have been feeling the same way, because she groaned as she stared at both packs on the ground.

      “Hold on!” I said, getting an idea. Taking the bobby-pin-sized Squire and Knight out of my back pocket, I placed them on a stone. Lighting a stick in the fire, I waved it over them. Instantly, they exploded in size with a loud pop and began zipping around the fire in excitement. Squire dove toward my ribs and began tickling me.

      “Stop, both of you!” I said, laughing. “You must behave, or Evelyne will make me shrink you again.”

      The two hands stopped swooping through the air like comets and serenely floated in front of me. They were clearly attempting to demonstrate their best version of calm.

      I chuckled. “Thanks. We just need you two to carry our packs for a while, okay?”

      Bobbing up and down, each hand grabbed a load as if they were as light as a pack of gum. Floating in the air, they waited for more instructions.

      “We’ll be heading north,” I told them. “That’s all I know right now.”

      Evelyne strode over to where we were standing. “Really? You two can’t even carry your own packs?”

      “We could,” I said. “But we don’t need to.”

      Evelyne rolled her eyes. “You better make sure they don’t cause trouble.”

      “How could—” I started to say, but I felt Lauraleigh’s cautioning hand on my arm, so I didn’t say anything more.

      Evelyne pulled out her map and unfolded it on top of a stump. “We’re here,” she said, and I noticed the little marker was now a tent instead of a car. “We need to be here.” She pointed to a little town called Iqaluit. “We’re still two hundred miles away.”

      I felt my eyes widen in surprise. “Why there?” Two hundred miles sounded like an awful lot of miles to me. Just how many kilometers was that — well over three hundred? “What kind of town is it? Iga—”

      “Iqaluit,” she snarled. “And there because that’s where we should find the correct water with the correct island in the middle of it. I hope.” After taking a calming breath, she added, “It’s a small town of about six thousand, mostly Inuit. It’s large enough that we will find food there, although it won’t come cheap.”

      I wondered how long it would take us to walk two hundred miles. I didn’t think I was brave enough to suggest to Evelyne that Squire and Knight could find me a bucket, but I might get brave enough before we reached Iqaluit.

      “After you gave me that paper last night, I did a lot of thinking,” Evelyne said, biting her lip. “And I experienced a sudden epiphany, a moment of almost complete clarity, just before the sunrise. ‘Find the crème glacée Russe,’ meaning ‘find the Russian ice cream…’ tell me, Anna, what’s one of the most popular ice creams in Russia that would also link to Canada?”

      “Uhm… Oh!” When she asked the question that way, I remembered Uncle Misha sometimes treating me to a vanilla ice cream, covered in thick chocolate, on a popsicle stick. “Eskimo?” Now that I said it, the connection seemed obvious.

      “Bingo!” Evelyne cried out. “Eskimo, named after one of the native nations in northern Canada. Now, ‘notre belle terre…’ I kept racking my brain over this one. I kept thinking, why would Sereda mention Siberia? But!” Her voice rose as she got increasingly excited. “In Canada, people prefer to use the term Inuit over Eskimo, which they consider offensive. And in Inuktitut, the language of the Inuit people — and I speak it fluently because I lived in their Deer People tribe for centuries — ‘Nunavut’ literally means ‘our land.’”

      “Nunavut?” Lauraleigh asked. “A province far north?”

      “Yes, dear.” Ice tinkled in Evelyne’s voice for a moment, but it thawed almost immediately. “And the Inuit people call Northern Canada ‘Nunavut Qajanartuk,’ meaning ‘our beautiful land.’ It’s a direct translation! How dumb I had been, trying to think of this as Siberia, going through hundreds of related Russian words over the days…”

      Evelyne’s excitement began to rub off on me. I watched her, mesmerized. “And what about those Vikings? ‘Vikings before English?’” I asked.

      “Oh, but now it all makes perfect sense,” Evelyne responded with a broad grin. “There’s a giant, scarcely-populated island in Nunavut. Baffin Island. It’s named after an English explorer, but legends say Vikings came there way before the English. It all works!

      “Mostly Inuits live on that island, and of course they speak both Inuktitut and English,” she went on. “And that’s another reference to the double-tongued bilingualism. But that final clue gave me a real headache. ‘Les saumons nagent au-dessus des limites inconnues’? ‘Salmons swim beyond unknown limits…’ sounds like gibberish, doesn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      “Only it’s not gibberish. According to my map, on Baffin Island, there’s a mountainous peninsula called Meta Incognita — which is Latin for ‘unknown limits!’ Sereda has been so clear all this time… One clue leads to the next. The nearest large town to Meta Incognita is Iqaluit. The name translates as ‘place of many fish’ from Inuktitut, and the flag of that town has three salmons swimming near some mountains.” She pressed both hands on her temples. “It’s all just so obvious now!”

      Evelyne had been sharing her ideas in such rapid succession that it took me a few moments to catch up. I asked, “And… how about ‘Ne médisez pas de moi, mes anges?’ — ‘don’t spoil me, my angels?’”

      “As to that… well, that whole last sentence… Those are the stupidest, most idiotic, inane, asinine clues I’ve ever heard in my life!” she cried out. “What was wrong with your mother?”

      I stepped back, wide-eyed. That instant transition from excitement to anger seemed totally out of place.

      “I’ve never ever, ever, heard such silly, non-clue clues in all my life!” She shut her eyes, then opened them with a yell. “Anna, I’m sorry, but if your mother were here, I’d slap her from here to the next planet for tormenting us with all those clues. And not because they’re hard, but because they’re terrible. She was always so bad, so truly bad, with riddles and puns. She used to drive me nearly out of my mind!”

      I couldn’t help it. Though I tried to hold it in, a giggle broke through my lips. The next thing I knew, I was doubled over, holding my sides. Lauraleigh watched me like I was crazy, but as Evelyne continued to rage on, her mouth twitched, and soon she was laughing as hard as I was.

      Maybe we needed to relieve some tension, I don’t know. Maybe after everything we’d been through with Chudo-Yudo, and the Wendigo, and then with the Horsemen, hearing Evelyne scream about my mother’s bad clues in such an out-of-control way just seemed impossibly funny.

      “What?” Evelyne said, her eyebrows furrowed together. That made us bend over again and start in on a whole new round of hysterical laughter. A strange half-smile began to play on Evelyne’s lips, as though she became conscious of the absurdity of her outrage.

      “My granny…” I managed in between laughs, “My granny told me Mom’s word games were awful, but I didn’t realize just how bad they were…” I dissolved into another bout of sounding like a cross between high-pitched squealing and gulping.

      This time, Evelyne managed to snicker, too.

      And then we were all laughing. From time to time, one of us would stop and try to control herself, but then she’d look at the other two and double over with laughter again.
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      I’d almost forgotten what that felt like.

      Finally, we did manage to calm down a little. “Oh, how I needed that,” Lauraleigh said, wiping tears from her eyes.

      “I suspect we all did,” Evelyne agreed, her mood lighter and more relaxed. “‘Find the ice cream,’ indeed…”

      It felt like a burden had been lifted from my shoulders.

      “You were so clever to have figured that out,” Lauraleigh said, smiling as if she meant it. Of course, she means it, I scolded myself. If Evelyne hadn’t resolved these riddles, we’d be walking around in circles.

      “Not that clever,” Evelyne responded. “If I’d been clever, I’d have cracked it way earlier. I had gone over that whole puzzle at least a hundred times in my mind.”

      Soon, Evelyne shouldered her pack, and we began walking again, with Squire and Knight floating above us. The sky was blue and brilliant, and the air crisp. It was one of those mornings when it felt good to be out and moving.

      Soon, we were sweating inside our parkas, and even Evelyne took off her cloak. We didn’t talk much as we walked — it seemed like we had done all the talking we needed. At least for a little while.
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      Dear Diary,

      When I was little, I used to make up stories where people were happy and then they weren’t for some reason. Most of those people were orphans, of course — I only knew how to be one —but they weren’t miserable like Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist.

      Bad things happened to them. Their friends got kidnapped, or they got kidnapped, or else they lost something important — but they persevered and became happy in the end. I thought all people were like that. And now I realize that they’re not. It feels like there’s so much pain and sadness in the world these days, sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever be happy again. Is this what it means to grow up, becoming aware of other people’s pain?

      We’ve been going north for a long time now. I feel like maybe I should write something about what we’ve seen, but it’s not much. Hills, rivers, small lakes, and the farther we walked, the less color remained on the trees, and the more snow started to show up around us.

      Oh, wait. I do remember one encounter with a bear, a grizzly. It wasn’t nice like Mama Bear, but it was at least polite about how we were trespassing. Evelyne shot down a goose for it before we could pass. She used her bow and arrow — she’s really good with it. She doesn’t use her bow like those professional archers I saw on TV, who take their time to nock their arrow and aim. Evelyne nocks, aims and shoots in one fluid movement; and to kill that goose, she held three arrows in her hand and shot them all within a couple of seconds.

      I sometimes think I’d like to master such a weapon, but I don’t think I could stand the thought of killing something. I still remember the darkness in my heart, and the shadows. I know what both Egor and the Black had said: that light and shadows go together. But the risks are still too big.

      That’s the weird thing about Evelyne that I just can’t get over: She kills things. She fights. And yet, her soul isn’t dark, bitter and hardened. I guess it has something to do with her intentions and purpose. Maybe she’s right — my head is too easily muddled.

      Why me? Why couldn’t these witchy powers have been given to someone who actually knows what to do with them? Who’s not afraid of anything? Who’s not confused all the time? Why couldn’t these powers have gone to someone more useful than me?
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* * *

      We had been walking for several days, most of the time through the dense forest. Evelyne always managed to find a walkable path among the tall, thick pines, and our progress remained steady. I fell into a kind of mindless movement, lulled by our uneventful walk through this ancient forest that reminded me so much of my native Siberia. Squire and Knight floated just behind us, out of Evelyne’s sight.

      Evelyne spotted a boulder jutting out of the earth. “As good a place as any to stop for some tea.”

      Lauraleigh raised her eyebrow in exaggerated surprise: Evelyne never allowed us breaks. Not about to complain, we both plopped down on a flat stone and took off our boots, letting our feet enjoy a moment of freedom. Evelyne, sitting downwind from us, pretended to sniff the air and scrunched up her face. We both giggled — although not nearly as hard as we had laughed before.

      Evelyne was about to speak, and I assumed she was going to scold us, but her voice was surprisingly gentle. “Have you thought about what you’ll want to do in Iqaluit?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, confused.

      “Assuming we locate your father’s heart, what makes you think taking it will be easy? If indeed you’re right, and Bogatyr is guarding it, I doubt he even knows Sereda had a child. He’s not likely to hand it over based on your word.”

      She pronounced the Russian word — Bogatyr — perfectly. But it made no sense as a name; it simply meant a great warrior from the old fairy tales. Was it also a real person’s name? “Who?”

      Evelyne winced. “Bogatyr. The Fourth Horseman.”

      It felt weird to finally have a name for one of the brothers. Weird in a good sense, though, because I was sick of calling them by their colors or numbers. Maybe they guarded their names so closely for some magical reasons unknown to me? But knowing a name of the person Evelyne had been in love with made him so much more real.

      Evelyne was looking at me, her lips pressed into a thin line. “He may be controlling the Wendigo, you know. The perfect weapon to keep any intruder at bay.”

      I considered this idea, which seemed to make good sense. “I just don’t know what to expect once we get there,” I said.

      Evelyne sighed. “Just as well, I suppose. I don’t—” She froze.

      Someone was watching us — I could feel it, too.

      “The Horsemen?” Lauraleigh whispered.

      Evelyne shook her head with the smallest gesture she could make, her eyes scanning the entire area. It wasn’t the Wendigo with his traveling cloud of frost and loathing — that much I knew. But someone was out there, watching us. Or something.

      Lauraleigh and I slipped our boots back on. I concentrated on gathering my powers together. I was tired and worn out, but the action was becoming familiar enough to have become almost automatic. I still had enough magic in me to help Evelyne defend us. Squire and Knight dropped their loads and hovered on both sides of me, their fists clenched.

      Evelyne gave me an encouraging smile, as if she knew I was readying myself for a fight. Her face went blank — she was concentrating, too. I gathered all the energy that I could into my hands, prepared to throw flames at whatever was out there.

      “One… Two…” Evelyne counted, moving only her lips. When she reached three, she swung on her heel, bow in her hand, arrow nocked and aimed — all in a single movement. It was impressive.

      “Come out!” she called. “Come slowly, and we won’t hurt you.”

      Silence was her response, and Evelyne pulled her bowstring back a little bit more.

      I heard the snapping of a twig and crunching of some leaves, but I didn’t hear any footsteps. Just then, a black nose at the tip of a pointy snout flanked by two white patches peered out of the bushes. Two small black paws pushed some branches aside, and the rest of a furry face looked out at us — coal-black eyes, surrounded by a dark mask.

      Whatever the animal was, it looked worried. “What’s—?” I started to ask, but Lauraleigh interrupted excitedly.

      “It’s a raccoon!” she whispered. “I saw them at the Zurich zoo.”

      Evelyne snorted. “There’s nothing zoo-worthy about raccoons. Don’t you have them in Geneva? They’re but a pest.”

      Turning back to the small creature behind the branches, she said, “Come on out, little one. I want to see all of you.”

      The raccoon edged forward, as if obeying her command. It was about the size of a house cat.

      “Look how pretty he is,” Lauraleigh said with a smile, crouching.

      “You’ve obviously never had them raid your stored food,” Evelyne grumbled. She cooed toward the raccoon. “Why, you’re just a kit. What are you doing out on your own, little one?” I had never heard her sound so tender.

      The raccoon looked around nervously — and then it seemed to… shrug.

      “It’s a kit?” Lauraleigh asked. “Odd. It’s about the same size as the adult ones at the zoo.”

      Evelyne didn’t bother to glance at her. “They’re bigger around here.” She seemed to stare straight into the raccoon’s eyes. “Come on, then,” she whispered. “Why were you spying on us?”

      I was starting to wonder how she expected the raccoon to talk, when she brought her bow up and aimed it into the trees again. Startled, I raised my hands in case I needed to attack the raccoon. It felt terrible to think I’d hurt a small animal who looked like he should be Batman’s adorable sidekick.

      “Who’s out there?” Evelyne shouted toward the trees. “I know you’re there. Come out!”

      Nothing. The raccoon chittered — it looked curiously afraid.

      “Evelyne,” Lauraleigh said, “you’re scaring him.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. He’ll be fine. So long as his companion comes out into the open.”

      “Don’t threaten him!” Lauraleigh’s voice broke.

      I saw motion in the leaves nearby. Another creature had moved there — much larger than the raccoon, judging by the height of the shaking branches. A few glowing autumn leaves glided to the ground. Squire and Knight flew even closer to me.

      Behind the cover of the tree, an outline of a massive cat formed. My heart caught: Kot Bayun? But no, this cat was… golden. It stood, barely revealing itself, and only partially emerging from the red and orange leaves. It looked like a cross between panthers and lions I’d seen in pictures, except everything about this creature was golden. Its fur looked thick and rich as it gleamed under the light of the autumn sun. Luminous amber eyes peered at us cautiously. It stepped out into the open — broad, muscled, and beautiful, moving gracefully toward us. The tension in its hind legs hinted that he was ready to spring at less than a second’s notice. Everything about him seemed on alert.

      I’d never seen a more spectacular animal. Not even in those school pictures.

      Evelyne’s mouth slowly opened in surprise, though she made no sound. I watched her grip on the bow falter as she continued to stare in shock. She placed her bow on the ground without seeming to be aware of doing it. “No…” she whispered, breathless. “How is this possible?”

      To Lauraleigh’s gasp and my shock, when the cat came closer, Evelyne dropped to her knees and placed her hands on the ground. She bowed, so that her head and the cat’s head were exactly level. Their eyes locked.

      “Evelyne?” I called, worried at how close she was to the enormous golden creature. The two floating hands whizzed around me, looking just as uncertain.

      “You don’t understand,” she whispered. “There are no more cougars this far north. They got hunted out. They’re just legends, ghosts. They don’t exist anymore…”

      A cougar!

      “You aren’t real…” Evelyne’s voice trailed off — she sounded awed.

      But on the cougar’s face, and in its golden eyes, I could read his thought as if he had spoken it out loud: Please don’t tell.

      The raccoon scurried over to the cougar and huddled between its front paws, whimpering.

      “Hush,” Evelyne said. “Hush, little one. It’s all right, it’s fine…”

      The cougar’s tail swished from side to side.

      Slowly, Evelyne closed her eyes — and then, just as slowly, she opened them. She still stared into the cat’s eyes.

      Some tension left the cat’s muscles, but his ears twitched as if he were uncertain.

      Evelyne closed and opened her eyes once more in that slow-motion blink. She whispered, “I trust you so much I’d sleep in your presence.”
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      There was a brief pause, and then the giant cat closed his eyes in the same slow fashion. And when he opened his eyes, all the tension left his body. He lay down on the ground before Evelyne, looking as if he could stretch himself from one end of the earth to the other.

      As the raccoon chittered and whimpered, the giant cat opened his mouth. Displaying massive fangs, he began to lick the raccoon with a rough pink tongue, calming it as a mother might calm its own kitten. The raccoon kit pushed the enormous head away, making a noise that sounded like laughter.

      Lauraleigh and I observed the scene in complete silence. I couldn’t tell if she was as unnerved by the size of the cougar’s teeth as I, but I suspected she might be. Evelyne might have slept in its presence, but as far as I was concerned, it still considered us dinner.

      Evelyne began to make an odd low noise in the back of her throat. It took me a moment to realize she was purring.

      And the cougar purred back.
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      Evelyne stood and gave the giant cat a light bow.

      “The legend of the Golden Cougar is well known among Northern Canadian tribes,” she explained in a quiet voice. “While the stories and symbolism vary from tribe to tribe, seeing a golden cougar is the sign of something important about to happen. It might be good or bad, but it’s always significant.” Evelyne looked back at the beautiful cat. “Hunters destroyed the cougar population in the north. Quite honestly, I always thought the Golden Cougar was a legend.”

      I wanted to ask why she thought we were seeing him, but I didn’t have time. Throwing her pack over her shoulder, Evelyne said, “They’ll travel with us for a while. It’s getting late, and we must get moving again.”

      So, there we went: one human girl, two witches, two floating hands carrying our packs, one raccoon, and one golden cougar. The raccoon rode on the giant cat’s back — which, I had to admit, looked sweet. Still, Lauraleigh and I walked behind them. I wasn’t quite ready to trust that it would have the manners not to take a bite out of my leg or something.
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* * *

      Evelyne had been walking with the cougar and raccoon. The three of them seemed to be chatting the whole way. Suddenly, Evelyne turned and walked back to Lauraleigh and me.

      “We must get to a safe place. A storm is coming.”

      I looked up: The sun was shining in the cloudless sky. I couldn’t tell that a storm was on its way.

      “When people with greater wisdom give you advice,” Evelyne said, “It’s in your best interest to listen.”

      “The Wendigo?” Lauraleigh asked, her lips twitching.

      “Not likely,” Evelyne said. “Our friends tell us the Wendigo has been quieted, for now anyway. I took it they referred to the Horsemen having put it in its place. But many other Great Powers dwell here, and not all look upon us traveling here with kindness. We’re trespassing, and they’ll likely urge us on.”

      “How many are there?” Lauraleigh asked. Her bottom lip quivered, betraying her wariness.

      Evelyne shrugged. “Many — few — does it really matter?”

      “I think it does,” I said. “Beings with Power can change people’s lives and make the world a better place. Why does there have to be so much violence? Why do they have to attack us just for passing through their territory?”

      Evelyne leaned to me, bringing her face to my level. “First of all, those of us with Power are unlikely to agree on what we should do to make the world ‘a better place,’ as you so call it. The Law of Unintended Consequences dictates that if we interfere with the way of the world, we’ll probably just create chaos for humans. Imagine your granny Baba Yoga trying to make the world a better place.”

      I shuddered.

      The cougar, who had moved closer to us and now walked by Evelyne’s side, purred an apparent agreement.

      “What’s that law you mentioned?” I asked.

      “The Law of Unintended Consequences,” Evelyne repeated. “Have you ever heard of Operation Cat Drop?”

      Lauraleigh and I shook our heads.

      “In the 1950s, malaria broke out in Borneo, an island in the Pacific. The government decided the best way to counter malaria was to kill off the mosquitos, since they carried the disease. In those days, humans used to kill large numbers of mosquitoes with an insecticide called DDT, so they sprayed massive areas with it. But, as it turned out, DDT also killed off the wasps. And the thing about wasps is, they kill caterpillars. And in Borneo, most homes had thatched roofs — something caterpillars love burrowing through to dine on the roofing material.

      “But remember? DDT killed off the wasps. And without them, caterpillars multiplied in their millions. Soon, the roofs began to collapse all over the island.” Evelyne looked at us, an eyebrow raised.

      We both encouraged her to continue. I, for one, was happy she had become so talkative lately — I took it as a sign of her growing trust in us.

      “One would think that was bad enough, but there was more. Droves of people were still getting sick and dying, only now not from mosquito-borne malaria, but from typhus and plague carried by the rats. Can you see the thread here? The DDT had infected food sources, and as a result, cats started to die. Without cats, rats swarmed the island. And rats carried the plague.

      “Those well-intentioned people who intervened with DDT… they got rid of the malaria problem, didn’t they? But the unintended consequence left the people with far more and greater problems.”

      “So they dropped them some cats?” I asked. All that sounded so absurd I thought Evelyne was exaggerating. But, when I saw the sadness in her eyes, I understood she was serious — this really happened.

      “Yes. The British Royal Airforce dropped many crates of cats by parachute. The point is,” Evelyne said, “those of us with Power have learned not to meddle in the affairs of humans. Humans are complicated and, at best, difficult to know.”

      Lauraleigh flashed Evelyne a puzzled look. “You make it sound like I’m a completely different species.”

      “You are,” Evelyne said. “No use getting upset about it. You can’t change that.”

      The cougar fell back from Evelyne and caught up with me. He walked so close to my side that I couldn’t resist the temptation to ruffle the soft, golden fur on his neck. I felt the animal’s great power under my touch.

      He whirred happily. “Just like Tsinglet and me,” he said, his voice velvety in a low and guttural sort of way. “We’re different species, but it doesn’t matter to us. We’ve learned to appreciate each other in a way humans struggle to do.”

      “Yes, but—” I started, but didn’t finish. “I understood you,” I whispered.

      The cougar responded with a light howl — or maybe it was how he laughed? “Sure, you did. We’re all living things.” He growled softly. “At the core of it, we all speak the same language.”

      I was too astonished to say anything. First, because I understood the cougar, and second — because he was giving me philosophical advice.

      “The same life flows through us all,” the cougar continued, his voice soothing and melodic. “This life force binds us together. It’s not such a difficult concept to grasp. Some humans seem intent on not understanding it.”

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      “If you can ever answer that question,” the cougar said gently, “you’ll become the most powerful of Beings.”

      I could have sworn he smiled at me as he said that.
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      Dear Diary,

      Filed at the top of the list of things I used to think were impossible, is being able to understand a cougar. I don’t know how it happened. One minute, all I heard was the cougar grunting and purring — and the next, I heard his voice and understood his words, as clearly as I understand Lauraleigh.

      Lauraleigh, by the way, didn’t hear the cougar’s words. I translated for her.

      I was beginning to like having the cougar and the raccoon with us. Something about the great cat, especially, was calming. I wanted to hear more of what he had to say.

      But when we came to a river, Evelyne said we had to bid them farewell. She said we were standing at a spot where paths of different energies crossed, and thus we needed to say our goodbyes. I felt sad, but Evelyne said we would meet again one day. Until then, she said, we would remain in each other’s hearts. I found that comforting, somehow.

      The cougar told Evelyne we needn’t worry about the Wendigo, but he said some other Beings are aware of, and unhappy with our presence in their territory. He said one of them is going to send in a massive storm as a reminder that we’re trespassing and must be wary. Evelyne said she knew of a cabin open to travelers where we can wait out the storm before heading farther toward Iqaluit.

      I just hope we make it there before that storm comes.
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* * *

      We were picking our way over slippery rocks, crossing the shallow river with clear, impossibly cold water.

      “You’re gaining your sight,” Evelyne told me. “It didn’t take you any time at all to understand the cougar.” She gave me a thoughtful look. “Quite impressive. Perhaps there’s hope for you, after all.”

      Before I could offer a clever retort, I slipped on a rock and barely avoided falling into the river. Squire flew in and supported me with his fist, still holding my pack.

      “Grace, I see, continues to elude you,” Evelyne said, and I could tell she was trying not to laugh.

      “Ha, ha,” I said. “So funny.” I decided to drop the brewing argument and just focus on where I placed my feet. I didn’t want to think about how everything was altering inside me and around me. Changing the subject, I said, “I wish they could’ve come with us.”

      We finally reached the stable ground on the other shore and took a moment to take in the breathtaking surroundings. The river ran down the rocky hill, foaming around massive boulders. The dense forest was mostly pines, with bright orange and red splotches of other trees here and there.

      “I agree,” Lauraleigh said. “It would have been nice to have the Golden Cougar on our side.”

      Evelyne chuckled. “He wouldn’t be on our side. Just because the cougar was friendly, doesn’t mean he became our ally. It would be good for both of you to make note of this.”

      “But you trusted him,” I said.

      “I asked him for information,” Evelyne responded. “And he gave it to me. I didn’t ask him to save our lives or to protect us on our way north. A vast space resides between those two ideas. To think otherwise may cost you dearly one day.”

      I glanced at the sky again. It had begun to darken with thick, low clouds, and the temperature was clearly dropping around us. It wasn’t Wendigo-cold, but it was cold, nonetheless.

      “We must hurry,” Evelyne said. “We haven’t much time.”
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* * *

      Minutes later, the snow came pelting down.

      Fortunately, we didn’t have to walk far to reach the hunter’s cabin Evelyne knew about. I didn’t think she had created it with magic, though — the cabin was far too basic. But the walls were made of thick pine trunks, and a large stack of wood stood piled high on the small front porch. I figured it must as least have a wood-burning stove inside, which was wonderful, because we’d all gotten cold and wet by then.

      The cabin was unlocked, and when we walked inside, I noticed a small stove in a corner. Four cots were lined up side by side in the middle of the single room, and a kitchenette occupied the corner opposite the stove. Four rustic stools surrounded a small, handmade wooden table, and a two-burner, propane camp stove sat on a big round tree stump. A smaller table stood next to it with two pots, four plates, and a few glasses. I looked around and didn’t see a bathroom — or for that matter, any running water at all.

      The cabin was so tidy and well organized that it cheered me up. I knew we’d be warm once we got the fire going, and the semblance of order and shelter calmed me down. I breathed a huge sigh of relief.

      “We must get that stove going,” Evelyne said, surveying the room. “Anna Sophia, you take care of that. Then unshrink everything, please.”

      I resented her stern tone, but I also knew both tasks would take me less than five minutes. The stove already had wood in it; all I had to do was use a tiny bit of magic to light it. And shrinking things — well, that seemed almost second nature to me now, thanks to doing it every day.

      But when I did bring everything back, I was astounded how much space things took up. The tiny cabin soon brimmed with coils of rope, sleeping bags, blankets, and everything else that had filled two trolleys back in the shopping mall. Squire and Knight busied themselves sorting things out into neat piles.

      The wind howled outside, and the windows turned white with snow, but I felt safe and warm in our little cabin. Evelyne scooped water out of a big bucket I hadn’t noticed before, and she filled a pot with the last of our freeze-dried food.

      As we sat down to eat, she sighed. “What I wouldn’t give for a cup of proper coffee.”

      “Norman apple pie,” Lauraleigh murmured.

      “Uncle Misha’s stew,” I said. “It’s different every time, but he always puts cattail roots in it, which I think are the best part — they crunch!” I smiled even as I noticed Lauraleigh crinkling up her nose.

      “A proper slice of chocolate cake,” Evelyne said. Even she was smiling now.

      “Crispy, buttery croissants.” Lauraleigh groaned at the word buttery.

      I laughed. “Borsch, with lots of cream.”

      “French fries made with the rendered fat of an autumn-fat duck you shot down yourself,” a deep voice boomed.

      Lauraleigh and I jumped and swung around toward the entrance. A man stood there, taking up the entire doorway. He seemed made of more snow than flesh. I couldn’t understand how he’d appeared there without any of us noticing — wouldn’t the door have squeaked and the cold wind rushed in from the storm outside? Had he walked in through a wall?

      Evelyne barely looked up. “About time you showed up.”
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      The bear of a man stepped into the room. He stomped his boots, which looked massive enough to crush a village. Giant clumps of snow fell away, revealing him to be a bearded, middle-aged person — or what looked like a person. I could no longer be sure of anything.

      He wore a giant, olive-green parka with a thick ruff that seemed made from a wolf skin. He carried a pack the size of a small pony, and once he set it down, that was the end of any floor space in the cabin.

      Evelyne finally turned to look at him. She seemed completely nonplussed at his arrival, almost as if she had been expecting him.

      “Hello, Evie,” the man said with a warm, booming laugh that sounded like it came from deep in his chest. He plopped down on the fourth chair, and puddles of melting snow formed all around him.

      “Are you planning to flood us out of here?” Evelyne asked in her iciest voice, although I seemed to have noticed a twinkle in her eye — definitely a first for me to see. Evelyne wasn’t exactly the twinkling type.

      “What can I say? I’ve spent three months in this wilderness.” He made a wide gesture with his jumbo-sized hand. “Cut me a little slack here, Evie!”

      “You’ve been walking for three months?” Lauraleigh asked politely, while I couldn’t get past hearing him call Evelyne ‘Evie.’

      Twice.

      Evelyne snorted. “Honoré is many things, but honorable, as his name suggests? I think not. He’s been known to… exaggerate.”

      “Now, see here!” Honoré roared with a good-natured grin, just about visible through his thick, black beard. “Just because I like to tell a good tale—”

      “The key word there is ‘tale,’” Evelyne said with that glint in her eye. “The questionable one is ‘good.’” She half-smiled at Honoré. “Fortunately, he’s more skilled as a tracker than he is at yarn spinning.”

      This was an interesting side of Evelyne that I didn’t suspect she had, although it may have shown a glimpse of who she used to be before the bitterness filled her. Whoever this giant of a man was, he was the only person we had seen her treat with something akin to respect.

      “Ahhh, Evie, Evie.” Honoré chortled. “Did I come here to be insulted by you, or because you need information from me?”

      “Must I choose?” answered this new, almost funny Evelyne.

      “What do you need, old friend?”

      “We need to know how to find—” Evelyne paused as if gathering herself before saying his name, “—Bogatyr,” she spat out. “We need to know where he is.”

      For the first time since he arrived, Honoré seemed without words. He frowned, the movement making some crusts of snow crumble off his eyebrows. He stared at Evelyne in shock.

      And that was when I knew.
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      I felt almost positive Honoré was the friend of the Four Horsemen — the one who wanted to marry Evelyne. I couldn’t say exactly how I understood this, I just did. It was the way he looked at her, and the way they teased each other. Almost like they were flirting or something.

      Even though I’d suspected it from the moment he entered the cabin, I knew it seeing the pain in Honoré’s eyes when Evelyne said we were searching for Bogatyr. It was the kind of pain I’d only seen in movies — in those scenes when a person loves someone who doesn’t love them back.

      I hope I never have that look in my own eyes. Seeing that in Honoré made me want to get up and hug him and tell him it will all be okay. Of course, I didn’t do that! I didn’t know if it would be okay or not.

      In my view, Evelyne could do a lot worse than fall in love with Honoré. Even now he was still in love with her. From everything she’d said, I thought Honoré was a much nicer person than the Fourth Horseman. Honoré wouldn’t be mean to Evelyne just because he wasn’t sure why she’d left. He’d have gone to search for her and find out why she did so. At least, that’s what I thought.

      And I could bet if I asked Lauraleigh, that’s what she thought, too.
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* * *

      Honoré stood up, took off his huge parka, and added more wood to the fire. Once done with those things — and, perhaps, more in control of himself — he joined us again at the table.

      “Why do you want to see him?” he asked, all the teasing gone from his voice.

      “I don’t want to see him, Honoré. You know that. But it’s my job to guide these girls to him, as I believe he’s guarding something of great value that they’ve come here to retrieve.”

      Honoré’s eyebrows about rose past his head. “Evelyne, you’re aware of the mythology around him, and where he is now?”

      It was the first time Honoré had not called her Evie, and it told me just how serious a conversation they were having.

      “I’m aware, Honoré,” Evelyne muttered. “Those legends, the rumors, the mythology as you call it… I believe they are only partially true. But none of it matters. We must find him.”

      Honoré scowled and took a bottle of beer out of his pack. “Why do I like you so much?” he grumbled, more to himself than to Evelyne. He opened the bottle with his teeth. “It’s not like there aren’t other women with Powers in the world.” He sighed and took a swig.

      His words made me more sure than ever that I was right about who Honoré was, and how he and Evelyne knew each other.

      “Do you know where he is, Honoré?” Evelyne asked, her sapphire eyes boring into his brown ones.

      “I know, Evie. Yes.”

      “And will you tell me — and help us get to him?” she asked.

      Honoré was quiet for a moment. “I will. But not happily, and against my better judgment.” He gave Evelyne such a long, intense look that she blushed and turned away. “He was never right for you, Evie. Surely, after all this time, you know this.”

      When Evelyne didn’t answer, Honoré whispered, “Evie… if you can love the wrong person so much, imagine how much you could love the right one.”

      Lauraleigh leaned into me, the hint of a tear in her eye. I think, just like me, she wanted to slap Evelyne and say, Are you crazy — see how much he loves you? You should love him back!

      But Evelyne didn’t respond by saying she understood, and yes, she would love him and not Bogatyr, forever. Instead, with great sadness in her eyes, which no longer seemed the color of ice but that of warm waves of Lake Baikal in summer, she said, “You might be right, Honoré. But on top of their need to find him, I have my own reason to see him now. I must have some questions answered, once and for all.” She glanced at Honoré, as if imploring him to understand. “It’s possible that the brother I fell for so long ago simply wasn’t ready to catch me. Maybe… maybe he’s ready now.”

      At that, I couldn’t help myself. I knew it wasn’t my place to listen in on their conversation, but come on — it was a one-room cabin! “Or maybe you won’t fall for him at all this time,” I blurted out. My hand flew to my mouth in surprise. I saw Squire drop a mop in the corner behind Evelyne and freeze in the air next to Knight.

      Honoré smiled. “Maybe she won’t, Anna Sophia. And wouldn’t that be just grand!” He let loose with another of his warm and boisterous laughs, which somehow made me feel better about everything.
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* * *

      Evelyne and Honoré stayed up long into the night, murmuring quietly and staring into the flames flickering in the wood stove. Every few minutes, Honoré would say something funny, and Evelyne would smile. As I drifted off to sleep, I half-heard them discussing how to reach Bogatyr. I wanted to stay awake and listen, but without even realizing it, I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      When I awoke, bright rays of sunlight were streaming into the cabin. Evelyne was in the kitchen area, stirring something that had a vaguely familiar, unpleasant smell.

      I watched her scoop yellow sludge into a cup. I recognized it as polenta, only because the sisters back in the Collège would make it for us when we had a stomach bug. But theirs never looked nearly so slimy.

      “Here,” she said, handing me a mug. It smelled like cooked grass.

      “Some other traveler left it here. Drink it. It’ll pick you up,” she added, doling out a portion for Lauraleigh.

      It might pick me up if I can keep it down. I made a show of lifting the spoon to my lips. Fortunately, it turned out to be bland enough to make it at least manageable, which I couldn’t say about her tea. Honoré came in just as I was trying to keep a straight face after my first sip.

      He laughed. “Ah, I see you’re having Miss Evie’s specialty.”

      “It’s better than those freeze-dried things,” Evelyne said primly, handing one cup of the unappetizing mush and one cup of tea to Lauraleigh. “And more nutritious to boot.”

      I opened my eyes wide and gave Lauraleigh as subtle a shake of my head as I could. But she must have missed it, because she took a small taste and forced a smile. Honoré flashed her a wink.

      For one second, it felt as if we were a family out on a cold-weather camping trip. There was this small moment in time, when everything seemed so cozy and sweet and right.

      But that moment passed as soon as Evelyne stood up, and said, “Right, then. Finish up so we can get going.” It was as if she felt it too and didn’t want us to get too comfortable with it.

      “I mapped out a trail for you,” Honoré said. “You need to get to the lake, which isn’t too far from here. You’ll find my markers for the first few hundred feet, and after that it should be pretty clear.” He watched as Evelyne shrank all our supplies down to a manageable size. “That’s a handy trick,” he said. “No wonder you got so far, so fast.”

      Evelyne dug in Honoré’s pack and removed several packages of freeze-dried meals and dense-looking energy bars.

      “Help yourself, Evie,” Honoré laughed.

      “I did,” she said, smiling as she shrunk those down, too.

      Squire and Knight whizzed about, tidying up the room. I remembered that I had never introduced Honoré to them.

      “Oh, how rude of me!” I said. “Hands, come here!”

      They whooshed past Evelyne, who tried to swat Knight like an annoying fly.

      “Those are my helpers,” I said to Honoré, smiling. “Squire and Knight.” As I said each name, the hand bowed politely and swooped toward him for a shake.

      He tentatively held out his own hand, then burst forth with one of his gigantic laughs when they shook it. “Polite little fellas,” he said.

      “They carry the girls’ packs,” Evelyne said. “Because these two are too weak to do it on their own.”

      I was about to protest, when Honoré winked at me and made a gesture to let it go. “Seems pretty smart to me,” he said. “Wish I had a couple of those myself!”

      Evelyne rolled her eyes and hoisted her pack over her shoulder. “Well, the Hands-in-Motion Fan Club needs to get moving,” she said. “Lest we spend another day here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 42

        

      

    
    
      Outside, the world had transformed into a winter wonderland. The storm may have been a warning, but whatever Being had sent it, had the good grace to leave behind a postcard-worthy scene. The trees, encased in ice, sparkled as if covered with diamonds. The sky was a cloudless blue, and the air smelled clean and crisp. Rabbit and deer tracks showed we’d had early morning visitors without even knowing it.

      Honoré stood at the door with neither his parka nor his pack.

      “Aren’t you coming with us?” I asked. I wanted him to come. Not only because Evelyne behaved nicer with him around, but his big laugh and gentle kindness made me feel protected. He reminded me of Mama Bear from my early childhood — he was just as powerful yet controlled, a giant gentle to those lucky enough to belong to his pack. But I also felt savage strength within him that would make me tremble, were I his enemy.

      “I think Evie would just as soon travel on her own this time,” he said with light sadness in his voice that made my heart ache.

      “Evelyne!” Lauraleigh and I said at the same time. “Please?”

      “Oh, good heavens!” she cried, rolling her eyes. “Come, if you must. But no farther than the lake, Honoré. I mean it!”

      A smile crossed Honoré’s face. “Of course, Evie. No farther than the lake.” With that, he grabbed his pack and his parka and said, “What are you all waiting for? Slowest bunch of travelers I’ve ever seen!”

      Evelyne punched his massive arm. Her fist bounced off, as if she had hit a tree.

      The fresh and powdery snow made it fun to trek through the trees — at first. But it wasn’t long before Lauraleigh and I began to huff and puff, even though the floating hands carried our packs. Evelyne seemed to glide over the snow without any problem. And Honoré… well, he just muscled through it as if he were on a sidewalk.

      We stopped in the middle of the day for a short rest and some more of Evelyne’s tea, which she had kept warm in one of Honoré’s thermoses. I was thirsty enough to drink just about anything. Squire and Knight swooped down as if to say hello, making me smile at their eagerness to cheer me up.

      “Thanks for carrying our stuff,” I said to them. “We couldn’t do this without you.”

      Squire put my pack down and dove down to tickle me — always his favorite way to show his affection. Laughing, I said, “Okay, enough! You’ll wear out my last little bit of energy.”

      Squire bobbed up and down and pretended to write with an invisible pen.

      “You have something to tell me, don’t you?” I said. “I’m sorry I don’t have any paper and pen for you.” It seemed unfair not to give Squire a way to communicate, but I just hadn’t thought about it when we started out.

      Knight bobbed up and down a little away, pointing, as if he wanted to show me something important ahead.

      “Did you see something there?” I asked. 

      Both hands nodded.

      “They might be telling you about the lake,” Honoré said. “We’ll get there in another half an hour.”

      Squire and Knight swirled and bobbed as if in glee. We couldn’t help but laugh at their happy flying dance.

      “I think you guessed right,” I said to Honoré. “Thanks, Hands! It’s good to know we’re almost there.”

      However, I still couldn’t imagine what we would do once we got to that lake. Iqaluit was still at least 150 miles of Canadian wilderness away. How could we possibly get there any time soon?

      We resumed our walk. The terrain became rougher with stones and knots of roots concealed underneath a layer of snow, and I had to watch my every step.

      Evelyne stopped after thirty minutes or so. “We’re here,” she declared.

      I raised my head and gulped. Behind a thin line of birches, a vast lake stretched to the very horizon. Thin ice had begun to form along its shore, although it was dwindling fast under the rhythmic dabbling of heavy, lead-colored waves. Thin vapor rose from the water into the chilled air. I had no idea how we’d get across.

      Honoré turned to stare at me, amusement playing in the wrinkles around his eyes. “I don’t have a bucket big enough for all of you, but—”

      He knows about my ability to fly in a bucket? “How do you know that about me?”

      “Oh, little Miss Anna… I am Honoré. I know so many things.” He burst out laughing. “I wanted to say that I don’t have a bucket, but I do have a boat for you.”

      “Oh. A boat?” I imagined paddling across this enormous expanse of water. That wasn’t a happy image. But the way Honoré kept smiling told me he wasn’t about to suggest we row all the way across. Wait. Did he mean…

      “What’s a boat if not a giant bucket?” he said with a grin that all but disappeared inside his black beard. “Be brave, Anna! You can run a bit of chasse-galerie.”

      “A bit of what?” I asked, his idea to fly the boat still reeling in my mind. Can I do it? It seemed so much bigger than anything I had ever flown. I remembered my first flight over Lake Geneva — the dark water beneath, the starry night sky above, the thrilling freedom of flight. And, of course, my old friend the moon, helping me.

      Honoré watched me, still grinning. “Chasse-galerie. Old legend, that. Back in the old days, when we didn’t have cell phones or trucks or anything like that, if you went into the woods to work, you didn’t come out for months. But some folks found that if you called on the devil in just the right way, he’d fly you off in a canoe to go see your sweetie.”

      “Hey!” I protested. “I’m no devil.”

      “You’re not?” Evelyne muttered. “Who’s your father, then?”

      I was so taken aback, I could find no words to respond. I just stood there, gawking at her. How dare she?

      Lauraleigh stepped across the snow and put a hand around my shoulders. “Remember,” she whispered to me, “Evelyne always tries to unsettle you. Your father cares for the dead souls, helping them into the afterlife. That’s not devil’s work, no matter what the old fairy tales may say.” She looked pointedly at Evelyne. “Or the old witches.”

      Honoré waved both hands in the air, giving us one of his good-natured laughs. “Ladies, time out, time out. It’s just a silly old legend.” He surveyed us, and when we said nothing, he continued, “So, anyway. You only had a few hours with your sweetie. But! You could get home, kiss your girlfriend a couple of times, and come back — and if you were lucky and followed all the rules, the devil might not drag you off. It was called running the chasse-galerie, though don’t ask me why. It just means a bewitched canoe.”

      I grunted, still light-headed from Honoré and Evelyne implying I was connected to the devil. The darkness in the pit of my stomach uncoiled a little, like it was readying to take over my emotions again. But I wasn’t about to let it. “I’m not the devil,” I said.

      “Of course, you’re not,” Honoré agreed. You’ve got guts, young witch Anna.” He chuckled. “I told you this story because you’ll have every lumberjack in this province crossing himself as he sees you fly past, girl. I just want you to understand their reactions. We’ve not seen the devil fly across the moon in a long, long time in these parts.”

      “I’m not the devil!” I repeated.

      Evelyne peered at me with a curious expression on her face. She almost looked impressed. “Forgive this old fool with his hoary tales,” she said. “Are you sure you can manage it, Anna?”

      Maybe. I swallowed. There was no way I’d refuse. “I think so,” I said. “I haven’t been using much magic. I should have enough stored up.”

      Evelyne’s expression was unreadable. “This is more demanding than anything you’ve ever done, am I correct?”

      I nodded.

      She walked across the snow and leaned in closer to me so the others couldn’t hear. “Remember that away from Siberia, you grow weaker every day. There’s no shame in saying no, Anna Sophia. Part of managing our Powers is to know what we can and can’t do.”

      “And part is owning up to our Power, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, that’s part of it, as well.”

      But I had to try, didn’t I? It was time for me to stop running from who I was, from what I was. Time to be of some use. No matter how much I might miss Geneva, I couldn’t pretend I was still that same girl who had never believed in magic, even though the moon was always in the sky for her.

      I was no longer an orphan, and I wasn’t that girl anymore. And the truth was, I could never return to being that girl again, even if sometimes I wanted to be.

      I took a deep breath. “Yes. I can do this.” I turned to Honoré. “You really have a boat?”

      He chuckled. “Follow me.”

      Honoré led us through the woods to another part of the lake where the water flowed freely. A short dock rotted at the shore, with a native boat tied to it. It was a dugout canoe, fashioned from an enormous tree. Its paddles were tied to the seats.

      “Honoré!” Evelyne said, giving him an awed look. “You made this?” 

      He flushed. “And what if I did? This young lady here wouldn’t be able to work her magic with some newfangled plastic boat.” Pride tinted his voice. “A young and talented witch needs the real thing to do the real work, wouldn’t you agree, Anna?” He winked at me, but I was too shocked to respond.

      I felt so touched he would give us such a beautiful boat made by his own hand. I was sure he’d done it to please Evelyne — but still, it felt like a personal gift just for me. Tears threatened to fill my eyes. “It’s beautiful,” I whispered. “Thank you so much.”

      Honoré winked again. “More than welcome, Anna. And let me tell you: There’s not a bit of metal in this tub. Made it from the heart of a tree. It may not be as light as one made of birch bark, but there’s a goodness to it, don’t you think?”

      Evelyne ran her hand over its side, and I joined her. The wood was as smooth as silk, and just as soft. He’d left it unpainted, making it easier to connect to.

      “You did a handsome job, Honoré,” Evelyne said. “I’ve not seen better.”

      I’d never heard her give such a compliment before, and Honoré glowed — he must have found it rare, too. “Think it’ll serve?” he asked.

      “Yes!” I whooped. “It’s perfect. So perfect!”
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      “I can steer for you,” Evelyne said. “You need to concentrate on keeping us in the air.”

      I nodded.

      Sadness returned to Honoré’s eyes. “This is as far as I go, ladies. The rest of the journey is yours alone.” He gave Evelyne a tender look. “You know how to find me, Evie. And you know I’ll come to you when you need me.”

      Evelyne stared into Honoré’s eyes for a long time. “Thank you, Honoré,” she murmured. “For being so true to our friendship. For always being so true.” She stood on her toes and kissed his cheek.

      Honoré waved to me. “Fly well, little demon.”

      “I’m not a—” Before I could even finish, Honoré had turned and vanished into the forest. And after a gust of wind from the lake, not even his boot prints remained behind.
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      The sun had nearly dropped below the horizon, but for one last minute, the world was ablaze with color. The reds, golds and oranges of the setting sun had transformed the lake and sky into one blended landscape. The black silhouette of the shoreline and trees framed the water’s fiery reflection of the sunset. I knew if I had a photograph of this moment, no one could tell which way to hold it. Is that the sky? I’d ask. Or is that the reflection of the sky?

      I was mesmerized to be inside all that blazing color. 

      The last golden sun rays faded, and the darkness surrounded us. “I think we can go now,” I muttered.

      The stars began to poke through the inky blackness of the night. Looking at them and the ever-present moon that always spoke to me of home, I remembered the white river stone Uncle Misha had given me back in Siberia. I found it in one of my many pockets and rubbed its smooth surface. The stone contained a little bit of moonlight, and it reminded me of Uncle Misha and Mama Bear. It comforted me and made me feel protected, just as Uncle Misha knew it would.

      Everyone else could see only a small crescent in the sky, but I always saw her as a full moon. And tonight, she shone with extra brightness, as if to tell me she was there to protect and guide me.

      We stared inside the canoe, and I wondered again how would I ever do it. “You said you’d steer, Evelyne?” I asked, looking for reassurance.

      “Of course, I’ll do it,” she said in an icy tone. “I wouldn’t leave this task to your pet.”

      Here we go again. I rolled my eyes, and Lauraleigh seemed to ignore it entirely.

      I decided to let it pass — Evelyne’s mood swings seemed to lose their grip on my emotions. I said, “We’ll start on the water, and when I’m ready, I’ll take the canoe into the sky.” I gave Lauraleigh’s shoulder a light bump with mine, trying to make her feel better after Evelyne’s crudeness. “But to do that, I’ll need your help, Lauraleigh.”

      “Me? No,” she protested. “I can’t do magic!”

      “I know you can’t. That’s okay, it’s not what I need,” I said. “I want you to do something else.”

      Lauraleigh looked at me, confused.

      I wasn’t sure how to explain what I needed from her, or how I knew she was the only one who could give it to me. I wanted her to distract me in a very specific way — one that would let all my Powers come to the surface without me questioning my skills, or worrying my ability to fly would disappear and we’d crash and die.

      “Can I explain it once we get going? It’ll be easier,” I said. “I swear it’s not anything you can’t do.”

      She smiled a little and nodded, but as she stepped into the bow of the canoe, she looked very apprehensive.

      I followed, taking the middle seat, leaving the stern to Evelyne. She pushed the canoe from the rickety dock, untied the paddles, and handed one to Lauraleigh, keeping the other for herself. Squire and Knight arranged their loads neatly between us and rested on the bow of the boat.

      “Okay,” I said. “Off we go.”

      “I’ll steer us north,” Evelyne said, “though the time will come when you will feel us turn slightly and head in an easterly direction. I’m clear on where to make this turn.” She sat on the flat wooden seat with her back as straight as one of her arrows. “Don’t do anything with your paddle until I tell you to,” she ordered Lauraleigh. “And both of you — at all times, leave the steering to me. Anna, concentrate on keeping us in the air, please. And you,” she nodded toward Lauraleigh, “just do… whatever she wants you to do.”

      At least she didn’t call her my pet again. I wondered why Evelyne felt the need to act so snippy. Maybe she’s nervous. Maybe she doesn’t trust that I can do this.

      I closed my eyes, concentrating.

      After I took several deep, calming breaths, my focus started to drift deep downward, to the pit of my stomach where my magic lived. Soon, I felt the familiar light pull just under my ribs, as if I had an invisible hand there that reached out and grabbed the side of the boat. I’ll show Evelyne I can do this. Gradually, I went to a place so deep inside myself that all my thoughts got absorbed by the need to fly the canoe.

      We’re going to fly — you and I. We’re going to soar under the moon as if we’re made of nothing but wings.

      I felt the magic inside me gather itself into a tight ball. It flowed into my hands, and I released a tiny amount into the canoe — just enough for the boat to get a feel for it. I wanted her to experience my power’s gentleness as it slowly surged through every part of her. The full strength of it would be felt soon enough, when we were ready to fly. But we weren’t ready yet.

      I became aware of the water splashing around us — that was the sound of Evelyne’s paddle as she propelled us away from the shore. I reached out and found Lauraleigh’s hand. “Lauraleigh,” I said in a voice barely loud enough to be heard. “Close your eyes.”

      Her hand jerked in mine, like she was surprised.

      “I’m serious,” I said. “You’ll help me more with your eyes closed. And that way, you won’t even notice when we take off. That’s important, because I’m going to ask you to talk to me without stopping, especially once we’re in the air.”

      “Okay.” Her hand left mine, and I heard her clothes rustle as she turned around to face the front. I could feel Evelyne’s gaze on the back of my neck, but I didn’t open my own eyes.

      “They’re closed,” Lauraleigh said.

      “Good,” I murmured, stroking the inside of the boat with my fingers. The magic grew warmer in my belly, and I imagined all my power flowing into the canoe’s frame as it formed a cocoon of light and power around us.

      Evelyne’s paddling was even and rhythmic, almost hypnotic, and the night’s darkness surrounded us like a blanket of protection, making it comfortable to keep my eyes closed. The bark felt silky smooth, and I sensed all the days of sunlight the tree had known before it became this vessel. I felt the life of the tree, now transformed into something new. And I breathed strength into this new purpose as I felt the magic pour out of me, wrap itself around the canoe, and offer it wings.

      “Lauraleigh,” I said softly.

      “Yes?”

      “Tell me about Geneva. Tell me about our life in the orphanage.”

      I don’t think she opened her eyes, and I didn’t open mine, but I felt her surprise. Emotions began to disturb the energy flow around us. Evelyne’s iron control kept the boat headed in the right direction, but I felt her growing irritation, just as I felt Lauraleigh’s uncertainty.

      I recalled my father explaining to me that beings like he and I could draw energy from people’s strong emotions. I remembered how back in Siberia, I once charged myself on the frustration of arguing hotel guests and even on the grief of a mother looking for her child. I caught the thread of Evelyne’s emotion and pulled it into me, recoiling a little at the electric charge as it touched my magic.

      It worked. I was behaving like an energy vampire of sorts — but it worked. Evelyne seemed to have endless stores of anger, and why not use it for something good? Maybe that was why she kept baiting me, to tap into my anger?

      “Lauraleigh,” I called. “Tell me of our ordinary everyday life in Geneva. Tell me about the things we did and who we did them with. Tell me what it was like before any of this happened.”

      Evelyne’s temper peaked behind me. I felt bad about provoking her so deliberately, but I also rejoiced at the influx of fresh power into my magic muscles. Why hadn’t I thought of doing this before to grow stronger? Why had I allowed megawatts of Evelyne’s energy to dissolve in the air?

      Because that’s how Baba Yaga robbed my father of his life force. That’s why. I didn’t want to become a vampire like her.

      “Well,” Lauraleigh began quietly, “we lived in the orphanage. Girls on one side, the boys on the other. We lived right next door to our Collège, which taught all the kids from preschool through high school in the same building. And we lived down the street from our own private little beach. A lot of us lived there, of all different ages and with different reasons for being there. But we all shared one thing — we were orphans. And it brought each and every one of us comfort to know we weren’t alone in the world.”

      The magic in my fingertips began to hum with power as I listened to Lauraleigh’s words.

      “Sister Daphne and Sister Constance looked after us the most,” she went on in a stronger voice. “Sister Daphne is a cheerful, plump lady who always wants to feed us, and Sister Constance is the one who acts like a tyrant, but she isn’t a tyrant at all. She’s caring, and she loves every child there with all of her heart.”

      I laughed lightly, hearing her talk about the two Sisters. The warm glow from my hands was spreading throughout the entire canoe, and the air around us crackled with energy. The flow of Evelyne’s negativity was fading — she seemed calmer now. But that was okay. Her brief anger helped kick start my action, and I was grateful for that.

      “Before I met you, I had lived in the orphanage a long time.” Lauraleigh found her pace, and she now spoke in a quiet, melodic voice as rhythmic and hypnotic as Evelyne’s paddling. “I was only five when my parents died, and although my grandparents could have taken me in, I remember my grandfather — my Nonno — saying they were old and if I stayed with them, tutors and servants would be my companions. ‘That’s no good for a child,’ Nonno said. In an orphanage, he told me, other children could play with me. I was so young, I had no idea what he meant. All I understood was that he said my mammina and my papà would never come home again. I was sad. I thought I must be a bad little girl for my parents not to want to come home.”

      Lauraleigh’s voice sounded dreamy and far away, almost as if she was telling a fairy tale to a little child. She was saying things I never knew about her, and I was so surprised to know she thought her parents were gone because she hadn’t been a good daughter.

      “When Nonno first took me to Geneva,” Lauraleigh continued, “I got upset. But then I saw so many others whose despair was even greater than mine. Some were younger than me, and it felt selfish to be sorry for myself. Some were rascals, like Jean-Sébastien, always pulling pranks on everyone. But he’s a lot smarter than you’d give him credit for, maybe too smart.”

      I remembered riding Jean-Sébastien’s scooter once, and how it almost felt like flying…

      Lauraleigh said, “I started to wonder what I could do to make others feel better, instead of spending all my time thinking about how bad I felt.” 

      You were always so good. You always made everyone feel lighter just by walking into the room.

      “As I got older, I spent more time trying to make the saddest children smile. I didn’t even realize I was doing it at first.”

      I smiled as I listened to her, knowing that, for as long as I could remember, Lauraleigh had been the light in my darkness. My heart alternated between feelings of sweetness and sorrow as I thought of Lauraleigh. She could be anything she wanted — she could return to Geneva and run an orphanage if she felt like it, or go to Tuscany and run her grandfather’s business. She could go anywhere at all, do anything she wanted. She wasn’t bound by parents who wanted her to be something she didn’t want to be. She was free, free as only an orphan could be.

      And we were flying.
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      Turbulence jostled the canoe, and Evelyne inhaled sharply.

      Squeezing my closed eyes even tighter, I refused to think about being many meters above the deep water in a small, hand-carved boat. I couldn’t allow any anxiety to interfere with the power of my magic — which was the only thing keeping us from hurtling down toward a catastrophic end to our lives. And the only way I could do that was to lose myself in the cadence of Lauraleigh’s stories. It was the telling of our life together that powered my magic with warmth and love, and kept me from sabotaging it with fear and anxiety.

      “Tell me more about our life there,” I said calmly, not wanting to break the spell she had created.

      Lauraleigh responded, and I heard a smile in her voice. “One day, when I was about to turn twelve, a little girl came to live with us. She was just six years old — about the same age I had been when I’d arrived at the orphanage. This little girl stood shyly when introduced, and at first, she said nothing. She had masses of flowing red hair, and big brown eyes that stared at everything as if she’d never seen it before. The telephone, the window blinds, the mass-produced desks in every room — they all kept her eyes wide with awe. When she did finally speak, she had an odd accent, one filled with thick, rolling ‘r’s and great, big vowels.”

      I felt the magic surge through me and shoot out my hands, lifting the canoe even higher into the night as Lauraleigh unfolded the story of our friendship. It filled me with so much love that my magic felt limitless, and the canoe soared with a smoothness that made me forget I wasn’t on solid ground.

      “At first,” Lauraleigh said, “this little girl didn’t speak any French at all. But she was so smart! She learned it faster than anyone I’d ever known. And she was like a beautiful little knowledge hound — swallowing information and devouring new experiences.” Lauraleigh’s voice soothed my soul like a lullaby soothes a baby. As long as she kept talking, I knew nothing could harm the power of my magic.

      “Soon,” Lauraleigh cooed, “this sweet little girl with the flaming red hair kept us spellbound with her stories. She talked of riding on the backs of bears and trapping animals in the vast Siberian forest. She mesmerized us with stories of how she talked with the moon, every night and every day, even when there were clouds. She could do that, she said, because she always saw the moon, no matter what.

      “But when she wasn’t telling stories of her beloved homeland, this little girl often seemed aloof, set apart from the other orphans. We soon came to understand that while she knew how to frolic with bear cubs, she had never played with other children. But she learned this new skill quickly, and it didn’t take long before everyone at the orphanage loved her just as much as she loved them.”

      Tears pooled behind my closed lids. But even then, I was still smiling. Hearing Lauraleigh tell the story of when we first met touched me to the bottom of my soul, and I just wanted more of it.

      “Please don’t stop,” I whispered.

      “Well… One of the nicest things at the orphanage were birthdays,” Lauraleigh said softly. “Everyone had a party on their birthday, and for that one day of the year, each child was treated as someone special.”

      At the mention of birthdays, my concentration faltered, and I felt the canoe veer off course. It was on my last birthday — the thirteenth — when this all started, when I discovered the truth about who I was. I felt Evelyne struggle to bring the canoe back on course, so I forced myself to stop thinking about that and concentrated on things like the cakes Sister Daphne used to make and the games we played on the beach. Lauraleigh was describing all this perfectly, and I let myself lean into her words.

      “One of the wonderful things about living at the Luyons orphanage,” Lauraleigh said, her voice dreamy and soft, “was that we never felt truly lonely. No matter how bad we sometimes felt when we missed having parents, no matter how sad and lonely our hearts sometimes felt, we always had each other. And most of the time, that was enough to get through a difficult day.”

      I couldn’t remember ever seeing Lauraleigh sad. I could remember other kids crying and wanting their parents to be alive, and I remembered me crying and wishing for Uncle Misha to come and take me home. But Lauraleigh?

      “I didn’t let anyone see me when I despaired,” she said, just as if she’d heard my thoughts. “But we all felt it at times, and sometimes, at night, even I would cry.”

      She fell silent then. I sensed all the energy running through her. I felt her sad energy and her happy energy, her loving and compassionate energy, and I felt the life energy that gave her strength. I sensed it all as she sat in front of me, and I hoped she could feel mine. It was as if our energies were coming together as one, like we were two sisters from the same womb, each giving the other what they needed to be the best version of themselves.

      “Do you remember when you and Gaëlle got into a fight over something?” Lauraleigh asked. “And you ended up in the world’s biggest pillow fight?”

      “I remember that,” I said, laughing softly. It almost felt like I floated through a dream. “We were arguing over the best mountain to climb. Mont Blanc or Kilimanjaro. So stupid.”

      “And Sister Constance came in to see about the noise—”

      “And when she saw pillow feathers flying everywhere, she gave us both potato-peeling detail for a week!” I laughed even harder then, though still in that dreamy sort of way. “I thought I’d never eat another potato in my life.”

      “How long did that last?” Lauraleigh chuckled. “Two days?”

      “Maybe only one. The cook made her mashed potatoes, and nobody could turn those down.”

      Lauraleigh murmured her agreement without words.
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* * *

      Our movement through the air became smooth and swift. Finally, I opened my eyes. I was stunned to see thousands of green and purple swirls pulsating and undulating in every direction above us. Squire and Knight held the sides of the canoe, helping me keep it in the air.

      “Lauraleigh,” I whispered. “Open your eyes.”

      I heard her gasp at the rare phenomena of not just seeing the Northern Lights, but floating beneath them. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced in my life, and in a way I couldn’t explain, it changed me. Being witness to so much beauty cleansed my soul, somehow.
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      “Store this moment in your memory, Anna Sophia,” Lauraleigh whispered in awe. “And one night, a night when you feel encased in the darkness, you can go inside your heart and find it. And it will light up your night just like it is doing now.”

      “And it will send the blackness away,” I added.

      “Yes, Anna. It will dispel all the darkness in your world. I’m quite sure of that. You just need to tuck this memory away in a place where you will always find it.”
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      We sat, silent and spellbound, for a long time. There was no need for words as we watched the ballet of northern lights above us. I wished I could direct our canoe right into that storm of color — but it seemed to float dozens of kilometers above the earth’s surface. We were already high enough to make my head spin.

      Finally, as if needing to ground herself with words, Lauraleigh said, “We’re not going to hit a plane, are we?”

      That seemed incredibly funny to me, for some reason. We weren’t even a hundred meters above ground. “No!” I laughed. “I’m not sure we’re in the same world as planes right now.”

      Evelyne laughed low in her throat, the first sound she’d made all night. “All will be well,” she said softly.

      I turned to looked at her. She pushed to one side with her paddle, and I felt our direction change. Not a lot, but some.

      “Is this where we head east?” I asked.

      “It is, indeed,” Evelyne answered, her voice as soft and dreamy as Lauraleigh’s and mine had been.

      I don’t know how long we flew through the sky. It seemed like forever. I remember thinking about Koschey, the one who changed me from an orphan into a girl with a father — a girl with a family. He spoke to me once about a time when he was held captive by Baba Yaga. “The way we spend our time, Anna Sophia, defines who we are. Remember this as you come into your Power.” I didn’t fully understand it then, and I’m not sure I do now. But I am beginning to.

      I also thought about Uncle Misha, who had also spoken to me about time. He told me there were three things in the world we could never get back. One — the word after it’s spoken. Two — the moment after it’s missed. And three — time after it’s gone.

      I’m lucky to have such a wise uncle and father. Being a witch was hard, but having two such people in my life was a blessing many never receive.
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* * *

      As we flew through the darkness, the northern lights began to dim, until only swaths of pale green remained visible, and then even those faded away. We now cruised under the vast expanse of the Milky Way. I had never seen so many stars at once, and the sheer, immense quantity of them made me dizzy.

      I couldn’t tell for how long we flew. As my father had said once — time flows differently in different situations, and he was certainly right. It may have been forever, and it may have been just a short while.

      Evelyne pointed toward a small dip in the shoreline. “That’s where we’ll land.” She tapped me on the shoulder with her paddle that was still curiously wet. “Start withdrawing your power, Anna Sophia. Slowly.”

      The canoe began to descend, and it quickly became apparent I was a lot more proficient going up than going down. We started to move toward the earth in a nice downward motion when, without warning, we catapulted so fast back into the sky, and then down again, we were practically thrown out of the canoe. Lauraleigh gripped the side of the boat, her knuckles so white they looked like bleached bones in the desert.

      “Sorry!” I said as we jerked upward for the third time. “It’s a little trickier going down.”

      Squire and Knight helped me stabilize the canoe.

      “Concentrate on your Power,” Evelyne said behind me. “Picture yourself as a balloon from which the air goes out slowly. Say you wanted to keep that balloon. You wouldn’t untie its neck and let it zip all over the place. You’d pinch and stretch it, so the air is released slowly and steadily.”

      I almost told Evelyne I liked it when balloons flew crazily around a room as their air rushed out. Then I decided it would be better if I didn’t. Besides, what she said did help me control how I withdrew power from the canoe.

      “We’d better land soon,” Lauraleigh said. “I think the sun’s coming up over the sea.”

      I hadn’t even realized we’d been flying over a sea, but when I looked behind me, I saw Lauraleigh was right. A thin red line became visible at the bottom of the horizon, slowly spreading itself across the waves.

      “We can’t be seen,” Evelyne said. “You must take us down now, Anna.”

      I gulped. First, she tells me to control things and go down steadily; now she’s saying to hurry up and land?

      The canoe wobbled.

      “Don’t falter!” Evelyne snapped, her voice sharper than a new machete.

      I stiffened for a second. I let my hands run along the inside walls of the canoe. I wanted to feel the texture of the magic I had placed there before I began to withdraw it. Without knowing why, I crooned in the back of my throat, almost as if I were chanting without words. As the vibrations in my throat strengthened, I began to feel not just connected to the canoe, but one with it.

      Closing my eyes, I concentrated on a smooth descent, until I felt the atmosphere thicken as we got closer to the land. Suddenly, I heard a loud splash an instant before water washed over me. My eyes flew open with the shock of the icy water, and I saw Evelyne furiously paddling as she steered the canoe toward a row of thick bushes along the shoreline.

      “At least the water’s calm,” she said testily. My landing skills clearly didn’t impress her.

      “And freezing,” I muttered, pretty sure my lips were the color of arctic blueberries. We might have veered east for a while, but we were still very much in the northern part of Canada, and the temperature had to be well below zero.

      “We need to dock, hide this canoe, and build a bonfire,” Evelyne said. “You’re both wet and going hypothermic.” She sounded irritated, as if we had turned ourselves into human popsicles on purpose.

      It occurred to me Evelyne might be the one most nervous about this part of our journey. Maybe her testiness had more to do with having to face the Pale Horseman, rather than with my poor landing. I was about to mentally offer her forgiveness, when she snapped at Lauraleigh.

      “Laura!” she barked. “Pick up your paddle and do a little work. You haven’t done a thing all night, and we’re going against the current, with the tide going out. We must get into those bushes now.”

      “It’s Lauraleigh, Evie,” Lauraleigh said calmly. She put her paddle in the water.

      For a moment, Evelyne seemed so shocked she stopped paddling.

      Recovering quickly, Evelyne dipped her paddle to the right, and Lauraleigh plunged hers to the left. The two of them soon found a rhythm that took us into our docking place. We stepped out of the boat and into the freezing water, and the temperature nearly stopped my heart.

      Evelyne dragged the canoe into the bushes and made sure it was secured.

      I saw no sign of people anywhere. “There’s nobody around. Why bother hiding it?”

      “It’s worth being cautious,” Evelyne said. “Not everyone or everything is visible, Anna.”

      “Where do we go from here?” I asked. “There’s an ocean, a river, a bay. I sure didn’t see a lake with an island in the middle of it.” I was beginning to worry we had thought this out very badly. What if we weren’t even in the right place?

      “If you think this is the wrong location,” Evelyne said, as if reading my mind, “it isn’t. Sereda’s clues were clear, and Honoré was quite sure this is where we can find Bogatyr. Assuming you’re both correct and he is guarding your father’s heart, then this is where you’ll find that, too.”

      “Are you nervous about seeing him?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      “Are you nervous about finding your father’s heart?” Evelyne growled. “Don’t ask foolish questions, Anna Sophia. One day they may get you hurt. Or killed.”

      With that, she stalked off.

      “You can’t just leave us here!” I cried out.

      “I certainly can just leave you here,” Evelyne said, turning to stare at us, her hands on her hips. “And, while that would be the wiser thing to do — I am, instead, going to find a safe place to build you a bonfire.”

      Once she said that, I noticed how cold I was. I squeezed the side of my parka, surprised at how much icy water spurted out. Lauraleigh seemed about a step away from freezing to death.

      “C-come on,” I said, my lips feeling like they’d been stored in the freezer for a month. “Let’s get w-warm.” 

      We didn’t race after Evelyne. Because our garments were nearly rigid, we moved after her in a jerky, slow-motion way. Kind of like frozen robots. Once or twice, we stopped to help each other squeeze the water out of our clothes.

      Whatever we needed to do to find Koschey’s heart would have to be done after we got warm. We couldn’t search for his heart if we were dead.
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      Finding a secluded place to build a discreet fire was about as easy as fighting the Wendigo without Uncle Chudo’s or the Horsemen’s help. In other words — it was impossible. We saw some rocky outcrops in the distance, but neither Lauraleigh nor I were in any shape to get to them. Lauraleigh’s teeth chattered so loud they created an echo. My teeth had stopped chattering, and I felt pretty good except for not feeling my feet.

      For that matter, I couldn’t feel my hands or face, either. “I think this is a good spot.” My words sounded odd. Maybe I slurred them. “I think I’ll just lie down and take a nap.”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Evelyne cried out. “You’re hypothermic.” She looked around, studying the area. “This will simply have to do. It’s our luck we’ve landed in this isolated inlet now. I suspect in summer, it teems with kayakers.” She started picking up driftwood, piling it in front of me.

      I smiled at her in a goofy, incoherent way. Lauraleigh had curled herself into a fetal position on the ground next to me, and her whole body vibrated from the cold. A funny thing was happening — the water in her clothes began to freeze, covering her with a thin layer of ice.

      “Wow.” I was feeling dreamy. “I guess my witch side is kicking in. I don’t feel the cold at all.”

      Evelyne huffed in frustration. For the life of me, I couldn’t imagine why she was upset. We’d found a beautiful spot, and I, for one, was about to have a long nap.

      “Well, we certainly don’t have time to make a proper fire.” Evelyne snapped her fingers, as if she wanted to speed herself up. “We need a shovel to dig a fire pit and rocks to line it, but, quite obviously, we have none of that.” She piled up more pieces of the bleached wood. “You must make fire, Anna. Get this thing burning before you two leave this world for good.”

      I couldn’t figure out what she was talking about. “Fire?”

      “Anna! Look at me. We need fire.”

      I stared at her and smiled.

      With a furious grunt, Evelyne paced back and forth, muttering curses under her breath. I heard a popping sound in the far distance — although it might not have come from far away at all. Everything sounded far away to me. Even my breath seemed to come from a distance.

      Evelyne poured an entire container of lighter fluid on the pile of driftwood.

      Oh, she must have brought that back from space. What was that space called?  I couldn’t remember the name. Before I had time to think about it, there was a loud whooshing sound as a giant flame roared in front of me.

      “This should warm the two of you up,” Evelyne said. “You can thank your lucky stars we even have a fire. Had wood not drifted over from those islands, we wouldn’t.” She stared at me. Her head was like a metronome, turning left and right. The movement mesmerized me. She said, “Assuming neither of you wanders off, this fire should bring you back to your senses.” She stopped wagging her head.

      I couldn’t figure out who was talking to me. It sounded like Evelyne, but it wasn’t her. It was a head-shaking creature of an unknown species.

      “Anna?” the creature called. “Are you listening? I’ve left a stack of wood for you. Driftwood burns rapidly. You’ll need to pay attention to it.” When I didn’t respond, she yelled, “Do you hear me, Anna?!”

      I couldn’t stop staring at this person who had stolen Evelyne’s voice. “Why did you steal Evelyne?” I wanted to be outraged. I wanted to attack this evil creature and get Evelyne back, but my emotions were too far out of my reach to act upon. Besides, Lauraleigh started to take off her clothes, and I wasn’t sure that was such a good idea.

      “Laura!” the Evelyne imposter shouted. “Stop that. Put your clothes back on!”

      “I can’t!” Lauraleigh moaned. “I’m burning up.”

      “Oh, dear God,” the Evelyne creature said. “What did I do to be so punished?” She leaned over Lauraleigh and began to dress her, pushing her as close to the fire as was safe.

      I gazed at the creature who was using her voice. Maybe this isn’t an evil imposter at all, because Evelyne acts tough, but in the end, she always helps us. But this wasn’t Evelyne. Even if it wasn’t an evil person, it was an imposter. It was a man. An old man.

      Why was he using Evelyne’s voice? I was baffled.

      That imposter didn’t look as old as Uncle Misha, but still, he seemed ancient. His long hair was gray, and he had the wide forehead and nose I’d seen on the Eskimos we studied in Sister Mary Margaret’s social studies class.

      He’s certainly dressed like an Eskimo.

      This man wore sturdy, knee-high boots — probably waterproof. I thought they’d be awfully nice to have on my feet, because just then, my feet and hands had started to hurt.

      The man also had a parka on that appeared made of animal skins. Uncle Misha used Roe deer to make his parkas, and when I was a little girl, he made me one every year. He also made me double-layered pants that looked a lot like what the Evelyne imposter was wearing.

      “Anna?” The man snapped his fingers in front of my face. “Anna!”

      “What?” I reared back. “That’s so rude!” I studied the man some more. “Evelyne’s voice sounds ridiculous coming from you.”
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      Before he could answer, Lauraleigh — fully clothed and, apparently, a little warmed up — said, “Anna… I think that is Evelyne.”

      I gazed at my friend, wondering which one of us was hallucinating.

      “Remember how in her story she said she used to be a shapeshifter?” Lauraleigh said.

      “Bravo, Anna’s pet. Perhaps you are of some use, after all.”

      Well, that certainly sounded like Evelyne.

      The heat of the fire began to warm me, and my mind was slowly returning from its zoned-out state. “Is that…?” I asked. “Evelyne?” I struggled to wrap my sluggish mind around that idea. The person standing before me reminded me of illustrations of the native peoples of Siberia that I’d seen as a child. “Did you turn yourself into a Chukchee man?”

      The man groaned. “I’m not Chukchee. I am Inuk.” His voice was changing; it sounded deeper and more base. More male.

      “Is that your name?” I asked, still dazed.

      With a frustrated hiss, the man, said, “Did they teach you nothing in that absurd place you call a school? Inuit people live here in Nunavut, not Chukchee. Inuk is the singular form.” She rolled her eyes, except they weren’t her eyes; they were the wrinkled eyes of an Inuit man.

      “One of us needs to be useful,” she said in a sarcastic voice. It was so odd, listening to this man speak with Evelyne’s intonations. “I’ve shifted into this man, so I could blend into this community. While you two relax around the fire, I’ll go into town and gather some information.”

      Too bad she didn’t shift into a less sarcastic person. Fortunately, even in my hypothermia-addled state, I was wise enough to keep that thought to myself.
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      Dear Diary,

      I wonder if this is the way it will be for the rest of my life. Just when I think things couldn’t get any stranger, they do. Not only did I fly us about two hundred kilometers in a canoe, but now Evelyne has turned herself into an old Inuit man.

      I’ve never seen anyone shapeshift before, and I must admit, it was kind of cool. I guess reinventing herself as a huntress didn’t mean she lost her original Power.

      I wish I could shapeshift. I’m not sure being able to fly in a bucket (or a canoe) and make fire is as useful as being able to look like anyone you want. Except, being able to fly did get us here.

      Lauraleigh and I were so hungry, and the more we warmed up, the hungrier we got. So, Squire and Knight went on a mission to find us some food. I hope they find something. I also hope nobody sees them. I know they’ll be careful — but still, who knows what will happen if someone sees a pair of hands floating through the air?

      I wish I had asked Evelyne to call Monsieur Nolan when she gets to town. I don’t want him to think I didn’t learn my lesson about letting him know we’re okay. I just didn’t think of it in time to mention it to her.
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* * *

      Squire and Knight came back empty-handed, and I could tell they felt terrible. They had never failed to do what I’d asked them before. If I had pen and paper, they could’ve explained to me what happened, but it was easy enough to put together.

      This entire area had no trees and a whole lot of snow. They could find no nuts, no berries, no mushrooms. They couldn’t fly into a store and grab us some candy bars, either. Seeing how sad they were, I decided to give them a rest. I shrank them down to their bobby pin size and dropped them into my pocket.

      I must have fallen asleep in the bonfire’s comfortable warmth. I lost count of time and gradually became aware of the scent of the most delicious stew in the air. Someone shook my shoulder, and I moaned. I didn’t want to wake up — I wanted to eat that stew in my sleep.

      “Anna. Get up!”

      Opening my eyes, I saw Evelyne. Evelyne! She was back, looking like she always did.

      She held out a steaming bowl. “It turns out this is a well-equipped town. It has no stoplights, but it has several highly-overpriced places to buy something to eat.” She nodded toward a pile of neatly stacked food, and my eyes opened wide with surprise. Meat and bread, baked goods, a bunch of juices, and on top of the pile — instant cappuccino. This would please Lauraleigh and go far toward improving Evelyne’s mood.

      Over a spectacular meal of caribou stew that Evelyne had said was locally made, she gave us a summary of what she had learned about Iqaluit. She didn’t meet many people out in the streets, because nearly all seven thousand residents had gone to argue at a huge town hall meeting. She did see a few ghosts soaring over the streets, looking confused.

      “The residents want to build a housing development at the end of the Road to Nowhere,” Evelyne said. “Foolish planning, if you ask me.”

      “A Road to Nowhere?” My heart kicked into an overdrive. We started this journey heading into the Middle of Nowhere, where we found Uncle Chudo. The name reminded me of a line from an old Russian fairy tale — “go I don’t know where, bring I don’t know what.” Surely it was significant that the place my mother buried my father’s heart had a street called the Road to Nowhere.

      “Yep,” Evelyne said. “Apparently, there is only one resident living at the end of this road.” She gave me an elusive glance.

      “You mean—?”

      “I mean exactly what I said,” she interrupted. “Stop jumping to conclusions, Anna Sophia. Nine times out of ten, it’ll only lead you to disappointment.”

      “But it could be him, right?” Lauraleigh asked. “The one person out there — it could be Bogatyr?”

      “A possibility,” Evelyne said. She stopped eating and dabbed a napkin to her lips.

      “Don’t throw your food in the fire!” I shouted, not giving Evelyne the chance to throw her stew away. “I’ll eat it if you don’t want it.”

      Evelyne raised an eyebrow, as if she was going to say something. Instead, she shrugged and handed me her bowl.

      “As I mentioned before, Iqaluit means ‘place of many fish,’” Evelyne said. “This place has been fished by the Inuit for thousands of years. Oddly enough, the other item on the town hall agenda is building a 450-million-dollar dam so the residents can have hydroelectric power.”

      “How is the town powered now?” Lauraleigh asked.

      “Diesel generators,” Evelyne answered, but she was looking at me while she said it. She knew exactly what I was thinking. Dams are woven, and double-tongued river rats teem. The first line in my mother’s page of clues.

      “She wrote that so long ago,” I said. “She couldn’t have known that a dam would be a topic of conversation when people finally came searching for the heart. Could she?”

      Evelyne shrugged. “Who knows what Sereda knew when she wrote such obscure references. It’s possible that back then, beavers were creating their own dams here. I’m merely conveying the information I gathered while in town.”

      Thinking about the first line of my clues made me think about another line. One we had interpreted as referring to Chudo-Yudo. I started to realize that only accounted for half the clue.

      “Evelyne,” I said. “The Pale Horseman — Bogatyr — is he the oldest of the four brothers?”

      “He is. Why?”

      “Because the fourth line in my mother’s clues isn’t just about her elder brother—”

      “‘Elder brother and my elder brother!’” Lauraleigh interrupted. “‘Elder brother’ means Bogatyr, right? And ‘my elder brother’ means Chudo-Yudo!”

      Exactly right. Now I knew for sure that my mother had given the Pale Horseman the task of guarding my father’s heart.

      We are only a few kilometers from finding him now.

      I couldn’t shrink things down fast enough. I just wanted to get on the Road to Nowhere. I was sure my father’s heart would be at the end of it.

      I could feel it in my gut. We were so close.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 48

        

      

    
    
      It took us almost an hour to reach the Road to Nowhere. After putting out the bonfire and shrinking everything down, we had to walk all the way to — and through — Iqaluit before finding it.

      The town was a vibrant surprise. Its buildings and houses, painted in all kinds of bright colors, looked like the townspeople took their inspiration from a Crayola box. Just walking past the red, yellow, royal blue, and even shamrock-green buildings made me smile.

      My good mood lasted until a foggy cluster of ghosts rushed at us and flew right through Lauraleigh, wailing. They lingered ahead of us in the middle of the street, then disappeared into a side lane. I suppressed a shudder.

      “I wonder if they’re trying to brighten up the town during all the dark months?” Lauraleigh said as we walked past the canary-yellow airport. Lucky her; without using my dream stone, she couldn’t see a single ghost.

      I knew Evelyne could see those ghosts, but her face remained carefully blank. She shrugged. “If we make it out of this thing alive, we’ll come back here and fly to Ottawa.” She turned to me. “Unless, of course, you’d prefer to travel by canoe or bucket.”

      I couldn’t tell if she was joking — her mood seemed even darker than usual. “I’m done flying in canoes,” I said. “At least for a while.”

      “But how will Honoré get his boat back, then?” Lauraleigh asked.

      “He’ll find a way to retrieve it. He’s a resourceful man. And—” Evelyne paused to remove a strand of hair from her forehead. “And don’t be deceived be his heavy appearance. He knows how to get around fast.”

      That comment puzzled me and made me imagine Honoré showing up somewhere around the corner — maybe on that very Road to Nowhere. I dismissed the thought. Both he and Chudo-Yudo, as friendly as they were, seemed too involved with their own affairs to stay with us through the adventure. Chudo’s fire and strength and Honoré’s boat had protected and helped us. But we were on our own now.

      “That’s so weird,” Lauraleigh said.

      Honoré? I looked around, searching for his hulking figure. But all I saw were colorful houses and mostly empty streets with few passersby. A gust of icy wind made me raise my coat’s collar.

      “The stilts,” Lauraleigh explained. “The houses are built on stilts. Like they’re expecting a flood.”

      Evelyne rolled her eyes. “We’re in the Arctic. Ever heard of permafrost? If you build flush with the ground, the heat will melt it and the houses will sink.”

      “Yes, but why don’t those pilings sink?”

      Evelyne groaned and walked faster to get ahead of us.

      “Imagine if global warming caused the permafrost to thaw,” Lauraleigh continued. “Maybe they should drill their stilts into the rock bottom.”

      I didn’t respond. I felt sad, both thinking how vulnerable this town was to the changes of weather — in Siberia, large swathes of land had begun to thaw recently — and because I was increasingly missing the strength and protection of my dragon uncle and Evelyne’s bear-like friend. I remembered the Horsemen’s power as they fought the Wendigo. If Bogatyr the Pale brother wanted to fight us, what could the three of us do against his strength?

      Uncle Chudo, Honoré, are you out there? We need your help again…

      I was about to ask Evelyne what she’d meant when she said Honoré could travel great distances fast, when we came upon the sign for the Road to Nowhere.

      Just seeing it made my heart beat quicker. Tall and broad, it vibrated in the powerful wind. It was written in both English and what I assumed was the language of the Inuit people. Some native letters had a Russian feel to them, but I couldn’t read a word. A small plaque beneath the sign explained it was written in Inuinnaqtun — one of the area’s four official languages.

      Evelyne turned to give me a long, hard look. “Ready?” she asked.

      I filled my lungs with the chilly air and nodded. Yeah, as ready as can be.

      At first, the Road to Nowhere didn’t feel any different from any other road in town. It was even paved for the first couple of kilometers, and houses lined both sides of it. But once the pavement ended, all we saw in every direction was the rolling, white, wind-swept tundra. Nothing spoke of civilization here. The road literally seemed to lead to nowhere.

      After walking for half an hour and finding nothing except a firing range made from a pile of dirt, we saw one sign of human habitation: Two chairs, connected to a small table usually found in a fast food restaurant. A gust of wind slammed into the jittery plastic, dragging them a little away from us.

      “Too bad we’re in a hurry,” I said with a smile. “We could have ourselves a picnic lunch in style.”

      Lauraleigh giggled, but Evelyne seemed unaware of both the table and my attempt to lighten the mood. She hadn’t said a word since starting out on this road. I couldn’t blame her, really — it had to be hard, getting ready to meet the man she had hated for centuries.

      The wind grew in strength, pushing us back toward the town, and soon we had to lean into it while we walked. I noticed that the wind had a mind of its own. It threw handfuls of dry snow and chunks of frozen grass into our faces, changed direction, then weakened for a few moments, only to assault us with renewed strength.

      “What is it, a hundred kilometers per—” I began.

      Lauraleigh stopped walking so suddenly I bumped right into her. She was staring off to the right, her eyes wide with wonder. “What is that?” she asked.

      A rock formation, unlike anything we’d seen so far, and twice the height of a human, stood alone in the middle of the tundra. The most bizarre part was a massive rock slab that extended straight out of it about a meter from the top. It looked like an altar for sacrificial offerings.

      “That’s way creepy,” I whispered to Lauraleigh. I looked at Evelyne, hoping she’d explain it to us, but she wasn’t paying any attention to it. She wandered ahead, ignoring the rock altar.

      “Anything in the clues about it?” I asked Lauraleigh. I had to make an effort to move my lips — the freezing wind was turning my face into a mask of numb muscle.

      She shook her head and pulled her scarf almost all the way to her eyes. We quickened our pace, keen to leave the unnerving altar behind us.

      The road meandered on, past small lakes — although none with an island in the middle — and snow-covered meadows. The terrain was devoid of trees, but the white mountains in the distance added some diversity to the beauty of the barren, rolling tundra.

      “Is that Meta Incognita?” I asked Lauraleigh, pointing toward the mountains. “The unknown limits?”

      She only shrugged.

      One thing we didn’t see, however, was a sign that anyone lived in this barren land.
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* * *

      “Is this the end?” Lauraleigh asked.

      The unpaved road had come to an abrupt stop. There was nothing before us, except more rolling hills carpeted in snow. I felt sick with disappointment and despair: We hadn’t been right, after all. The Pale Horseman didn’t live at the end of the road, guarding Koschey’s heart. Nobody lived at the end of the road.

      We had come, literally, to nowhere.

      “No,” Evelyne said, speaking for the first time since we passed the sign. “Most definitely not the end.”

      Lauraleigh arched a frost-covered eyebrow. We surveyed the endless, rolling terrain. Not a house in sight. Nothing in sight.

      A small, sarcastic smile spread across Evelyne’s face, which seemed unaffected by the biting wind. “Clever, clever, clever,” she muttered, more to herself than to us. She started to walk across the bare tundra.

      With little choice, we followed her. After a few minutes, subtle changes began to appear in the terrain. The bumps and hillocks became just a little steeper, and the rocky outcrops emerged more frequently. They seemed bigger, too, although none reached the size of the altar rock. We came out to a frozen river. The translucent, almost luminous color of the submerged ice was breathtakingly beautiful. I stopped to admire it, despite the fear creeping into my heart along with the cold. Lauraleigh came and gave me a hug. She was trembling.

      When we turned around, Evelyne was gone.

      “Evelyne?” I called. “Evelyne?”

      All we heard in response was the wind howling over the never-ending tundra.

      A few seconds later, Evelyne appeared out of nowhere. It was the oddest thing. She motioned us over to a rocky outcrop several meters away. She walked around to the back side of the rocks and pointed to two angels, intricately carved on the sides of what looked like a fractured outline in the rock surface. My heart raced.

      Ne médisez pas de moi, mes anges. Do not spoil me, my angels. The last line in my mother’s clues.

      I stared at Evelyne, who gazed at me with one eyebrow raised high. “He built himself a mansion,” she said. “Below ground.”

      Has she gone mad? How could anyone, even a powerful Being, build anything below ground? It was all rock and frozen soil down there.
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      Placing one hand over each angel, Evelyne stood quietly. She exhaled sharply and pressed on their stone heads. Both carvings sank into the wall. A series of mechanical clicks sounded, followed by a rusty sort of rumbling, and the earth shook beneath our feet. The outlined portion of the rock shuddered, groaned, and slowly began to roll to the left, opening a dark entrance behind.

      Within seconds, I would enter the place where I would, at last, learn where my father’s heart was buried. I could hardly breathe.

      “He was never just a warrior,” Evelyne said, her voice subdued. “He was a carver; a brilliant carver, using his Powers to shift the contours of the earth the way I used mine to shift my shape.” Immobile, she stared at the cavernous mouth leading down into the earth. “It’s how I knew there would be a door somewhere, among these rocks.”

      “Does he know we’ve opened it?” Lauraleigh asked.

      “I have no way of telling,” Evelyne said. “And if he does, I could not begin to guess how he might respond. I suggest once we are in there, you both remain a reasonable distance behind me.”

      What does that mean?

      As if hearing my question, Evelyne said, “He may be a gentle man, but he’s a powerful warrior. Sometimes this brings him great triumphs, and sometimes it brings him great pain. In the end, he’s the most feared of the brothers, and it would be a grave mistake to—” She interrupted herself, raising her hand. “Listen!”

      I strained, trying to hear something over the wailing wind. Soon, and far in the distance, I made out the sound of horses galloping at a furious pace.

      “Oh no,” Evelyne exhaled.

      I barely had a glimpse of the three Horsemen racing toward us, before Evelyne grabbed Lauraleigh and me, and shoved us inside the opening in the rock. Cursing under her breath, she placed her hands on the angels and pressed hard. As the rock door began to close — slowly, with groans and clicks — she hissed, “Go! Run!”

      She grabbed her bow and snapped the nock of an arrow onto its string, pointing toward the approaching Horsemen.

      “Evelyne!” I yelled. “Let us help you. We’re—”

      The rolling rock fell in place, cutting off the world outside and making the last sliver of light disappear.

      Left inside a darkness more complete than I’d ever known, I started to panic. Thoughts of suffocating and dying flooded my brain, spiking feelings of such intense terror I wanted to claw my way through the rock until I found air. But even as this horror seeped into my soul, thoughts of Evelyne provoked an even greater fear. Although Lauraleigh and I were trapped inside the blackness of the earth, Evelyne stood on the other side of the rock — alone.

      I didn’t think that even Evelyne could defend herself against the collective might of the three Horsemen on her own.
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      “Anna?” Lauraleigh whispered. She sounded as terrified as I felt. “Where are you?”

      I tried to find her, sweeping my arms in every direction. Wherever she landed when Evelyne pushed us inside, it wasn’t within an arm’s length of me.

      “I’m here,” I said. My voice sounded odd — almost muffled. “I can’t see anything, Lauraleigh.” I held my hand in front of my eyes, but couldn’t make out so much as a finger.

      “I can’t find you.” Her voice was close to tears. “It’s like the sound is distorted in here.” I heard her take a deep breath, before whispering, “So dark here…”

      Lauraleigh didn’t sound far away, but just as she said, our perceptions weren’t reliable in that underground space.

      We needed light, and fast, and I had an idea how to get it. I only hoped Lauraleigh wasn’t so close as to get hurt. I couldn’t tell how large that cave was, and if I released too much magic, we both could die.

      With my eyes closed, I concentrated on that spot in the pit of my stomach where my magic lived. I became aware that something was pulling on the invisible strings that connected my magic to the rest of me. It was a strange sensation, but I decided to ignore it for now. Holding my hands side by side, with my palms facing up, I brought a small ball of fire from inside me. The yellow and blue flames flickered gently, offering exactly the right amount of light.

      We were in a circular room about eight meters across, with a low, sloping ceiling. Lauraleigh sat against a rock wall a few paces away, holding her hands up to shield her eyes from the sudden burst of light. Anything beyond the room remained locked away in darkness.

      “Oh, thank you!” Lauraleigh said, crawling over to me on her hands and knees.

      We sat side by side for a while, without saying a word. I placed the fireball on the rocky floor — it continued to glow, cracking with electrical discharges — and focused on my magic again. That tugging sensation was still there. Slowly, I tuned into the ever-present hum of supernatural energy living inside me. I remembered how when I was at the island in Lake Baikal where I found Baba Yaga’s heart, the magic felt just like her, a blend of sound and color that had stemmed from her very character.

      Here, too, I sensed the low whir of energy that sounded just like my father’s voice, mixed with the mature, golden color of his ancient soul. “It’s here,” I whispered. “I can feel it. His heart is here.”

      But there was something else here, too — a rough sound, almost a cacophony of noise, fused with the orange, yellow and red of a raging flame. Who was that? The combination was so familiar that I almost recognized it… but not quite. Definitely not Baba Yaga, and not my father, and not Evelyne; maybe that was how the Pale Horseman’s magic felt? I had no way of telling.

      “Someone else is here,” I whispered, opening my eyes. “Someone I know.”

      Lauraleigh placed her hand on my shoulder. Her fingers trembled, and tiny reflections of my flame played in her eyes, which were wide with fear. “Do you think they’ll fight her?” she asked. “How can she possibly win?”

      “I don’t think she can.” I felt an overwhelming sense of despair. “Unless…”

      Closing my eyes, I found that thread of fiery magic again. Who are you?

      Lauraleigh gave my shoulder a light shake. “Unless what?”

      “Well… I’m thinking…” Carefully, I reached out to that blazing thread of magic in the air and pulled on it. An image floated to the front of my mind — flames everywhere, fire streaming through the freezing air like napalm, coming out of not one, but nine snouts of… “Chudo!” I exclaimed.

      “What?”

      I stopped her with a gesture. With that odd, invisible hand that sometimes seemed to extend out of the ball of magic in my stomach, I pulled on the thread stronger. “Come help us, Uncle,” I whispered. “Come help Evelyne.”

      Incredibly, I felt my tug returned. Someone — Chudo? — was responding to me!

      “Oh, I so hope it’s Chudo,” I said. A weak strain of hope appeared in my heart.

      “They’ve been following us, haven’t they?” Lauraleigh asked. “The Horsemen.”

      I opened my eyes. Against all odds, I hoped that Chudo wasn’t far away from us, that he’d come and help us. I held that hope in my heart as I tried to focus on what Lauraleigh was saying. “The Horsemen? Well, maybe they won’t fight Evelyne. Now they know where their brother is guarding my father’s heart. What is there to fight about?”

      “Us,” Lauraleigh said softly. “Evelyne will never let them through that entrance unless she knows we’re safe.”

      She was right. Evelyne might act tough with us, but in an odd way, we had all become connected to one another. I had seen glimpses of Poug’tjin’skwes over the last few weeks — glimpses of the kind and loyal person Evelyne had once been and probably remained, deep inside. I suspected that if she had to, Evelyne would fight to her death to protect us.

      I picked up my fireball that still crackled quietly on the floor. Holding it high above my head, I searched for a way out of this room, but I didn’t see any door, or even a visible outline like we had found on the outside. Nor did I see chiseled angels that would open the rock wall. All I saw was rock and dirt.

      I sat down next to Lauraleigh again, defeated and confused.

      “Why would she do that?” I asked. “Why didn’t she come in with us and lock them out?”

      “I don’t know,” Lauraleigh answered gently. “But I have to believe she had a reason.”

      Leaning against the rock, I tried to hear something; anything. No sound reached me, as if we were buried a hundred meters beneath the earth. “What do we do now?”

      “Evelyne pushed us in here for a reason,” Lauraleigh said. “So, I guess she meant for us to go somewhere other than here. We just need to find a way.” While Lauraleigh’s words sounded confident, her face radiated hesitation and worry.

      We had spent so much time searching for my father’s heart. And, yet, here we sat — maybe just a few meters away from it — unable to move out of this small room. My fire flickered, and the fear of darkness returned, nearly suffocating me.

      As it turned out, we didn’t have to go anywhere to find the way out. It came to us.

      Out of the blue, a barrage of words bombarded us, reverberating inside my head. The powerful, enraged voice seemed to come from every direction at once. Each word felt woven from barely controlled fury.

      “Uninvited visitors! You do not belong here,” the voice boomed.

      Lauraleigh and I swung our heads in every direction, but we couldn’t see anyone speaking.

      “State your names.” The words ricocheted around us as if screamed a hundred times instead of one. They relentlessly bounced and echoed inside my brain, making me dizzy.

      I tried to open my mouth to say something, but it wouldn’t open. Apparently, neither would Lauraleigh’s, because she remained silent by my side. She squeezed my hand with all her strength.

      If I thought I had felt terror in the blackness of the cave, it was only because I hadn’t known real terror. I certainly knew it then. As the onslaught of faceless words battered my senses, I experienced a level of fear not even the Wendigo could inspire.

      “State your names!” the voice repeated, roaring with such rage Lauraleigh threw her arm around me and pulled me close. I wasn’t sure if she meant to protect me, or give herself comfort — but either way, had she pulled me inside her skin, I would have stayed.

      “We’re here to… uh, see—” Lauraleigh squeaked in a tiny voice.

      The voice boomed with even greater ferocity, and the sound vibrated as if running through my veins. “I did not ask your purpose. I said: State your names.” The words bounced off the rock walls and echoed inside my head, burning through my brain as if made of fire.

      “Anna Sophia,” I said, my mouth so dry I could barely push my name out.

      “Lauraleigh,” Lauraleigh said, sounding no better than me.

      “Now tell me why you are violating the sanctity of my home,” the voice roared.

      “We came for…” I started to say, but the words wouldn’t come.

      “Koschey’s heart,” Lauraleigh finished. And, then, in a moment of unbelievable bravery, she repeated it in full. “We’ve come for Koschey’s heart.”

      For a moment, no sound except stunned silence existed in that room. Then the invisible voice erupted into a thousand fiery explosions. “Who are you to dare speak such words in my presence?”

      “I’m… I… I…” I was shaking so badly the words just wouldn’t come out.

      A painful roar filled the room, so loud I was sure Evelyne must have heard it outside. 

      Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath. “I’m Sereda’s daughter,” I said, one second before a sharp gust of wind blew out my fire.

      Once again, Lauraleigh and I were encased inside the endless darkness. Only this time, the Fourth Horseman shared our tomb.
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      Lauraleigh and I huddled in the darkness. In my head, I kept repeating Evelyne’s words about the Pale Horseman being a gentle man. Also, confused and terrified, I kept calling for Uncle Chudo-Yudo, and Honoré, and even my father to come and help us.

      I just hoped — now that he knew I was Sereda’s daughter — we’d see the gentle side of Bogatyr and not the maniac warrior side of him. The Pale Horseman reminded me of the raw power of nature, of hurricanes, tornadoes and earthquakes. And what could we do against a tornado alone?

      Lauraleigh and I couldn’t so much as speak one word aloud. We sat in the dark, both of us shaking like a shaman’s pair of maracas. We waited for a long time before anything happened.

      A light — dim at first but gradually getting brighter — illuminated a long corridor in front of us, which hadn’t been there before.

      When the voice spoke again, the words didn’t reverberate and boomerang inside our heads or fry my brain. That alone made me feel hopeful it wasn’t the warrior side of Bogatyr summoning us. “Walk until you see the door.”

      Six words were all we got, but at least they were spoken calmly.

      Despite the tone of the instruction, I could read fear in Lauraleigh’s eyes. My ears still ached after all that insane screaming. Not having much of a choice, we held onto each other’s hands and started down the long hallway.

      It seemed to stretch on forever. Nothing adorned it — no pictures, no trim, not even sconces on the walls. Where the light came from, I had no idea. It felt like the corridor drifted downward, but I couldn’t even be sure about that. I wanted to scream and yell, and tell this warrior, or gentle man, or whomever we were dealing with, that he needed to help Evelyne. And while a part of me knew it wasn’t the right time to do that, another part kept thinking it would be too late if I waited.

      Lauraleigh squeezed my hand, just as if she had heard my thoughts. She raised a finger to her lips, encouraging me to remain silent, and because I trusted her, I kept walking and said nothing.

      I couldn’t tell how long we walked. Five minutes? A day? A century? Time seemed to have lost all meaning in that narrow, dimly lit tunnel. The only direction was forward; nothing distracted our attention among the monotone of the roughly cut rocky walls. Soon, most of my sensations disappeared, making me feel like I were floating along that corridor.

      Eventually, we came upon a massive wooden door that stretched at least three meters right to left. Spellbound, I stared at the intricately carved details, trying to make sense of the scenes rendered in the dark wood.

      Lauraleigh gasped, dropping my hand and covering her mouth in surprise. I followed her eyes, and what I saw took my breath away.

      Up until that moment, a part of me hadn’t been completely sure whom that terrifying voice belonged to. I assumed it was Bogatyr, but nothing indicated one way or another if it was him. Until I saw the door.

      Carved with more elaborate detail than I had ever seen, the door revealed the story Evelyne had told us when we sat in front of the fire. Not the Pale Horseman’s story — her story. One frame contained the man in the canoe, the island with all the gulls, and Evelyne searching for the man. It showed him hiding from her, watching her search for him. In another frame, carved so accurately it brought tears to my eyes, Evelyne lay on the forest floor, sobbing. In equally wrenching detail the man himself, his face twisted in pain and sorrow, watched Evelyne walk away from her tribe.

      The exquisite reliefs, the likeness of Evelyne and the portrayal of her sadness, and the Pale Horseman’s wrenching sorrow — it all moved me in a profound way. Something caught my eye on a different panel, and when I walked closer to it, I felt as if the floor had given way beneath my feet.

      I stared at the carving of a woman with long, wavy hair standing before my father. In her outstretched hands, she held a glowing heart — a charoite crystal heart of a magical Being. In the next frame, my father knelt before her, a single tear falling from eyes overcome with love and devotion. The woman was looking down at the man, and her face showed much tenderness and love as she cradled that heart next to hers.

      
        
          [image: Sereda holding Koschey’s heart]
        

      

      I had never seen my mother before. I didn’t have a photograph of her, I didn’t even have so much as a pencil drawing. As I watched the love between my parents unfold and as I saw my father give my mother his heart — she felt real to me for the first time. Someone had breathed so much life into those carvings, allowing me to know my mother.

      I wanted to stand there forever.

      I ran my finger over my mother’s face, wondering if the carvings held a hint to the location of Koschey’s heart. But the door parted in the middle, and each half slid into a door-sized pocket in the wall.

      Directly in front of us, on a chair carved with the same skill and attention he had given the door, sat the most beautiful man I had ever seen.
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* * *

      Lauraleigh and I stood in the entranceway, staring at him. He was a big man; as big as Honoré, perhaps even bigger. But where Honoré reminded me of an enormous, shaggy bear — one I always wanted to throw my arms around and hug — the Pale Horseman had a chiseled look about him. His near-porcelain skin, in combination with his strong, broad face, made me think of the statues I’d seen on display in the parks around Geneva. I didn’t want to hug him, but I couldn’t stop looking at him.

      His eyes were the pale gray of a foggy morning sky, and while they didn’t look away as I stared at him, they also didn’t convey any emotion — not disdain or amusement, not even curiosity. And yet, though his glance appeared guarded, I still felt gentle sympathy from him. I didn’t forget who he was, and I suspected that glance could turn steely and cold in a heartbeat. But at least for that one moment, I saw the man who, through his eyes and his hands, gave me back my mother. And, whatever happened, I hoped that in my own eyes he saw how grateful I felt for that.

      When he finally spoke, it wasn’t in the reverberating voice that nearly paralyzed us with fear. Instead, his deep, almost melodic voice beckoned us to come closer.

      As we stood in front of this complicated and confusing man, I couldn’t help but think that this man had broken Evelyne’s heart and shattered her spirit. This was the man who’d caused her centuries of pain and anguish. At the same time, this was the man my mother had entrusted with my father’s heart. With razor-sharp tools and a piece of wood, he’d found a way to tell the story of other people’s pain.

      And perhaps, to exorcise his own.

      “You loved her,” I blurted out before I could stop myself. “You loved her, yet you never told her. You made her think you hated her. Why would you do that?”

      Lauraleigh groaned softly on my left.

      But once I started, I found it hard to stop. “Do you know she is out there, alone, trying to keep your brothers away from us? Trying to keep them from stealing Koschey’s heart? She might even be dead! You could have helped her, and you could help her now — but you probably won’t, and I don’t understand why!”

      Lauraleigh put her hand on my arm, attempting to stop me from saying more.

      But he stopped me first. “You believe her to be alone?” he asked, speaking forcefully without ever raising his voice. “She’s not.”

      “Yes, she is.” I felt close to tears. “She shoved us in your cave, and we couldn’t get out to help her.”

      “I’m happy to reveal Evelyne’s situation to you, since it seems to be a priority over what you came to find. In return, I’ll expect something from you.”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond. Part of me wanted to scream that Koschey’s heart was the greatest priority of all — because it was — but at that moment, I needed to see for myself that Evelyne was safe. Plus, he hadn’t said what he meant by ‘something from me,’ and it didn’t seem wise to agree to it blindly.

      “Where is Evelyne?” I asked.

      “It seems,” the Pale Horseman said, not answering my question, “that my brothers — once her friends — now want to do her harm.”

      My stomach tightened with the fear of what he was about to say.

      Standing to reveal the full magnificence of his height, Bogatyr moved with uncommon grace as he walked to a far wall. Standing there, hands clasped behind his back, he stared out a window. A window? The cave is hundreds of meters below the ground!

      “Come over.” He gestured us closer to his window.
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      I knew Evelyne was immortal, but I thought she could still die, or at least appear dead to us, just like Rudo’s head. Baba Yaga once told me witches never died; they went to a place where they healed or rejuvenated or something like that, and eventually they returned. If that happened to Evelyne, it would be the same as if she died, because I’d never see her again — unless I became immortal.

      Considering how mad I’d become with her all the time, it was pretty surprising for me to feel that, but it just went to prove everyone had some goodness in them, even if they did a good job of hiding it. When Evelyne told us the story of the Pale Horseman, it let us see her in a different way. After that, things changed for the better. Maybe not totally, but enough to make me care about her.

      While Lauraleigh and I had wanted Evelyne to love Honoré, I realized something just then: the Pale Horseman loved her so much! For some reason, however, he’d never told her about it.

      If my mother trusted him with my father’s heart, I had to believe he wasn’t evil like his brothers. And if he was good, and if Evelyne was still alive… wouldn’t it be wonderful if they could live out eternity loving each other?

      There’s just one problem with this, I thought, studying him. I know Evelyne has loved the Pale Horseman forever, but if he were really right for her, he wouldn’t have been so mean to her, or caused her to lose her tribe.

      Honoré would never do that to her. I knew he wouldn’t.
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* * *

      “When I became aware of the presence of a woman and two girls, I certainly didn’t anticipate seeing her,” the Horseman said, still standing by the window with his hands clasped behind his back. “She looked as beautiful and as commanding as I remembered her.” He spoke quietly as we watched Evelyne through the window. It appeared to be a video recording: She was just bringing us to the entrance of the cave and showing us the angels.

      “I saw my brothers, galloping toward her with the speed for which they have long been known. I saw their faces as they viewed Evelyne standing there alone. They each wore a look of such arrogance. They had no doubt that they reigned supreme. Certainly, one lone woman would give them nothing but a brief hurdle. Or so they’d thought.”

      Through the window, we watched the Three Horsemen race toward Evelyne. Lauraleigh grabbed my hand as the obsidian tips of their spears began to glow with fire, and I watched in horror as each Horseman raised his spear high and shouted his war-like charge. We couldn’t hear them; we could only see them, but I knew the sound of their war cries and the power they carried.

      “Apparently, my brothers forgot that one never loses their original Power, no matter how often they reinvent themselves,” the Pale Horseman said, and a small smile began to play across his face.

      “Evelyne became a Huntress, but she also remained a shapeshifter.” He nodded toward the window with a look of deep respect. “She’s the female manifestation of the ancient Gegenees. Have you heard of them? The tribe of six-armed warriors.”

      Our eyes grew wide as Evelyne grew at least twice in size and morphed into a warrior woman with six massive arms — two sprang from her shoulders, and four seemed to come from below her shoulder blades.

      The Horsemen were no longer facing Evelyne, the lone woman. They were facing Evelyne, the Gegenee. We watched as three sets of arms nocked and aimed their arrows, pointing between the eyes of each Horseman.

      As she stood before the Horsemen, her arms steady and unflinching, I’d never felt more proud of someone in my entire life. From their long history as both friends and foes, the Horsemen probably understood that Evelyne wouldn’t hesitate to let those arrows fly if they gave her cause to do so. As the Huntress, she would be unlikely to miss her mark.

      “You go, Evelyne,” Lauraleigh whispered under her breath. “The Huntress meets a Gegenee — now, that’s fierce.”

      “Watch,” the Pale Horseman said. “Pay attention to what appears on each side of my brothers’ magnificent steeds.”

      For a minute, I thought the Horsemen were about to retreat. But the Black spoke to the other two, and my heart raced when it became clear they were readying for a charge. Except, without warning, all three horses reared back with such force they nearly threw their riders off. Their ears flattened, their nostrils flared, and all three horses bolted. It took the Horsemen a giant effort to keep them in place.

      From above their heads, nine blazing streaks of fire blasted a charred circle around the Horsemen. I instantly knew it wasn’t a protective circle — it was a warning.

      “Chudo-Yudo!” we shouted at the same time.

      “Oh, Lauraleigh. It’s Chudo; he came!” I nearly burst into tears. “I told you I felt his presence.”

      Before I could even process that my uncle was there helping to save Evelyne’s life, the horses pulled in the opposite direction, spooked by something from the other side.

      Evelyne, still rigid and with all her arrows nocked, turned and looked directly into the screen. She seemed to know exactly where Bogatyr’s camera was set, because she cast a slight smile. She said something we couldn’t hear.

      A massive figure stepped into the camera’s field of vision. At first, I didn’t recognize him, although I should have.

      “Veles,” the Pale Horseman said. “Sometimes known as Volos. The one mystical Being loved and respected by most: man, beast, forest creature. He knows almost no enemy. Sadly, the only one who doesn’t love him as he loves her is our mighty warrior woman.” The Pale Horseman seemed pleased.

      Honoré?

      We leaned forward, peering into the window. There was no doubt. “Honoré,” I whispered.

      “Ah. I see you’re acquainted with my old friend.” The Pale Horseman sounded nettled, though I couldn’t imagine why. “You know him, yet you don’t know he, like Evelyne, shapeshifts?” He made a tsking sound with his tongue against his teeth. “Or half-shapeshifts, gaining the power of a beast while retaining most of his human appearance.”

      I didn’t like it. It felt creepy, and I thought we were starting to see the less gentle side of this man.

      “As Veles, Honoré shifts into various wild and dangerous animals, and for a long time, he used to be a dragon. A serpent, if you will. But these days, I believe he prefers to become the mightiest of bears. Although today he came in his half-human form, he may still morph into a bear.”

      No wonder I’d felt such immediate affection for Honoré — he embodied the creature I loved more than any other on the planet. Besides, he used his Powers to protect those around him, and that’s how I think everyone should use their magic. Including me…

      Knowing how much Honoré loved Evelyne, I couldn’t help but smile as I watched him stand side by side with her, confronting the Horsemen. There was just something so romantic about that. Just as there was something so tender about Chudo-Yudo and all his heads being there to do the same. Talk about fierce; a nine-headed dragon, a six-armed Huntress, and a massive bear standing united against their enemy — that pretty much defined fierce.

      Glancing at the Pale Horseman, I realized Lauraleigh and I might do well to keep our affection for Honoré to ourselves. We would be even wiser not to let him know how much we wished Evelyne would love Honoré the way he loved her.

      Lauraleigh nudged my shoulder, and I looked away from the Pale Horseman and back into the window. I couldn’t hear him, but I could tell Honoré gave a mighty roar, warning the Horsemen to back away. He looked intimidating with a full-length cloak of bear skins draped around his shoulders. His head rested inside the mouth of a grizzly’s head, giving him the appearance of being half man and half bear. He scared me, and I knew it was Honoré.

      I looked at the three of them — Honoré, Evelyne, and Chudo — and I couldn’t imagine a more forceful trio.
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      I thought the Horsemen were about to turn their stallions around and head back to wherever they came from, when my eye caught a slight movement. The Black. He moved not away from, but toward, Evelyne. My hands flew to my mouth, stopping a scream.

      Suddenly, the window went black.

      “No!” I cried out. “Bring them back! Please, bring them back.”

      “As I told you,” the Pale Horseman said coolly. “She was not alone.”
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      “Why would you do that?” I screamed as Bogatyr walked to his chair. “What happened to them? What happened to Evelyne?” I was nearing hysteria, but he didn’t respond at all. Chasing after him, I kept yelling, “I must see what happens. Please, you have to tell me if they’re okay.”

      He didn’t so much as turn around.

      Now, I know I can get a little emotional at times, but I don’t generally get hysterical. I didn’t survive being raised by an old trapper and giant grizzly bear in the middle of Siberia by freaking out if things didn’t go my way. But, that said, when he wouldn’t turn around and talk to me, something inside me snapped.

      It was as if everything from the past few weeks — all the frustration and sleepless nights, all the fear and anxiety over the Horsemen and the Wendigo — curdled into a giant ball that expanded from the place where my magic rested. All that fury focused on the man holding us underground. Bogatyr. The Fourth Horseman.

      He had as many faces as names, and all the switching he’d done between a terror-inducing maniac, a carver who brought my mother to life for me, and a cold manipulator just flicked a switch inside my head. In combination with my worry for Evelyne and my fear she was dead, it came together to create the perfect storm.

      When I encounter someone truly bad, the magic inside me gets hot. Energy starts to swirl around inside me in a violent way, and then it starts to bubble. And when that happens, that red-hot energy invites the darkness in.

      It first happened back at the Montmorencys’ mansion. They smuggled children for Baba Yaga’s table, and when I’d discovered the truth, all the magic inside me blasted through my fingers in a stream of power that caused bad things to happen to them. They needed to be locked up, so that part was good. But that’s when I started to understand about the shadows and the darkness living inside me.

      When Bogatyr walked away so coldly, ignoring me while all I wanted to know was if the people I loved were alive — well, that same red-hot, savage swirling started to happen inside me.

      I snapped.

      I let that swirling take over my emotions and my mind.

      What happened next, I don’t remember. I recall Lauraleigh’s voice coming from light years away, begging me to breathe. She kept saying, “Anna? Can you hear me? Can you hear me, Anna?”

      I heard her, but I couldn’t answer. Or maybe I didn’t want to answer her. Because as the room grew dark-red and everything not bolted down started to fly into one corner, I felt my power growing stronger and stronger and stronger. I heard my father’s voice inside my head, too. “Anna! Anna Sophia, take control, now.” Had he spoken to me all the way from Siberia? Was I imagining his voice?

      I wasn’t listening. I didn’t want to listen to anyone, because I only wanted to know if Evelyne, Honoré and my Uncle Chudo were okay. And I wanted that cold, unfeeling, horrible Pale Horseman to tell me if they were okay. I didn’t want to control my power because I wanted it to hurt him.

      A massive explosion deafened me and parched my face with a scorching blast. At first, I thought it was Bogatyr letting his fury loose on us again. But it was me, letting my fury loose on him.

      A volcano formed in my stomach and began spewing hot, angry lava out of my mouth. I can’t remember everything I said, but it wasn’t nice. Later, Lauraleigh told me she had fully expected to see my head spin around as I vomited bile from the depths of my soul. That’s how bad it was. It was so bad I nearly burned down not just the Horseman’s beautiful chair, but both doors.

      I would have never forgiven myself if I’d destroyed those doors. The only reason I didn’t was because he stopped me.

      More precisely — he put me in a funnel.

      Apparently, when a young witch spins wildly out of control, a more mature, more powerful Being has the authority to stick her inside a funnel to contain her craziness — and keep her inside this funnel until either she runs out of steam or passes out from exhaustion.

      I ran out of steam.

      One minute, so much hot magic burned inside me it felt like flames shot out through every pore. The next minute, I was inside a dark, cone-like thing, and all my words and anger and frustration streamed to the bottom, where they got dumped into a big bucket with a lid on it. No matter what I did, I couldn’t get out of there.

      Bogatyr’s magic was clearly more powerful than mine, and he made it so I couldn’t even walk through the walls of that funnel like I’d walked through the brick wall at Irvigne Manor to get away from the Montmorencys.

      So, I was stuck in there, and that just fed into my rage.

      When magic flows on the heels of rage, it makes the darkness grow. It’s true what people say: The thing you feed the most becomes the strongest. I had been feeding the shadows in a big way, but I didn’t even know I was doing it until, finally, there was no fire left inside of me. When that happened, I had to face up to the truth of who I really was.

      Before I got to that point though, I decided I’d been in that funnel for too long and I wanted out. So, I started yelling.

      “Hey! Is anyone out there? Let me out.”

      At first, nobody responded. After I’d shouted several times, I heard his voice.

      “Well, little Miss Spitfire; is it safe to let you out?” he asked.

      “Yes. And I’m not Miss Spitfire.” I kicked the inside of the funnel for emphasis.

      “We’ll try again later.” And he was gone.

      I was furious. If there had been any magic left inside me, I probably would’ve started the whole thing over again. But I didn’t have any magic left, meaning I had absolutely nothing to do in that funnel, and nobody to talk to but myself. At first, I ranted and raged over how unfair it all was, but that got boring.

      And then, instead of screaming, I started to ask myself questions. Hard questions. Things like, why did I end up in a funnel in the first place? And why did I let, or maybe even invite, all that darkness in? The hardest question I asked myself was: If I thought Honoré was so great because he used his magic to help others, why did I use all mine up in anger?

      When I’d finished my Q&A session, I wasn’t very proud of myself. At all.
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* * *

      “Anna?” Lauraleigh called from outside the funnel.

      “How’s Evelyne?” I asked. “And Uncle Chudo? And Honoré?”

      “They’re alive. Do you want to come out?”

      “No.”

      I had decided never to show my face again to anyone who knew me. I was far too embarrassed to be seen, and far too unworthy to have friends.

      “Oh, Anna, come out! You’ve been in there for thirty-six hours.”

      “I… what? You’re teasing me.”

      “I’m not. And I really want you to come out.”

      “I can’t. I don’t know how.”

      “Well, the word is — you’ve always had the power to get out. You just had to be ready. I think you just lift the whole thing over your head.”

      You’ve got to be kidding me. Who does he think he is, Dr. Freud?

      Placing my hands on the sides of the funnel, I lifted it up and off me. It disappeared into thin air with a puff, and I found myself back in Bogatyr’s room. No trace of my fury remained; they had cleaned up the mess I had made by throwing things around.

      Lauraleigh gave me a warm hug I didn’t feel the least bit deserving of, and a warm smile I appreciated a lot.
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      Now that the funnel was gone, Lauraleigh insisted on taking me through Bogatyr’s palace. Tugging on my hand, she said, “You have got to see the rest of this place. It’s exquisite! Plus, when you’re ready, Bogatyr would like to talk with you.”

      “What are you, his new best friend and activity planner?” Lauraleigh’s enthusiasm for the monster who’d kept her best friend locked in a funnel for thirty-six hours distressed me. Even if it wasn’t actually locked. Not to mention I was in desperate need of a shower, which she clearly had already enjoyed. I must have been exhausted, because her perkiness bugged me — and Lauraleigh was probably the only person on the planet who never bugged me.

      She smiled. “No, I’m not his new best friend or his activity planner. But, I’ll say this, Anna: he’s okay. He’s not as bad as you think.” She paused for a second. “He’s also not as good as you think.”

      As we walked up a long flight of steps, I stopped her. “Wait a second. I have to ask you something.”

      She turned and came back down to my step. “Sure! Let’s just sit for a while. We don’t have to be anywhere.”

      So, we did, right there on those steps. We must have looked like Christopher Robin and Pooh, ready to have a chat.

      “Do you know?” I said. As soon as I asked this, I realized just how afraid I was to hear her answer.

      “Know what?”

      “What happened to them. You only said they’re alive. Are they hurt? Just tell me, Lauraleigh, so I can figure out how to deal with it.”

      Lauraleigh looked puzzled for a moment, then her face lightened. She threw her arms around me and pulled me in for one of the best hugs I’ve ever had.

      “No, Anna! No, no, no. They’re not hurt. They’re fine. All of them are just fine.”

      Arching my neck to look up at her, I asked, “They are?”

      “Yes!” Lauraleigh hugged me again. “I’m so sorry you didn’t know this until now.”

      “Well, what happened?”

      Lauraleigh gave me another smile. “Well… a poisoned arrow pierced the arm of the red brother. The flames of Chudo-Yudo scorched the flesh of that white werewolf. And the third one got a rabid bear bite on his butt.” She paused. “That was the Black Horseman.”

      She stayed straight-faced for all of five seconds before bursting out laughing.

      “So… what? That sounds insane.”

      “No, no, it’s all true,” she said, still laughing. “I just really love that Honoré — that old Russian god Veles — bit the man who’d kidnapped me on the butt!”

      I had to admit, it did seem like a just repercussion. Plus, it was so good to see Lauraleigh laughing again. “Will they be okay?” I asked, although I didn’t know why I even cared about the Horsemen.

      Lauraleigh shrugged. “Probably. Those wounds are serious, though. Bogatyr put them on their horses and told the stallions to get them to a hospital, although I don’t think he meant a human hospital.” She stared at me with a serious look on her face. “He drew a circle of banishment around this whole area so they could never enter it again. And they’re his own brothers. That’s how mad he was.”

      Lauraleigh seemed thoughtful after that. She must have been thinking about all the trouble we’d had with the Horsemen, because she said, “I suppose it’s possible they could be gone from the earth forever, but since they’re immortal, I doubt it. One thing for sure, though — they won’t be around us for a long time, which is a good thing.”

      “I just can’t see them again,” I agreed. “Any of those three.” I wanted to say “any of those four,” but she seemed a little too chummy with Bogatyr right now.

      I was quiet for few minutes as I thought about all of them, particularly the Black. “They did save our lives, Lauraleigh,” I finally said.

      “They did,” she responded quietly. “And I’m grateful for that. But… They saved us to use us as bait.”

      She had a point. The only reason they’d protected us from the Wendigo was so we would be alive to lead them to Koschey’s heart. Thinking about them following us across Canada made me shudder.

      “So, where is everybody now?” I asked. “Not the Horsemen. Everyone else.”

      “Well, Uncle Chudo had to fly home, but he said he’ll see you soon; so not to worry. And Maude asked me to tell you that you’re her favorite niece.” I smiled when I heard that. “And Fred said to tell you not to get into any more trouble.”

      I laughed. “Sounds like Fred. Did he know I had a time-out in a funnel?”

      Lauraleigh chuckled. “I think everyone knew about that, Anna.”

      “That’s so embarrassing.” I wanted to wallow in my humiliation for a few minutes, but I craved to know about everyone else even more. “So, what else happened while I was locked away, spewing my anger into a bucket?”

      “Well, let’s see… Evelyne and Bogatyr spent the whole night talking. I even heard them shout a few times… Bogatyr tried to explain that he was suffering, sitting in this cave and guarding your father’s heart in complete isolation; and he pushed Evelyne away because he didn’t want her to suffer. He said he got carried away making choices on her behalf. He wanted her to understand that he had even turned the Deer People against her, because they lived too close to this spot and he feared that one day, she’d find him. He asked for her forgiveness.”

      “No way!” I said. I could just imagine how much that must have angered Evelyne.

      “She got so upset. No, not upset — enraged! I don’t think she’ll ever forgive him for treating her that way.”

      “I don’t blame her.”

      “Yeah. I think right now, he’s in his library and she’s in the gardens. Which you must see, Anna. They’re spectacular.”

      “What about Honoré? Is he still here?” I hoped he was, because I wanted to talk to him about Mama Bear, and I wanted to let him know how much it meant to me that he shapeshifted into a bear to help Evelyne.

      “Honoré is here,” Lauraleigh said with a peculiar smile on her face. “Last I saw him, he was stretched out in a hammock drinking a beer.”

      Hearing that made me laugh. I’m not sure why it struck me as funny, but it did. Maybe it was comedic relief after the last thirty-six hours. Or maybe I was just happy knowing everyone was alive and safe. Or maybe it was as simple as picturing Honoré being Honoré, hanging out in a hammock having a beer. Whatever the reason, it felt good to laugh.

      After we stopped giggling, I said, “So, what’s the deal with… you know, with Evelyne and Bogatyr?” I had mixed feelings about how their argument had played out. One of the biggest surprises was learning how much Bogatyr loved and respected Evelyne. But — he was still the Fourth Horseman. He was still the man who’d terrified and manipulated us. And then, there was Honoré…

      Lauraleigh started to answer, but I interrupted. “Wait! Before you tell me about them, please say she doesn’t still have six arms. She morphed back into herself, right?”

      Laughing, Lauraleigh said, “Yes, Anna, she’s back to being Evelyne — sarcastic as ever.”

      That was a relief. “And?”

      “And Bogatyr and Evelyne aren’t together, as you can imagine. But they aren’t feuding anymore, either.” She had a twinkle in her eye. 

      “Spill!”

      “Well...” She obviously enjoyed drawing out the story and tormenting me with suspense. “When Evelyne saw Honoré by her side, willing to go into battle with her as an equal, she said that suddenly, she just knew. She said it was like a jigsaw puzzle with all the pieces finally fitting together. I know it’s hard to believe, but she talked with me like I was a real human being. She treated me differently. It was like she was confiding in me, you know?” Lauraleigh shook her head. “Like, she told me that she finally saw Honoré for who he is — who he really is. I’m telling you, Anna, you wouldn’t have recognized her. She was all philosophical and poetic—”

      “Our Evelyne was poetic?” I had a hard time picturing that one.

      “Yeah, our Evelyne.” Lauraleigh smiled. “She went on and on about how through the centuries Honoré has been a loving and devoted friend. How his love for her was gentle and kind all the time, not just some of the time.” Lauraleigh’s eyes literally sparkled with excitement. “You’re going to love this part, Anna. Do you remember when we eavesdropped on them talking and we heard Honoré say, ‘Just think, Evie, if you can love the wrong person so much, can you imagine how much more you could love the right one?’”

      I giggled. “Of course, I remember. I thought it was the most romantic thing ever.”

      “Well, apparently, it was the most romantic thing ever, because Evelyne said now she understands what he meant.”

      We sat quietly on the steps for a few minutes. There was a lot to absorb.

      “Is Bogatyr okay?” I finally asked. “I know he’s crazy and everything, but he must really love her to have carved that entire door.”

      “He’s okay,” Lauraleigh said. “He wished them both happiness, and said it’s just as well the two of them are together. He said he does better living alone.”

      “Yeah, well. No kidding on that one,” I said, remembering the less social side of him.

      We sat side by side, and I thought about everything we’d been through since we left Geneva. I had to ask Lauraleigh one more question. It was the most important question, but also the one I was most afraid to ask. “Lauraleigh?”

      She looked at me, her face as kind as always.

      “What about my father’s heart?”

      “That’s why he wants to see you, Anna. Whenever you’re ready, he said.”

      “I’m ready now. I am so ready.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 54

        

      

    
    
      Lauraleigh took me up to Bogatyr’s study.

      When we got to the door, she hugged me before looking me straight in the eye. Placing her hands on my shoulders, she said, “You should be proud of everything you’ve done and everything you’ve learned to get here. Don’t be afraid, Anna. You’ve got this.” She hugged me again. “You’ve done Koschey proud.”

      I wanted to cry.

      Knocking once and opening the door just enough to poke her head around it, Lauraleigh said, “Anna’s here, Bogatyr.” She opened the door fully, pushed me inside the room, and walked away, leaving me alone with the only person in the Universe who knew where my father’s heart was buried.

      “Hello, Anna,” he said, and this time he seemed different from how I had observed him so far. He seemed almost fatherly as he pointed me to a chair and suggested I sit down. He had more personalities than I had shoes, but in a way, we all do. Thinking that made me feel a little less defensive as I looked at him. It made me feel like maybe I could trust him to tell me the truth.

      He sat back in his chair and smiled a real and genuine smile. “You have your mother’s temper.”

      “What? My mother did not have a temper!”

      “I beg to differ with you.” He seemed to be studying me. “When you said you were Sereda’s daughter, I didn’t believe you. For one thing, I didn’t know she had a child right before she died. For another, in my world, you assume one is lying and has to prove their truth, rather than the other way around.”

      I thought that was a little cynical, but I didn’t want to interrupt him, so I just listened.

      “I saw you standing before my carved door, and the resemblance was uncanny. But for all I knew, you were a shapeshifter and had morphed to look like a younger version of my friend. Then I watched you caress your mother’s face and look at the carved image of her as if she were real, and I knew you had spoken the truth.”

      “You watched us in that hallway? I knew it!” I said. “Bogatyr, that’s really creepy.”

      “It may be.” He smiled. “It did, however, offer me important information.”

      I couldn’t argue with him, but still.

      “Did my mother really have a temper?” I asked. “Nobody else has said that to me. Chudo and the heads told me she was a prankster, but they never said she had a temper.”

      “She had a temper,” Bogatyr said. “She worked hard to control it, and she was forgiven when she didn’t, because this is what women like her inspire. They inspire others to forgive in them what would be unacceptable in anyone else.” He became more serious for a moment. “I knew your mother very, very well, Anna. I think I can speak for her when I say she wouldn’t want you to go through the world having not mastered that temper. She gave you great gifts, and I am speaking for myself when I say, you’ll squander those gifts if you don’t learn to manage them.”

      I nodded. He was right. I even knew this was why he threw that funnel over my head. Bogatyr knew I wouldn’t learn how much I was feeding the darkness inside me any other way.

      “You want your father’s heart,” he said, interrupting my thoughts.

      I was so shocked to hear him state it so bluntly, I just stared at him.

      “That’s what you came for, no? You came for your father’s heart? Eh… Anna?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Yes, that’s why I came.” I found my wits again. “Koschey needs his heart, Bogatyr. Baba Yaga drew out his life force — his prana, he called it. Without his heart, he can’t get it back. And the world needs him to get it back, because all the dead souls are just floating around, not knowing where to go.”

      “So I’ve noticed,” Bogatyr said.

      I shot my head up in surprise when he said that, but then thought, Of course, he can see them. Humans might not see the dead souls, but Bogatyr would. “Can you take me to it?” I said.

      “Take you to it?”

      “Well, to the lake with the island in the middle. You know, so we can find the tree on that island, and the chest under the tree, and the rabbit inside the chest, and the duck inside the rabbit, and the egg inside the duck.” I took a breath. “Because that’s where my father’s heart is. Inside that egg. On a needle.” When he didn’t say anything, I asked, “Right?”

      The room was silent — and then Bogatyr broke into the deepest, most surprising fit of laughter I’ve ever heard. “Oh, Anna. Is this where you think your father’s heart is buried?” He laughed once more. “Sometimes your mother just drove me nuts.” He laughed. Again.

      I didn’t know what to say, other than, “It isn’t?”

      Just to be sure I understood correctly, I asked, “It isn’t buried on the island with… with all that stuff?” I sure didn’t want to go through the whole list again.

      “No, Anna.” Smiling, Bogatyr stood and walked to the wall behind his desk. As he waved his hand in some complicated fashion nobody but he could possibly remember, the wall slowly parted. Inside was a shelf that seemed made of solid gold. On that shelf sat an egg-shaped crystal box with a charoite heart pulsing white and purple, radiating so much power it bathed the room in brilliant light.

      
        
          [image: The heart in the chest]
        

      

      On top of the box were a small stuffed rabbit and a small stuffed duck. I didn’t know if I should laugh or cry.

      “Yes, well, now I understand why your mother made me swear I’d never remove these two little creatures.” With a look of amusement, he said, “Your mother had an odd sense of humor, Anna.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      Dear Diary,

      After I got over my shock, Bogatyr told me he knew the day would come when it was time for Koschey’s heart to be returned.

      To honor his promise to my mother to guard the heart until it was safely back inside Koschey’s chest, he had a special box made. That box could contain my father’s heart without the world, or airport security, knowing what was inside. He also told me he’d be the one holding it on the airplane and until it was inside Koschey’s chest. That, he said, was his promise to Sereda; the heart would never leave his presence until it was back where it belonged.

      I sure was glad about that. It’s a long trip to Siberia, and the thought of being responsible for something so precious and important terrified me.

      You know something else Bogatyr told me, Diary? He said my mom never intended to keep Koschey’s heart. She planned to store it only long enough to honor his sentimental gesture, so as not to offend him when she returned it. But she died first, leaving Bogatyr to make sure the heart never fell into Baba Yaga’s hands.

      It’s funny how things happen, isn’t it? Lauraleigh and I went through some terrible things, but in the end, Koschey will have his heart back, all the dead souls will go wherever they are supposed to go. Evelyne and Honoré may finally get married — and who knows, maybe they’ll even have a baby?

      Bogatyr said now that he doesn’t have to guard Koschey’s heart, he can go back to carving and making beautiful doors and chairs. So, he’ll return to his underground paradise and won’t be joining his three brothers. At least not yet.

      Lauraleigh said she was tired of traveling and wanted to spend a few months at Uncle Misha’s. She wants to learn how to fish, and may even brave riding on Mama Bear’s back.

      As for me, I hope that even though I’m not an orphan any more, Sister Constance will let me go back to our Collège in the fall. I’m still only thirteen, and while I’ve learned a lot, there’s a lot more I need to learn. Some of it Sister Constance and the other nuns can teach me. But a lot of it I must learn for myself so I stop feeding the darkness in my heart and bring in the light. I want to be like Honoré, Diary. I want to use my magic to make the world a better, safer, and happier place.

      Thank you for always being here to listen to me. I can’t even imagine what I would do without both you and Lauraleigh to help me see things in a better light.

      For now, I’m signing off.

      
        With love,

        Anna Sophia, Girl Witch

      

      

      PS. Evelyne said if she and Honoré do have a baby, and that baby is a girl, they’ll name her Sereda Sophia, because without both of us, they never would have found the love that Honoré always knew was theirs to share.

      Isn’t that just the sweetest thing ever? I’ll write again if and when they have their baby and let you know if it’s a girl. Somehow, in the place where my magic rests, I know she’s already on her way.

      

      
        THE END

      

      
        Click here to subscribe — so you can learn about book discounts and new releases!
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        Max! (age 8+)

        Between the girls, the bullies and the schoolwork, being in middle school isn’t easy. Especially not in Soviet-era Russia. But through it all, 12-year-old Max Lapin finds solace in his favorite sport. Soccer.

        So, when his favorite soccer pitch is destroyed, his world is thrown into disarray. It doesn’t help that the only other field in town is controlled by the worst bully in school!

        Experience the world through Max’s eyes as he learns valuable lessons about growing up, like the joy of helping others, the importance of compromise, and how to talk to girls.

        In the end, Max has to confront his fears in order to do what he loves. If he fails, he risks losing his friends, his passion for soccer, and the girl of his dreams. But, if he succeeds…

        Readers call Max! “Extraordinarily enjoyable,” “Inspirational,” and “A funny adventure story with some deep messages.”
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        Tommy Hopps and the Aztecs (age 9+)

        Tommy Hopps was just an average American teenager, until everything changed overnight...

        When Tommy's family goes on vacation to Mexico City, a wicked, time traveling pirate attacks them, murders his father and pulls Tommy into a vicious time warp. He finds himself marooned in 1521 Mexico, in the middle of the Aztec Empire, and must draw on his own courage and instinct to survive.

        Tommy must overcome incredible odds on his quest to reunite with his family, including a horde of Aztec warriors, a prison full of human freaks, mysterious sorcerers, and ghostly, shape-shifting beings. Only with the help of some unlikely friends can Tommy escape his captors and, ultimately, learn the astonishing truth about his own past.

        Will Tommy survive? Can he return in time to save his father? Will the world he once knew ever be the same? Who is the real Tommy Hopps?

        Sure to please any adventure lover, Tommy Hopps and the Aztecs is a thrilling coming-of-age story about the power of human existence, set in one of history's most magnificent civilizations.
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      Books by Max Candee:

      
        Do you have younger kids? Check out these books:

        

        Globaloonies series (age 6+)

        Like most boys that age, Joey has a pet chameleon named Larry and a mysterious Big Red Button that can transport the two of them through time and space to the far reaches of the planet...

        Hey, wait a second, that’s not typical at all! In fact, that’s pretty amazing — which is why you’ll want to follow along as Joey and Larry set off on their first Big Red Button adventure.
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        Whatta Weird World series (age 6+)

        During the day, Amanda Grace has a bedroom like any other little girl, with a bed and a desk and a shelf where she keeps her favorite books. But during the night, when everyone’s asleep, her room transforms into a dream Adventure Castle with butterfly pictures on its pink walls ... and lots of exciting goings-on all around.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          IF YOU ENJOYED THIS BOOK…

        

      

    
    
      …I would really, really appreciate if you could help others enjoy it, too. Reviews are like gold dust and they help persuade other readers to give the stories a shot. More readers means more incentive for me to write, and that means there’ll be more stories, more quickly.

      By leaving a review of this book, you can make a difference. And the good news is that it doesn’t take long.

      You can leave it here: AMAZON US or here: AMAZON UK.

      Thank you.
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* * *

      About the Author

      Vic Connor is a dad of three curious kids. He writes books for middle grade children together with fourteen-year-old son Ivan, who  shares his passionate opinions and creative ideas.

      In fact, Vic only publishes those books which his son and other children loved and wanted to share with their friends.
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* * *

      One Last Thing

      When you turn this page, Amazon will greet you with a request to rate and review this book and post your thoughts on Facebook and Twitter.

      How cool is that?

      Be the first among your friends to use this innovative feature. Your friends will get to know what you’re reading, and I will be forever grateful to you.

      All the best,

      Vic.
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