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    “I've got the key to my castle in the air, 
 
    but whether I can unlock the door 
 
    remains to be seen.” 
 
      
 
    Louisa May Alcott 
 
      
 
      
 
    To my children, who possess the key 
 
    and the ability 
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    In the small hours of the night, 
 
    Winged dreams take flight 
 
    That in the light of day 
 
    Prefer to hide away. 
 
    To those who hear their call: 
 
    Courage, one and all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Prologue 
 
      
 
    The sun slips into shadow, and the gargoyle opens its eyes. Slowly, its head swivels, and the crunch of granite trickles across the rooftop. 
 
    Stone nostrils sniff at the air. Something smells . . . wrong. 
 
    Something is coming. 
 
    The gargoyle sniffs again. The furry scent of rotting leaves is in the air, just as it should be. And there are the aromas of early evening: the sour tang of the Midwife’s simmering brew, the sun’s last rays on the sluggish mist, the fragrant moonflowers that await the darkness. 
 
    But there is also something new in the air, something . . . fresh. 
 
    There is a movement on the forest path. A young girl bounces into view, skipping on two legs. Two arms swing at her sides. 
 
    She is coming from the wrong direction.  
 
    Something is not right.  
 
    Something is missing. 
 
    The Doctors will not be pleased.

  

 
   
    1
Harmony Hill 
 
      
 
    In all his twenty-seven years as the Official Front Lawn Inspector of Harmony Hill, Gerald Green had never once measured a single blade of grass longer than the rules allowed. Likewise, he had never found any lawn to be less than the perfect shade of Kelly green, and he had certainly never encountered the obnoxious yellow of a dandelion head. 
 
    Which means, of course, that Mr. Gerald Green had never before pulled his Official Harmony Hill Citation pad from his back pocket. 
 
    Until Today. 
 
    Mr. Green stood at the tip-top of Harmony Hill, shiny ruler clenched in his hand. He frowned, bent to check his measurements again, and then straightened, scratching his head. 
 
    “Two and seven-eighths of an inch,” he grumbled. “Too long, far too long!” 
 
    He yanked his citation pad from his back pocket, uncapped his pen, and began to scribble. But before he could complete the word OUTRAGE, a strange noise drew his attention. It was a sort of clunk-a-lunking gurgle unlike anything he had ever heard before, and it seemed to be coming in his direction. 
 
    To his eternal consternation (as he would remind his wife Belinda every Sunday for the rest of his long life), an indecently dusty minivan rounded the bend and clunked its way into the driveway of Number 77 Splendid Street. From the back window glowered a girl with hair like a raven’s nest. 
 
    “Newcomers,” Mr. Green grumbled. He capped his pen, shoved his citation pad back into his pocket, and folded his arms in precise right angles over his chest. His sneaker tapped furiously upon the pavement.  
 
    A boy who was far too old for springing out of minivans sprang from the minivan with a whoop and began galumphing across the almost-perfect lawn like an escaped giraffe.  
 
    “Young man, this is not a circus!” Mr. Green cried. “This is Harmony Hill, and on Harmony Hill everything is orderly and—NO! Out of the tree! Out! Get out! On Harmony Hill no one climbs trees!” 
 
    “Hello!” A man with thick glasses and hairy legs stepped from the minivan and held out his hand. 
 
    Mr. Green ignored it and retrieved his citation pad from his pocket with a growl. In thick black ink he scrawled: 
 
      
 
    VIOLATIONS: 
 
    1. INDECENTLY LONG GRASS! 
 
    2. RUNNING ON LAWN!! 
 
    3. TREE CLIMBING! NO TREE CLIMBING!!! 
 
      
 
    He ripped the sheet from the pad and thrust it into the man’s waiting hand. “Welcome to Harmony Hill!” he barked. Then Mr. Gerald Green turned on his heels and stomped off down the road. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not ten minutes earlier, Nerma Lee had pressed her nose against the minivan’s rear window, eyes squinted against the bright sun. At the bottom of the hill was a sign painted in pink: 
 
      
 
    WELCOME TO HARMONY HILL! 
 
    Where every street is tidy, 
 
    The homes are all the same, 
 
    You’ll never see a spidey, 
 
    And there’s never any rain! 
 
      
 
    She frowned. “But I like the rain. And spiders.” 
 
    “Nerma, don’t start again. Please,” Mr. Lee begged as he turned onto Splendid Street. The van climbed upward. “You’ll love the suburbs. I promise.” 
 
    Nerma’s mom repeated the list of wonders they were sure to behold on Harmony Hill: “Backyard barbeques, water balloon fights, late-night baseball games, new friends. You’ll see, Nerma. It’s going to be perfect.” 
 
    “And our house is at the very top!” Mr. Lee repeated for the twentieth time since they’d left the city. He drummed his hands on the steering wheel. “Number Seventy-Seven Splendid Street! The realtor said we’ll have an incredible view.” 
 
    “Of what?” Nerma sulked. As the van spiraled its way up Splendid Street, it seemed that every house they passed was the same as the last. They all looked like little pink boxes with square windows and perfect little lawns. It was almost impossible to tell them apart. 
 
    “Actually . . .” Nerma muttered to herself. She craned her neck, and her frown deepened. 
 
    The houses were impossible to tell apart. She looked from Number 9 to Number 11, from Number 12 to Number 14. Upward and onward the minivan climbed, and back and forth Nerma’s eyes moved. Every house was exactly alike. Exactly, from its pastel pink siding to its white picket fence and perfectly angled, perfectly shiny mailbox. From the very center of every yard grew a tree so perfectly round and smooth that Splendid Street seemed to be lined with giant green lollipops. Even the robins were impossible to tell apart. In every yard, a matching pair hopped from one pruned shrub to another, moving to-and-fro in perfect unison like little feathered robots.  
 
    “It’s too perfect,” she mumbled. “Everything is the same.” 
 
    But it wasn’t until she noticed the girls that Nerma’s forehead furrowed into its deepest frown yet. In every other driveway, one by one, the girls jumped rope, and upon each girl she saw the same bouncing ponytail, the same pearly tennis shoes, and the same dreamy smile. But that wasn’t the most unsettling thing about it. 
 
    “Julian.” She reached across the back seat to tap her brother’s shoulder. “Julian, do you see this?” 
 
     He followed her finger as she pointed from one girl to the next. “They’re all jumping at the same time!” he shouted. “And they’re not even looking at each other! That’s so cool!” 
 
    Nerma’s eyebrows shot up. “Cool? Julian, it’s creepy.” 
 
    “Nerma,” Mrs. Lee said from the front seat. “There is nothing creepy about Harmony Hill. Just look around.” 
 
    But that was the problem: Nerma was looking around, and before the minivan was even halfway up Harmony Hill, she knew she would never fit in here. The city had been nothing like this. The city had been . . . messy. Strange. Unpredictable. But this place was bizarre. This was— 
 
    “Picture perfect!” her dad proclaimed. “The realtor said that Harmony Hill is rated the most perfect community in the state, and she wasn’t lying. Just look at these lawns!” 
 
    “Dad, we’ll never fit in here,” Nerma groaned. “Everything’s exactly the same here. We’re too weird.” 
 
    “Ay, Nerma!” Mrs. Lee cried. “We haven’t even arrived yet! And we are not weird!” 
 
    Nerma shrugged to herself and reached over the edge of the car seat for her little brother Benny’s hand. His big brown eyes watched the pink houses as they slipped past the window like boxes on a conveyer belt. 
 
    “What do you think of Harmony Hill so far, Ben-Ben?” she whispered to him. 
 
    “Ne-Ne!” he answered.  
 
    It always made her smile when he said her name, but now, as the minivan slowed to a crawl at the end of the lane, she once again pressed her face to the window with a scowl.  
 
    “Great,” she muttered. “It’s pink. Who would have guessed?” 
 
    Like every other house on Harmony Hill, Number 77 Splendid Street was the color of sun-bleached taffy and had its own matching set of perfectly cubed shrubs. The only thing different about Number 77 was that there was no girl jumping rope in its driveway. Instead, a man with hair like plastic glowered at them from the front walk. 
 
    “Number Seventy-Seven!” Julian whooped. “We made it!” He leapt from the van and nearly careened into the man, who began to howl about circuses and trees.  
 
    Nerma ignored them both and instead leaned over to touch noses with Benny.  
 
    “It will be okay, Ben-Ben,” she said. “Right?” 
 
    “Ne-Ne!” he answered, lifting his arms so she could unbuckle him. 
 
    “School will be different. I’m sure it will,” Nerma said, lifting him from his seat. “Everything on Harmony Hill can’t all be exactly the same. Can it?” 
 
    Outside, two robins hopped from shrub to shrub. One-and-two and one-and-two, like a set of matching wind-up toys.

  

 
   
    2
The Gap in the Fence 
 
      
 
    School, it turned out, wasn’t any different.  
 
    If anything, Harmony Hill Elementary was even more perfect than the houses on Splendid Street. Its pink was twice as rosy, its grass ten times as lush, and its halls as spotless and square as a new ream of paper. 
 
    On Monday morning, Nerma walked through its double doors and into a dizzying sea of sensibility. Boys loped through the halls in pressed khaki, every hair combed neatly to the right, and girls clustered in such tight little cliques that their identical ponytails and baby blue blouses seemed to blend into one. 
 
    Nerma tugged at her limp black dress—her favorite one with the neon T-Rexes on it—and pushed her purple socks down below her knobby ankles. She shoved her polka-dot headband deep into her backpack before anybody could see it. But there was no way to hide her checkered backpack. 
 
    She just wasn’t going to fit in on Harmony Hill. 
 
    The bell rang, and all around her, students dashed this way and that, like perfectly wrapped packages out for delivery. Nerma felt like a mote of dust that had drifted into a perfectly oiled machine, so it was no surprise to her when a janitor in a clean white jumpsuit approached. 
 
    “Ahem,” he mumbled, nodding at her feet.  
 
    She looked down. There was mud on the floor, mud on her new shoes, mud everywhere she had stepped. Her face burned as a giggling group of girls bounced past.  
 
    Nerma stepped aside, and the janitor began to mop furiously. 
 
    “Oh me, oh my,” tutted a prim woman. She licked her peach lips and glanced nervously at Nerma’s socks. “I am Principal Linchpin. And you must be the new girl. You see, everyone tries to fit in here, so it’s obvious. You see?” She tugged at the corners of her beige cardigan, studied Nerma’s hair for a moment, and then clicked away in her sensible pumps. 
 
    The hallways veered off in identical right angles, each as colorless as the last, and by the time Nerma found her way to Miss Pleasing’s room, she just had time to scurry into an empty seat before the class was asked to stand. 
 
    “Rise, class!” called a woman with yellow curls from the front of the room. She was dressed in cotton candy pink from head to toe. “It’s time to sing the Harmony Hill Hymn!”  
 
    Nerma did her best to follow along as the rest of the class sang together: 
 
      
 
    Harmony Hill, 
 
    So high on a hill, 
 
    So pleasant and order-ly, 
 
    With never a thrill 
 
    Or even a chill, 
 
    Where things are done proper-ly, 
 
    The skies are pure blue, 
 
    And all know it’s true: 
 
    There’s nothing like Harmony! 
 
      
 
    Everyone else sat, and Nerma crept to the front of the room. She tapped the woman on the shoulder. 
 
    “Ah, yes, the new student! Wonderful to meet you, Norma. I am Miss Pleasing.” Even her eyeshadow was pink. 
 
    “It’s Nerma, ma’am,” Nerma said. 
 
    “Class! Please welcome Norma to our classroom!” Miss Pleasing’s voice was rosy and sweet. 
 
    “Welcome, Norma!” the students echoed.  
 
    “Nerma,” she corrected. But everyone had already turned to page 82 in their Harmony Hill Handbooks. 
 
    All morning, she sneaked looks at her classmates from her desk. Their skin glowed like butter. Their hair shined like spun gold. In their matching outfits, they all looked alike, and she found it impossible to tell them apart. 
 
    When she looked in the bathroom mirror during morning break, she saw a girl with hair much too short and far too dull for Harmony Hill. Throughout the day, she became more and more certain that her voice was too high, her nose too blunt, and her arms too scrawny. And try as she might, she couldn’t seem to fit in during class. Her classmates gave her funny looks when she raised her hand eagerly for math questions, and they snickered when she failed the history quiz. (But how could she have possibly known that Harmony Hill’s greatest hero was the sixteenth-century explorer Sir Humfordly Plimbot?) 
 
    At recess, she proved to be far too terrible at jumping rope to join the girls by the water fountain, far too good at catching grasshoppers to avoid taunts and stares, and far too new to play Harmony Hill Hunters without losing the game for her team and earning the wrath of half the girls in her class.  
 
    “Everybody knows you don’t run till the Spotter counts to seventeen!” A girl shrieked, her ponytail quivering with every word. The other students laughed, and Nerma slinked away to hide in the equipment closet. How was she supposed to know what a Spotter was if she’d never even heard of Harmony Hill Hunters before? 
 
    At lunch, a group of boys gagged and held their noses until she threw away the special lunch her mom had packed for her big first day. Nerma hid behind her bangs. 
 
    Back in the classroom, Miss Pleasing announced that they would be working on an autobiographical project for the next few weeks. 
 
    She turned to Nerma, her eyes wide. “Norma, why don’t you tell us about your family? Does your father work at Harmony Bank or at Harmony Insurance?” 
 
    Nerma’s face flushed. “My name is Nerma, and my dad doesn’t work, not really. He’s a sculptor, but my mom teaches Spanish to college students.” 
 
    Miss Pleasing’s face was as blank as the whiteboard at the front of the room. “I’m not sure what that means, Norma. Which does your father work at, dear? Every father works at either the bank or the insurance company. It must be one of the two.” The classroom rustled with hushed laughter. “Norma?” Miss Pleasant’s eyes were as big as dessert plates now. 
 
    “Neither,” Nerma muttered, looking down at her desk. 
 
    “My, what an imagination we have. Better tuck that away, dear!” When Miss Pleasing laughed, she sounded like a bird. “I suppose your father works at the bank, doesn’t he? But never mind, Norma.” She tidied her perfect curls and cleared her throat. “Class, we will begin our projects by drawing our families.” She passed out clean white paper and crayons in yellow, blue, and brown. 
 
    Nerma’s nerves calmed to a quiet hum. She loved to draw. At her old school, she had been recognized with the Wild Imagination Award for Young Artists, and now she picked up her pencil with a sense of relief. Finally—something she could do well at Harmony Hill Elementary.  
 
    So focused was she on her drawing that it took her a moment to notice the tapping of Miss Pleasing’s pink shoe upon the tiles. 
 
    “What is this?” Miss Pleasing asked, a petal-colored nail poking at Nerma’s drawing. 
 
    “My family,” Nerma answered, looking up. 
 
    “This isn’t meant to be a creative project, Norma!” Miss Pleasant tittered. “You need to draw your real family. Real families don’t have—” She waved her hand in the air and smiled. 
 
    “My name is Nerma,” Nerma said. “And this is my real family. It’s how we really look.” 
 
    She had worked hard to bring her family to life on the page. Since there were no black crayons, she had used her regular No. 2 pencil to draw her mother’s wild curls, which sprang forth from the paper. She’d captured Julian’s lopsided grin, her own hopelessly messy hair, and her father’s kind demeanor. Perched upon Mr. Lee’s shoulders was Benny, his hand raised in the air and his sweet grin warming the page.  
 
    Miss Pleasant giggled uncomfortably and handed Nerma a clean white sheet of paper. “Look at Madeline’s drawing, Norma. See how lovely it is?”  
 
    The girl to her left, Nerma saw, had drawn a family of four: two smiling parents and two smiling children, all holding hands and staring out from the page with blank expressions. The boy to Nerma’s right had drawn the exact same image, identical down to the seven buttons on the father’s shirt, the mother’s yellow updo, and the big round sun shining down on Harmony Hill. 
 
    Nerma sighed and picked up her yellow crayon. Everything was the same on Harmony Hill, she thought—everything except for her and her family. 
 
    At home that night, she noticed the thickness of her dad’s glasses for the first time and how extraordinarily hairy his ankles were. Suddenly, her mom’s pretty floral dresses seemed far too busy and her lipstick too bright. And while Julian had always been loud, it was now crystal clear that he wasn’t only loud but, well, too loud—too embarrassing.  
 
    But the worst thing of all was that she started to see how other people looked at Benny. Everywhere the Lee family went—Happy Harmony Park, the Harmony Hill Grocer, the post office—people seemed to stare at him. Nerma loved him more than anything in the world, but worry began to gnaw at her. How could a boy like Benny ever fit in on Harmony Hill? 
 
    “Ne-Ne?” He said to Nerma after their first week at Number 77 Splendid Street. His grubby face beamed up at her. 
 
    “Oh, Ben-Ben,” she sighed. “I wish we’d never moved here.” 
 
    When he threw his chubby arm around her neck, Nerma squeezed her eyes shut and wished with all her might that he could be like every other two-year-old on Harmony Hill. But she knew that he would never be normal. Benny was born different, and there was no way to hide it. 
 
    After her first week of school, Nerma begged her mother to take her shopping for the same ugly blouses and shapeless pants the other girls wore. She pleaded with her dad to let her trade in her orange-and-green checkered backpack for a plain canvas one. She willed her hair to grow long and tugged at its roots. When she asked her mother if she could bleach it blond, Mrs. Lee laughed and patted her on the head.  
 
    “You’re beautiful just as you are, my little Nermy-wormy,” she said. 
 
    Nerma glowered.  
 
    During her second week on Harmony Hill, Nerma stopped reading the adventure novels she loved so much and forced herself to sit before the TV for episode after episode of McKnickers Valley High. Every sixth grader on Harmony Hill watched it, and no one read novels for fun. Yet, every time she tried to follow the ridiculous on-screen dramas of Cookie Coolette and Miles Manchild, her eyes glazed over, and her thoughts drifted to faraway lands where wicked queens wielded croquet mallets and centipedes wore boots. 
 
    One beautiful Monday (for all Mondays were beautiful on Harmony Hill), Nerma folded up her T-Rex dress and crammed it deep into the darkest corner beneath her bed, where her novels had already begun to gather dust.  
 
    On Tuesday (which was possibly even more beautiful than Monday had been), she stopped hunting for grasshoppers at recess and ate a turkey-and-lettuce sandwich at lunch like all the other kids. 
 
    On Wednesday, she refused to sit beside Julian on the bus and ignored him, even when he shouted his punchlines down the center aisle. 
 
    On Thursday, she snapped her drawing pencils in half and threw them in the garbage can alongside last night’s smelly fish bones so she wouldn’t be able to retrieve them later. 
 
    On Friday, she told Benny that she would no longer be taking him out for their afternoon explorations—the walks he loved so much because he got to count roly-polies and ladybugs with “Ne-Ne.” Nerma buried her head beneath a pillow to drown out Benny’s pleading. 
 
    On Saturday, Nerma woke up determined to fit in once and for all on Harmony Hill. At breakfast, she ignored Julian when he asked her to play video games. She scraped her eggs in the trash, jammed her feet into a pair of flip flops, and hurried past Benny when he held a picture book up to her.  
 
    “Ne-Ne?” he called after her. 
 
    She grabbed the jump rope she’d hidden in her backpack, shouted to her parents that she was going outside, and stepped out onto the front stoop. 
 
    Because Number 77 sat squarely atop Harmony Hill’s high peak, Nerma could see the entire neighborhood from the top of its driveway. Splendid Street spiraled smoothly downward, its little houses shining like Easter eggs under the yellow sun. Just down the road that morning, a group of women in matching aqua leotards jogged shoulder-to-shoulder, their footsteps in perfect sync. Beyond them, a group of kids about Nerma’s age rode their bicycles in circles. Around and around and around they rode, like planets in orbit. And not far past them, Mr. Green wielded his ruler on his weekend rounds. 
 
    Nerma frowned. It was a terrible view. 
 
    If she turned to her left, however, she could see nothing but the smooth pine fence that divided her family’s property from the back of Mr. and Mrs. Vicar’s yard. This fence was tall and stretched in one clean, uninterrupted line from the front corner of Nerma’s driveway to the far corner of her backyard. It was to the hidden space between Number 77 and this fence that she now went. Tucked away there, no one on Splendid Street could see her. No one could watch her, or point, or laugh, or lecture about the oh-so-important rules on Harmony Hill. 
 
    Nerma took a deep breath and gripped the plastic handles of the jump rope tightly in her fists. She had borrowed it from the P.E. equipment closet at school when no one was looking and was determined to learn to jump rope. She just had to fit in. 
 
    She swung the rope—tentatively at first, and then with more force—but no matter how hard she tried, the rope behaved like a limp strand of spaghetti in her hands. 
 
    Bursts of laughter trickled up the hillside and bounced off the fence like stones. She frowned. How could riding a bike in circles be so fun? It was so mechanical, just the same movement again and again. Just like jumping rope. 
 
    She furrowed her brow, took another deep breath, swung the rope—and jumped. The rope whizzed through the air beneath her feet. 
 
    “I did it!” she gasped. “I’m doing it!” 
 
    Once, twice, three times, four times, five—she jumped until she lost count. It felt like she was flying. Again and again, she swung the rope, and again and again her feet cleared it. 
 
     Nerma imagined she was jumping rope alongside the girls at school, her hair bouncing in a golden ponytail. Imagine the looks on their faces! They would see that she was no different from them, and then they would invite her to— 
 
    The rope caught on one of her flip flops, and the next thing she knew, she was lying face-down on the ground, the rope coiled around her legs like a boa constrictor. 
 
    She grimaced. Her hands stung against the rough cement, but what hurt ever more was failure. She was never, ever going to fit in on Harmony Hill. She blinked back tears, but it was no use. They trickled down her nose and spotted the chalky pavement. 
 
    She sniffled once, then again more loudly, then looked around to make sure no had seen her fall. Not a soul was in sight, and yet the hairs on the back of her neck had begun to prickle the way they do when another person was watching her. 
 
    Something seemed . . . different. 
 
    She wiped her eyes on the backs of her hands and sat up. The morning was as sunny as ever, but the air had changed, as though it had been charged with electricity. The world seemed to hum. 
 
    It was then that Nerma discovered the gap at the bottom of the fence. It wasn’t an ordinary gap between planks, caused by years of decay or the claws of an animal. This one was a perfect half-circle about three feet across, right where the lower edge of the fence should have met the lawn. 
 
    Nerma wiped her nose and crawled forward. She knew—with a certainty that made her scalp tingle even more—that the hole hadn’t been there a moment before. The fence had been as unblemished as everything else on Harmony Hill. She was sure of it. 
 
    Tentatively, she stuck her hand through the hole. Perhaps, she marveled, ducking down, not everything on Harmony Hill was always the same.  
 
    

  

 
   
    3
Wishers Warsh 
 
      
 
    Through the gap in the fence, Nerma could see only shadow. She crept closer on her hands and knees and peered through it. Where Mr. and Mrs. Vicar’s house should have been, she saw only trees.  
 
    She poked her head in and let her eyes adjust to the dimmer lighting. She saw nothing dangerous—and certainly nothing as scary as other children—so she wiggled her body through the hole awkwardly, like a worm on dry ground. She stood and looked around. 
 
    She had emerged onto a shady path, lined by worn gray cobblestones. Slivers of sunlight pierced a canopy of thick foliage above her head and sent little dots of radiance dancing across the stones. Ahead, the pathway curved gently downward and disappeared behind the pale trunks of the trees. 
 
    Curious to see what might be ahead, Nerma followed the path. The loosely packed stones clacked softly against each other beneath her feet. When she reached the bend, the path simply continued its downward slope and rounded another curve. 
 
    Nerma saw no danger in going a bit further. She could always follow the trail back home when she wanted to. The trail meandered downhill slowly, and every now and then a vibrant purple or blue butterfly fluttered out from between the trees. Songbirds called out over her head, and once, a squirrel went scuttling across the stones just beyond Nerma’s sandals. 
 
    The farther she went, the more littered the path became with the detritus of neglect: broken tree limbs and long-dead leaves clustered where the path changed directions, and milky lichen bloomed in the shadows. A crow’s caw startled her, and she realized that the songbirds had gone silent. At the bottom of the hill, she found that a fallen tree blockaded the path, and she decided to turn back rather than climb over it. She had gone too far, anyway. 
 
    As she turned back and began to climb the hill, Nerma thought about the impossibility of fitting in with the other kids on Harmony Hill. She would never learn to jump rope, never be tall enough, never know the right thing to say at the right time. 
 
    She stopped. The pathway, she realized, no longer sloped upward. She must have gotten turned around somehow. Again, she changed direction, but again, she found that after a few minutes of walking, the pathway once again sloped downward. 
 
    “Weird,” she whispered to the trees. 
 
    Nerma hesitated. She looked forward, and she looked backward. One way was clearly down, and the other was clearly up.  
 
    Nerma chose to go up. Toward home. 
 
    Downward the path sloped.  
 
    This time, it led her back to the fallen tree, but now Nerma noticed something new: the sound of rushing water beyond it. Hiking a leg over the tree’s wide trunk, she climbed over it, and there, just around another bend, was a little stream with a little stone bridge. 
 
    A wooden sign beside the bridge read: 
 
      
 
    Wishers Warsh 
 
    Travelers who wish a wish of yearning, 
 
    Throw ye a stone into the warsh’s churning, 
 
    And what ye seek with solemn burning 
 
    May wait within the hour’s turning. 
 
      
 
    Nerma read the sign aloud three times. Each time, its meaning evaded her grasp, but she understood that this bridge must be a place meant for making wishes. 
 
    At its entrance, a small pile of smooth stones waited. Nerma chose one, a pale gray stone with a line of black running through it, and thought for a moment. 
 
    “I wish to be normal,” she said. 
 
    She pulled her slender arm back and catapulted the stone into the water below. It disappeared with a fizz, and where it had disappeared into the moving current, the water glowed blue. It was only for a second, but it was impossible to miss. 
 
    Nerma picked up another stone. This one had a reddish hue and small flecks of iridescence. She held it in her palm, and she whispered to it, “I wish for Benny to be normal.” 
 
    She threw the rock into the water, and this time the fizzing was followed by an orange glow that lingered a moment beneath the water’s surface. 
 
    “So strange,” she murmured, wondering if this was, perhaps, an out-of-the-way tourist attraction with electric lights below the surface, like the illuminated fountain her grandmother used to take her to. She would ask her parents if they knew anything about it, but first she needed to get back home. She eyed the unreliable path behind her. It couldn’t hurt to go just a bit farther, just to see where the path led beyond the little bridge. And then she would go home. 
 
    But Nerma would not go home that night, nor the next, nor even the next. 
 
    

  

 
   
    4
Shadows and Lights 
 
      
 
    When Nerma crossed the stone bridge at Wishers Warsh, the air changed. It grew thinner, and tendrils of iciness seeped from the gaps in the cobblestones to coil around her bare arms and legs. 
 
    She shivered. 
 
    The sun had already fallen behind the tall trees, which were becoming increasingly bare, and it felt much later in the day than it should have. Far above her head and beyond the dark branches, the sky had turned the orangish gray of dusk, and Nerma wondered how she had lost track of so much time. 
 
    As the path curved around a monstrous tree trunk, a building materialized ahead, and for the briefest of moments Nerma thought she was back on Harmony Hill. As she drew closer, though, she realized with a sense of mild dread that there were no houses like this on Harmony Hill. 
 
    This house looked as though it had been dipped in shades of gray and ash. It leaned at an alarming angle, and a deeply pitched roof jutted into the bare tree branches above. Round windows peered like cloudy eyes from chipped gray frames, and above a murky front porch hovered a cringing gargoyle. His eyes seemed to follow Nerma’s approach. The soft tinkling of piano music came from the house, a sign that the house held more life than its deathly pallor suggested.  
 
    Nerma’s flip flops clapped up the front steps. Twice, she reached for the black knocker and lost her nerve before finally lifting it. It fell against the door with a metallic clunk. 
 
    The music halted, and the thump of heavy shoes drew near. The door opened to reveal a stick-thin woman in a long charcoal dress. A mountainous knot of dark hair cast her long face in shadow. 
 
    A sharp chin beetled forward. “Yes?” The woman’s voice was like chalk against metal.  
 
    Nerma stumbled backward and nearly slipped upon the top step. 
 
    “Yes?” The woman’s creased lips puckered, and above them, three hazel eyes watched Nerma from beneath heavy lids. 
 
    The three eyes blinked—first the two on either side of her face, then the third watchful eye, which was located exactly where a nose should have been. 
 
    Nerma had never seen a three-eyed woman before, and a sound emerged from her throat, a gurgled whine like the sound a frog makes before a thunderstorm. 
 
    The woman blinked again—one-two and three—and then she simply shut the door. 
 
    A moment passed before Nerma could move, and then, shaken, she stumbled her way back to the path, never taking her eyes from the woman’s house. Which direction had she come from? Nerma was sure she had come from the left, but when she walked that way, the path disappeared into a wall of tree branches, and she was forced to make her way back to the clearing with the little gray house.  
 
    The gargoyle watched from its perch, and Nerma would have sworn that it too blinked—first with its left eye, then with its right. 
 
    She hurried in the other direction, tripping over the cobblestones, and when the house was finally out of sight, she raised a quivering hand to her nose, imagining a third eyeball in its place. She shuddered.  
 
    She kept moving, and the trees gradually gave way. Before long the path broadened into a narrow road that disappeared as it wound its way into a thick cluster of buildings. An iron archway welcomed her with curling words wrought in black: “Welcome to Small Hours Village, pop. 619.” Like the three-eyed woman’s house, the buildings here were all aging shades of gray, and peaked spires formed silhouettes against the darkening sky.  
 
    Nerma slowed. Perhaps she should turn around and try the other way again. But the light was waning, and a chill was in the air. Certainly, someone here would allow her to use a phone and call her parents. She passed beneath the iron arch and continued along the road, which twisted and coiled between houses that were as different in shape as they were similar in color. Some towered precariously above the road like wizened and stooped old men, and others squatted, short and stout, like toadstools crafted from stone and wood. 
 
    The farther from Harmony Hill Nerma ventured, the colder the air grew, and goosebumps erupted from her skin while her toes began to grow numb. She came to a fork in the road, and upon a post hung two signs shaped like birds’ heads. The beak of one pointed leftward toward a place called “Barber ‘n’ Bones,” and the beak of the other pointed to the right, toward “Grackleswot Abbey.” Nerma considered, stamping her feet against the stones and blowing warm air onto her fingers. 
 
    Not liking the sound of Barber ‘n’ Bones, she chose to head toward Grackleswot Abbey, and she followed the road that wound to the right. Here, the houses crowded together, so greedy for space that they nearly overtook the narrow road. The sky above all but disappeared as the gray clapboard and timber walls stretched closer together, almost touching but never meeting, like tragic lovers buried inches apart. 
 
    Nerma’s pace quickened. She was no longer sure if her goosebumps were caused by the cold air or the sense of unease that gripped her. The narrower the passage became, the icier the air, and sounds seemed to take on a life of their own. The echoing shuffle-clap of her flip flops sounded like whispers and muffled coughs, and her breath sounded like the beating of wings. 
 
    The road—little more than a walkway now—angled sharply around a dead potted plant, as though the village builders had followed the wishes of a mad architect. The road curled sideways and backways around houses that seemed to have sprung from the ground as trees in a forest do, without planning or pruning and only the fierce competition for sunlight to shape their growth. 
 
    An abandoned newspaper lay trampled in a gutter, and when Nerma nudged it with her toe, a dozen tiny, insect-like shadows scuttled out from under it. Nerma jumped, but the insects scattered, and she bent to read the newspaper’s headline in the dim lighting “Gala Predicted to be Most Grotesque Ever!” it declared. 
 
    Something caught her eye up ahead, a movement on the other side of a sagging gray awning. Nerma ducked beneath it and looked around. There, just disappearing around another turn in the road, was a flash of light in the gloom. Keeping to the darkest of the shadows, Nerma crept forward on numb feet. She clenched her jaw to still the chattering of her teeth. The light dipped and wobbled with a rhythmic up-down-down-up pattern and reflected mutely off the dull buildings and murky glass windows. It struck her as a cold light, one that hinted at secrets and hidden perils, and yet it suggested warmth and safety, so she followed it. 
 
    As she drew closer, she could see that it came from a small flame, perhaps a candle or small torch. The thought of fire drew her forward more quickly, anxious as she was to be out of the cold, in the light, and back home. She slipped from shadow to shadow, sliding ever closer toward the flame, until at last she made out the shape of a lantern and, beside it, a round, top-hatted figure. It carried the lantern high in one hand as it limped over the uneven cobblestones. 
 
    The figure and its lantern disappeared around a bend in the alley, and Nerma approached with caution. She pressed herself against a wall and listened. The sky above was almost completely black now. Slowly, keeping her eyes wide open, she extended her neck and peered around the corner.  
 
    She quickly pulled back. The lantern and its owner were just an arm’s length away beyond the corner. Why was she suddenly so afraid now that safety was so close? Sinking to her hands and knees, she took a moment to calm her breath, and then dared another peek. The light hadn’t moved. In fact, it appeared to float in midair. The top-hatted figure was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Hands and knees chilled by the freezing stones, Nerma crept from her hiding place. The lantern hung on a hook beside a soot-colored door. It was no different from any of the other gray doors she had passed, but beside this one hung a crooked sign. Spidery handwriting dripped down its surface. Doctors Leech & Mapple, M.D.Min., it read. 
 
    Nerma clambered stiffly to her feet. She thought fondly of her own doctor, the man with the salt-and-pepper hair and gentle smile who always offered her strawberry lollipops. 
 
    For the second time that day, Nerma moved her hand up to a metal knocker as cold as ice. 
 
    She knocked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    5
Doctors Leech & Mapple, M.D.Min. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the knocker echoed through the alleyway.  
 
    “Hallowed Maker! So early in the night,” bellowed a voice from behind the door. 
 
    Nerma rubbed her arms with frozen hands. The overhang provided little protection against the chill of the dark night. 
 
    The broad door opened with a reluctant groan, and a top-hatted man of magnificent roundness peered out at Nerma with two squinting eyes. A surge of relief coursed through Nerma’s shivering body to see a face with only two eyes upon it. 
 
    “Yes?” the man droned. His voice was deep but nasal. 
 
    “Hi,” Nerma began. She hadn’t prepared an explanation for her arrival, but she longed desperately to sit before the lit fireplace that illuminated the room just past the foyer. 
 
    “A new patient?” the man grumbled. “Gory night. Come in, then. I shall be with you shortly.” 
 
    Nerma scrambled into the house and shuffled toward the roaring fireplace. The stone hearth was warm, and as her toes and fingers began to thaw, she took in her surroundings. Upon the mantle crowded a set of old gilt frames. At first glance, Nerma took them to be old wedding photographs. The ladies in them wore billowing gowns, and the men stood stiffly beside them in square suits. But when she looked closer, she realized that the photographs must have been taken during a costume party, or perhaps on Halloween. Within one especially dusty image, a glowering young woman appeared to have a unicorn’s horn growing from her forehead, its point topped by a small bouquet of white flowers. In another photo, a bearded gentleman gazed at the camera through objects that Nerma guessed to be kaleidoscopes. But they appeared to be glued to his face or attached in some otherwise invisible way, for his hands were folded firmly at his waist. 
 
    Nerma turned to look around the room. In some ways, it reminded her of her great-grandmother’s sitting room before she’d passed away three years ago. In others, it reminded of her an auto mechanic’s garage. The combination was perplexing. Two sagging wingback loveseats flanked the fireplace, their floral fabric long ago faded, while off to their side gleamed a contraption with oiled hinges and clamps. Limp lace doilies had been strewn across its metal rods, and upon a delicate coffee table, candles dripped onto a pewter candelabra beside a crystal bowl full of ruby red and sapphire candies.  
 
    The walls of the room had once been papered in stripes of muted plum, but now they bulged and drooped in the damp air. On one wall, a collection of framed anatomical illustrations (a curved spine, a human skull, the wings of a bat) clustered around a strange metal-and-wood device that jutted from the wall, looking something like a prehistoric bird with an iron beak. On the opposite wall, beside a bookshelf of leather-bound volumes and delicate china dishes, was a case of heavy iron tools. Nerma recognized a hammer, drill, and hacksaw, but others were entirely unfamiliar to her, twisted scraps of metal that had been welded and bolted together. 
 
    All of this Nerma took in while keeping one eye on the man who had let her in. He observed her with clinical interest from his place by the door, and, at last, shifted his great body. He lumbered toward Nerma, one leg dragging behind the other. 
 
    “It is—pardon my saying so—rather early for a visit,” he intoned, “unless it is, perhaps—an emergency. One can hope.” His round head bobbed up and down and he held out a hand, inviting Nerma to speak. 
 
    “I—I think I’m lost,” she began, twisting her hands nervously before her. “I was just going on a walk, and I didn’t know it would be cold out, and I got lost, and then I followed your light and—” She gestured at her clothing. “And I only have shorts and flip flips on. So, I was cold. Sir.” 
 
    The man squinted. “Flip . . . flops?” he drawled. 
 
    Nerma nodded. “Do you have a phone I can use? 
 
    The man stared, the stubble on his chins quivering slightly. “You are lost,” he grumbled at last. “Yes. How is it that you found your way here?” 
 
    “I—I went for a walk, and it was really an accident, because I wasn’t trying to go far, but I—I lost the path. . . . It was an accident.” Her eyes scanned the room for a phone, but none was in sight. 
 
    “Is anything not?” The man mumbled, scratching beneath the rim of his hat with a stubby finger.  
 
    Nerma shrugged, unsure how to answer. Behind her, a wet sound slapped the air like gelatin when it’s stirred, and she turned to see a woman in a billowing jade gown descend from a staircase at the far corner of the room. The woman’s face beamed radiantly at her from between curls of flame-colored hair. She smiled sweetly and waved a hand in Nerma’s direction. 
 
    “A new patient?” she asked in a high, sing-song voice. “Welcome. Is there an emergency, or . . . ?” The woman’s voice trailed off. 
 
    Nerma shook her head. “I’m sorry to interrupt. I got lost, and I was cold—very cold. See?” She wiggled her bare toes. 
 
    The woman cocked her head to the side. “What is the patient’s name?” 
 
    The man waved his thick hand through the air, as though details such as names were trivial. 
 
    Nerma answered, “Nerma. Nerma Lee. I live on top of Harmony Hill. We just moved there.” 
 
    The woman nodded once and turned abruptly to a cluttered sideboard, where she began to prepare something that looked like tea. “Will you please sit?” she called over her shoulder. 
 
    The man burrowed into one loveseat, and Nerma hovered upon the edge of the other.  
 
    “Do you have a phone I can use?” she asked again. 
 
    The woman smiled serenely to herself and, after a moment, crossed the room to set a silver tray and tea service upon the table. Her brilliant hair shimmered in the candlelight as she lowered herself into the seat across from Nerma. She whispered something in the man’s ear, and he replied gruffly under his breath.  
 
    When the woman cleared her throat, it sounded like bells tinkling. “We must welcome you to Small Hours, dear. I am Doctor Leech, and this is Doctor Mapple. I believe you will enjoy your stay here in our quaint little village.” 
 
    Nerma reached out to shake their hands, but when they stared blankly at her outstretched hand, she instead reached for a cookie from the service tray. Perhaps they were concerned about catching a cold from a child. Some people were like that. She nibbled politely at the cookie, which tasted like dust and crumbled upon her lips like dried mud. She struggled to swallow and wondered if the doctors would pour the tea, but neither moved. 
 
    Finally, unnerved by the awkward silence, Nerma asked, “Small Hours—is that what you said this place is called?” 
 
    The man’s chins nodded. “It has been quite some time since anyone . . . new . . . has come to Small Hours.” 
 
    Doctor Leech picked up a cookie and ate it whole, appearing to luxuriate in its tastelessness.  
 
    “Indeed,” she said. Flecks of cookie clung to her mouth. “And so early in the night, so very early.” 
 
    Nerma was dying of thirst and reached for the silver teapot. The tea that flowed into her tiny cup was black, and she took a sip. It tasted of licorice and something else—perhaps celery? Sage? She set the cup down. 
 
    “What did you mean by ‘early in the night’?” she asked, beginning to wonder if it would be rude to ask for a jacket and then simply leave. She could always return the jacket another day. Maybe Julian would be willing to walk back with her tomorrow. 
 
    “Who in their muddled mind awakes at the crack of dusk and goes a-visiting,” Doctor Mapple whined, “especially without proper footwear?” His dark eyebrows joined together over his blunt nose as he contemplated the idea. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to,” Nerma began again in defense, but at that moment several urgent blows upon the door drew everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Is no one a late riser in this hallowed town?” Doctor Mapple growled, heaving himself up from the couch. 
 
    Doctor Leech made it to the door before him. “Cardea, gory night. What brings you so early?”  
 
    Nerma couldn’t see beyond the Doctors’ backs, and she failed to hear anything said from that point onward, for her attention was wrenched away forcefully by a sight unlike any she had ever before encountered. 
 
    Trailing behind Doctor Leech on the wood floor was a shimmering track of thick slime. Nerma’s eyes traced the glistening trail from the stairs to the sideboard and over to the sitting area, where a large, damp stain marked the fabric of the couch. From the couch, the wet trail moved on, clinging to the rug and the timber flooring, before finally ending at the end of an enormous, mottled brown slug’s tail.  
 
    A tail that protruded from the back of Doctor Leech’s green skirts.  
 
    A tiny sound left Nerma’s throat. 
 
    As she looked up from the tail, Doctor Mapple removed his top hat to greet the person at the door. Beneath his hat, Nerma saw with a bolt of disgust, a ring of silver hair circled a shiny bald head, and from this hairless center grew an oddly shaped, twisted horn. It looked exactly like a small branch from a gnarled tree, and four large, shriveled leaves clung to it. They shook with a dry shhhh when Doctor Mapple moved aside to allow their latest guest inside. 
 
    “Please, come in, Cardea. She is just over here,” Doctor Leech said. “Child,” she called, “Midwife Cardea has come with a complaint that concerns you.” 
 
    The new guest entered the Doctors’ sitting room with the shake of a black umbrella, and Nerma found quite suddenly that she could not breathe. 
 
    Her vision swam, and just before she blacked out, a long, pointed chin swam into her vision, and three hazel eyes blinked down at her.
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Gold and Good Fortune 
 
      
 
    Nerma awoke to the glow of bright sunlight upon her eyelids. She pressed the side of her face into the pillow and breathed in deeply. 
 
    She had always been a vivid dreamer. Once, she had dreamed that she was a ladybug and that she and her band of insect friends had nearly been eaten by a school of ravenous sharks. Another time, she dreamt that her parents had been replaced by look-alikes with strange eyes. The night before her family arrived on Harmony Hill, she had dreamt that the earth was alive. Mountains shifted and shrugged, and rivers slithered before swallowing towns whole.  
 
    Nerma often greeted the morning with wondrous relief.  
 
    Today, the wonderful aroma of breakfast welcomed her. She tried to identify the different scents: sausage, eggs, and something sweet—maybe raisin scones or the little, jam-filled Dutch pancakes her mother made on special occasions. 
 
    Languidly, she opened her eyes and was blinded by a light far too near to be the sun. She whipped her head away and looked around. 
 
    Mustard yellow wallpaper stretched downward from a stained ceiling, but it had been peeled away in long strips near the floor. Across the room, an old wooden nightstand held a chipped water pitcher and bowl, and above these hung a crooked, dingy mirror. The bright light that she had mistaken for sunlight was no more than a lantern that emitted a strange yellow-green glow. 
 
    Nerma scrunched her eyes closed and pictured her new bedroom on Harmony Hill. This couldn’t be it, could it? The bedroom on Harmony Hill had pastel walls, and her parents had hauled her giant stuffed gorilla Chewbacca upstairs and plopped him down just across from her bed. Chewbacca was nowhere in sight. 
 
    She opened her eyes and sat up, and the bed squeaked nervously. A black iron footboard hedged her in, its spiky fleurs-de-lis like funeral flowers. An oval frame hung on the wall above the bed’s headboard, its photograph too faded to make out more than a pair of hunched shoulders and a bow tie. 
 
    Slipping out of bed, Nerma saw that on the floor beside the bed, a bowl of gelatinous brown mush had been left. She sniffed at it. It smelled sweet, but there was no spoon, and a thick skin had formed across the top of it, so she left the food—or whatever it was—untouched. 
 
    Limp lace curtains hung across a window, and she pushed them aside to peer through the bleary glass. It was still nighttime, and a gibbous moon hung within the blank sky. Below, its pasty light spilled onto the village, its rooftops twisting and reaching ever skyward. Silvery spires slanted gracelessly, leaning this way and that, and slate shingles glimmered like scalloped toenails. She was quite high above the ground, and she was without a doubt still in Small Hours. A thread of fear slithered through her. She would not be waking from this dream.  
 
    Nerma looked over the room again, this time with greater urgency. The only door in the room was closed. It had no handle, and when Nerma pushed upon it, it stood resolutely still. She banged on it and pressed her shoulder into it as hard as she could, but still it remained unaffected by her efforts or her fear. 
 
    The window was far too high above the cobblestone ground to consider climbing or jumping from it. She looked under the bed. Nothing. She looked under the washbasin stand. Only cobwebs and the furry legs of a black spider. She peeked behind the picture frame and mirror but only the peculiar wallpaper stared back at her. At last, she slumped onto the bed and fought the tears that welled behind her eyelids. 
 
    Then, something clanked against the door, and inward it swung with a click. A familiar and unwelcome face glided into view. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” Doctor Leech hummed. Her painted eyelashes fluttered. 
 
    Nerma pressed her back against the headboard and pulled the bedsheet around herself. 
 
    “We were concerned for you. Imagine,” Dr. Leech murmured, moving closer. A muffled slurp emerged from beneath her voluminous skirts. “Imagine, a young girl appears on a doorstep early in the twilight, poorly dressed, and she just happens to run into not only the village Doctors but the town Midwife, as well. The young girl could not have found herself in better hands.” 
 
    Nerma’s eyes remained fixed on the woman’s pink mouth. She imagined running past her—past that giant tail—and running all the way home. If only she had any idea how to get there. 
 
    Doctor Leech lowered herself onto the edge of the bed, where she perched with a sweet smile upon her face. “You, my dear, could not have fallen into better hands. And what good fortune, dear. You get to stay in our finest room. Everyone wants to stay in the Gold Room.” She brushed a string of hair from Nerma’s forehead, and Nerma flinched. 
 
    “And I’m sure you are well aware—in fact, we discussed it and we are all sure of it—that we simply cannot let such a deeply, terribly injured young child out of our care.” The Doctor tutted sympathetically, her rosy cheeks as round as plums. 
 
    Nerma shrunk back, and the iron rods of the headboard dug sharply into her shoulder blades. 
 
    “Has the gargoyle got your tongue?” Doctor Leech playfully wiggled a slender finger, but her eyes were cold. 
 
    Nerma’s throat felt tight. “I’d like to go home now,” she said as evenly as she could. 
 
    Doctor Leech’s pink mouth puckered into a frown. “I can just imagine. But you, my dear,  you can also imagine that we could not allow an unfortunate such as yourself to travel without someone to—to help you along.” The rosy plums reappeared. 
 
    Nerma tried to understand the doctor’s words, but their meaning was too slippery to grasp. Her confusion must have shown upon her face because the good Doctor patted Nerma’s knee. 
 
    “There, see. Sometimes big ideas are simply too big, and some of us—the unfortunates like yourself, dear—must leave the big ideas to those who can care for us.” Doctor Leech stood and smoothed her dress. She turned to the small dresser and pulled a square of black fabric from it. She shook it out, and a spider dropped to the floor and scurried beneath the bed. “You will need to change into this.” She laid the ragged fabric across the foot of the bed. 
 
    She turned to leave, and Nerma watched with horror as the thick tail slithered into view. Russet spots trailed down its center like leopard print, and just beneath its surface, Nerma was sure she could see the outline of arteries or organs. She quickly averted her eyes. 
 
    Doctor Leech looked back at Nerma, and a look of disquiet trickled across her face. 
 
    “You see,” she said, “neither Doctor Mapple nor I have ever seen one such as yourself before, one lacking a Purpose.” She spoke this last word with great, reverent emphasis. “You are—well, the best way to say it is that you are Purposeless. You are—well, you are bare, empty, incomplete. It is—” Doctor Leech looked away from Nerma, and a monstrous grimace contorted her lovely face. “It’s something that Doctor Mapple and I must discuss at great length,” she finished. She glanced down, tutted at the full bowl of mush, and left the room, closing the door with a click behind her. 
 
    Alone again, Nerma found that the bedding was sticky and dark where Doctor Leech had sat. She grabbed the lumpy pillow and went to sit in the farthest corner of the room. She had forgotten to pay attention to how the doctor operated the door, and in frustration she slapped her palm against the hard floor. 
 
    The clothing Doctor Leech had set out turned out to be a sort of dress or frock. Hopeful that playing along would help her get on the doctors’ good side, she put it on and found that it hung all the way to the floor. Perhaps once it had been black, but now it was the color of a blackbird that had rolled in dust, its feathers lusterless and bruised. The fabric was itchy, so Nerma held her arms away from her body as she settled onto the pillow in the corner. 
 
    For the next hour or two (or more, for she had little sense of time but knew that the night must be passing), Nerma sat on her haunches, her arms wrapped tightly around her knees. She imagined ways of escaping—breaking the ceramic pitcher over Doctor Leech’s head, using the three karate moves she remembered from second grade summer camp, breaking the window and yelling for help—and absentmindedly picked at the peeling wallpaper. After a while, it began to seem as though the ugly mustard swirls in the paper taunted her. They took on a life of their own, beckoning her eyes to follow along a smooth, predictable curve that then shot off at a bizarre angle. Each time she began to have a hold on the pattern—was it a flower or a horse?—the image would shift and order would dissolve. 
 
    After a length of time that seemed endless, Nerma leaned her head against it and drifted off to sleep. 
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The Climber 
 
      
 
    Seven stories below the Gold Room, where Nerma dreamt of an endlessly shuffling maze of yellowed teeth, a boy stood in a dark doorway, watching. 
 
    Outside the home and offices of Doctor Mapple and Doctor Leech, a crowd of villagers had begun to gather, but October was hesitant to join it. 
 
    Belinda Addams, the village butcher, was already in a heated argument with Mr. Switch, the upper grade schoolteacher. Belinda swung her knife close to the tall man’s Adam’s apple and the teacher shrieked, casting his eyes about. 
 
    “There, see—someone must have seen it that time.” The butcher lowered her wide blade and the teacher sniffed. “She’s going to make a pork chop out of me—a lamb chop. She’ll put me through her grinder and serve me as a meat pie, a Landjaeger sausage, a cured—” 
 
    “Shut it, you blasted book-mouth,” Belinda growled, threatening to raise her arm again. 
 
    “Shut it, the both of ye,” warbled a stout old woman nearby.  
 
    The butcher and teacher promptly behaved. Mrs. Oleander had this effect on the people of Small Hours. 
 
    October stood still, watching as more villagers entered the small square before the closed doctors’ door. Some carried lanterns and others brought jars of nightglows, depending on their household status. 
 
    October carried neither. He had always preferred the shadows. 
 
    The townspeople were growing restless. News had spread quickly as Midwife Cardea made her way through town, spreading news of the visitor. A Stranger was here, she said. A Stranger with no Purpose. 
 
    October reached up and smoothed his oiled hair, making sure it was parted neatly down the center and lay in two perfect planes on either side of his forehead. He re-tucked his shirt into his slacks and adjusted his cravat. There was something that bothered him about this whole affair. 
 
    “How could it not have a Purpose?” he heard the tailor whispering to his wife.  
 
    He heard her respond, “It must be an animal then, eh—a wolf with no hair, like, or a armadilly. I hear they haven’t no hair, not even a eyelash on their eyes.” 
 
    The tailor agreed. 
 
    One of the shop owners, Pearl Graveman, must have heard too, because she joined in. “A fish is more like it. No person can be—can be born Purposeless.” She rubbed her large belly protectively. She was due any day to have her first child. “Every babe is born with the mark of the Maker.” 
 
    Someone farther away shouted, “Bring it out! Enough keeping it locked away!” 
 
    Another voice hollered in agreement. “Let’s see the beastie!” 
 
    The crowd murmured in anticipation. 
 
    “Bring out the Stranger! We deserve a peek!” 
 
    October took a breath and secured the round frames of his glasses more firmly to his nose. Then he reached out and pressed his hands against the sides of the doorframe, bent his elbows, and pulled himself effortlessly off the ground. He climbed upward along the house’s exterior, moving silently and avoiding the lit windows from which the very young and the very old watched the spectacle below with interest. 
 
    Below him, the crowd continued to grumble. A baby cried out, and a deep voice joked that if no one brought the Stranger out soon, he would go and get it “just to calm the babe.” 
 
    October kept climbing until he had passed the third floor and the steep expanse of roof above it. A gargoyle perched inquisitively upon a higher overhang, and it was to this poor stony animal’s head that October attached one end of spider’s web, much to the creature’s displeasure. From his right thumb he shot another string of webbing across the alley.  
 
    He worked swiftly, careful to make sure that no one below saw him. 
 
    When he had finished, he swung across the narrow space between the two buildings. Upward he climbed, still keeping to the shadows. The moonlight lit the chill air and made it difficult to disguise his movements, but at last he reached the window that was illuminated by the yellow-green light of a nightglow lantern, the window where, earlier in the evening, he had seen a small and timid silhouette take form. 
 
    October pressed his hand to the glass, feeling the tiny hairs on his palms cling to the smooth surface. He pushed upward and felt the window open a fraction, but a feeling—or perhaps a sound—made him pause. He rested the curve of his ear against the glass and listened. 
 
    

  

 
   
    8
The Meeting 
 
    “Wake, child—wake,” a voice croaked. 
 
    For the third time, Nerma experienced the surprise of seeing a face with an extra eyeball on it. For the third time, she flinched. 
 
    Midwife Cardea was not flattered. 
 
    “A meeting has been called,” the dour woman complained. “Small Hours desires to meet you, it seems.”  
 
    Two of Cardea’s eyes wandered to the window. The unruly sounds of a crowd far below could be heard. Her third eye, however, remained fixed on Nerma. 
 
    “I would prefer to have you escorted from town or . . . taken care of in some other way, but the powers that be are the powers that be,” she said. “Come. Follow me.” 
 
    Nerma stretched her stiff limbs and followed the Midwife in silence. She watched as the woman inserted a strange tool with five sharp pointed blades into slits that were barely visible in the door frame. The door clicked open, and Cardea slipped the tool into her skirt pocket.  
 
    They stepped out onto a narrow ledge. Spindly stairs spiraled downward along a curved wall, descending into a dimly lit chasm papered in mildewed mauve. Down they went, passing unmarked doorways and flickering sconces. Nerma stayed as close to the wall as she could, terrified that she would slip and fall into the darkness below. The cavernous space echoed with whispers of the Midwife’s skirt and Nerma’s worried breath. 
 
    Once on the ground floor, they were joined by Doctor Leech and Doctor Mapple, who provided Nerma with a pair of ratty gray booties and mittens. Doctor Leech draped a thick, hooded cloak over her shoulders.  
 
    Doctor Mapple once again wore his top hat. “Stay close behind and don’t wander off,” he barked. 
 
    Nerma followed the Doctors, and the Midwife brought up the rear as they made their way out to the front stoop. The rowdy crowd that filled the alleyway felt silent at once and stared. 
 
    Nerma stared back, her eyes wide and her jaw slack.  
 
    She couldn’t help it. From the front of the crowd stared the face of a man whose skin was covered entirely in fish scales the color of emeralds. Beside him, a young girl around Nerma’s age had a toucan’s beak instead of a mouth with lips. A woman’s head towered above the crowd upon a neck that looked to be made from a broom handle, and gramophones sprouted from the ears of two identical men who stood side-by-side, expressions of wonder upon their faces. 
 
    The Midwife nudged her from behind, and Nerma hurried to keep up with the Doctors. The crowd parted for them, and at times, the alleys became so narrow that villagers had to clear out entirely. More than once Doctor Mapple had to shift his great frame to fit through tight places. 
 
    The chill air seemed to seep out from between cobblestones and between the wood slats of the buildings they passed, and despite herself, Nerma was glad to have the extra layers of clothing. 
 
    At last, they arrived at a wide courtyard. A soaring building of stone and glass seemed to grow straight up out of the cobblestones and rose into a hulking mass, lit by the fiery glow of a dozen torches. A tall turret stretched upward, its spire piercing the night sky and blocking the moon from sight.  
 
    The Doctors led Nerma toward two enormous wooden doors carved with faces that seemed to laugh and cry in the firelight, and gargoyles watched from above with obvious glee as the Midwife prodded her from behind. Nerma stepped into a damp, dark space that rang hollowly with the sounds of their footsteps. As the villagers entered behind them, they lit torches along the walls with their lanterns. Above, a vaulted ceiling soared into gray gloom.  
 
    Rows of benches crowded the room, and Doctor Leech guided Nerma toward one near the front, pushing her down with a manicured hand before taking a seat beside her. Midwife Cardea sat on Nerma’s other side, and behind them the townspeople quickly filled in the other rows, humming in their excitement. 
 
    Doctor Mapple ascended a raised dais at the front of the room. There, he removed his top hat, and Nerma caught another glimpse of his twisted stem before he covered it with a peaked white cap, striped with gold down its middle. Doctor Mapple smiled benignly upon his fellow villagers and cleared his throat. He began to speak. 
 
    “People of Small Hours, thank you for joining us at Grackleswot Abbey. As you have undoubtedly heard, and as you may have seen with your own eyes, a Stranger arrived in town early this eve. This Stranger sits before you now, beside our esteemed Doctor Leech.” 
 
    The villagers murmured from their benches. 
 
    “There is no immediate danger, as you can see.” Doctor Mapple paused, and a tremor appeared to pass from one pole of his round body to another. “No danger—and yet, it would be dishonest of me to mislead you. The Promethean Primer warns us against dangers unseen. In Chapter Eight, Instruction Four—”  
 
    Nerma’s attention was captured by the rustling sounds of paper, and she glanced behind her to see that some of the villagers had pulled out small books bound in worn leather. Others were holding objects she couldn’t identify. A teenage boy on the bench behind her had unspooled a ribbon-like scroll. His left hand appeared to be a metal screwdriver and his right a clawed hammer. 
 
    Nerma whipped her head back around. 
 
    Doctor Mapple continued, “The Primer tells us to ‘beware the Stranger who lacks a Purpose, for dangers lurk in Emptiness as much as in life-thievery.’” 
 
    The doctor paused before repeating the last phrase, “Life-thievery, my friends of Small Hours. There is no worse crime.” He went on. “The Primer also tells us, in Chapter One, Instruction Nine, that ‘the soul of the Human person shall be incomplete without a Purpose, which the Maker hath shaped from clay.’” Again, the sound of rustling pages echoed through the cavernous room as the villagers followed along. 
 
    Nerma understood none of this and picked nervously at the fur of her mittens. It came off in little tufts that made her stomach churn, so she made herself stop.  
 
    Doctor Mapple sighed and let his chins fall upon his great chest. “Doctor Leech and I have examined the Stranger, and we have found that the Stranger is entirely without Purpose. It lacks protuberance, device, alteration, or variation. There is no evidence that a Purpose has been injured or removed—no scarring, no broken bits, not even a mole.” 
 
    He lifted his head and looked miserably at Nerma, who shifted in her scratchy black dress. 
 
    “The Stranger,” Doctor Mapple pronounced with an air of finality, “lacks the Purpose of Prometheus.” 
 
    The villagers gasped, and the room began to buzz with barely constrained gossip. Nerma pulled the cloak tighter around herself, wishing she understood what the Doctor’s strange words meant. 
 
    He waved a pink hand in the air to regain the village’s attention, but the people of Small Hours were too scandalized to notice. Eyes darted toward Nerma and then quickly darted away, and hands and tools gesticulated wildly throughout the great room. 
 
    “Stay seated,” Doctor Leech murmured to Nerma. She slid from the bench and joined Doctor Mapple on the dais. She hefted her great, dripping tail two feet in the air and let it fall with a great slurping slap onto the platform. Slap, slap, slap. Three times she clapped her tail against the wood, and the townspeople finally quieted. 
 
    Doctor Leech smiled at them. “I know this is quite a shock,” she said. Her voice was as sweet as caramel. “But Doctor Mapple and I, as well as the Midwife Cardea, absolutely assure you that we will keep the town safe. For the time being, perhaps we can all look at this little Stranger as—as a pet.”  
 
    The villagers grumbled amongst themselves, and Doctor Leech waited patiently until the noise once again fell to a hush. 
 
    “Many of us have pet skunks,” she continued, “and they do us no harm, despite their lack of Purpose. And many young children keep pet bats, of course.” 
 
    She flitted her hands through the air like little wings and raucous laughter erupted from the back corner of the room. Nerma turned to see a pair of large mechanical wings unfold from the back of a man with a devilish grin upon his face. 
 
    Doctor Leech went on. “Thank you, Bruce. We have all seen your wings a time or two.” Several people chuckled. “But, of course, I am talking about animals, not humans. We choose to share our homes with creatures who lack Purposes every day—skunks, rats, bats—and we are in no greater danger for it. Still, though, we must obey the Primer. That is why it is my professional recommendation that the Stranger be kept much as a bat would, in a cage, where we can monitor her and enjoy her prettiness but not be bitten.” Her perfectly shaped mouth widened into a pacifying grin. “So now, I call this meeting to—”  
 
    A voice in the back of the room interrupted her.  
 
    “Doctor, might we ask questions?” the woman with the broom-handle neck whined from two benches behind Nerma’s. She simpered loftily at the beautiful doctor, who bristled but nodded her assent. 
 
    “You may speak,” Doctor Leech agreed. 
 
    “I desire to know the Stranger’s name,” said the woman. 
 
    The two Doctors visibly flinched, and Nerma felt Midwife Cardea stiffen beside her. 
 
    Doctor Mapple leaned forward on the dais. “The Stranger’s name, you say? Why—I—why . . . I fail to see how such a thing would matter,” he mumbled. 
 
    The woman with the long neck raised an arced eyebrow. “Shall we continue to call the Stranger ‘it,’ as though it were less than an animal and equal to a rock or moldy potato?” 
 
    The teenaged boy on the bench behind Nerma laughed, and she felt her heartbeat quicken. She was being treated like a thing. Without thinking, she stood and faced the rows of gawking faces behind her. 
 
    “Nerma,” she said them. Her cheeks blazed. “My name is Nerma. Nerma Lee.” 
 
    The crowd seemed to move as one then as everyone leaned away from where Nerma stood. She heard whispers of “It can talk!” and “Hallowed Maker, save us all!” Mothers and fathers held their babies closer and shielded the ears of their youngest children. 
 
    “And I’m a girl, a person,” Nerma continued. “And I want to go home.” 
 
    A little girl near the front of the room climbed atop her bench and cried out, “It can talk like me, Mama!” 
 
    The girl’s mother used her knitting hook hands to pull the little girl down from the bench, whispering, “Yes, it can talk, darling. The Stranger can talk.” 
 
    The little girl smiled at Nerma, and Nerma waved. Two ginger plumes of fire shot from the little girl’s nostrils, and Nerma blanched.  
 
    “I’d like to go home,” she repeated. 
 
    A man with no discernable oddity stood from his bench and twisted a cloth hat between two hands. “Pardon, Madam Doctor and Sir, but mightn’t the child be a Diviner?” 
 
    The room stilled.  
 
    It was Midwife Cardea who responded. “I wonder. When the Stranger appeared at my door, I thought to myself, ‘Perhaps there is something about her of the Divine. Perhaps her Purpose is simply hidden,’ thought I. But the eye knows. It sees the emptiness within her, the Purposelessness that threatens to suck the very souls from our beings.” 
 
    She glowered at the man with two of her eyes. The third swiveled in its socket, daring the people of Small Hours to argue with her, and then it settled once again upon Nerma with a twitch of its eyelid. 
 
    The man dared to speak again. “Still, Madam Midwife, what if she were to come to Diviner’s Ditch and meet the Oracle. Mayhap she has a Purpose what none of us can see.” 
 
    Doctor Mapple stepped forward. “Perhaps, Jon. We thank you for the suggestion.” 
 
    The man replaced his cap and sat back down. 
 
    “If there are no other concerns—” Doctor Mapple paused, but no one spoke. “—then we may conclude this meeting.” 
 
    The hall filled with a thundering music, and Nerma started. She looked about for its source and realized that it emanated from the mouths of some of the villagers. Like a church organ that hadn’t been tuned in years, their voices rose and mixed, creating a haunting melody that shook the benches and walls and made the hairs on the back of Nerma’s neck stand up. 
 
    Around her, the townspeople bowed their heads and began to sing in unison: 
 
      
 
    O! His mighty tools have wrought the wretched, 
 
    Twisted round to make them right. 
 
    O! Eyes and teeth and limbs decrepit, 
 
    Give’d and taken for his sight. 
 
    Cast of metal, bone, and wood, 
 
    Purpose fleshes out the night! 
 
      
 
    The eerie music continued to pour from the mouths of the human instruments, and the villagers began a second verse, their heads still low.  
 
    Nerma, however, was no longer listening to the words of the song. She backed away slowly, one foot behind the other, until she reached the other side of the dais. Quickly, sure that no one was looking, she sprinted for an arch that led into a hark hallway. She ducked into the shadows, breathless. She needed to find a way out of the building without drawing attention to herself.  
 
    On tiptoe, she felt her way along the unlit wall of the hallway, moving as fast as she dared. She had only made it twenty feet or so when the music ended, and a confused rumble emerged from the main hall. She moved faster, blindly feeling her way around bulky shapes that she hoped were tables and chairs and not people—or monsters—lying in wait. 
 
    She rounded a corner, and a window loomed into view, the night sky outlined faintly against the blackness of the abbey. Wondering how she could break the glass and climb through the window without being hurt or heard, she hurried forward. Her hands grazed a low ledge and she pulled herself up onto it. The glass of the window felt thick and unbreakable to her mittened hands, but she pulled her right arm back, curled her hand into a small fist, and drove it forward. 
 
    Something grabbed her wrist before it hit the glass. 
 
    “Stop,” whispered a voice close to her ear. 
 
    An arm coiled around her waist, and before she could react, Nerma was swept upward, into the dark recesses of the domed ceiling.

  

 
   
    9
A Fly in a Trap 
 
    October tried to hide his fear, but he knew he was failing. His heart was still racing, and every time he tried to speak, he could only stammer unintelligibly. 
 
    He couldn’t believe he had touched a Stranger, had carried her and even held her hand as they ran through the streets of Small Hours. And now here she was, in his apartment. 
 
    He wiped the cold sweat from his lip. 
 
    There was no reason to be afraid, not really. After all, the Stranger was pitifully helpless. She had spent the past twenty minutes crying quietly into her strange, normal-fingered hands. 
 
    And yet, he knew she must be quite dangerous. Doctor Leech and Doctor Mapple would never have warned Small Hours to beware her Purposelessness if it didn’t indeed pose a great threat to the village’s wellbeing. 
 
    But still, there was that feeling. He couldn’t stand to watch her cry without doing something. 
 
    “It‍it will be alright,” he managed to say at last. “They will not find you here.” 
 
    The Stranger looked up. She sniffled. 
 
    Her face was remarkably unremarkable in every way imaginable: two brown eyes with normal irises and pupils, one nose with two small nostrils, one mouth with two lips, squarish white teeth, two ears, and a head of dark hair. The rest of her was equally strange: non-scaled and non-feathered skin, ten fleshy fingers and ten fleshy toes, no tail to speak of, no interesting angles or joints, no flame-shooting spouts or acid-spewing tentacles. 
 
    She was just . . . pitiful. 
 
    October smoothed his hair and smiled reassuringly at the girl. She flinched. 
 
    “Are you . . . are you hungry?” he tried. 
 
    The girl seemed to think for a minute and then nodded. 
 
    “I haven’t eaten since breakfast . . . this morning, or last morning. I don’t know what day it is.” 
 
    “It’s nighttime, of course, not day.” October puzzled, hoping the girl’s brain functioned normally. 
 
    From an old cupboard he pulled several dishes, thankful that he had saved some of his midnight meal. He laid two place settings upon a small table and beckoned the girl to join him. She sat down across from him, her arms rigid at her sides. 
 
    October didn’t know if he would be able to eat alongside such an odd creature, but he made himself take a bite of his pie. After a while, Nerma poked at hers. 
 
    “What is this?” she asked in her small voice. 
 
    “Half of a meat pie I saved from earlier. Toast. Jellied berries.” October shoveled a bite past his fangs. 
 
    The girl nibbled hesitantly at each thing on her plate and, apparently finding everything to be edible, finally began to eat with gusto. She finished hers before October was halfway through and began to explore his tiny flat.  
 
    October lived within the smallest but highest tower of Corpescule College in exchange for the odd jobs he did for professors and staff. The hexagonal space was twenty feet across in every direction and rose to a densely cobwebbed point from which a single lantern hung on a chain. Nerma looked closely at the lantern, which crawled with the yellow-green glimmer of nightglows. October wished he could afford better, but he was lucky enough to have this small room and his weekly allowance of lighting.  
 
    “This light is so . . . eerie,” said the girl. 
 
    “Don’t you have nightglows where you’re from?” 
 
    She shook her head and then turned to pace the room, pausing frequently to pick up a picture frame or knickknack, crumble the petal of a black rose (onto October’s carefully dusted rug), or peek through the crooked shutters at the university gardens. In the meek light of the approaching dawn, the garden could be seen in all its blooming glory. Deadly nightshade the color of old bruises crept over the wrought iron figures of the Seven Severed Souls, mandrake stars mingled with white oleander buds at their feet, and clumps of ghostly calla lilies and slate-colored roses haunted the walkways. 
 
    October watched the girl from the corner of his eye. He recalled what Jon the Seer had said at the meeting earlier. Perhaps Nerma did have a Purpose after all, and it was merely hidden. Perhaps she was reading his mind right now. 
 
    He shivered at the thought. 
 
    Spiced fly organs, he thought. He pictured the words clearly in his head. He imagined taking a bite of the oozing delicacy. 
 
    The girl didn’t react. 
 
    Can you hear what I’m thinking? he thought even harder. 
 
    Nerma merely sighed and ran her finger along the edge of the windowsill. 
 
    Stranger! Nerma! Read my mind! October shouted in his head. 
 
    The girl scratched her nose. 
 
    Perhaps her Purpose wasn’t mindreading, October thought—but perhaps she could predict the future. 
 
    “What will happen on the night of February fourteenth, ten years in the future?” he asked her. 
 
    “What?” the girl looked at him, her face blank. 
 
    October repeated the question, speaking slowly and clearly in case she had trouble understanding him. 
 
    The girl appeared to think for a minute. 
 
    “People will get lots of chocolate truffles in cardboard hearts, and parents will go on romantic dates?” she ventured. 
 
    October whooped. “So, you can tell the future!”  
 
    Nerma frowned. “You asked me about February fourteenth, Valentine’s Day. I can’t tell the future.” 
 
    “Try another one,” October prompted. “Who will knock on the door in five minutes?” 
 
    “Someone is going to knock on the door?” What a strange accent the girl had, October thought.  
 
    Nerma looked anxiously at the rickety door that separated October’s apartment from the cold morning outside. 
 
    “No, no, that’s not what I meant.” October thought. “What I meant was—” Without warning, he shot webbing from his thumb at the girl’s face. 
 
    She shrieked and ducked, but too late. 
 
    “I guess that proves that you cannot predict the future,” October muttered, helping to untangle the girl’s hair from the sticky web. When she was free, she scurried under the table and covered her head with her cloak. 
 
    “No,” came a muffled voice from beneath it. “I cannot predict the future. I have no Purpose, whatever that means.” 
 
    Hearing it spoken aloud so plainly made October’s skin crawl.  
 
    “I am afraid that they will never let you stay here the way you are,” he said. He didn’t add that he too found her terribly frightening. “We must come up with a way to convince them to let you stay.” 
 
    Nerma’s head emerged from the cloak. “But I want to go home,” she said. Her eyebrows were knotted in anger. 
 
    October nodded absently, distracted by an idea that was taking shape in his mind. “Yes, of course. Let me think . . . . Ah! Yes!” he exclaimed. He held up a spoon. “Your Purpose!” 
 
    Nerma blinked. “What?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, Nerma stood before October’s cracked mirror.  
 
    She looked ridiculous. 
 
    “You look so—so normal now,” October declared, awestruck by the transformed girl before him. 
 
    Fastened to Nerma’s forehead with gobs of October’s stickiest string, the spoon jutted upward, casting a serpent-like shadow over Nerma’s face in the light of the nightglows. 
 
    “I look like a unicorn. A Spoonicorn,” Nerma muttered. 
 
    “I know.” October glowed with pride at his handiwork. “It’s perfect.” 
 
    “And this is supposed to be my Purpose?” For the first time since stepping foot within Small Hours, Nerma’s face broke into a bemused grin. “A spoon on my head?” She giggled. 
 
    October stepped back, aghast. “We must not speak of our Purpose in such a manner,” he reprimanded. “You may not understand, but some things in life are—are sacred. You cannot laugh at them.” 
 
    Nerma’s grin lingered for a moment and then faded. She shrugged. “Sorry.” She turned away from the mirror, afraid she might laugh again if she caught another glimpse of herself. 
 
    October chewed at his lip with a fang, and Nerma cringed. 
 
    “Are you, like, Spiderman, or Spiderboy, or something?” she asked. 
 
    October tried not to show how deeply offensive this comment was. After all, the girl was only a Stranger and could ever understand what it meant to be human. Instead of responding, he shot a string of webbing from his right thumb and another from his left, crisscrossing and weaving them together before securing them to the walls. Then he touched the tips of his fingers to one wall climbed up onto the giant web that now hung beneath the tall ceiling. He next braided a rope, pulling more string from the tips of his thumbs as needed. When he’d finished, he lowered one end of it to the ground. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said. 
 
    Nerma gripped the rope. It was sticky, and before she had even secured a firm grasp on it, October was hauling her upward. When she reached the enormous spiderweb, she heaved herself over its edge. 
 
    “It’s so strong!” she cried, peeling her hands from the gooey rope and pressed them into the wondrously soft webbing beneath her. 
 
    October beamed proudly, his fangs flashing in the lantern light that hung just above his head. 
 
    “It is my Purpose,” he said.  
 
    He curled up into a ball and laid his glasses beside him on the web. “It is late. Let us sleep. Tomorrow, we test out your new Purpose. Gory morn, Stranger.” And then October was still. 
 
    But Nerma lay awake for a long time. She tossed and turned, but gently, afraid to wake her rescuer or dislodge the spoon from her forehead. 
 
    Images floated through her mind, memories of long necks and flaming nostrils, crooked wings and pointy fangs—of a boy with the ability to climb walls and spin webs who had hidden high up in the shadowy ceilings of Grackleswot Abbey before swooping in to rescue her from a village of monsters. 
 
    As Nerma drifted to sleep, a final image played itself again and again behind her closed eyelids: October’s eyes. For just a moment, after he had taken his glasses off for bed, his bare eyes had been illuminated by the lantern light. Like Nerma, October had two eyes, but within each of his amber irises, four pupils had clustered like caviar.  
 
    It was with these eight beady pupils that October had watched her all evening. He had watched her, eaten alongside her, and spoken to her, yet he had seen nothing within her. To him, she was just emptiness, an old spoon, and a bit of spider’s silk. 
 
    

  

 
   
    10
A Bad Apple and a Good Worm 
 
    When Nerma woke in the morning, she found that her spoon—her Purpose—had detached itself from her forehead and fallen through the giant spider’s web onto the floor below. This time, when October attached it, he used yard after yard of his stickiest webbing, wrapping it round and round her head until the spoon was held fast. 
 
    Nerma thought she looked more like an Egyptian Spoon Goddess than a Spoonicorn and said so to October. 
 
    “I’m not sure you understand how serious this is, Nerma,” he said, frowning. 
 
    Nerma was simply pleased to hear her name spoken aloud. It felt like a good sign, especially when October announced that there was no time like the present to reintroduce the “New and Improved Nerma” to the townspeople. They would visit a place called the Midnight Market. 
 
    Outside, the village was just rousing, and the evening was a pleasant one. Nerma left her cloak and mittens behind, and she felt free and nimble in her loose-fitting dress. She followed October down the quiet alleys, past Grackleswot Abbey, and under several rickety looking bridges, until they emerged into a wide marketplace. There, vendors were just beginning to set up their stands and lay out their wares for the night ahead. 
 
    “The Midnight Market,” October whispered. “Just act normal.” 
 
    Nerma glanced at him. What was normal in Small Hours? 
 
    “Oy, Octo-Berto, I figured it was you that hid the Stranger,” called a young man who was busy assembling a rack for textiles. Instead of fingers and thumbs, the man had L-shaped Allen wrenches protruding from his hands. Beside him was the teenage boy who had sat behind Nerma at the town meeting. He nodded at her, his expression guarded. 
 
    “Gory night, Hex. This is Nerma. Nerma, Hexor.” 
 
    Nerma reached out to shake hands, and Hexor jumped as though she’d held out a snake. 
 
    “I told you—act normal,” October muttered in her ear. 
 
    Nerma withdrew her hand and stood stark still, afraid to make another mistake. The two young men watched her cautiously. 
 
    According to plan, October pretended that nothing out of the ordinary had happened. “You see, Nerma has a Purpose now.” He grinned triumphantly. “She is one of us.” 
 
    Hexor’s eyebrows arched doubtfully as he examined Nerma’s new headdress.  
 
    “Fine work, Oct,” he said, feigning an attitude of seriousness. “You always did have a soft heart, eh?” He met Nerma’s eyes for an uncomfortable second and then looked away. 
 
    “See you later, Hex,” October muttered. “Come on, let’s get some breakfast,” he suggested to Nerma, urging her further into the market. 
 
    “Meat pies! Hearty, meaty pies with fascinatin’ gravy and flaky crust!” A woman shouted from a nearby stand. Piled before her was a mountain of steaming golden pastries. “Ev’ry flavor you can imagine! Meat pies!” 
 
    When the woman saw October, she smiled, revealing not teeth but the curved, serrated edge of a knife. “I suppose you want the usual, dear,” she said to him, the blade in her mouth glinting. 
 
    “Two please,” October ordered. 
 
    The woman’s grin disappeared (to Nerma’s initial relief) and was replaced by an open-mouthed stare when she noticed Nerma. 
 
    “I seen you yesterday, at the Abbey,” the woman said. “You ain’t natural.” 
 
    October pointed to Nerma’s forehead. “She now has a Purpose.”  
 
    The woman ogled the vertical spoon and let her eyes sweep downward, taking in every inch of the girl before her. “Well, I’ll be. Miracles never cease,” she muttered. “Take another pie, on the house.”  
 
    Moving on, October mused, “This may be the best decision I ever made. Nobody makes pies like Mrs. Boyled. Here, these are the same as last night.” He passed Nerma a warm, golden pie. 
 
    She took a hefty bite, enjoying the rich buttery crust and warm filling. A dollop of gravy dripped down her chin. 
 
    “You like badger brain custard, too?” October asked. “It happens to be my favorite.” 
 
    Nerma froze. “Badger brain . . . custard?” 
 
    October nodded at the meat pie cupped in Nerma’s hands. 
 
    “Mrs. Boyled’s specialty,” he said. He held up the third pie. “Want to try a pickled rat tail and snail egg pie?” 
 
    Nerma’s stomach was suddenly as heavy as a wad of wet cement. She shook her head and thrust the half-eaten badger brain pie at October. Until she made it home, she decided, she would eat only fresh fruits and vegetables.  
 
    “I’ll get you some blood berry salad.” October pointed as they approached a stand. A sign above it read, “‘Fresh’ Fruites and Vegtabbles.” 
 
    Nerma started to decline, but a thunderous voice interrupted. 
 
    “I do believe we have found our culprit!” 
 
    Doctor Mapple was hatless. His long stem rose proudly from his head like a flagpole, its leaves wagging in the wind like victory flags.  
 
    “October Oscuridad, where is your father?” The Doctor squeezed his large hands into the small pockets of his jacket and squinted down at the boy. 
 
    October scowled. “You know where he is.” 
 
    “And I see that you know where our Stranger is.” Doctor Mapple smiled at Nerma. His teeth were brown and rotten. “She really requires the best of care.” 
 
    “I’m feeding her. And making sure she does not hurt anyone,” October retorted. 
 
    Nerma lifted her eyebrows and looked from the older man to the much younger one and back again. 
 
    “I’d like to speak to you about that, my boy,” the globular man said, leaning in close enough for the two young people to smell the sharp scent of cinnamon on his breath. “I see you have . . . altered her.” He nodded toward Nerma’s forehead. 
 
    “She has a Purpose now, Doctor,” October answered. 
 
    The Doctor made a sound. “Purposes come only from the Maker, as I’m sure they’ve taught you over at the schoolhouse. Says so right in the Promethean Primer, Chapter Ten, Instruction One.” The Doctor pursed his lips. “And yet . . .” 
 
    Like a globe whose magnetic poles have suddenly shifted, the doctor leaned back and gazed up at the black sky, a furrow of concentration on his face. 
 
    After an awkward moment of waiting, October interrupted him. “Doctor Mapple—sir—I’ll make sure Nerma—I mean, the Stranger—doesn’t get into any trouble. And I will feed her and walk her every day. I will take her to meeting, and—” 
 
    The doctor held up a silencing hand. “You must take her to Diviner’s Ditch. It may be that there is some sort of . . . weak Purpose unseen to the naked eye.” 
 
     October nodded.  
 
    The Doctor went on: “The Stranger must be webbed at night, of course.”  
 
    A look of uncertainty passed over October’s face. 
 
    “It’s either that or the Sanatorium again, boy.” 
 
    October closed his eyes and nodded again. “I won’t let you or Small Hours down, sir.” He smoothed his hair. 
 
    As Doctor Mapple wobbled away, he glanced back. “We will be watching,” he called, and then he was gone, down one of the many dark alleyways that broke off from the marketplace. 
 
    “The more often I see him, the less I like him,” Nerma whispered. “What was that he said about your father?” 
 
    October shrugged and let his shoulders fall. He absently picked up a strange-looking device from a nearby stand. It reminded Nerma of an old telephone dial with pinchers attached to it. 
 
    “My father got into a terrible accident years ago. Doctor Mapple tried to save his Purpose, but he could not.” He put the device down. “Doctor Mapple and Doctor Leech believed the accident to have been a self-inflicted act.” 
 
    “They thought he did it on purpose?” Nerma tried to understand. 
 
    October was confused. “On Purpose, on Purpose,” he muttered. “What a strange phrase. I have never heard it before. My father’s Purpose was injured. The Doctors believed that he did it intentionally.” 
 
    “But you do not?” 
 
    October shrugged again. 
 
    Nerma fiddled with the device October had set aside, slowly turning the two levelers on its sides. “So, where is your father?” She hoped she wasn’t prying. 
 
    “Out past Diviner’s Ditch in No Man’s Land, where townspeople go when they—” October was cut off by Nerma’s high-pitched yelp. 
 
    She held up her right hand. A trickle of blood ran down her index finger. “It—it cut me,” she gasped. Her wide eyes brimmed with tears. 
 
    October’s eyes darted from the object in Nerma’s left hand to her injured right hand. He returned the device to the stand, grabbed Nerma by the wrist, and led her quickly across the square to a small doorway. Nerma barely registered the painted green snakes on the doorway or the letters that spelled out “APOTHECARY” before they ducked into a murky little chamber. 
 
    “Old Worm! Assistance, please!” October called, and a shrunken woman clambered out from behind a counter stacked high with scrolls and bottles. 
 
    From below the brim of an ancient and cobwebbed witch’s hat peered an even more ancient face marred by countless lumps and bulges. Her skin glowed softly in the dim lighting. 
 
    “Behold,” the luminescent woman intoned. “The terrible Stranger has come to blight us with its devilish Purposelessness.” She tittered gleefully. “Nonsense! Nonsense, I tell you. Ah, I see you have a dire injury, a slight cut. Let Old Worm have a look-see.” 
 
    “She was playing with the Phalangescarp,” October explained. 
 
    Old Worm tutted and took Nerma’s wrist from October. 
 
    “Just a nick, just a nick!” Her voice tinkled. “At your age and still playing with surgical tools.” She chuckled and led Nerma past a curtain and into a room no larger than a closet, lit by a trio of stubby, dripping candles. 
 
    She sat Nerma down in a reclining chair and bustled about, pulling jars and bandages from shelves along the walls. Nerma wiped her eyes with her good hand and braved a glance at the other. Her index finger was red. Tears welled freshly in her eyes and she sniffled violently. “I want to go home,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Amen, dear, amen,” Old Worm muttered under her breath as she combined powders and herbs in a small cup, humming under her breath. She poured boiling water from a copper urn over the concoction and handed it to Nerma. “Drink up, dear.” The corners of her eyes crinkled when she smiled. 
 
    Nerma took a sip of the bitter liquid, but a sudden sob made her choke. “What about my finger?” she sniffled. 
 
    “Your finger is still there. It’s the rest of you I am concerned with,” the old woman answered, tipping the cup toward Nerma’s mouth. 
 
    Nerma took another sip, and then another, and a wonderful feeling of calm overtook her. She looked again at her finger and saw that the cut was indeed quite small. The bleeding had stopped, and there was only a slight throbbing at the end of her finger. 
 
    She sniffled loudly again, but her tears began to dry. 
 
    “Now, let me see the finger,” Old Worm commanded. 
 
    Gingerly, the old woman applied a salve and wrapped Nerma’s finger in clean gauze. 
 
    “Good as new, just like your head,” the woman said. She tipped the warped point of her hat toward Nerma’s spiderweb-wrapped head and winked. “You’ll fit in in no time if you collect any more bandages. Now, October, my young man—I have something for you.” 
 
    Nerma sipped her hot drink and peeked from the corner of her eye as October and Old Worm retreated to the curtain divider. There, they conferred in hushed whispers, and Nerma watched as October accepted a small package from the old woman. She heard him promise to deliver it to someone called the Count. 
 
    At last, her finger mended and her tea finished, Nerma and October returned to the Midnight Market. 
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The Midnight Masqueraders 
 
    The evening had come to life in their absence. Throngs of people meandered about the wide marketplace square, and Nerma watched with wonder as people of all shapes, sizes, and combinations chattered excitedly with old friends and haggled over the cost of goods. Scores of lanterns hung from cords beneath the black sky and transformed the market into a circus of bright colors and strange sights. 
 
    Beside a confection stand that sold luminous candies in the shapes of moths and centipedes, a mountainous stack of cages displayed a variety of animals. 
 
    “Pets,” October explained. 
 
    Skunks, rats, and bats seemed to be the most popular choices, but Nerma saw others: a small owl with yellow-ringed eyes, a lizard with spiny armor that shimmered like a meteorite, a gargantuan spider with a pale body and legs banded in black.  
 
    The dark eyes of a red fox followed Nerma as they passed, and a silky little mole scurried forward and stood on its hind legs. With its clawed diggers curled around the cage wires, it poked its pointy little nose out. Nerma wanted to pet it but worried about the safety of her other fingers. 
 
    “Would you like to meet the Count now?” October asked, patting the chest pocket where he had stored the packet from Old Worm. 
 
    “I guess so,” Nerma answered, “but after that I need to go back home.” A pang of guilt wormed through her insides. Her parents must be frantic by now, and here Nerma was, looking at cute little moles and foxes. She should be trying to find her way back home. “Do you know the way out of Small Hours?” she asked October.  
 
    He nodded. “Sure, that’s where we’re headed, actually.” 
 
    Nerma’s guilt subsided. She would be home again before she knew it. It was almost too bad, in a way, because she’d only just arrived. 
 
    “This way,” October said, weaving between a sausage stand and another that sold pincushions. 
 
    “Curdled and moldy, plenty of veins!” hollered a cheese monger. 
 
    “Sleep like the dead!” cried a young man with no eyelids and sunken cheeks. He thrust a tiny bottle in Nerma’s face. On its label she glimpsed a skull-and-crossbones. 
 
    Next, Nerma saw the man with the blue-green scales on his face “Fish fins, fish guts, fish bones! Low prices!” he gurgled to passersby. 
 
    “Fresh blood berries, ready to burst!” a girl of no more than four called out. Nerma thought it might be the same girl whose nostrils had erupted in flames at the meeting and was satisfied when the girl’s grin disappeared behind a blossom of fire. 
 
    Nerma found that she was rather getting used to the people of Small Hours, with their odd faces and misshapen bodies. 
 
    At the end of the market square, an eclectic group of performers had lined up upon a small stage, and a woman in a long russet robe called for the crowd’s attention. When she spoke, her mouth stretched into the conical form of a blowhorn.  
 
    “Come, Midnight Marketers! Come, friends of Small Hours! Come, and hear a tale like none other! Gather ‘round and see Small Hours’ own Midnight Masqueraders perform a tale of treachery and heroism!” 
 
    “Can we listen?” Nerma whispered to October.  
 
    He agreed and found some empty crates close to the stage to sit upon. 
 
    The actors wore costumes that shimmered in the firelight. Ruby, emerald, gold, white, and royal blue flashed tantalizingly. Around their necks and from their ears hung tiny orbs, lit from within by the wriggling light of nightglows.  
 
    Nerma watched with wonder. 
 
    A crowd formed around the small stage, and the woman with the blowhorn mouth began to narrate: “It was on a night like tonight, friends, when a Stranger did come to town.” Her voice echoed off the walls of the marketplace. “A Witch it was, for a Witch has no Purpose, no soul. A Witch is no more than an empty vessel, flesh with no cause.” 
 
    A shiver rippled through the audience. Nerma shifted in her seat. 
 
    “A Witch is a master deceiver. She is worse even than a ghost, for a ghost cannot fool us. A ghost is a lost Purpose, a soul without a body that has been set adrift through no fault of its own. A ghost cannot fool the eyes or ears as a Witch can.” The actor passed her hands over her eyes. 
 
    “On a night like this, a night three-hundred years gone, a Witch with the dreadful name of Emily arrived in town. She carried with her an empty sack, a sack as empty as she herself was.” 
 
    The actor clothed in blue staggered across the stage. She dragged a large burlap bag by her side. 
 
    “The Witch Emily first fooled the skunk farmer at the edge of town. He failed to see her for what she was. Next, she fooled the hatmaker, who made her a fine hat of boiled eel.” 
 
    Now the actor in blue paraded across the stage, a cap of twisted vines bouncing with every step she took. 
 
    “The Witch Emily next fooled the professors at Corpescule College. One by one, they were charmed by her wit, her knowledge of the stars, and perhaps by the way she swayed when she walked.” 
 
    The woman in blue shook her hips exaggeratedly, and the audience laughed. 
 
    “But the Witch Emily failed to fool the town Doctors, for the Doctors”— the actors dressed in gold and white now strutted onto the stage— “they saw past Emily’s fair smile and her enticing worldliness. They saw through to her emptiness.” 
 
    The two actors grew taller as their legs stretched like springs until they towered over the cowering actor in blue. 
 
    “Now, it just so happened that a young child, a girl of no more than one year, had gone missing from her family’s parlor on the day of Emily’s appearance in town. She simply disappeared—poof.” The lead actor threw a handful of powder up into the air and it ignited above her head. The audience oohed. “The next day, a boy’s pet shrew disappeared. Soon, villagers began to lose their Purposes, little by little. A child whose horns were growing in strong and healthy suddenly fell ill and her horns shriveled up. A builder whose drill bits had worked with speed and strength for three decades began to lose power. A woman’s quills began to fall out, one by one.” 
 
    The audience gasped. The little flame-girl began to wail, and her mother carried her away. 
 
    “The Doctors worked day and night to save and repair the villagers’ Purposes and devise a plan to stop the Witch Emily. After many sleepless days, they at last seized upon a strategy. They knew they could not kill the Witch, for how does one kill a thing with no soul? They had to capture the Witch Emily and lock her away—away from foolish townspeople who failed to see the danger in her emptiness, away from the innocent who might be harmed by catching a glimpse of the emptiness that exists in the world.” The narrator paused, and the villagers scooted to the edges of their seats. 
 
    “One night,” she continued, her voice lower, “as Emily was doing her midnight shopping in a marketplace much like this one, the Doctors . . . pounced!” 
 
    The actors in gold and white jumped upon the woman in blue, swinging their arms wildly in a mock attack. Nerma flinched, but the other members of the audience—including October, she noticed—clapped and cheered. 
 
    The narrator continued. “The Doctors carried the Witch Emily far away, through the village and into the woods, to the top of a hill that was plagued by constant sunshine and the revolting odor of fresh air. There, they built a box of wood and mud and placed Emily inside.” 
 
    A box was produced on stage, and the actors in white and gold shoved the woman in blue into it and pretended to nail it shut.  
 
    “The Witch Emily”— the narrator lowering her voice again, and the audience leaned forward eagerly— “is still there today, her bones condemned to an eternity of sunny days. But her soul . . . well, she who hath no Purpose hath no soul, as the Promethean Primer tells us. When the Doctors returned to the village, they found that their ailing patients had all recovered. The child’s horns grew back, longer than ever; the man’s drills regained their power; the woman’s quills returned, smooth and strong. 
 
    “And, beneath the bed where the Witch Emily had slept, the Doctors found her sack. It was no longer empty but bulged and squirmed when they pulled it from its hiding place.” 
 
    On stage, the two remaining actors struggled with the swollen cloth bag, which writhed and bulged.  
 
    “The Doctors,” the narrator said, drawing her words out, “carefully—fearfully—undid the knot at the end of the sack, and out flew . . . the missing child and pet snake!” 
 
    The bag tore open at its seams and out leapt the actors in red and green, their arms raised high. Small cylinders flew from gaping holes in their wrists and whizzed into the air. A second passed and then, with an enormous BANG-BANG, two white-hot fireworks exploded and sparkled against the night sky. 
 
    The audience delighted and called for more. 
 
    Nerma watched the glowing dots of lights as they fell to earth and fizzled out. She sat, quiet, and reached up to feel the spoon on her forehead. 
 
    She needed to get out of Small Hours. 
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Freak Show 
 
    “You guys really hate Strangers here,” Nerma mumbled to October as they squeezed through the crowded marketplace. 
 
    October looked at her with a puzzled expression. “People only worry about being safe,” he responded.   
 
    “I’m not going to hurt anybody,” Nerma snapped. “I just want to go home.” 
 
    “Home,” October mused. “Where is it that you come from?” 
 
    “Well, I used to live across the country, but now I live on Harmony Hill. We just moved there.” Nerma was surprised by the sudden pang of longing she felt for Harmony Hill. 
 
    “You said it is not far to Small Hours?” October clarified. He guided Nerma around a group of younger kids who were playing marbles in the dust. 
 
    “Not far at all, but I don’t remember how to get back. It’s high up on a hill, so I should be able to see it”— she looked around at the high gray walls of the town— “but we can’t see anything from here, especially at night. I don’t know how to get back to the path I followed into town.” 
 
    “I will inquire among friends to see if they have heard of Harmony Hill,” October said. “There is only one way into the village, however, and that is the way to Diviner’s Ditch. I have never left Small Hours, unless one counts Diviner’s Ditch or the land just beyond.” 
 
    Surprised, Nerma turned to ask him if he was joking and accidently walked headlong into what felt at first like a human ton of bricks. 
 
    She turned to see . . . a human ton of bricks. Before her stood a man so massive that he resembled not a human but a fortress of muscle. Nerma apologized quickly, but it was apparent that the man had barred her way intentionally. 
 
    “What is it like,” he rasped, “to be without a Purpose?” 
 
    The vast man positively beamed at Nerma, a sloppy smile traversing his flat face. 
 
    Nerma was speechless.  
 
    “Forgive me, please. I am being rude,” the man admitted. “I have always wanted to see a Stranger, and you are as . . . as plain and as much of a bore as I imagined—no, even more of a bore. There’s nothing to look at.” Indeed, it felt to Nerma as though the man were staring right through her, and she glanced behind herself to make sure he really was speaking to her. 
 
    “It’s great being a Stranger, actually,” she said defensively. “It’s not boring at all.” That was, perhaps, something of a lie. She had been bored out of her mind while trying to fit in on Harmony Hill—but that was none of this man’s business. 
 
    The man gaped. “And you can talk so good!” He clapped with hands the size of dinner plates. 
 
    A woman with metal wheels for feet clattered to a halt beside them. “Oh my—is it—could it really be? Why, yes, it is the Stranger. How do you do?” she fawned, a purplish flush spreading from her neck to her forehead. She turned to October. “Does it understand English?” she asked him. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Hel-lo,” the woman said slowly to Nerma, “You . . . are . . . wel-come . . . here . . . in Small . . . Hours.”  
 
    “Thank you”— Nerma raised an eyebrow—“very . . . much.” 
 
    The woman threw her head back and laughed uproariously. “Isn’t that adorable?” she crooned to the ton-of-bricks man. “Hardly dangerous at all, I dare say. Danger? Poo-poo. She couldn’t hurt a flea if she wanted to!” 
 
    The woman’s pealing laughter had drawn the attention of several passersby, who stopped to watch. With a finger shaped like a whisk, a woman tapped at the spoon on Nerma’s head. 
 
    “If only I’d been born so fortunate,” the woman commented. “I would kill to have a Purpose so practical.” 
 
    Nerma backed up a step, and a boy of about eight sidled up to her. “Hey, you’re on my team for Maker’s Egg!” He shouted directly into her ear. “It’s you and me against Jess and Digit!” 
 
    Nerma shook her head, pushing the boy off. He glowered over his shoulder at her as he scuttled back to join his friends, and two figures in gray suits separated themselves from the circle of villagers, drawing up uncomfortably close. 
 
    “Back off, Bluff and Lure,” October snarled, stepping forward. “She is not interested.” 
 
    “We only want to have a little chat,” purred the one on Nerma’s left, a woman with cropped golden hair. The woman blinked, and her eyeballs spun rapidly around in their sockets. When they at last settled, little green dollar signs had replaced her irises. 
 
    “No harm will come to the Stranger,” soothed the one on Nerma’s right, a man with ginger hair that curled like copper snakes upon his shoulders. “But perhaps the Stranger might like to fill her emptiness with a little profit? People would come from far and wide and pay good money to see a human creature with no Purpose.” He grinned, revealing little bars of gold where his teeth should have been. 
 
    Nerma recoiled and reached for the back of October’s coat. 
 
    “Ah now, there’s no reason to be afraid, pet,” murmured the woman. Her eyes rolled back to normal, and two crystal green irises gazed at Nerma with greedy interest. “We’re simply capitalists. And good ones, too.” She winked.  
 
    October stepped forward with his thumbs raised, as though he planned to shoot webbing at them, but the woman held up her hands in feigned defeat. 
 
    “Take it easy, boy. All we want to do is pass our card on to the young Stranger. I’m Lure, and this is Bluff, and together we operate Bluff and Lure, Business Associates Deluxe—at your service. Visit any time of night.” She handed a smudged rectangle to Nerma, tipped her hat, and receded into the crowded square with Bluff at her side. 
 
    October said goodbye to the colossal man and the wheel-footed woman and guided Nerma toward the marketplace exit. They had nearly made it when a group of five women clustered around them. Despite herself—and quite rudely—Nerma laughed out loud, for each of the women sported a squat little beak upon her face and a plume of coiffed feathers upon her head. They squawked with excitement as they gathered Nerma into their fold, admiring her “long feathers” and “muted plumage.” 
 
    “Aren’t you darling, you poor thing?” twittered one with a vibrant red comb of feathers that hung like bangs across her forehead. 
 
    “Such a little chick, she just needs some love—and maybe a new dress,” another one tweeted, plucking at Nerma’s sleeve. 
 
    “Henrietta, hush,” a third one peeped. “You know she’s not a chick. She’s more like—like an egg that’s never been . . . you know. She’s just an empty shell,” she said under her breath. 
 
    A fourth woman clucked in irritation. “Gloria, the Stranger might be a devil and she might be stupid, but she still has ears.” She leaned toward Nerma. “Terribly sorry, dear. My friends can be quite rude at times.” 
 
    “Um, it’s okay—” Nerma started, but the fifth woman interjected. 
 
    “Girls, girls! We simply must invite her to the Gala of the Ghouls. We simply must! Imagine Gilda’s reaction, that old goose. She’ll simply die of jealousy!” 
 
    “Oh yes, you simply must come,” the second one pleaded with Nerma. “Ladies, ladies, ladies—have I got an idea!” She dropped her voice again and whispered loudly over Nerma’s head, “Isn’t this little chick prime makeover material?” 
 
    The fifth one crowed. “Marvelous idea, Hennie, marvelous!” 
 
    “I do love the new Purpose,” the first one said, admiring Nerma’s spoon with beady eyes. “What a fantastic idea! The child looks halfway normal now, I do say!” 
 
    “Why, you’re right, Dora dear, I almost didn’t notice how utterly strange she is. What a relief it is!” 
 
    “Well,” interrupted the fourth one irritably. “What will it be, Stranger—will you come to the Gala or not?” 
 
    Nerma faltered. “Um, I guess I—” 
 
    “—Marvelous, marvelous, simply marvelous,” the ladies clucked in unison. “We shall see you soon then, quite soon!” The five women gossiped their way deeper into the market, leaving both Nerma and October a bit rattled. 
 
    “It seems that you have become quite popular since last night,” October commented as they rounded a corner and at last exited the Midnight Market. “Now that you have a Purpose, you are not nearly as frightening. Now, let me see that card Lure gave you.” 
 
    Nerma handed the greasy rectangle to October, and together they read the blotted print. “Bluff & Lure, Business Associates D-LUX,” it read. Beneath this, printed in fresh ink, was an advertisement: 
 
      
 
    FREAK SHOW 
 
    See The Girl Without A PURPOSE! 
 
    Flesh & Blood But NO SOUL! 
 
    Live Witch Tests, Soul Immersions, 
 
    & Demonstrations with LIVE Human Zombie 
 
    3¢ Entry 
 
    (present this card for a FREE blood berry cider) 
 
    (one cider per person) 
 
    (1¢ donation required with every free cider) 
 
      
 
    Nerma grabbed the card from October’s hand and tore it to pieces. She let them flutter to the cobblestoned ground. 
 
    “I need to get out of here,” she said. “Which way is Diviner’s Ditch?” 
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The Oracle 
 
    It seemed to Nerma that she and October walked for ages. Through countless alleyways, under bridges narrow and wide, and around corners and curves too many to count, they passed house after house and business after business.  
 
    Store windows lit from within revealed to Nerma all kinds of strange and new sights: Bakers whose specialties included fried pastries in the shapes of toads or noses. A laundromat that claimed to “Make that Filth PERMANENT” and offered to add blood stains for a low, pain-free cost. A real estate company that catered to every kind of Purpose imaginable and guaranteed “comfort for all clientele.” When they passed by an office with a sign that read “Bluff & Lure, Assocs.,” Nerma shivered. 
 
    The night had grown cooler, but Nerma found that she was quite comfortable in her borrowed clothes. As they walked, October pointed out landmarks and described life in Small Hours. He had indeed spent his entire life in the village, but one day he hoped to travel farther.  
 
    In a small plaza halfway between the Half Wick’d candle shop and Minnie’s Coffins, October paused to show Nerma a rusting fountain. Algae-tinged water trickled down the figure of a man and collected in an oval basin beneath his feet. In his corroded right fist, the man gripped a gavel, in his left, a book.  
 
    “Where is his Purpose?” asked Nerma. 
 
    October smiled. “This was my grandfather, the seventeenth Count of Wightworth. His Purpose was hard to see, but it was there. Look.” He pointed at two faint marks on the statue’s neck. They were nearly impossible to see on the blotched surface of the metal. 
 
    “There, that is his Purpose. My father told me that it was easier to see them in real life, but my grandfather liked to wear a cloth around his neck to fool people. He had a wicked sense of humor, they say.” October smiled. “I wish I remembered him. He died when I was an infant.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nerma murmured. 
 
    They continued their trek, weaving past homes with grand frontages. Each home had elaborate ironwork that curled and spiraled around windows or beneath clinging vines of black roses. Homeowners bustled about. They hurried off to work in crooked hats and starched gowns or returned home from the Midnight Market with burdens of overflowing baskets in their arms. Young children scampered and flew off to school. 
 
    After a while, the homes seemed to become less polished. Chipped frames supported lusterless doors, and sagging windowsills barely held cracked panes in place. Here and there, an old man or woman rocked on a front porch. In a small derelict garden, Nerma saw a child holding a squirming lizard as though it were a baby, her lullaby strange and lilting. 
 
    They walked on, and Nerma looked for familiar sights. Nothing—and everything—drew her attention. In a village where every building leans to the left or the right, every pathway curves, and every door lacks a door knob, the strange and the familiar easily merge. When they at last reached the edge of town, however, Nerma knew she had never before passed that way. Here, the cobblestones gave way to a dust road, and there was no iron archway to welcome visitors to Small Hours. Deflated, she followed October and kicked at the rocks that littered the moonlit road.  
 
    Soon, the cacophony of the woods drowned out the sounds of the village behind them. Crickets chirruped, and katydids clicked. Autumn leaves rattled in the lazy night breeze. October led Nerma through the darkness. She tripped once and after that clung fiercely to the elbow of his suit jacket. A mist seemed to rise from the earth around them and escaped in little tendrilled puffs from the dewy grass alongside the trail. Without warning, the ground gave way to a steep drop, and October held out his arm to stop Nerma from walking right over the edge. Far below them, campfires bordered a trickling stream. 
 
    “How do we get down?” Nerma asked. 
 
    “Look.” October showed her a narrow set of steps that zigzagged their way down the rocky cliff face. He had no trouble navigating the worn footholds, but he warned Nerma to hold on tight to a rope anchored in the limestone. 
 
    They began their descent into the ditch, and Nerma’s knees shook from fear of the great height. She immediately realized that this was no ordinary cliff wall, however. Its entire surface had been chiseled and reshaped into a vertical hamlet. Doorways and ledges had been cut into the rock face, and in many places, it had been embellished by dizzying wooden projections—high platforms and narrow walkways, but also what appeared to be boxy rooms that clung to the limestone like barnacles to a whale. Lanterns hung from hooks in the stone, and a complicated network of pulleys, ropes, and baskets crisscrossed the complicated construction. 
 
    The cliff wall wasn’t static, either, but teemed with community life. Children swung from support beams and swayed upon swings a hundred feet in the air. Women and men traversed the winding system of stairways with baskets and infants strapped to their backs, hollering greetings to each other in passing. 
 
    A round of hellos erupted across the cliff wall as the busy Diviners noticed October and Nerma, but October didn’t stop to chat. He led Nerma halfway down the cliffside and then across a rope bridge. Nerma looked down once and saw the campfires twinkling below, but dizziness threatened to send her tumbling, so she kept her eyes focused on October’s back. 
 
    Now and then, a sign indicated the type of dwelling they passed. Nerma read their curious names as she passed by: Astrologers’ Alliance, The Guild of Mediums, Weatherwomen, and The Confederation of Divine Movers and Shakers. To her great relief, October finally knocked upon one of the doors. It was painted red, and in its center an eyeball had been painted in yellow and black. A tall man answered it and greeted them with a wide smile.  
 
    “Oct! What a pleasant surprise it be!” he bellowed. “Back so soon! But ye know, we never tire of ye.” His smile was gap-toothed and warm. 
 
    “Hello, Stewart.” October smiled. “This is Nerma.” 
 
    “Gory night, Nerma. Come in, come in—this way. Word has spread, and we been curious to meet ye.” 
 
    They ducked through the low entrance into a room that had been carved deep into the limestone. The walls were rounded and smooth, and intricate patterns had been etched into them. In a recessed alcove, a fire burned, and nightglow lanterns hung from the ceiling, illuminating the cozy space. A woman with dark hair sat at a table. She assessed Nerma coolly. 
 
    “Ye’ve brought the Stranger to my home, Oct. I hope ye have a strong reason.” 
 
    “Gory night, Vedea. Nerma has come to meet with the Oracle, on Doctor Mapple’s orders.” October smoothed his hair nervously. 
 
    “The Oracle is busy.” Vedea’s eyes remained on Nerma. 
 
    Stewart cleared his throat. “Pardon, Oct—and Miss Nerma—but the Oracle has been feeling a bit ill of late. Has a bit of a cough, she has.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear it. I would not be here if Doctor Mapple didn’t insist.” 
 
    The husband and wife looked at each other, and Vedea nodded. 
 
    “We understand, Oct. This way, Miss Nerma.” The tall man led them through an arched tunnel and into a larger cavern. The walls here had been engraved and painted to tell a story, it seemed, and wild beasts and magical figures frolicked in the flickering light of another fire. 
 
    “Please, sit. I’ll send Thurman out.” 
 
    Thurman turned out to be a shy boy around Nerma’s age. He shuffled his boots awkwardly against the smooth stone floor and asked his guests if they would like some stew. October and Nerma both eagerly accepted, for they were famished. The stew was hot and delicious, with tender pieces of meat and savory vegetables, and Nerma chose to simply enjoy it rather than ask what odd ingredients may have gone into it. 
 
    After some time, Stewart returned. “The Oracle will see ye, Miss Nerma. I apologize for the delay. It appears that she is feeling better, for she weren’t in bed, and I had to track her down. She were out chasing cliff crawlers. Follow me, Miss Nerma. This way.” 
 
    Nerma glanced at October, but he was busy shoveling stew into his mouth and seemed unconcerned, so she followed Stewart through another doorway. It felt as though this tunnel passed deep through the earth, for the air grew damp and tepid. Small pockets had been carved into the tunnel walls, and candles flickered within them. The tunnel curved, and ahead a curtain trembled as a breeze snaked past them. 
 
    Stewart pulled aside the curtain, and to Nerma’s surprise, she found herself stepping out into a section of tunnel built from wood. The night air seeped through gaps between the boards, and when she peeked through, she could make out the cliff wall and fires below. They were inside one of the sections that extended over the drop. 
 
    Another curtain barred their way, and now Stewart pushed it aside, beckoning for Nerma to go ahead without him. Anxiety coursed through her, but she stepped through. The curtain fell shut behind her, and she found herself in a small room. It was more like a large, wooden box, its walls painted a brilliant red. 
 
    In the center of the room, a tiny girl sat behind a low table. She smiled up at Nerma, revealing a single gap where a tooth had fallen out. Nerma took a seat across from her and looked nervously about. From the ceiling hung the skulls of animals. She recognized the large teeth of a beaver in one, but the others she couldn’t identify—raccoons or wolves, she guessed. Each was lit from within by the eerie movements of nightglows, and the light that seeped from their eye sockets and toothy mouths cast strange shows throughout the tent. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Antanasia.” The girl’s voice was high and soft like a spring cloud and drew Nerma’s attention away from the slowly rotating skulls. “You are Nerma Lee. You have lost your Purpose.” 
 
    “I . . . I never had one,” Nerma stammered.  
 
    The girl stared, her eyes distant, as though she were only half present.  
 
    Nerma explained. “I’m—I’m not from here. I’m from—from somewhere far away, but now I live on Harmony Hill. It’s not far from here, but I don’t know how—” 
 
    The girl held up one tiny hand. “You have lost your Purpose.”  
 
    Nerma prickled. She knew nothing about this little girl, and this little girl knew nothing about her. 
 
    The girl reached for a small wooden chest. From it, she pulled a glass ball the size of an apricot. It was large in the girl’s hand. She passed it to Nerma, who held it awkwardly. 
 
    “Do you know what this is?” The girl’s eyes mirrored the yellow-green of the nightglows. 
 
    Nerma swallowed. “A crystal ball?” 
 
    The girl nodded once. “That orbiculum has been in my family for forty-two generations. We use it because without it we would be accused of being Witches. But it is only a prop, a circle of glass used to distract others.” 
 
    Nerma wasn’t sure what to say. 
 
    “Do you believe me?” the girl asked. 
 
    Nerma looked sharply at her. She shrugged warily, and the girl held her hand out for the orb.  
 
    Nerma passed it back. “Why do you keep it if it’s not real?” 
 
    “It is real. You just touched it. But it is not my Purpose. Still, if it were lost, my Purpose would remain intact, for my Purpose is within me and cannot be lost. Unlike yours.” 
 
    Nerma shifted in the hard seat. “I didn’t lose mine. I never had one. I don’t even understand what they are.” Her voice caught in her throat. “I just want to go home.” 
 
    “To go home, simply use your Purpose,” the girl said. Her lips curled into a small smile, and without warning, she tossed the glass ball into the air. 
 
    It hit one of the skulls with a sharp throck, and the nightglows inside it hummed angrily. 
 
    “Watch,” the girl whispered, her eyes on the skull. 
 
    Nerma watched. 
 
    The skull swung forward and backward, and the buzzing nightglows began to crawl from its eye sockets like phosphorescent tears. The other skulls began to cry luminous yellow-green tears, too, and soon the surface of every skull swarmed with nightglows. 
 
    Antanasia stood and lifted her arms slowly in the air, and the nightglows took flight. Hundreds and hundreds of tiny, humming insects billowed into a shining cloud. Her hands danced in the air, and the cloud changed shape, twisting and dividing itself, until it formed the outlines of letters in the air. 
 
      
 
    N  E  R  M  A 
 
      
 
    “My name,” Nerma whispered. It was barely audible in the small space. 
 
      
 
    B   E   N   N   Y 
 
      
 
    “Ben-Ben—” Her little brother’s name escaped her as a sob. 
 
      
 
    J   U   N   K   O 
 
      
 
    “H-how—how do you know about Junko?” Nerma’s voice shook. 
 
    “I know that he had the softest brown fur, that he loved the taste of blueberry ice cream, and that he was hit by your neighbor’s truck when you were six years old. That was very painful for you. I’m sorry.” Anastasia’s face shared in Nerma’s grief for her old dog. “This is my Purpose. I know.” 
 
    “But . . . you are so little.” Nerma thought of a hundred other things to say, but they all seemed equally foolish at the moment. 
 
    Antanasia smiled, and for a second, she looked like a normal four-year-old. “That was easy.” 
 
    Nerma struggled to think clearly. “Can—can you tell me how to find my way home?” 
 
    The girl flipped her wrists and the nightglows scattered. 
 
    “Did you like my mother’s stew?” she asked. The nightglows took on the form of a giant bowl. 
 
    Nerma nodded. 
 
    “There is no correct recipe for stew, my mother tells me.” The girl rotated a finger, and the nightglows scattered again before reforming in the bulbous shapes of vegetables. “The recipe changes each time it is made. Carrots and peas in the spring, squash and corn in the summer, radishes and onion in the fall.” 
 
    Nerma was confused. “What—” 
 
    The nightglows imploded upon each other, morphing into the face of a furious beast, and Nerma gasped.  
 
    “Please, let them do their work,” Antanasia admonished, holding up a hand. “Stew cannot be made with only peas or only onions, of course. It must be made with things that work together but are not the same.” 
 
    The nightglows—once again shaped like vegetables—danced together in the air. 
 
    “Each ingredient has its own Purpose. A carrot is orange and sweet, while an onion is pale and aromatic. Most children—like me—won’t eat a carrot or an onion alone, but mixed together in a stew, they become delicious. People are like this, Miss Nerma. We each have a Purpose, something that makes us different, but it is within the stew that we shine.” 
 
    Nerma was utterly, entirely lost. Yes, everyone was different, but what did this have to do with finding her way back home? Politely, she said as much to Antanasia. 
 
    “You have a Purpose, Miss Nerma, but it is lost, and until you find it, home does not exist. You are a ghost.”  
 
    The nightglows shuddered. 
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The Menagerie 
 
    It was not a short walk at all to the Count’s cottage, and the night has a way of stretching time until seconds become minutes and minutes become the place of haunted imaginings. The moon had long ago dropped below the cliff’s edge, and the climb down the ditch’s steep and rocky wall had been difficult for Nerma. The darkness of the wet ravine swallowed them, and she struggled to follow October along the rough streambank trail. The ground became rockier, and when after Nerma tripped for the third time, she reached for his jacket sleeve to steady herself.  
 
    “What’s that smell?” she whispered, pulling herself upright. 
 
    “The landfill. It’s just ahead,” October murmured. 
 
    “It’s the worst thing I’ve ever smelled!” Nerma tried not to breathe. 
 
    “It’s the rotting garbage from town—fish skin, badger bones, potato and turnip peels, babies’ diapers.” October gasped against the stench. “Hold your breath. We will be past it soon.” 
 
    Nerma grew lightheaded. The odor permeated the night, but the air gradually became easier to breathe as they made their way deeper into the woods. Creatures rustled unseen in the bushes alongside the trail, and Nerma imagined a colony of raccoons, feeding on the putrid fish and vegetables of the landfill. She clung tightly to October’s jacket and didn’t let go until he slowed. Two enormous pine trees jutted into the midnight sky, and between them a faint trail wound its way even deeper into the woods. 
 
    “This way,” October whispered, stepping between the giant trunks. 
 
    The path grew ever narrower, and although Nerma followed October single-file, low branches and sharp twigs pricked and clawed at her hair and dress. She grabbed hold of October’s coattails. At last, ahead in the gloom, two small, lopsided windows glowed orange. Drawing closer, Nerma could make out the uneven outlines of a stone hut, and although twinkling embers floated from its squat chimney, an air of abandonment seeped from it like an icy draft on a winter’s day. 
 
    “Welcome.” 
 
    The whisper came from the hollow darkness just beyond Nerma’s ear and she screamed, dropping October’s coattails. 
 
    “Run!” she cried, shoving him forward. 
 
    Instead of running, however, October stumbled, and before he could regain his balance, Nerma hurtled into his back. Together, they dropped to the ground in a tangled heap of flailing limbs. 
 
    “Something’s here! Something’s here!” Nerma hissed frantically. October’s weight was on her coat, and she found herself pinned to the ground. “Go, go, go!” Terror gripped her, and she felt October shaking with fear beside her. She pushed at his side, but he wouldn’t roll over. 
 
    Instead, he shook and shook and shook, until finally, Nerma realized that he was laughing. What started as silent quaking now erupted into a roaring belly laugh, and from across the dark yard, another voice wheezed with amusement. Nerma understood with a flush of embarrassment that she was once again the cause of someone else’s entertainment. 
 
    October, at last, moved off her coat and sat upright. “Nerma, this is the Count. Father, this is Nerma, a Stranger.” 
 
    Nerma leapt to her feet and scanned the shadows. “Your father? Where?” 
 
    “Where? Well, right there. Can’t you—can’t you see?” 
 
    “No! It’s pitch black out here!” 
 
    From only a few feet away, a low voice mumbled: “Oh my, terribly rude of me. Juth-t one moment, pleathe, while I get a light.” A tall shadow moved through the darkness, and a moment later a lantern was lit, illuminating an aging and stooped man. Silver hair framed a weathered but dignified face, and above a thin mustache, two gentle eyes peered out from beneath the bushiest eyebrows Nerma had ever seen. 
 
    “Nerma, ith it?” The man shook Nerma’s hand. He spoke with a strong lisp. “It hath been ages since I last met a Thranger. What a pleasure. Around here they call me the Count, but I’m afraid I thimply go by Dracula these days.” 
 
    The Count’s smile widened and revealed a gaping space where his top teeth should have been but where now only a dark chasm remained. 
 
     Nerma opened her mouth to speak but was struck silent by the view beyond the Count’s shoulder. In the light from his lantern, a wild garden took form. It started at the bottom of the hut’s tiny porch and swirled its way in spirals and circles across a small clearing, taking up every inch of soil and giving the clearing an ethereal, otherworldly aura. Nerma had the feeling she had stepped into a fairy bower. Gourds swelled like giant teardrops from a hanging trellis that circled an Eden of purple fruits that burst from the ground like gems. Across the garden, climbing beans shivered against a wall of emerald greens that curled their way skyward into a pointed peak. Rings of mushrooms—in yellows, crimsons, and iridescent shades the color of the moon—framed the garden like ripples in a pond. 
 
    “How beautiful,” Nerma gasped. 
 
    The Count held the lantern higher, and the light from the nightglows twinkled against the flowers and vegetables throughout the garden. “I am glad you like my garden,” he said. “October rather enjoyth it too.” 
 
    October only nodded, but his eyes shone with pride. 
 
    “It’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen,” Nerma replied, but then she leapt back. “Oh!” she cried. Beneath her feet was a crush of golden dandelions, their lion’s manes smashed and wilted where she and October had fallen. “Did I smash your . . . your weeds—I mean, your flowers?” 
 
    The Count bent to yank a giant clump of the yellow flowers from the ground. “I’m glad you thmashed them,” he said. “Doctor Mapple th-pecial ordered these to wear in his lapel at the Gala, and it will give me pleasure to tell him he will have to thettle for thomething like an ugly rose. Every week it is thomething new—this week it is dandelions, but next week Mapple may want a Dutch amaryllith or a bird-of-paradise. If only he would pay me, then I could afford to help October out now and then…” His voice trailed off and he cleared his throat, shrugging to himself. He held the dandelions up high and dangled them, dirty roots and all, before Nerma’s nose. 
 
    “Give them a whiff,” he ordered. 
 
    Nerma did. Their sunny scent reminded her of lazy summer days spent in her grandmother’s backyard. 
 
    “Ever tried them with birch bark?” the Count asked. 
 
    Nerma shook her head and glanced at October, who grinned. “Delicious,” he said. 
 
    “Come,” the Count wheezed. He turned toward the hut. “Meet my friendth. They must be clamoring for their thupper.” 
 
      And indeed, his friends were clamoring—and cawing, screeching, whistling, chirping, grunting, and snorting. When Nerma followed the Count through the hut’s sloping doorway, at least a dozen creatures skittered, wiggled, fluttered, and slithered off in every direction. 
 
    “Come out, come out!” the Count called. “It ith only our dear October—that wonderful thun of mine—and hith friend! Come out, my little friendth! Come meet a Thranger!” 
 
    From between two books on a low shelf, a pointed, furry nose peeked out, and two pearly black eyes inspected Nerma suspiciously. 
 
    “Hello, Tom,” October said. He bent to scratch the creature’s head, and the animal allowed itself to be coaxed from the bookcase. October cradled it in his arms. “This is Tom,” he said, showing the bundle of fur to Nerma. 
 
    “What is he?” she asked. The little animal scowled at her. 
 
    “A shrew, of course,” October answered. 
 
    “How do you do, Tom?” Nerma asked, feeling silly. 
 
    Another animal wriggled forth from beneath an old wingback chair. 
“And this is Gina. She is a marmot,” October said, gesturing toward a large rodent with fur the color of rust. Gina pawed at October’s pant leg, eager for attention, and Nerma bent to touch her soft fur. 
 
    A burst of inky black wings erupted across the room, and a bird with a wingspan nearly as wide as Nerma’s glided down to perch atop the Count’s shoulder. 
 
    “Hello,” it said, swiveling its neck to get a better look at Nerma. 
 
    “H-hello,” Nerma responded, taken aback. “How are you?” 
 
    “R’you?” the bird echoed, bobbing its head. 
 
    The Count held up a red strawberry, and the bird seized it with its curved beak. 
 
    “Thith is Elena,” the Count said. “She ith a raven from Western Carpathia. Elena, meet Nerma.” 
 
    “Stranger! Stranger-danger!” the bird exclaimed, moving its head rapidly up and down without breaking eye contact with Nerma. 
 
    “Hush, Elena,” the Count soothed, holding up another berry for her. “Any friend of October’s ith a friend of ours.” 
 
    “Danger! Danger!” the bird repeated before grabbing the strawberry from between the Count’s fingers. 
 
    “Where is Milton?” October asked.  
 
    At the sound of his name, a slender green snake slipped from the mouth of a pot and glided confidently across the wooden floor. It flicked its tongue at October’s shoelace, and the boy slid his fingers affectionately down the reptile’s smooth scales. 
 
    “Ah, there’s Milton. Is everyone else hiding?” 
 
    The snake flicked its tongue, and one by one, more animals crept from their hiding places: a silvery fox, a trio of excited bats, five fluffy squirrels, a tortoise named Horatio, a family of large toads, a yellow-spotted salamander, three chocolate-colored bunnies, a beaver with one eye, a racoon with a cast on its leg, and a fat skunk. 
 
    Other than the skunk, which immediately curled up before the fire and began to snore, each of the animals approached Nerma with curiosity, sniffing her feet and hands, batting at her skirt, or circling her head. One of the bats alighted briefly on the tip of her spoon and hung upside down, its eyes level with hers, before darting away with a series of excited clicks and squeaks. Once all of the animals had gotten a chance to inspect her up close, the Count calmed them down with a tut-tut and a wave of his hand. The animals back off, some of them more reluctantly than others. 
 
    “Do you like my menagerie?” The Count asked Nerma. 
 
    “Do you mean the animals?” she asked. 
 
    “Indeed.” He nodded. 
 
    “Very much,” she said. “Do they all live here?” 
 
    “Yeth, most of the time. Here, have a seat,” he said, although it came out as have a theat. “I shall tell you all about my menagerie, but I must feed my friends before they decide they want to eat us.” He shot her a gap-toothed smile. “I’m only kidding.” 
 
    Nerma sat in a cushioned chair beside October and let her eyes explore. The hut was small but brimmed with the leftovers of a once-grand lifestyle. Bookshelves lined the low walls and sagged beneath the weight of many thousands of pages. Beside the plush velvet armchair near the hearth, a table lay burdened beneath countless quill pens and parchment leaves. Across from it, a wide grandfather clock ticked beside an ancient, chipped harpsichord. The most remarkable object in the room, however, was a towering sarcophagus that loomed in one corner. Painted upon its smooth wood was the black and white image of a man, his arms folded across his chest. 
 
    Now that the excitement of Nerma’s arrival had worn off, the animals found activities to occupy themselves. The raccoon and salamander lounged before the fire, and the squirrels began to play with a set of Chinese checkers in the far corner. Horatio the tortoise pulled a book from a shelf and began to read. Nerma could just make out the title: On the Origin of Species. On the mantel above the fire, the raven paced with one black eye glued to the door, and the silver fox curled itself up at Nerma’s feet. In a corner near the stove, the bats flitted about the Count’s head as he brewed dandelion-birch tea and chopped vegetables from the garden for a stew, which he set to boil on a large black stove. 
 
    “My menagerie didn’t th-tart out this large,” the Count said, gesturing at the room full of animals. “It th-tarted with only Elena here.” 
 
    The raven rose into the air and settled once again on the Count’s shoulder. A loose feather drifted down into the bubbling pot, but the Count didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “Elena came to me soon after I left Thmall Hourth. She was injured. Her right leg had been crushed in a hunter’s trap, and she had lost nearly all her feathers.” He reached up to pet the bird’s silky side. “A bird with no feathers and a vampire with no fangs. We made a good team, eh, Elena?” 
 
    The bird nuzzled her cheek against the Count’s and used her beak to straighten a stray lock of hair that had fallen over his forehead. “Team!” she agreed. 
 
    “For the first time in my life, I was alone. I had lost my wife, my students and colleagues, my thun . . .” He lisped quietly, looking back to smile sadly at October. “You know, when I first arrived at the hut, there was no roof. It was terrible when it rained, unbearable when it thnowed. But I learned to use a saw and hammer, and Elena and I nursed each other back to health, did we not, old girl? And then one day I came upon Horatio out behind the hut. Did you know, Nerma, that tortoises’ shells are made up of dozens of bones that have fused together?” 
 
    Nerma shook her head. 
 
    “If a shell gets fractured, ethpecially as badly as poor Horatio’s was, it can cause a devil of an infection. He had to wear a cast for two years. By the time his shell was healed, October had covered every inch of it with childhood th-cribbles. They have all washed away now, of course.” 
 
    Nerma looked closely at the tortoise’s back and noticed for the first time that a long, deep ravine marred his glossy shell. 
 
    “Before long,” the Count continued, folding his slim body into the chair beside her, “a new animal was arriving every month. Word had gotten out that there was a vampire healer in the wood-th.” He chuckled. “Imagine that, the eighty-ninth Count of Wightworth Castle is now a hermit who heals animal-th.” 
 
    Nerma smiled. “It’s like your own private zoo.” 
 
    All at once, the peaceful little cabin erupted in a cacophony of snarls and squeaks. The squirrels stopped playing their game, sending marbles skittering across the floor. The raven and bats took to the air, and the marmot and shrew stood on their hind legs, their snouts pointed angrily in Nerma’s direction. Milton, the snake, uncoiled and licked the air, and even the skunk uncurled itself from before the fire. When it lifted its tail high in the air, October leapt from his seat and held up his hands.  
 
    “Now Tiffany,” he soothed. “It is just a word—just a simple word. She is a Stranger. She doesn’t know any better.” 
 
    The skunk arched her back and turned, ever so slowly, until her back end was aimed directly at Nerma. 
 
    “Should I . . . ?” Nerma scooted back in her chair. 
 
    “No. Do not move.” October eased closer to the skunk, who began to paw at the floor like a contented cat. “Tiffany has quite a temper, and I’m afraid you have used her least favorite word.” 
 
    Nerma tried to recall what she had said. “Was it because I said ‘private z—’” 
 
    The Count held up one long finger. “We call it a menagerie,” he explained, “because my friend-th are free to come and go as they choose, and some of them”—he dropped his voice to a low rasp—“some of them find the term zoo to be extraordinarily offenthive.” 
 
    “I-I’m sorry—” Nerma began, but the Count waved his hand to quiet her. 
 
    “Look,” he said, “she is already going back to sleep.” Indeed, the skunk had already curled back up by the hearth and was beginning to doze again. “She was knocked in the head by a hunter, and I’m afraid she hath recovered physically, but she th-till has a short memory—and a short temper.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Nerma felt terrible. 
 
    The Count looked at her with a strange look on his face. “There is no need to apologize. All Thrangers are new blood. You cannot help it that you are as fresh and as foolish as a newborn.” He shuddered. “How I long for the taste of fresh blood.” His eyes, Nerma noticed for the first time, were the deep, inky red of pomegranates, and she found that she couldn’t look away. 
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Family Traditions 
 
    “Oh, how I do mith the taste of fresh blood,” the Count repeated. He closed his eyes, and his shoulders fell.  
 
    “That reminds me—” October reached into his jacket pocket and pulled from it the package Old Worm had given him. 
 
    The Count smiled. “Ah—good old Old Worm. What would I do without her Blister Draught?” He tipped a dark red-brown powder from the packet into a copper mug, added water to it, and stirred the mixture vigorously. He took a sip and sighed contentedly. “It ith not the same as fresh blood, but it ith close.” The sticky scarlet liquid clung to his lips. 
 
    Nerma blanched. “You . . . you don’t drink real blood anymore?” 
 
    The Count took another sip and wiped his mouth with a handkerchief. Red splotches blossomed on the white fabric.  
 
    “No,” he said. “In thith little hut of mine, no meat ith eaten. No real meat, that ith.” 
 
    “You’re vegetarians?” Nerma asked. 
 
    “Yeth. Look—” The Count lifted his upper lip with one finger to show her the empty space where his teeth should have been. “Dith ith vhere—” He let his lip drop. “Pardon me. This is where my fangs should be, but I lost them yearth ago. They were my Purpose. Without them, I am nothing, so I gave up the taste of flesh.” 
 
    Nerma touched her neck with her bandaged finger and shuddered. “How did you lose your fangs, Count?” 
 
     “Pleathe, call me Dracula,” the old vampire said. “My Count days are long past, I’m thorry to thay.” 
 
    October frowned. “My father was once the most important man in Small Hours.”  
 
    The Count waved a thin hand. “Please, thun. That may be an exaggeration.” 
 
    October shook his head in disagreement. “He was once the head of Corpescule College. He was a professor of anatomy, and he was also the Count of Wightworth Castle. So was his father and his father’s father. For generations, the title was passed from firstborn son to firstborn son. Until my father’s accident.” 
 
    The Count smiled sadly. “For forty-four years I lived in the lap of luxury and walked with confidence. I took it for granted. Then one day, without warning, it wath all gone.” 
 
    “What happened?” Nerma asked.  
 
    “I was th-tupid.” The Count groaned at the memory. “I was thoughtless, careless. I had become so used to floating through life without a care that I did not even notice when I th-tumbled.” 
 
    October grimaced. “It was an accident.” 
 
    “You stumbled?” Nerma sat up straighter. People in books sometimes said they “stumbled” after a run-in with the law, and she sensed a juicy story. “Did you become involved in a life of crime or something?” She pictured a deal gone wrong, a chase, a battle of wills between Dracula and a rogue sheriff. 
 
    “No,” the count said, raising a fuzzy eyebrow. “I th-tumbled. It happened when I was out hunting in the suburbs one night. I went in through the front door, thumped my way up the stairs like the lazy vampire I was, and when I leaned in for the kill, I tripped over a running shoe. A running shoe, of all things! I was so focused on eating my eventide meal that I fell flat on my face and knocked my teeth out”— again, he lifted his lip to show her— “against the edge of an ugly modern nightstand. People have no taste,” he groaned. “And now I’m th-tuck out here in No Man’s Land, drinking Old Worm’s Blister Draught.” He took a long drink and shrugged. “I love my menagerie, so perhaps I should not complain, but I miss life in Thmall Hourth. I miss my thun.” Tears welled in his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Nerma said after a moment. “If someone loses their teeth where I’m from, they go to the dentist, or maybe they have to stop eating sugar, or they get dentures. They don’t lose their home and job and family. They don’t have to live . . . here.” She looked up at the hut’s sagging rooftop. 
 
    October reached down to pet the fox. “My father tried to get his teeth fixed. He went to Doctor Mapple and Doctor Leech. He had saved his broken teeth after the accident, so it should have been an easy repair. But Doctor Mapple was sure that my father had removed the teeth intentionally.” 
 
    Nerma’s brow creased. “Wait. Doctor Mapple thought your dad took his own teeth out? Why would he do that?” 
 
    The Count smoothed his mustache with a gaunt finger, his eyes on the flickering flame of a candle. “It is rare—though not unheard of—for people with loose souls to try to remove their Purposes. For some haunted individuals, it ith as though their Purpose hath become too heavy a burden to bear.” He shook his head slowly. “From time to time, I almost understand that feeling. Even with my wonderful friends here, it can be lonely so far from town. The Diviners stop by now and then, and I know you visit as often as possible, October, but I am not the man I used to be. I was once a Man of Purpose. I knew who I was. Thometimes, I dream that my fangs have grown back, and I remember who I really am. But then I wake up again and I am still here, fangless—a man who cannot even pass the traditions of the past on to his son. October should be the ninetieth Count of Wightworth Castle, you know?” He finished his Blister Draught and tossed a sliver of cabbage to Elena, who snatched it up greedily. 
 
     “After my accident,” he continued, “Doctor Mapple claimed that there were marks from a saw blade on my fangs. He accused me of removing my fangs intentionally. With a saw.” He shivered. “Because he believed that I had tampered with my Purpose, he refused to re-implant them and gave me twenty-four hours to leave Thmall Hourth. There ith nothing more that can be done. But I am content here with my friends and garden—and with Old Worm’s brilliant concoction.” 
 
    He refilled his mug and offered more tea to Nerma and October, who accepted gratefully. 
 
    “Now, tell me about yourself, Nerma. It appears that my son hath tried to give you a Purpose.” The Count tapped Nerma’s web-bound spoon.  
 
    Taking turns, Nerma and October filled the vampire in on the events of the past few days, starting with Nerma’s arrival on Harmony Hill and ending with the Oracle’s peculiar psychic reading. As they spoke, the animals gathered around to eat their vegetable stew and eavesdrop.  
 
    When they had finished their tale, the Count hummed to himself, lost in thought. “The Girl without a Purpose,” he mused after a moment. “It thounds like the title of a horror novel.” 
 
    “Danger!” the raven cried out. 
 
    “Hush, Elena. Please, the Thranger is our guest.” 
 
    But the raven ignored him and swooped down from her high perch to grab at Nerma’s spoon. The bird tugged at it, her wings beating furiously at Nerma’s head. 
 
    “Elena!” The Count raised his voice, and the bird gave one final tug at the spoon before retreating to the far end of the room. 
 
    “I am afraid she cannot help herself around shiny things.” The Count shrugged his hunched shoulders. 
 
    Nerma kept her eyes on the raven. She might not fit in on Harmony Hill or in Small Hours, but she wasn’t about to let a bird start bullying her. She decided to change the subject. 
 
    “October, you didn’t tell me that you’ll be the next Count of Wightworth Castle.” 
 
    He smoothed his hair. “No, because I will not. My father was the last one.” 
 
    “But then . . . who is the Count of Wightworth Castle?” 
 
    “No one. My father is a Hermit now. And I am a Webber.” 
 
    “What about the castle?” Nerma asked. 
 
    October shrugged, and the Count answered for him. “It’s been sitting empty these past years. At least, that is what the Diviners tell me. October and I are forbidden to set foot on the grounds.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just go back?” 
 
    Father and son stared blankly at her. “Because I have no Purpose,” the Count finally answered. “I cannot go back.” 
 
    “Why can’t you have a new Purpose?” Nerma asked. 
 
    October laughed, and the Count shook his head. “Only a Stranger would say such a thing,” he chuckled.  
 
    “Well, if you can’t go to the castle, why can’t October be the next Count of . . . of Wightworth Hut, then?” 
 
    October raised his eyebrows. “Wightworth Hut?” 
 
    Nerma shrugged. 
 
    “Are you referring to my father’s cottage?” 
 
    Nerma nodded. 
 
    October frowned. “Wightworth Castle has seventy-two rooms, eight conservatories, three kitchens, four ballrooms, and even an outhouse,” he answered. 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question,” Nerma pointed out. 
 
    “This is a one-room cottage, a hut, as you say.” October gestured about at the close quarters of the cottage. 
 
    “But it’s your father’s, isn’t it?” 
 
    Father and son again stared at her, until the Count, at last, cleared his throat. “I think your Thranger friend is smarter than she appears. Indeed, thun, what is stopping you from being the next Count of Wightworth . . . Hut? I cannot pass our ancestral home on to you, but—perhaps, perhaps—it is my right to pass my title on to you.” 
 
    “Father, such things are not up to us to decide.” October glanced at the windows, as though he were worried someone might be listening. 
 
    “Danger!” the raven cried. 
 
    “Yeth,” the Count nodded. “A dangerous idea indeed. Thun, go get the dagger.” 
 
    Nerma watched apprehensively as October retrieved a case of polished walnut from a drawer in the desk. The Count opened it with great care. Inside, nestled in a bed of jade velvet, was a dagger that looked as old as time to Nerma. Into its hilt, a W had long ago been carved. 
 
    “Tom,” the Count addressed the shrew. “Get the Oil of Yew, pleathe.” To Nerma’s surprise, the little rodent seemed to understand his request, and Tom scurried beneath the iron stove and emerged with a murky blue bottle. 
 
    “Father—” October began, but the Count held up a hand. 
 
    He stood, straightened his back as far as he was able, and called his menagerie to attention. He asked that every animal gather round to observe a sacred ceremony that few had ever been witness to. The animals solemnly circled around, and the Count gestured for Nerma to join them. She sat on the floor beside Gina the marmot, and Milton the snake slithered into her lap, where he coiled like rope. 
 
    The Count tamed his gray hair, cleared his throat, and took a deep breath. “I, Dracula Quantavius Oscuridad—the former Count of Wightworth Castle, eighty-ninth of my name, son of Vlad the Victim and grandson of Hardknock the Crusher—accept the title of First Count of Wightworth Hut.” He bowed and Nerma clapped her hands softly. The Count turned to October. “Kneel,” he said. 
 
    October knelt before his father and grinned at Nerma. 
 
    “As Count of Wightworth Hut, I hereby bestow upon my son his rightful title.” The Count raised the ancient dagger with both hands. Slowly, he lowered it, until its sharp tip touched the dome of October’s head. “I dub thee”—he touched the dagger to October’s shoulder— “the Second Count of Wightworth Hut.” The dagger glinted in the firelight as the Count moved it to October’s left shoulder. He took the small bottle of Oil of Yew from the shrew and dipped the tip of the dagger into the thick, blue liquid before touching it ever so gently to the tip of October’s index finger. Then he raised the dagger high above his head and began to chant in his raspy voice: 
 
      
 
    As sun goes ‘round the earth, 
 
    And as babes to mums are birthed, 
 
    As long as fire burns and ice freezes, 
 
    And powdered pepper causes sneezes, 
 
    So does the Countship of Wightworth change hands 
 
    From father to son, on these wondrous lands.  
 
    One-and-two-and-three, 
 
    May the Count fulfill his duty. 
 
      
 
    When the odd incantation ended, the Count threw his head back and laughed. “These most wondrous lands,” he said, repeating himself. “I am sure this hut with its little garden could never be called ‘wondrous lands,’ but in the darkest hourth of the night it ith quite pretty.” He paused as though weighing his next words. “The most important part of being a Count, however, ith not the lands—nor the castle, nor the ancient treasures, nor the servants, nor the scrumptious banquets with dish after dish of the most exotic beasts and fauna—no! The most important part of being a Count, October, is the duty. Duty to one’s subjects, to one’s fellow beings.” He patted Tom’s little head. “Being a Count means always doing one’s best. Remember that, thun. It is a family tradition.” 
 
    October nodded solemnly. “I will not forget my duty, father.” 
 
    The Count stretched and glanced out the window, which was just beginning to grow silver with the hint of dawn. “But now,” he said, “I believe it ith time for us to rest. You are staying the night?” 
 
    “Of course, Father,” October answered, clearing his throat. The ceremony had clearly left him feeling emotional. 
 
    “You had better cast, then. The morning looms.”  
 
    October flicked his wrists, and gossamer webs flew from his thumbs. While he wove a bed in one corner of the hut, Nerma rubbed Gina’s soft belly.  
 
    “Nerma,” October called, “it is time.” 
 
    “For what?” She hadn’t imaged she’d be spending the night in a vampire’s cottage on the edge of this bizarre world. 
 
    “To be webbed in. I told Doctor Mapple you would be webbed at night, and so you shall. I will free you at dusk.” He waited. “You must climb up.” 
 
    Nerma was wary. “What exactly does that mean?” 
 
    “Well, I will cage you in with webbing. Obviously. I should have done it last night, but I was not thinking. It is my duty as Webber.” He shrugged. 
 
    Nerma glowered. “It’s not like I’m going to run off! I don’t even know how to get home!”  
 
    October was surprised by her irritation. “It is nothing personal, Nerma. It is just the way things are. You may not be a danger to society, but a promise is a promise. You heard my father. Duty is important.” 
 
    “Nerma,” the Count said, picking up the sleeping skunk and smoothing her silky fur, “I understand that you do not want to be locked up. October and I know that you will not harm anyone, do we not, October?” October nodded. “But my thun is duty-bound to follow Doctor Mapple’s orders. He will let you out at dusk. You have my word.” He set the skunk back on the chair. “As for me, it is time for me to lock myself away.” 
 
    He turned to the tall sarcophagus with the haunting face painted upon it and unlatched it. “My bed chamber,” he joked. He wished the two young people goodnight and with a flourish shut himself away in the wooden box. 
 
    Reluctantly, Nerma allowed October to pull her up onto the corner web. He walled her in swiftly with a thick network of webbing, and afterward she peered out at him from between the gaps in her cage. 
 
    “I am sorry,” he mumbled. He wouldn’t meet her eyes. 
 
    Nerma didn’t respond but watched as he prepared his own bed across the room, against the bookshelves. His bed was far smaller than her own. 
 
    Below, the animals of the menagerie settled into corners and between books, and soon the little hut was full of the gentle sounds of snoring and dreamy sighs, but it took Nerma a long time to fall asleep. Across the room, October was no more than a shadow.  
 
    Outside, the moon had long ago set, but through the window Nerma could just make out a distant shape, like the giant hump of a camel’s back, and at its very top a light glowed brightly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    16
The Artists 
 
    October was awake before the sun set. The conversation last night had given him nightmares, ones that took place in a topsy-turvy world in which he played both villain and prey. He remembered chasing himself ruthlessly through an underground world, trying to get back something that he had stolen from himself. 
 
    He put his glasses on and looked around his father’s small hut. 
 
    Nerma was still asleep, and two of the squirrels were curled at her side. He still found her plainness strange and unsettling, but he knew that she didn’t belong in a cage. Silently, he climbed down from his woven bed and removed the webbed bars from around her. She stirred, disturbed by the movement, and looked about. 
 
    “It’s sunny out!” Her eyes, puffy with sleep, glowed with excitement. 
 
    October motioned for her to keep her voice down. If his father emerged from his sarcophagus before sunset, October wouldn’t be able to forgive himself. 
 
    Quietly, the two young people pulled the webbed bedding down and disposed of it, then made their way outside into the glowing twilight. October shielded his eyes and squinted, but Nerma seemed to revel in the sun’s toxic rays. 
 
    “There, look!” she cried, gripping his arm. She pointed past the two large trees that led back to the stream.  
 
    “Where?” The tangerine sky reflected off the trickling water. 
 
    “Look, higher!” Nerma pushed him to the stream’s edge and pointed into the distance. 
 
    There, far off, was a hill. He had never before noticed it, yet there it was, towering in the distance—beyond the stream, beyond the woods, and beyond the spires of Small Hours. He thought he could make out the spiraling outline of a road upon its sides. 
 
    “It’s Harmony Hill!” Nerma cried.  
 
    October was dumbfounded. Nerma had told him—repeatedly, in fact—that Harmony Hill was real, but he hadn’t really believed her. He had wanted to believe her, of course, but in the back of his mind was the unshakable idea that Strangers couldn’t belong anywhere.  
 
    He recalled the booming voice of Doctor Mapple at a Moontide Meeting months ago: “He who hath no soul hath no home. Promethean Primer: Chapter Four, Instruction One.”  
 
    And another time, Doctor Leech had lectured about the inherent treachery of Strangers. “For the Stranger, the lie is no different from the truth,” she had warned. “It is our Purpose that gives us knowledge of good and evil, and the Stranger can understand neither.” 
 
    Yet here he stood, watching as a fluffy white cloud passed over the slope of Harmony Hill. It was very real indeed. “How do we get there?” he asked Nerma, his throat like ash. 
 
    “I was hoping you would know the way,” she said. 
 
    October ran his tongue over his fangs. He needed to think.  
 
    They were quiet as they rinsed their faces and mouths in the cold stream and as they began their walk back toward Diviner’s Ditch.  
 
    “I believe a friend of mine may be able to help,” October said at last. “He lives in town, not far from the Abbey, in a neighborhood called the Slab. Let’s get something to eat on our way.” 
 
    When they arrived in Diviner’s Ditch, however, the cliffside was asleep and its walkways still and empty, so they moved on. They passed back through the woods and finally into Small Hours, where October led Nerma to a small all-hours tavern. There, they breakfasted on pan-fried vulture livers and poached goose eggs.  
 
    October ordered two black pudding sandwiches with hash browns to go, and they emerged from the tavern into a cool autumn night. Fog had settled into the nooks and crannies of the village, clogging the narrow gaps between buildings and leaking into alleyways. It blocked out the spires overhead and distorted the highest windows into spectral shapes that seemed to shift in the darkness. The gargoyles’ eyes glistened in the dampness. 
 
    Nerma shivered. 
 
    “Not much farther,” October said. 
 
    They were wet and chilled to the bone when they reached the Slab, the small corner of Small Hours where the handful of village eccentrics and artists lived. The Slab’s name came from a great block of granite that huddled between a crumbling mansion and the old foundry building, both of which had long ago been converted into apartment complexes. The granite slab itself was a constant site of conflict within the Slab, for no one could agree on how it should be painted. The Classicists fought against the Impressionists, and they in turn fought with the Orientalists, who abhorred the Cubists. Week after week, the great granite boulder was repainted as artists crept down in the middle of the day to cover their rival’s artwork with fresh layers of paint. 
 
    On this misty morning, October could just make out the image of a mermaid painted in bright oranges and blues upon the smooth granite surface. He recognized it as the work of his friend. 
 
    He led Nerma up a shaky staircase and knocked on a scuffed door upon which two signs had been hung: “Welcome Dear Guests!” and “Go Away!” Nerma stamped her feet and rubbed her cold hands together. They waited for what felt like ages, and October knocked once again. At last, the door creaked inward, and there stood a creature as green as a Granny Smith apple and an expression on his face that was just as sour as one. 
 
    “Ron! Did we wake you?” October worried. 
 
    The creature grumbled and ran a furry hand across the top of his disheveled head. He was covered in unruly green fur from head to toe. “I had a late daytime,” he grumbled, gesturing for October and Nerma to follow him into the apartment. 
 
    “I am sorry, Ron. We would not be here if it were not important.”  
 
    Ronald waved a hand in the air absentmindedly.  
 
    October briefly introduced Nerma and handed the sandwiches over to his friend. “Ted is still asleep, I presume?” he asked. 
 
    Ron grunted. “Painting,” he said, and beckoned for October and Nerma to follow him. 
 
    They passed through a doorway into a room with tall ceilings. Dozens of lanterns blazed brightly, and the airy space glowed with serenity. In the far corner, a man with wild black hair stood before a canvas. He remained intently focused on his work, and without taking his eyes from it reached toward a collection of glass jars filled with globs of thick paint. His fingers, Nerma saw, were long blades, like those on a set of tailor’s shears. He dipped one sharp index finger into a pot of rose-colored paint and dabbed the color onto the canvas, gently at first, here and there, and then in one dramatic motion he swept the blade across the canvas. Nerma thought that the painting would be cleaved in two, but it remained intact. 
 
    Ronald grunted. “Teddy. Visitors.” 
 
    The painter paused just long enough to mutter, “One moment,” and then he delicately scraped two bladed fingers against the canvas. He sat back to examine his work. 
 
    Nerma stepped closer. “That’s beautiful,” she breathed. 
 
    Indeed, the work was a startling masterpiece of light and dark, a contrast of good and evil played out on a rectangle of canvas. 
 
    “Thank you very much,” Ted said, turning to face his guests. He was as pale as a ghost, but his eyes were rich and warm, and they lit up when he smiled. 
 
    Ron curtly made introductions. “Ted, this is Nerma. Nerma, this is Ted. Now what do the two of you want?” 
 
    Ted smiled remorsefully at the two young people. “I’m sorry about Ronald. He’s a bit of a grouch when he wakes up, but he’ll warm up. Can I get you some tea?” 
 
    In the apartment’s roomy kitchen, October and Nerma sat across from Ron and Ted and shared their adventures—and problems—of the past few days.  
 
    “You know this village better than anyone,” October said to Ron. 
 
    To Nerma’s surprise, the furry green man glowered. “Those days are behind me.”  
 
    October shook his head. “No, no—you don’t have to break any laws. We are not breaking and entering. We just need you to be Nerma’s guide. She needs to get back home.” 
 
    Ron thought for a moment. “You say that you crossed at a place called Wishers Warsh?” 
 
    Nerma nodded. 
 
    “I have heard of it. Once, a long time ago.” He stirred his tea. “You understand that my expertise has always been of a more . . . domestic sort. I know the ins and outs of every villager’s house. I do not, however, know the woods, the bridges, the places where passageways might . . . shift.” 
 
    Nerma nodded. 
 
    Ron bit into his sandwich. “Thanks. Tastes good.” He chewed slowly and glanced up. “Did Oct tell you that me and Ted used to live with Strangers, years before we met each other? That was a lifetime ago.” He filled his mouth to brimming with bread and black pudding but kept speaking. “Nevertheless, our backgrounds are”— gulp— “quite alike.” Bite.  “We were both outsiders who were taken in”— gulp— “by well-intentioned Strangers like yourself. But at the end of the day,”—bite— “we were misfits. You see that door there? See how tall the frame is?”—gulp—“I bet you never seen doors like the ones in Small Hours before, eh?” 
 
    “They don’t have door handles!” Nerma was glad someone had finally brought it up. 
 
    October puzzled over the term. “Door handle,” he muttered under his breath. Why would a door need a handle? Did people on Harmony Hill carry their doors around with them like suitcases? If that were the case, a door certainly would require a handle. 
 
    Ron continued. “These are special-made doors, you see. Where I used to live, all the doors were so small that I had to climb through a window or sometimes even the chimney. Imagine that, having to slide down someone’s sooty chimney just to visit! It eats away at a man’s pride, at his sense of self. So when I got here to Small Hours I made sure the doors were good and tall.” He rubbed his big green belly. “I bet you’re wondering about the door latches. Here, let me show you.” 
 
    Nerma followed him to the door. Like all the others she’d seen in Small Hours, it didn’t have a knob.  
 
    “Close it,” Ron ordered. Nerma obeyed. “Now open it,” he prompted. Nerma pushed on the door and whacked at it with the heel of her hand, but it wouldn’t budge. She tapped at the weird sliver-thin slots in the doorframe, but still nothing happened. Ron stopped her. “Teddy, your services are required. I left my pentadagger in the bedroom.” 
 
    With a smile, Ted slid his long-bladed fingers into the slots, and the door clicked open. 
 
    “It just so happens,” Ron bragged, “that you, Nerma, are in the presence of the one—the only—locksmith in all of Small Hours. I present to you, Ted.”  
 
    Ted bowed. “At your service.” 
 
    Nerma was perplexed. “But why don’t you just put knobs on the doors? Then everyone could use them.” 
 
    Ted held his hands aloft and pretended to try—and fail—to grasp an invisible door handle.  
 
    Nerma looked down at her hands, and October looked at his own. He had never considered before why the doors of Small Hours were built the way they were. He simply carried a pentadagger in his pocket or asked someone nearby if they had a set if he needed a door opened. 
 
    “It’s not the best design,” Ted admitted. “When I first came to Small Hours, doors were opened in a different way. They called it acid-bending. The last locksmith was an acid-spitter.” 
 
    Nerma raised an eyebrow, and Ron jumped in to explain. “If someone got locked out of their house, locksmith would come along and spit acid on the lock. It melted the metal, so the door was no longer locked. But that meant that locks had to be replaced all the time, and some mistrustful folks wanted their doors locked all the time, which meant that the locksmith, ol’ Timonus Acrid, was running around all night and day spitting on people’s locks. So, the guy decided to solve his problem and make a few bucks on the side. He started selling his spit.”  
 
    Nerma made a face.  
 
    “Gross, right?” Ron agreed. “And dangerous, too, because—people being people—acid was getting spilled everywhere, and that stuff was strong. People were spilling it in their shoes, in their midnight beetle chowder, in baby’s cradles. Let’s just say it wasn’t pretty. Well, poor ol’ Acrid died from glandular complications, and Teddy here was put to work. Ted knew how to—how should I put this?—he knew how to open doors in creative ways, which got him into a little trouble in his previous life. Teddy always wanted to be an artist, but the Doctors decided his Purpose was as a locksmith, so here we are. Now Teddy here spends his days painting and his nights helping folks repair their locks.” 
 
    Ted smiled shyly. “Most of my work is really just helping people get back into their homes after they’ve had a few too many mugs at Yeasty’s Well.” 
 
    Most of this was new to October, who had known both Ted and Ron his entire life. “So, Ted, you can get into any building in town?” It was unbelievable. 
 
    Ted nodded. “If I’m asked.” 
 
    Something stirred in the back of October’s mind, but it was gone just as quickly as it had appeared. 
 
    “But we don’t want any more run-ins with the law, if you know what I mean.” Ron furrowed his fuzzy brow. “Like I said, those days are behind us. Now, we paint.” He stifled a belch. “Long story short, I don’t know where your Wishers Warsh is, but give me some time and I’ll think on it. For now, enjoy your stay. The Gala of the Ghouls is tomorrow night. You won’t want to miss that disaster.”  
 
    October grinned at Nerma. “You will love it. But . . . you will need a costume.” 
 
    “We have a whole closetful,” Ted said, brandishing his sharp hands through the air. “She’s welcome to borrow one.” 
 
    Ron made a face. “Yeah, fine. But maybe let the kid shower first. She smells like a marmot. Not to be rude or anything.” 
 
    Nerma was horrified. “Can I use yours?” 
 
    “Be my guest.” Ron shrugged. “Just don’t complain about the green fur in the drain.”
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The First Chase 
 
    Feeling better now that she was clean and had friends who promised to help her get back home, Nerma agreed to accompany October on an errand. They stopped first at his apartment, where he changed out of his soiled clothes and donned a funny-looking uniform, which he said was part of his training. 
 
    “What kind of training?” Nerma asked as they walked through the courtyard of Corpescule College, but October was distracted.  
 
    He needed to stop at the Office of Purpose Perfection, he said, to receive his training assignment. There, a blond giantess with hands of bronze greeted him warmly and positively glowed with delight when he introduced Nerma. 
 
    “My, my, what a perfect little picture you are with that darling Purpose.” The enormous woman leaned forward and admired Nerma’s spoon with an eyeball the size of Nerma’s fist. “How positively normal you look!” she boomed, her vast eyelid dropping into a wink. 
 
    She handed a slip of paper to October, and he and Nerma walked out into the open university gallery. Night-blooming cereus and creamy moonflowers bobbed in the misty breeze, their pale faces like small moons in a stormy sky. October was mumbling quietly to himself when Nerma reached out to touch a tiny blossom. She yelped and pulled her hand back. 
 
    “It bit me!” She held up her left hand. There were tiny teeth marks on the tip of her finger. 
 
    “Well, what did you expect? It is a flower.” October frowned. “We will have to stop and get another bandage for you.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Nerma said, gripping the finger tightly in her other hand. “Just a scratch.” 
 
    October sighed and looked down at the paper in his hand. “I need to go on a training exercise. Perhaps you should not come.” 
 
    “How long will it take?” 
 
    He thought for a moment. “Not long. But I do not want you to . . . get hurt again.” 
 
    Nerma raised her eyebrows. “I think I can survive two cuts on my fingers, but if it helps, I promise to stay out of the way. Please? Let me go with?” 
 
    October smoothed his hair and adjusted his glasses. “Well.” He felt his fangs. “Follow me. But be careful.” 
 
    They walked in silence through the fog for some time, following the twisting, coiling alleyways of the village. Nerma kept close to October, especially as the passages became ever narrower and darker, and after a while, she realized that the sky had completely disappeared and had been replaced by stone. They had entered a series of tunnels, which, like the alleyways outside, forked and splintered in unexpected ways, and Nerma quickly lost track of the direction they’d come from. Every fifty yards or so, a dimly lit lamp caged to the tunnel ceiling provided a meager circle of light. Everywhere else was stifling darkness, and Nerma held tightly to October’s hand. 
 
    “What is this place?” she whispered. 
 
    “The Tunnels of Entanglement,” he answered, his voice low. 
 
    For some time, the only sound they heard was the rasping their shoes made against the stone floor, but as they traveled deeper into the gloomy matrix, the haunting tendrils of a melody began to stir the stagnant air. The music seemed to come from the mouth of every tunnel they passed, and to Nerma space itself seemed to grow and shrink as the chords rose and fell. 
 
    October seemed to be unbothered by the strange music, though, and moved through the labyrinth without hesitation. The melody grew louder and clearer the nearer they drew to its source, and soon Nerma could make out the individual notes of a stringed instrument and a sorrowful voice. A man’s voice rang through the darkness: 
 
      
 
    On a snow-covered mountain  
 
    So high in the sky, 
 
    A loneliness settled, 
 
    And a man, he did cry, 
 
    For his love, she was yonder,  
 
    Where the sun never sets; 
 
    Two hearts torn asunder, 
 
    So full of regrets. 
 
      
 
    On a snow-covered hilltop  
 
    So high off the ground, 
 
    A loneliness settled, 
 
    But the man there was bound. 
 
    His Purpose had robbed him 
 
    Of the one he held dear. 
 
    But forever he waited 
 
    For her to appear. 
 
      
 
    The lyrics seemed to hang in the thick air, wrapping themselves around Nerma. Goosebumps trickled down her arms. 
 
    At last, October slowed to a stop beside her. The light was still quite dim, but up ahead the orange glow of a flame reflected off the walls, and Nerma was able to see October raise his finger to his lips. Nerma mirrored him, promising to remain silent. 
 
    He motioned for her to stay where she was, and then, with his hands flat against the tunnel wall, began to scale the dripping limestone that surrounded them. When he reached the ceiling above her head, he smiled down at her and then continued silently forward toward the light and the source of the eerie voice. 
 
    Nerma saw October pause. A new song started, this one an upbeat fiddle tune, and as October disappeared around the corner, the lyrics to this second song resounded through the tunnel: 
 
      
 
    A babe on knee wants a shiny toy, 
 
    But the Doctor says, ‘Why, no, dear boy! 
 
    Look at yer Purpose, look at ‘er good! 
 
    For a babe like you gets a block o’ wood! 
 
    No tin soldiers, no big red ball, 
 
    For the Maker says it’ll cause yer fall! 
 
    Not from the bough of a broken tree 
 
    But from Heaven above and so-ci-e-ty! 
 
    Sawing is what you were made for, boy, 
 
    So stop yer— 
 
      
 
    The music stopped abruptly with a resonant thunk and the sound of a shout. Panicked footfalls thundered through the tunnels. 
 
    “Help!” a strangled voice cried. 
 
    Nerma didn’t hesitate. She hurried around the corner, ready to help October, but found herself frozen, stunned by the scene before her. 
 
    Ahead, a small stove illuminated a sleeping mat and some overturned crates. Beside them, an enormous spider’s web bulged and writhed. Struggling within it was a man with the torso of a large instrument, perhaps a guitar or cello. At the top of a long fingerboard neck was the man’s head, his face contorted in a grimace that revealed a mouth full of crooked teeth. With one arm shaped like a violin bow and the other equipped with fingers like guitar picks, he stabbed and slashed violently at the sticky webbing. Clanging, wild music filled the air in a concert gone terribly, dreadfully wrong as he tried to free himself. 
 
    Above this, a uniformed October hung from the ceiling, his face shining with pride. 
 
    Nerma shrieked in disbelief. She couldn’t help it, and the sound drew October’s attention away from the struggling man just long enough for him to break free. He scampered down the nearest tunnelway, broken strings trailing behind him. 
 
    October cursed and leapt from the ceiling in pursuit. He disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    Nerma stared at the dark archway through which they’d disappeared. Her knees shook, but she forced herself to run after them. After only a few frantic paces, though, she fell headlong into a puddle of something cold and slimy. She moved forward cautiously after that, feeling her way along the wet walls while trying to follow the jumbled din of footsteps and untuned notes ahead of her. A lamp flickered in the distance, and she followed its dim glow into a cavernous intersection. Tunnels radiated off of it in nine different directions. 
 
    A cry echoed through the chamber, ricocheting off the walls, and Nerma tried to guess which passageway it had come from. She chose a tunnel to her right, certain that October must have chased the man in this direction, but then a series of bellowing sounds—clunk-clank-rasp-groan—drew her back the other way.  
 
    Again and again, she forged ahead and then backtracked, until finally, overwhelmed, she stopped. She sank to the ground. She had no idea where she was, no idea where October was, no idea how to get out of the Tunnels of Entanglement. She had no idea how to get out of Small Hours, how to get home. Home was so, so far away, and she was lost. 
 
    Nerma curled up on the floor and cried. 
 
    She wept for some time, thinking about October and how he had abandoned her. About her parents and how worried they must be. About Julian and Benny and how she should have helped make Harmony Hill feel like home for them. She thought about her old home, about her abuelos, her aunt Lorena, her friends all the way across the country. 
 
    A quiet sound pulled her back from her sorrow and made her ears prick. 
 
    A gentle clicking was crossing the darkness, moving closer. 
 
    Something shuffled and splashed against the damp stones. Then there was a very long period of silence. Nerma lay there, frozen in fear. 
 
    Then, out of the shadows, an indistinct face took form. 
 
    Two round circles glinted in the dimness. 
 
    “Are you sleeping?” October whispered. 
 
    Nerma jumped up and nearly hit him with her balled fist. Instead, she wiped her eyes. “What was that?” she hissed. 
 
    “What was what?” he asked. 
 
    “All of that! The running, the chasing, the noises, leaving me alone in the dark! What was all of that?” Nerma fumed. Her fear had morphed into fury. 
 
    October shrugged. “It was my training.” 
 
    “Training?” Nerma stared at him. 
 
    “I did not have a choice.” October’s fangs glinted in the low lamplight. 
 
    Nerma raised her hands at her sides. “No choice? You just attacked a man and left me here without any idea what was happening!” 
 
    October’s eyes blinked behind his glasses. “I am sorry. I did not understand that it would be . . . confusing for you.” 
 
    “Confusing?” Nerma was incredulous. “Yes, confusing. It is confusing. Very. Who was that man, and where is he now? Why were you chasing him?” 
 
    “He is a criminal. My orders were to take him into custody.” October gestured for Nerma to follow him, and she did. She felt as though she were in the belly of some strange and cold beast, a reptilian maze that swallowed girls like her for supper. 
 
    “What did he do?” she mumbled, her anger beginning to fade into exhaustion. 
 
    October’s voice was grave. “He has been accused of sedition.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Nerma asked. 
 
    “Sedition is . . . well, it is when someone tries to get other people to turn against everyone else.” He didn’t sound entirely sure about this. 
 
    “What did he do, though?” Nerma pressed. 
 
    “Those songs he was singing—” 
 
    “They were so sad,” Nerma murmured. 
 
    “They—well, perhaps they sound sad to you, but he has been playing them at Yeasty’s Well and at the Naughty Draughty.” They turned a corner into pitch blackness, and Nerma once again grasped October’s hand. “Just now was my first time hearing him sing, and his lyrics were not nearly as bad as I expected them to be, but they must be dangerous if the Doctors issued an arrest warrant.” 
 
    “The Doctors did this?” Nerma was beginning to realize just how many decisions Mapple and Leech made in Small Hours. 
 
    October was quiet for a minute. “Yes,” he said hesitantly. “Are there not Doctors on Harmony Hill who issue warrants?” 
 
    “Never—not that I’ve ever heard of anyway.” 
 
    They walked in silence then, weaving their way through the maze, hand in hand. Finally, they emerged into the foggy pallor of the night, and Nerma let go. 
 
    On the ground before them lay the instrumental man. He was bound tightly in cables of October’s webbing. When he saw October and Nerma approach, he laughed ruefully and then broke out in hearty song. 
 
      
 
    Run, run, run, as fast as you can! 
 
    You can’t catch me! I’m the Musical Man! 
 
    Pat it, and roll it, and mark it with an S, 
 
    And put it in the oven to make it confess! 
 
    Not because it’s dirty, not because it’s clean, 
 
    Just because it buzzed about the Doctors’ machine. 
 
    Sing it and shout it and loudly protest, 
 
    But ne’er is a grievance met with fair redress 
 
    When a bone saw works as nicely (and helps cut expense). 
 
    But fight, fight, fight, for your soul’s pur-pess . . . 
 
      
 
    The song tapered off and the man went quiet with a sigh. “Well, young Webber, take me to the Sanatorium,” he muttered at last. “Master’s orders.” 
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Just a Normal Night In 
 
    As the night stretched toward morning, the mood in October’s flat was somber. 
 
    After turning the man from the Tunnels of Entanglement over to Doctor Leech’s assistant, October had led Nerma back to his loft in silence. Once there, he had woven a small web for himself in the peak of the ceiling, and there he sat in quiet contemplation, his head bowed. 
 
    Nerma, too, was shaken by the night’s events. She couldn’t help but view October—and the entire village of Small Hours—with new eyes. She hoped that Ron would get back to them soon with some sort of plan so that she could make her way home.  
 
    She bit into a soft apple and chewed sullenly. Why hadn’t she paid closer attention when she had wandered into Small Hours? Why hadn’t it occurred to her to remember her steps or to mark them in some way? Had she learned nothing from Hansel and Gretel? As a tiny girl, she had found nothing more terrifying than the thought of being separated from her family and locked in a witch’s cage, miles from home, and here she was, in a cage as big as a village. 
 
    The moon had set, and the alleyways below brimmed with the sounds of a long night’s end: parents ushering young children home for supper, the hard-soled shoes of villagers rushing home from work, shopkeepers selling their last wares before close. 
 
    Nerma was growing sleepy and looked around for a place to rest. October hadn’t spun a web for her to use, and she realized with a pang of compassion just how bare and cold his home was, all gaunt angles and splintering edges. For the first time, she wondered where his mother was and felt ashamed for not having wondered before.  
 
    The room’s only comforts came from the few knickknacks and black-and-white photographs placed carefully around the room. She picked up a small frame. Behind a dusty plate of glass, a middle-aged man and a young boy smiled at the camera, their matching fangs white against dark lips. She recognized the Count and October. She turned to another image. In this one, the Count stood between a very round man with a top hat and a beautiful woman whose sugar-coated smile taunted the person behind the camera. Doctor Mapple and Doctor Leech. 
 
    Nerma lifted the picture close to her face and frowned, thinking. 
 
    A hand brushed her shoulder and she jumped. 
 
    October stood behind her. He had taken his glasses off, and the orbs of his eight pupils glowed iridescently. He too was focused on the image of his father and the two doctors. 
 
    “When was this taken?” Nerma handed the frame to him.  
 
    “At my father’s third convocation ceremony. He has three advanced degrees from Corpuscle College. Almost as many as Old Worm, you know. His first was in history, and his second in phlebotomy. For years, he taught courses on ancient societies and the body’s humors. Not long after I was born, he decided to earn another advanced degree, this time in medicine. He would have been the third Doctor of Small Hours, right alongside Doctor Mapple and Doctor Leech. If he had not lost his Purpose, of course.”  
 
    October set the picture down and crossed to the corner he used as a kitchen. He filled a kettle with water, placed it upon his tiny stove, and scooped tea leaves into two mugs. When the tea was ready, he and Nerma sat together at his little table and sipped, each lost in thought. 
 
    “Where is your mother?” Nerma found the nerve to ask. 
 
    October lifted a shoulder limpidly. “She died in childbirth.” 
 
    Nerma sighed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. He blew into his mug. “It is not so bad, you know. I get to see my father once a week during the school year and more often during autumn break. The professors here were kind to take me in when he was sent away from Small Hours.” His fangs clinked against the mug’s rim and he winced. “But I do wonder sometimes what a normal childhood might have been like. Do you live with anyone?” 
 
    A wave of guilt poured over Nerma, and she examined the whorls in the table. “I live with my parents and my brothers, Julian and Benny.” 
 
    October knocked his mug against the wood table. “Two brothers!” he exclaimed, his eyes wide behind his glasses. “I have often wondered what it would be like to have a brother. What good fortune to have two! Tell me—does a brother put snails in your socks and wart powder in your toothcream?” 
 
    Nerma smiled. “No, not mine anyway. Julian’s never done anything like that, and Benny’s too little. Julian plays a lot of video games, and he’s always making noise. It drives me crazy. But he has trouble making friends because people don’t really understand him. And Benny is only two, and he can’t really talk yet, but he really loves books and—” Nerma stopped, tears welling in her eyes. 
 
    “You miss them.” 
 
    Nerma nodded and wiped her eyes. “I haven’t spent much time with them lately, not since we moved to Harmony Hill.” 
 
    October reached out a hand to comfort her, but the sudden clanging of a bell interrupted him, and he leapt to his feet. He opened a set of shutters along the back wall and poked his head out.  
 
    “Gory night, Mr. Tater!” he shouted to someone down below. The ringing continued. “Mr. Tater, I am here! Mr. Ta— Stop pulling the cord!” 
 
    Nerma wiped her eyes and joined him at the window. Far below the tower loft, a man was pulling vigorously on one end of a long rope. Its other end was attached to a bell, which was clamped between the grinning jaws of a gargoyle perched just outside the window. With every jerk of the rope, the bell detonated an ear-splitting CLANG. Nerma reached out and grabbed its rim to silence it, and the man down on the ground finally looked up. 
 
    “Oh! Gory night, Mr. Oscuridad! I got here a message for yer friend!” he hollered. 
 
    “Send it up, please!” October hollered back. 
 
    The man reached into a bag at his waist and withdrew an object. Nerma watched as he pulled back his arm in order to throw it up to October, but rather than throwing it, his entire arm detached at the shoulder and flew upward toward the open window. Nerma squeaked and ducked her head as the arm sailed into the room and landed with a thump next to her tea mug. 
 
    October crossed over and tried to pry the package from its grasp, but its fist held on tightly. With a sigh, he lifted the arm in the air and waved it out the window. “Mr. Tater! Let go! I have it!” 
 
    “Ah! Sorry, sir!” the man shouted, and the hand immediately loosened its grip on the package. October caught it and dropped the arm down to its owner. Nerma watched as Mr. Tater popped the arm back into its socket and moved on to the next delivery in his route. 
 
    “Every time,” muttered October, chuckling to himself. 
 
    “Who is it for?” Nerma asked. 
 
    “I am not sure.” He held it out for her to see. 
 
    Scrawled upon it in a shaky hand were the words: 
 
      
 
    To: The Stranger 
 
    To: Normally 
 
      
 
    October’s eyebrows bunched in a confused knot. “To Normally? Normally what?” 
 
    “I think it’s referring to me.” Nerma reached for the package. “‘Nerma Lee’ sounds like ‘normally.’ See, Ner-ma Lee, nor-ma-lly.” 
 
    October tried it. “Nerr-merr-lee,” he said through his nose.  
 
    Nerma laughed. 
 
    “Nermally, normally,” October tried again. “You have a very odd name.” 
 
    “Me? I have an odd name?” Nerma felt an uncontrollable well of giggles rising to the surface. “Your name is October, like the month! One of your fancy Doctors is named after a gross blood-sucking swamp bug! Your apothem—apothep—that woman who bandaged my finger, she’s named Old Worm! And your dad is Dracula—but you think my name is the weird one?” She started to laugh and found that she was unable to stop. 
 
    October smiled but didn’t quite get the joke. “So, what do they call people on Harmony Hill then?” 
 
    “Sarah—or Terry—or Brian—or Jordan—or Rebekkah,” she said, quaking with laughter. “Normal names. Boring names. George, Charlotte, Michael, Kristi, Emma, Ashley, Chris—names like that.” 
 
    “You give people pet’s names on Harmony Hill?” October’s eyebrows couldn’t have gone any higher. 
 
    “Wait,” Nerma said, trying to quell her giggles. “You name your pets . . . Michael and—and Charlotte?” She couldn’t help it. She doubled over with laughter. 
 
    “I once had a mouse named Brian, and one of the professors has an owl named Ashley.” October said. “Is Peter a normal name where you come from? It’s a very popular name for snails here.” 
 
    Nerma looked at him incredulously. “Yes, Peter is a ‘normal’ name.” She heaved a sigh as she recovered from her fit of laughter. “It was my grandfather’s name, in fact.” 
 
    Now, October began to shake uncontrollably with laughter. “Your grandfather was named after—after the snails in Small Hours?” He howled with repressed joy. 
 
    Norma grinned. “It was probably the other way around.” 
 
    “Tell me—tell me,” October panted, “what do you name your pets on Harmony Hill?” 
 
    Nerma thought. “Well, we do sometimes give them ‘normal’ human names, mostly to be funny. My aunt had a dog named Phillip Henry McDuttle.”  
 
    October nodded. “That is a normal name for a dog.” 
 
    Nerma continued, “But usually we name cats and dogs things like Fluffy, Fritzy, Fifi—” 
 
    “Things that start with F,” October pointed out. 
 
    Nerma shook her head. “No, no—well, sometimes, yes. Fido is a classic. But there’s also Marshmallow, Misty, Bear, Stinky, Cookie, Frizzlebits—” 
 
    “Frizzlebits!” October’s eyes lit up. “Mr. Frizzlebits lives just around the corner! He is the gardener for Corpescule College.” 
 
    Nerma clapped a hand to her mouth, but it wasn’t any use, and the giggles came pouring out. It didn’t matter, though, because beside her October began to shake with laughter, and soon they were both roaring and wiping tears from their eyes. 
 
    “So,” Nerma said at last, her breath still hitching, “this package for ‘Normally,’ should I open it?” she held up the slim box and shook it. It was very light. 
 
    October nodded, and she ripped through the brown paper. Inside, a tightly wound roll of stationery was tied with a crimson bow. Nerma loosened the knot and unrolled the paper. Written in curling script, it read: 
 
      
 
    Dear Stranger Normally— 
 
    You and a guest are cordially invited to the 767th Annual Gala of the Ghouls 
 
    Three hours past midnight on the Maker’s Day, October 31st 
 
    10 Soul’s End Lane 
 
    Please wear your most striking attire 
 
    Music and dancing for all 
 
    Food and drinks provided. 
 
      
 
    Below this, someone had added in bubbly cursive: 
 
      
 
    The ladies and I could not be more excited to have such an interesting guest!!! Everyone will be thrilled and it will be the talk of the town for ages. Do come!!! 
 
      
 
    xx Henrietta 
 
      
 
    “When is October thirty-first?” Nerma looked around for a calendar, but October’s walls were bare. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” he muttered. He went over to the window and leaned out, the breeze ruffling his cravat. 
 
    “Where is your invitation?” Nerma asked.  
 
    “It looks as though I am not receiving one this year.” 
 
    “Well, you will be my guest then. I’m not going anywhere in this town by myself.” 
 
    October drew his head back inside and smiled ruefully at her. “Thank you. And wise decision, I must say.” 
 
    Their tea was cold, but October made a stack of blood berry jelly sandwiches, and the two talked late into the morning about family and friends, irritating schoolteachers, and whether or not the moon that lit the streets of Small Hours was the same one that hung high above Harmony Hill. At last, they fell asleep upon a web of soft spider’s silk spun from the thumbs of a young boy. 
 
    Just as two good friends normally would. 
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The 767th Annual Gala of the Ghouls  
 
    Nerma and October slept through the day and evening. They finally awoke past midnight, and after a quick bite to eat (of sweet sardine dumplings with spiced coffee from Frog’s Café), they set out to find a Gala costume for Nerma. October’s outfit had been ready for weeks, he said, and he only needed to pull it from its trunk and add a few more wrinkles before it would be ready to wear. 
 
    They found Ron and Ted busy at work on a new piece of art: a giant sculpture of metal and feathers that roosted gawkily in the center of their kitchen. Nerma eyed it suspiciously, as though it might suddenly take flight, but October pronounced it “the most splendid fogeyman” he’d ever seen. Nerma opened her mouth to ask what in the world a fogeyman was but thought better of it and instead asked if Ron and Ted were still willing to loan her a costume. 
 
    Within half an hour, the contents of their enormous wooden wardrobe had been strewn across the living room, and the furniture and rugs were littered with scarves, boas, hooded robes, scepters, boots of all sorts, gowns, suits, and a whole collection of rompers in funky prints. 
 
    Nerma stood before a tall mirror. “I don’t know,” she muttered. She plucked at the straps over her shoulders and frowned.  
 
    “It’s just because you don’t look like a Stranger anymore,” Ron said, adjusting a large papier mâché carrot. 
 
    “It’s because I look like a bowl of clam chowder,” she retorted. She wiggled her hips, and the giant bowl around them swayed to and fro. 
 
    “Incorrect. You look like a perfectly average bowl of fisheye stew.” 
 
    She looked down into the wide container that circled her torso. Staring at her from within its depths were five shiny fisheyes the size of grapefruits. Ted had reassured her that they were fake and merely looked real. 
 
    In the mirror, her reflection wrinkled its nose. “Why can’t I just wear one of the dresses?” 
 
    Ron stopped fidgeting and lowered his face to Nerma’s level. His green fur had already been carefully smoothed and curled for the Gala, and a tufted pompadour crowned his head. 
 
    “Sweetums,” he said, “if you don’t want to look like a Stranger, you need a Purpose, and for the Gala, that spoon just isn’t going to cut it. You need a big, bold Purpose, something the folks in Small Hours can really sink their teeth into.” He gestured grandly at Nerma’s bowl. “And you got it right there.” 
 
    “My Purpose is . . . a bowl of fisheye stew?” Her face was beginning to ache from all the frowning she was doing. 
 
    Ron nodded. “See, now you’re getting it! You started with the spoon—but now we take it up a notch! My Purpose is to be beautiful, to be interesting, so that’s what Small Hours will see when I walk in tonight.” He smoothed his pompadour with a furry hand. “Your Purpose is . . . this.” He gestured limply at her costume. 
 
    “What about Ted?” Nerma asked. He entered the room just then, dressed as a giant and elaborately decorated combination lock. 
 
    “It’s a joke.” He said, pointing at the round dial over his bellybutton. “Because I can’t turn dials, you see?” He smiled at Nerma. 
 
    She moved closer for a better look. Ted’s entire costume had been painted to tell a story. Arresting images danced across the lock’s curved sides: a dark mountaintop, a snowy Christmas night, and a woman dressed in white. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Nerma whispered. 
 
    Ted smiled again and thanked her. Then, tentatively, he extended a bladed finger toward her hair. 
 
    “Would you like a haircut?” he asked her. 
 
    “No!” Nerma held up her hands. “No.” 
 
    Ted sighed. “No one ever does anymore.” 
 
      
 
    The moon was full, and its light poured over the uneven skyline of Small Hours as October and Nerma descended from his loft. The breeze smelled like rain, and the moist air chilled Nerma’s ankles, but there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. 
 
    October looked striking in his costume. His dark hair was freshly washed and oiled, and he wore a jet-black suit of velvet with winged sleeves that were lined with silver piping. On his feet were a pair of gleaming black-and-silver wingtips. It was an elegant, understated costume, and Nerma was envious. 
 
    She waddled beside him, tipping her bowl sideways now and again in order to squeeze through narrow passages and arches. This simple act triggered a torrent of papier mâché stew to spill upon the cobblestones each time; stiff paper onions, carrots, potatoes, and radishes clattered to the ground, and the globular fisheyes rolled away. Each time, October calmly gathered the ingredients and returned them to Nerma’s bowl while she stood and waited. 
 
    As they drew closer to Soul’s End Lane, the streets grew more crowded. Villagers traveled in excited clusters that congested the alleys and made it even more difficult for Nerma to keep her bowl upright. At last, the individual groups congealed into one great crowd before the gates of Soul’s End Cemetery, where everyone waited impatiently for the clock to strike three. Towering above the throng of guests was the giant woman from Corpescule College, dressed as an enormous quill pen. The woman recognized Nerma and waved excitedly. Nerma waved politely back and then ducked behind a man with tree branches sprouting from his head. 
 
    When the bell of Grackleswot Abbey chimed three times, the gates opened with a rumbled groan, and all of Small Hours poured into the cemetery. The guests scattered amongst toppled gravestones, found seats upon those still standing, or congregated around tables laden with food and drinks. 
 
    Music struck up across the lawn, and Nerma and October paused to listen. The melody was ghostly but spirited, and Nerma swayed as she took in her surroundings. Soul’s End was a large, old cemetery. Worn headstones and crumbling memorials squatted like ancient relics among black vines and neglected creepers, which were now lit from above by hundreds of colorful nightglow lanterns strung between the limbs of twisted trees. 
 
    Nerma read a headstone near her feet: 
 
      
 
    Bubbles V. Peterson 
 
    3 Apr. 1616 – 29 Dec. 1683 
 
    He were a decent husband, a quiet father, and a divine bubbler. 
 
    May the Maker save his Perpose. 
 
      
 
    And another nearby: 
 
      
 
    Scientia Belle Cerveau 
 
    15 July 1801 – 19 May 1849 
 
    A fine teacher and beloved sister 
 
    taken by the Maker to 
 
    serve her Purpose Beyond the Grave. 
 
      
 
    Nerma shivered. She would be very happy to return home and leave all of this Purpose stuff behind her. There was something very creepy about all of it. 
 
    Booming laughter near one of the tables drew her attention. Doctor Mapple was dressed in his everyday black suit, but a vibrant purple rose had been tucked into his lapel. He stood with two familiar looking figures in gray. Nerma nudged October and gestured. 
 
    “Bluff and Lure,” October growled. “They never come to the Gala. I wonder what they are doing here.” 
 
    “Where is Doctor Leech?” Nerma scanned the crowd. She saw some familiar faces from the town meeting in Grackleswot Abbey and from the Midnight Market, but the beautiful Doctor was nowhere in sight. 
 
    “Lure keeps looking in our direction,” October warned. “We had better stay far from them. Come, let us get something to drink.” 
 
    Nerma wasn’t surprised to discover that the drink tables offered an assortment of unfamiliar and unappealing options. Two enormous punchbowls were labeled “First Bath” and “Second Bath,” and an attendant told her that a large glass dispenser of pale green liquid was a traditional recipe called “Ogrette’s Eau de Bile.” October helped himself to some First Bath, and Nerma eventually settled for a drink called “Sparkling Iris.” It had a fresh floral taste, and she discovered that she quite liked it. 
 
    A hand at her elbow made her jump, and her large costume swung wildly, knocking the short figure beside her to the ground. 
 
    “Worm!” October cried, helping the old woman to her feet. 
 
    Nerma apologized, but Old Worm shook her head. “No need, child. You could not help it in this outfit, I dare say!” She tittered and poked a crooked finger at an eyeball in Nerma’s stew bowl. “How is the Count?” she asked, squinting up at October. 
 
    While Old Worm and October discussed the Count’s slowly failing health, Nerma sipped her lavender drink and picked up a small tart from a tray. She nibbled at its edges, avoiding the quivering pinkish gray filling in its center. 
 
    “Mmm,” a voice hummed in her ear. “I always say that nothing hits the spot like a Pilgrim’s Pie.” It was Doctor Leech, her face painted in shimmering jewel tones. Upon her head, her hair had been piled into a fiery bouffant, and she wore a gown of so many layers and patterns that Nerma’s head spun. Stripes, roses, stars, paisley, checks, and damask—each clamored for attention at the slightest movement. In her hands, she clutched a black velvet bag. 
 
    “Don’t let me interrupt,” she said. “Take another bite. I shan’t find it rude.” Her teeth were white against her apple-red lips when she spoke. 
 
    Nerma set the tart down on the edge of the table. 
 
    “Not up to your standards, I see,” the Doctor pouted. “Although, not everyone enjoys pickled rat cartilage. I simply adore it.” She picked up the tart and bit into it, crooning with delight. “I see you are still as quiet as ever,” she said with her mouth full. Crumbs clung to her lipstick. “Fine. I shall be the one to speak.” She batted her eyes at Nerma and leaned in closer, her fingers toying with the cords of her bag. Her breath smelled of stale meat. “I would be careful with my little friend if I were you,” Doctor Leech said, nodding toward October. “He doesn’t exactly have a . . . trustworthy reputation.” 
 
    Nerma tried to back away, but her costume bumped into the table’s edge. “He’s my friend,” she snapped. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” The Doctor smiled. “But still. Be careful who you trust.” She winked and sashayed away, her skirts swirling like an optical illusion. 
 
    Nerma turned toward October, but he was no longer beside her, and Old Worm was nowhere in sight. Before Nerma had the chance to look for either of them, another hand was at her elbow. Irritated, she whipped her head around. 
 
    “What a lovely surprise, dear! We did not think you would actually come, you know!”  
 
    The five beaked women she’d met at the Midnight Market crowded around her, each speaking over the other. Their crown feathers were festooned with sparkling jewels, and their talons glinted scarlet in the lamplight. 
 
    “So delightful to see that the Stranger is not being a stranger to the Gala!” one cackled gleefully. 
 
    “My, oh my, what a gorgeous costume you have, darling! It’s simply beautiful!” 
 
    “When I saw you, I said to Hennie, ‘Oh Hennie, that simply can’t be our Stranger. Just look at her terrible costume!’ What a scandal, you poor creature!” 
 
    Another tutted. “I adore that costume, Gertie. Adore it! I simply must get one made for my little skunk Frank. He’ll look as adorably horrible as our darling Stranger, I dare say!” 
 
    The one called Hennie flapped a feathered hand. “You simply must meet Gilda. She’ll crow with jealousy when she sees we’ve brought you with us. She’s simply terrified of the soulless! They give her nightmares!” 
 
    Nerma was ushered and prodded to a little sitting area beside a trio of marble busts, each with an unidentifiable Purpose protruding from its head. Alone on a bench sat a woman whom Nerma took to be Gilda. Like the other ladies, Gilda sported a beak and a head of feathers, but unlike the others, she had a certain air of quietness about her, a graceful practicality. When she saw the group of women approaching, her gray feathers ruffled against the seams of her suit. 
 
    “Ladies,” she drawled. 
 
    “Hello, Gilda,” the women sang in chorus. “Look who we brought with us!” 
 
    An introduction of sorts followed, although Nerma never heard her own name and was instead variously referred to as “the Stranger,” a “poor little pet,” and a “creature with no soul, poor thing.”  
 
    Gilda merely nodded. “Pleasure,” she said, glancing at Nerma with a bored expression. 
 
    The other women launched into a round of gossip involving the butcher’s daughter, a bucket of syrup, and someone called “Igg.” Nerma tried to break away, but her stew bowl was held in place by the women’s long tail feathers. 
 
    She craned her neck to look around and spotted October. He, Ron, and Ted were huddled under a tree together, their attention on a sheet of paper in Ron’s hands. October looked at it intently for a moment before taking it and slipping it into his breast pocket. 
 
    “No need to be jealous, Gilda,” one of the beaked women was fussing. “Just because the motherless little devil likes us more than you does not mean—” 
 
    A bugle call sounded from the center of the cemetery, and conversation ceased. 
 
    A stage had been erected upon the roof of mausoleum, and Doctor Mapple now stood upon it. He addressed the crowded cemetery. “Gory night, citizens of Small Hours! Welcome to the seven-hundred-and-sixty-seventh Annual Gala of the Ghouls!” 
 
    The crowd applauded. 
 
    “I hope you have all been enjoying Yeasty’s famous punches and brews. And Mrs. Boyled’s pies and puddings could not be ghastlier or greasier.” 
 
    The baker from the market waved a pink hand in the air. She appeared to be dressed as a lumpy ball of dough. 
 
    “Small Hours has been celebrating the Battle of the Ghouls for over seven and a half centuries, and I do believe it only gets better every year. Maker willing, it will continue to get better for centuries to come. After all, a tradition born in blood is a tradition bound in Purpose. Promethean Primer, Chapter Twelve, Instruction Ten. A toast!” he shouted, raising his glass. 
 
    The villagers of Small Hours raised their glasses in unison. 
 
    “To Purpose!” he boomed. 
 
    “To Purpose!” they echoed. 
 
    Nerma didn’t raise her glass—and neither, she saw, did October. He held his goblet stiffly at his side and watched the stage through his thick glasses, his expression unreadable. 
 
    “Now,” Doctor Mapple continued, “let us dance!” 
 
    The five beaked women rushed off to the dance floor in a swirl of feathers, leaving Nerma alone with the unfriendly Gilda and the silent stone busts. 
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Of Monsters and Men 
 
    On the high mausoleum stage, a group of villagers dressed as musical notes gathered in a semicircle. One tapped a baton against the podium, and on cue, their bottom jaws all dropped to their chests. They began to sing in the undulating organ-like music that Nerma had heard at the meeting in Grackleswot Abbey. Like the first time she heard it, it made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. 
 
    The villagers, however, found the ghostly acapella music rousing, and they split into rows upon the dancefloor, where they spun and dipped and clapped to a choreography unlike anything Nerma had ever seen. Without touching each other, they moved their arms this way and that and stepped in unison, left-right-left-back-turn. It was both unnerving and entrancing. 
 
    As Nerma watched, she realized that her costume wasn’t the only strange one at the Gala. Out on the dancefloor, someone dressed as a white whale bowed to a woman costumed as a flaming candle, while a figure in knight’s armor curtsied to one of the men with gramophones for ears whose costume seemed to be nothing more than a giant ball of cotton.  
 
    A group of small children ran through the cemetery, shrieking with excitement. A boy leapt over a headstone nearby, and Nerma recognized him as the one who had asked her to play at the Midnight Market. 
 
    She waved at him as he passed, and he shouted, “Hey, Stranger Girl! Come and play Maker’s Egg! Jess is setting it up!” 
 
    Nerma’s eyes tracked him as he went to join a girl—Jess, she guessed—whose arms were burdened under a large basket of eggs. Nerma scanned the crowd for October, but he had again disappeared, so she decided to join the children. 
 
    The boy whistled to his friends. “The Stranger is goin’ to play!” 
 
    Nerma found herself once again the center of attention as the children gathered around her. 
 
    “Hey, the Witch is here!” one shouted. 
 
    “She ain’t got a soul!” another declared. 
 
    “Lemme see your Purpose!” a third demanded. 
 
    Small hands reached up to touch Nerma’s spoon, but she batted them away. “So, what’s Maker’s Egg?” she asked, laughing. 
 
    The boy who had called her over—whose name, he said, was Tock—explained the rules. “It’s easy. You got to carry an egg from here,” he said, indicating a patch of grass at random, “to that tree right there, and you can’t drop it! And you got to use your Purpose to do it.” 
 
    Tock showed Nerma how to lean forward and carry an egg in her spoon. It was harder than she thought it would be, especially with the bulky stew bowl around her body, but she quickly realized that the game would be much easier for her than for many of the children. A girl with hands like hammers smashed her egg before the race began, another with a peacock’s tail kept losing his egg as it rolled into the grass, and yet another got his egg stuck in his saxophone mouth in the middle of the race. Others still weren’t even allowed to play. 
 
    “Rules is rules,” Jess had said. “Diviner kids don’t got a Purpose that they can carry an egg with, so Diviner kids don’t get to play.” Jess herself had four horns growing from her head in the shape of a jester’s hat, and her egg was nestled safely between them. 
 
    Nerma wanted to argue for the Diviner children. If she could play with a kitchen spoon strapped to her forehead, there was no reason the Diviner children couldn’t play, too. Just as she opened her mouth to protest, though, Tock’s hour-bell chimed, and the race began. 
 
    Jess tore across the lawn, while Nerma waddled along at a more cautious pace. She was sure she wouldn’t win, but at the last second, Jess tripped on a tree root and flew headlong into its wide trunk. Her egg was smashed, and she was disqualified. 
 
    When Nerma crossed the invisible finish line in first place, the children cheered, but when Jess stood up, a hush fell over the group. A hairline crack had formed in the middle of one of her horns, and a thread of blood trickled down its grooved side. 
 
    “She pushed me!” Jess shouted, pointing at Nerma.  
 
    Nerma looked from the girl to the group of children and back. “No, I didn’t. You fell. We need to get one of the Doctors.”  
 
    One of the younger kids sprinted off and returned almost immediately with Doctor Leech, who made soothing sounds over Jess’s injured horn. “It will be just fine, Jestra, as good as new,” she assured the girl. 
 
    “The Stranger pushed me!” Jess wailed. 
 
    “It was just a game,” Doctor Leech said, smiling at Nerma and the other children. “But why don’t you come with me, Jestra, and we’ll take care of your Purpose? We don’t want an infection.” 
 
    Jess took her hand, and together they walked away, the Doctor’s skirts swaying. 
 
     No one wanted to play anymore after that, so Nerma wandered back toward the dancefloor in search of October. A woman she’d never seen before, her arms and face covered in a downy brindle fur, tottered up to Nerma.  
 
    “Hallowed Maker, how I have been dying to meet the Stranger—and here you are!” The woman beamed.  
 
    A man with frightening double axes for arms approached. “Oh my, Pugglia! I believe you have found the famous Stranger. Gory night, Stranger. I hope—you—are—having—a ghastly—night.” He dragged out his words, as though Nerma not only lacked a Purpose but ears or a brain. 
 
    “Thank—you—very—much,” Nerma answered, smiling sweetly. She rolled her eyes as she turned away but was immediately cornered by two redheaded teenage girls in identical blood berry costumes. Like giant purple boils, their costumes pressed in on her, and from their sides emerged two pairs of slender arms that tapered into sharp gardening shears where hands would otherwise have been. Escape was impossible. 
 
    “We are not allowed to speak to you,” began the girl on her left, her eyes even rounder than her costume. “Because Mother says you’re terribly dangerous—” 
 
    “—but we couldn’t resist,” finished the one on her right. 
 
    “Father will scold us if he finds out,” said the first. “‘Strangers ought to be run out of town,’ he says—” 
 
    “—but mother disagrees. She says, ‘Strangers ought to be ‘put out of their misery—’” 
 
    “—but Flora and I think you’re terribly interesting. Flora says that you haven’t got a brain, but I say you’ve clearly got a brain—” 
 
    “—Verdura says you’ve clearly got a brain and it’s just a soul you haven’t got. It must feel so empty not having a Purpose—” 
 
    “—like a big empty watering can that can’t hold water. I don’t know what Flora and I would do if we didn’t have a Purpose to tell us who we were—” 
 
    “—although Verdura here would probably just flirt with Hexor if she had time in her day—” 
 
    “Flora, you keep your mouth shut or I’ll clip your hair, you—‍” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare—” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I would so!” 
 
    Nerma heard no more of the girls’ breathless conversation, though, for she had spotted October over by the cemetery gates and quickly ducked beneath Flora’s shears to get away. She wound her way between headstones and hurried in his direction, but again she was blocked—this time by a headless torso in the outfit of a scullery maid. 
 
    “Gory eve, Stranger! I have been dying to speak to you since your first night here in our hallowed little town.” The voice came from above, and Nerma bent her neck. What she had taken for a person with no head was really the woman with a broom handle for a neck. It must have been six feet tall, and her head bobbled over Nerma in its little white cap. 
 
    “You—you have?” Nerma stuttered. 
 
    “What an odd way of speaking you have.” The woman giggled. “But silly me, I shouldn’t have expected you to sound like a real person.” 
 
    Nerma had had about enough of this nonsense. 
 
    “I am a real person!” Nerma shouted up at the bobbing head. 
 
    The woman pulled out a feather duster and began to fan her face, but her arm only reached halfway up her broom handle. “Oh my,” she gasped, “you even have feelings! How marvelous. I wonder, perhaps you might pay me a visit one day—I live just around the corner from Magg’s Meats. I would love to see if you and my dear Sarah get along. I have a feeling you could become bosom buddies.” 
 
    “Who is Sarah?” Nerma stood on her tiptoes. October was no longer by the gate, and she was growing more and more impatient to find him. 
 
    “Sarah is my pet gerbil, dear. She’s such a little darling. Sometimes I forget she has no Purpose, and it breaks my heart to think she’ll just fizzle away one day like a rotten pear.” 
 
    “You want me to be friends with a gerbil?” Nerma peered back up at the tall woman. 
 
    “Why, certainly! I’m so glad you’re willing to meet her. That would be simply marvelous. If a monster like you can speak nearly as well as a real person, perhaps you might be able to translate for my dear Sarah!” The women wiggled with glee, and her head swayed precariously. 
 
    “A monster? Me? I am not—" 
 
    The woman waved a hand through the air. “Oh, you know what I mean. Monster, Stranger, Witch—they’re all the same thing. Oh! Clementine!” she shouted across the lawn. “Wait for me, Clemmy! I must tell you about the fascinating conversation I’ve been having with the little Stranger!” 
 
    The woman shuffled off, her head bouncing like a balloon. 
 
    Nerma hiked her costume bowl up with both hands and marched in the direction she had last seen October. Nothing was going to stop her from finding him now. Not nosy villagers or crooked Doctors or—  
 
    Two felt hats bobbed into view, and beneath them Bluff and Lure chortled. Nerma turned away, but the two business associates (“D-LUX”) deftly backed her into the smooth face of a marble obelisk. A cufflinked arm barred her exit. 
 
    “What do you want?” Nerma barked. 
 
    Bluff tutted softly. “My, my, no need to be rude. We only want to see if the Stranger has had second thoughts about joining our little business venture.” His teeth flashed gold.  
 
    Lure winked. “We seen how popular the Stranger is here in Small Hours. Imagine the profits we would all share if we was traveling the world with the Famous Stranger—” 
 
    “—the World Famous Stranger—” 
 
    “—the Girl Without a Soul.” Lure’s eyes whirled and two dollar signs appeared in their centers. 
 
    “No.” Nerma tried to squirm away, but her costume was wedged against the obelisk. “Let me go!” she demanded, straining to see past the duo’s shoulders. 
 
    At last, she spotted October. “Oct—” she started to call out, but the expression on his face made her freeze. 
 
    October’s eyes were fixed on the stage, his mouth agape in a look of horror. 
 
    Nerma turned to follow his gaze, and suddenly the Gala was transformed into a scene of chaos as the sky exploded with a bolt of lightning. For a moment, the cemetery was bathed in a white-electric glow that washed out all color and illuminated a terrible sight upon the stage. The people of Small Hours began to scream. 
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The Second Chase 
 
    Cries rippled through Soul’s End Cemetery like an ocean wave of terror. All eyes had turned toward the raised stage at the center of the Gala where a man now stood. A man whom Nerma immediately recognized from the Tunnels of Entanglement.  
 
    Something about him had changed. 
 
    A cry rose up from the crowd of onlookers. “His Purpose!” 
 
    Nerma realized then why the man no longer looked the same. His bowstring and guitar picks were gone, as though they had been cut from his body. In their place were thick white bandages. 
 
    “My Purpose has been . . . taken.” The man’s voice shook feebly, but it carried across the hushed cemetery.  
 
    Another flash of lighting illuminated his sunken cheeks and tortured eyes. 
 
    As the first raindrops fell, Doctor Mapple joined the man on stage and gripped his remaining elbow. “People of Small Hours!” the Doctor intoned, scanning the crowd below him. “Do not panic! I will speak to Bardry and find out what has happened.” 
 
    Doctor Mapple leaned over the broken man and whispered in his ear, his hand tight around Bardry’s arm.  
 
    Meanwhile, pockets of whispers blossomed throughout the graveyard as villagers worried over the horror of a lost Purpose. Mothers and fathers sought out their children and bade them to keep close by. Nerma watched as a large group made its way silently out though the cemetery gates. She recognized Vedea, Stewart, and several other Diviners among them. 
 
    Gasps erupted from the villagers, and Nerma turned her gaze back to the stage. Doctor Mapple was no longer speaking to Bardry, and now the injured man was pointing his bandaged hand into the crowd. Nerma realized with alarm that he was pointing directly at her. 
 
    Doctor Mapple nodded and called for his attendants to escort Bardry to the Sanatorium. They gripped him by his shoulders as lightning again lit the world from above. 
 
    “No, no!” Bardry cried out. “It’s—” But his voice was drowned out by thunder. The attendants tipped the poor man’s wooden body on its back and bore him swiftly from the stage, through the maze of headstones, and out the cemetery gates. 
 
    Cries went up throughout the cemetery. 
 
    “Oh, Hallowed Maker!” 
 
    “Maker, watch over his Purpose!” 
 
    “Poor, dear Mr. Bardry!” 
 
    “He was pointing at the Stranger!” 
 
    “At her, over there!” 
 
    “The Witch did it! I seen her!” 
 
    “She tried to break Jestra’s Purpose! We all saw it!” Children shouted in agreement. 
 
    “She took his Purpose! Bit it all off with her teeth, I bet!” 
 
    “She’s a Witch! The Witch from the story!” 
 
    This last cry came from the little girl from the Midnight Market, the one who had been frightened by the performers’ ghastly tale. Flames shot from her nose but then fizzled out in the falling rain. 
 
    “Mama, Mama!” she screamed. “She’s taking away my Purpose, too!” 
 
    Through all of this, Nerma crouched between Bluff, Lure, and the giant obelisk. Now, fearing that she was in grave danger, she ran straight at Lure, butting him with her head. A sharp pain erupted in the middle of her forehead where her spoon struck him, but she kept moving. 
 
    “Get the girl!” she heard Doctor Mapple shout. “Someone, grab the Stranger! She is a danger to us all!” 
 
    Nerma scampered around the obelisk and down a slope, darting between leaning headstones and scrambling over raised tree roots.  
 
    A bolt of lightning tore through the air ahead, and thunder rattled her teeth as rain began to bucket down on the cemetery, blinding her and weighing her costume down immediately. 
 
    She skirted the mob of villagers and waddled toward the wide cemetery gates, her stew bowl swinging wildly against her legs. She felt the back of it snag on something and feared that she had been caught, so she drove furiously forward until it pulled free. 
 
    “Close the gates!” A voice shouted far behind her, and she saw that two women had already begun to swing the big iron gates toward each other. She dodged around a tree, nearly ran into a marble bust, and slipped through the gates just in time. 
 
    Or so she thought—for this time, the back of her costume was really and truly caught, its back wedged firmly between the thick bars of the gate. She yanked at the edge of the bowl as the crush of villagers reached for her through the black iron bars, snarling and spitting accusations at her. 
 
    Nerma pulled and twisted at the cloth, but her hands were slippery in the streaming rainwater, and it wouldn’t budge.  
 
    The throng of villagers pressed against the gate in frustration, but then someone shouted, “Everyone, back up! We must open the gate!” A riotous shuffle ensued just a few feet away from Nerma as scores of furious villagers slipped and tripped over each other. At last, though, the area around the gate began to clear, and as the women heaved at the gates, they began to creak open. 
 
    Nerma was ready, though, and as soon as she felt the tension on her costume give, she ran for her life. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, the cobblestones—normally covered in a thin layer of muck and lichen—had become extraordinarily slick with the rain, and Nerma slipped only a few feet from the gate. Rather than simply falling, however, she slid into a raised curb and tipped head-over-bowl before rolling down the alley on the curved edges of her costume. 
 
    Like a hula hoop gone out of control, she rolled and wobbled, wobbled and rolled, until at last she smacked right into the base of a fountain. Dizzy, she looked up into the wizened face of October’s grandfather, the eighty-eighth Count of Wightworth. He gazed down at her with oxidized disdain. 
 
    Hands pulled Nerma upright and then refused to let go.  
 
    The chase was over. 
 
    Rain poured down upon her face, and she squinted her eyes at the people of Small Hours as they swarmed and bristled between the crooked alley walls. They glared at her but kept their distance.  
 
    A sugary voice sang out from within their midst. “Let us through now! All will be set right! Just clear the way, please. Thank you!” 
 
    Doctor Leech emerged from the crowd, Doctor Mapple at her heels. A third person followed in their wake. 
 
    Nerma’s heart dropped when she saw who this third person was. His face was a mask of fury, as though a bottomless well of malice and regret had opened within him and was now boiling just below its surface. It was the face of a friend-turned-foe. 
 
    From behind his murky eyeglasses, October glared at Nerma. 
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Spilled Stew 
 
    October followed Leech and Mapple through the mob of enraged villagers. With every footstep, his shoes stuck to the slime left behind by the Leech’s tail. 
 
    Ted and Ron watched from the back of the crowd. October avoided their eyes. 
 
    His training had prepared him for this scenario, but he had never imagined it would occur, never in a thousand years. 
 
    October knew that his actions over the next few minutes and hours might divide the town in two. He had no choice, though. He must follow through, even if it meant someone got hurt. 
 
    As he and the Doctors moved through the steaming mob, he could see Nerma up ahead in the alleyway. Her costume hung limp and wet from her body, a lifeless shell. 
 
    The two Doctors stopped in front of him, and Doctor Mapple kicked at something on the ground. It was a paper radish from Nerma’s costume. Strewn across the cobblestones was a giant’s meal of wilting papier mâché vegetables. Fish eyeballs clogged the gutters and watched in silence. 
 
    Among the potatoes, onions, and carrots of the spilled stew, however, October saw other objects. He inched closer to see. 
 
    “What is this?” Doctor Mapple queried. With the tip of a shiny shoe, he nudged at something on the cobblestones. 
 
    October recognized it. It was Bardry’s bowstring. 
 
    Doctor Leech’s gasp echoed throughout the narrow square. 
 
    It was then that he saw Bardry’s guitar picks. They lay black and lifeless at Nerma’s feet, five little arrows targeting an outlaw. 
 
    Somehow, it seemed, Bardry’s bowstring and guitar picks—the man’s Purpose, his livelihood, his soul—had been in Nerma’s giant bowl. 
 
    “But how . . . ?” October whispered to himself, aghast. 
 
    “She is a Witch!” Doctor Leech hissed. “She took the musician’s Purpose! The pieces were in her costume!” 
 
     “Webber!” Doctor Mapple’s voice boiled in the damp air. “Arrest this Stranger!” 
 
    A ripple of excited murmurs flared up behind October’s back. The people of Small Hours were hungry for justice. 
 
     “Stranger, you have hereby been charged with bodily injure unto a human. Moreover, you have been charged with theft of Purpose!” The Doctor’s indictment rumbled through the crowded alleyways and over the rooftops of Small Hours. All over the village, crows took flight, their wings beating against the rain. 
 
    Doctor Leech smiled savagely. “Webber, be a dear, please, and bind this Witch. Take her to the Sanatorium where she will await trial and punishment.” Her sweet voice dripped from the walls like syrup. 
 
    October swallowed. He stepped forward. 
 
    The crowd hummed its encouragement. 
 
    He readied his thumbs and willed Nerma to look him in the eye, but her chin was upon her chest, and she wouldn’t lift her eyes from the ground. 
 
    Two strings of webbing flew from his hands and twined around his friend. She flinched but still didn’t look up. 
 
    He circled Nerma and worked carefully, making sure that her arms were bound tightly to her sides with his sticky spider’s web. He spun yards of thick rope and wound it around her middle. Then he stepped back. 
 
    The villagers sighed in shared relief, and the doctors beamed at him. 
 
    “Well done, Oscuridad.” Doctor Mapple tipped his hat at October, and rainwater trickled down the man’s round belly. “Finish up. My attendants will assist you.” 
 
    The Doctors’ attendants had returned from escorting Bardry away just a short time earlier, and they were ready to escort yet another patient—or criminal—to the Sanatorium. 
 
    It turned out that Nerma needed little persuasion, though, and she willingly followed October through the winding village lanes. The Doctors were close on their heels, and October began to fear that there would be no opportunity to speak privately with Nerma. Once or twice, he turned his head to look back at her, but she kept her head bowed and her eyes down. Her spoon seemed to point at him accusingly, its curved end glinting in the dim lantern light. 
 
    At last, they reached the small square before the Doctors’ quarters. Above the door, their sign dripped dirty water onto the stones below. The village mob had followed at a distance, its bubbling agitation barely contained. Perhaps, October thought, Nerma would be safer indoors, but he knew that he must speak to her before she was taken into the Sanatorium. 
 
    There was no time for talking, however, for Doctor Leech instructed October to hand the prisoner over to an attendant. He placed the rope in the man’s outstretched tentacle, and hope seeped from his body like bat’s milk from a broken jug. 
 
    He had lost his chance to talk to her. 
 
    Or so he thought, for a moment. 
 
    Someone shouted from the alleyway, and suddenly a tumultuous churning seemed to spin the crowd of villagers inside-out. Voices hollered, squawked, and yipped at whatever was causing the ruckus in their midst. October looked back at the mob and caught a glimpse of wet green fur and the sagging tip of a witch’s hat at the center of the commotion.  
 
    With a jolt of hope, he understood that this was his chance. He rushed to Nerma’s side and had just enough time to whisper, “We’ll get you. But if something goes wrong, look down and you’ll see—”  
 
    And then time was up. 
 
    “Step forward, whoever caused this fuss!” thundered Doctor Mapple. Old Worm emerged from the pack of bodies, her witch’s hat crooked over her proud, lumpy face. 
 
    “My apologies, sir.” She grinned, revealing wide gaps between her teeth. “William escaped from my pocket and had to be chased down.” 
 
    “And William is . . . ?” Doctor Leech raised a painted eyebrow. 
 
    “My pet mouse, ma’am.” Old Worm shrugged. 
 
    Doctor Leech sighed and Doctor Mapple grumbled. They returned their attention to the prisoner. 
 
    “Get the Stranger inside,” Mapple grumbled to his attendants, “up to the highest level. Where she can do no harm to anyone.” 
 
    October watched as Nerma disappeared into the dark building. 
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A Business Venture 
 
    Nerma spent the rest of the night and the following day fitfully, tossing and turning in the same creaking iron bed where she had spent her first hours in Small Hours. She slept in bouts and woke each time in confusion, the mustard yellow wallpaper of the Gold Room clamoring for her attention. 
 
    She dreamt terrible dreams, nightmares about rabid animals that chased and bit at her, dreams of spiders that toyed with her in their webs, and dreams of a Harmony Hill that had been taken over by two evil doctors. The next two days and nights were the same: dream and wake, dream and wake. 
 
    Three times a night, an attendant climbed to the top of the Sanatorium to deliver slop and take away her dirty dishes, but otherwise, Nerma was left with her own tortured thoughts. How had the pieces of Bardry’s severed Purpose gotten into her stew bowl? She racked her brain but couldn’t come up with any answers. And she didn’t know what to think about October. The look of anger she’d seen on his face, the way he had bound her so tightly in his webbing, the seriousness with which he marched her to the Sanatorium—these things told her that he had only been pretending to be her friend these past few days. Perhaps it had all been an act, part of his “training.” 
 
    And yet, hadn’t he said that he would rescue her? No, what he’d actually said was: We’ll get you. But what did that mean? Had he meant that someone would rescue her from the Sanatorium—or that someone would get her to avenge Bardry’s injuries? Or had she misheard him entirely? 
 
    Whatever October had meant, Nerma waited in vain, for no one came to her rescue. 
 
    A knock at the door woke her just after dusk on the third night, and she pulled herself upright as Doctor Leech entered the room. 
 
    “You have visitors,” she said. The Doctor’s eyes were cold, and her teeth looked green in the light of the nightglows. 
 
    The Doctor turned abruptly and left, and Bluff and Lure scuttled into the room. They grinned at Nerma. 
 
    “Wonderful news, girl,” Bluff announced. “You are free.” 
 
    “Free . . . ?” Nerma asked warily. 
 
    Lure nodded vigorously. “We have valiantly offered to take you—a violent and dangerous criminal, as you are well aware—off the hands of the kindly Doctors.” 
 
    “It’s a win-win situation, you see,” explained Bluff. His gold teeth clinked against each other when he spoke. “The Doctors win because they don’t have to manage the grisly business of handling a Purposeless Stranger—a criminal, no less. You win, because you are free to leave the Sanatorium—and you get to enjoy the great honor of being business partners with Bluff and Lure, Business Associates Deluxe. And we win because we get to make a neat little profit.” 
 
    Dollar signs flashed beneath Lure’s eyelids. 
 
    “I’d rather stay here, thank you.” Nerma folded her arms. 
 
    “Alas, I can imagine a soulless one like yourself would love to stay in the madhouse, but come with us, you shall. Now, up with you. We won’t waste a night of work or a penny of profit.” Lure clapped her hands greedily. 
 
    Nerma had no say in the matter and was ushered to the ground floor and out onto the street. The night was dry but cold, and she shivered as her new “business partners” escorted her through town to their second-story office, a dark and drab little room that held only two broken desks and a dead potted plant. 
 
    For the next hour, Nerma listened as Bluff and Lure discussed the best way to emphasize her “Strangerliness.” Lure believed that Nerma’s spoon should be removed from her head; Bluff believed it should stay. 
 
    “It will show the folks how desperate the Stranger is to fit in, you see, how utterly pathetic she is,” he said. 
 
    “I say we take it off,” Lure said. “Think how terrifying she’d look without it. It would really give folks the willies.” She tugged at the spoon, but the webbing held fast.  
 
    “Don’t yank the head off!” Bluff whined. “No one will pay to see a headless Stranger.” 
 
    Lure gave up and examined Nerma’s plain black dress. 
 
    Bluff believed she should wear “Stranger clothes,” which he described as being “something like an orangutan’s fur but also like the fizz from a tepid brew on a foggy morning.” 
 
    Nerma had no idea what this might mean, but she was glad when Lure pointed out that new clothes would be an extra expense. In the end, it was decided that Nerma would tour the town—and later the world at large—in her black dress and with her spoon still firmly attached to her head. 
 
    “It’s a pity about the face, though,” Lure muttered, pinching Nerma’s chin between her thumb and index finger. “If you’d been born prettier, you’d be a marvelously ghastly Stranger.” 
 
    Nerma huffed. 
 
    They ignored her and argued over whether or not she should be paraded through town in a cage or on a leash. Eventually, a compromise was reached; Nerma would have to endure neither. Instead, she would simply walk between the business associates with the instructions to “stay close and sound stupid.” 
 
    When they finally made it down to the street, though, Bluff and Lure thought better of this and procured a wooden wagon from a child in the neighborhood. Finally, with Nerma bundled under a blanket in the rickety wagon, Bluff & Lure’s Freak Show commenced its tour. 
 
    “Come one, come all, to see the Treacherous Stranger!” the partners called out as the wagon wheels whined against the stone ground. “Come see the Infamous Girl Without a Soul! But beware! She bites!” 
 
    A few shutters were pulled back, and more than one curtain twitched in the windows above them, but the streets remained still. Now and then, a villager passed by on the way to work, but none paid attention to the awkward girl or her swaggering “partners.” 
 
    Lure suggested that they head to the Midnight Market, and Bluff approved. When they saw the large gathering of villagers there, they rubbed their hands greedily, and Lure’s eyes whirled. Their shouts echoed off the high walls of the marketplace: 
 
    “Small Hours’ own Witch here!” 
 
    “A glimpse for a penny!” 
 
    “Ask a question for a dime!” 
 
    Bluff paused to hiss at Nerma, “Pull the blanket over your head! We don’t want ‘em seein’ the wares before they pay!” 
 
    Nerma gladly complied. Beneath the thin fabric of the blanket, she was no longer on display but could still see the market square. 
 
    Bluff and Lure continued to holler for customers, but none came forward. 
 
    “Hey, kid!” Bluff called out to a young boy. “Don’t you want to see the Stranger? Only a penny—special price just for you!” 
 
    The boy shrugged. “Nah, I seen her at the Gala. No one cares anymore, anyway. Everyone’s talking about the bandit now.” 
 
    “The bandit?” Bluff asked, but the boy skipped off. 
 
    Lure dragged the wagon in the direction the boy had gone, weaving between cart stands and around clusters of chattering townspeople. They reached the raised stage at the end of the marketplace. In its center, a pillory had been assembled, the kind Nerma had seen in drawings of medieval punishments. Two poles rose from the platform and supported a wooden rectangle. Into this rectangle, three holes had been cut—two on either side and one larger one in the middle—and from this center emerged October’s head. His hands, balled into fists, projected from the other two holes.  
 
    Nerma gasped beneath her blanket. 
 
    Bluff tutted. “A bandit indeed.” He whistled to himself. 
 
    “My, oh my, the Maker saw fit to make this a good day for the likes of us, Bluff.” Lure tittered. 
 
    They pulled the wagon up to the stage’s edge, and Nerma lifted the blanket from her face. October’s glasses were missing, but he spotted her immediately, and the shadow of a smile crossed his face. 
 
    “I am sorry, Nerma,” he said as loudly as he dared. The marketplace was noisy, and nosy ears were everywhere. “I was able to find them, but I wasn’t able to get you. They caught me.” 
 
    “Find what? Who?” Nerma mouthed. 
 
    “Ron made a map that shows where to look for—” 
 
    “Boy!” A voice came from above, so loud it hurt Nerma’s ears. “No speaking, boy!” Nerma looked up to see a face with a megaphone-mouth glaring down at them from a window. 
 
    A guard stepped forward and ordered Bluff and Lure to sell their “goods” elsewhere. Grudgingly, they threw the blanket back over Nerma’s head and pulled her to the opposite end of the marketplace. Nerma watched as October disappeared between the moving throngs of people. She tried to stand up, but a rough hand pushed her head back down.  
 
    She knew this wasn’t the moment for escape, but she worried about October. 
 
    Throughout the night, Bluff and Lure continued to shout at disinterested passersby, occasionally moving to a new spot or trying out new lines. Two villagers agreed to pay a penny each after Bluff promised to show them the “ferocious baby of a mermaid and dragon,” but the customers demanded their money back when they saw Nerma, bored and ordinary with her dull spoon. 
 
    Toward morning, the two redheaded girls from the Gala, Verdura and Flora, approached the wagon. They asked if they could pay a dime to ask the creature a question, and Lure hungrily accepted the coin before lifting the blanket. 
 
    The girls’ eyes lit up. 
 
    “It really is the Stranger! To think, she was a Witch the whole time! Father was right—” 
 
    “—and Mother, too, but I still say that even a vicious creature like this shouldn’t be put out of its misery—” 
 
    “Oh no, Flora, that’s simply too ghastly! Too humane!” 
 
    “Too forgiving! Too ugly!” 
 
    Bluff cleared his throat. “Ask the question, ladies.” 
 
    “Well, Flora here was wondering—” 
 
    “I was not, Verdura! You’re the one who said, ‘I bet the Stranger didn’t even—’” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll ask her then!” The girl turned her green eyes to Nerma, who was waiting irritably. “Stranger,” Verdura asked, “if you could have any Purpose in the whole world, what would it be?”  
 
    The girls batted their eyelashes excitedly. 
 
    “Um, I—I don’t know,” Nerma said, and the girls gasped in shock. 
 
    “You see, Flora, I told you it was that bad! Imagine not even knowing—” 
 
    “Hallowed Maker, the horror of it! I simply can’t, simply won’t imagine it, Verdy.” 
 
    The girls hurried off, their shears snipping at the air. 
 
    Bluff and Lure spent the final hour before dawn calling to would-be customers and grumbling at each other, but Nerma spent the time in contemplation beneath her blanket. 
 
    What would her Purpose be, if she had a choice? Certainly not this spoon. But certainly not gardening shears, either, or a broom handle for a neck—or a tail, or fur, or a mouth in the shape of a megaphone.  
 
    Would it be better to have an invisible Purpose, like the psychic and kinetic powers of the Diviners? Nerma didn’t think so. 
 
    Not that there was anything wrong with any of those Purposes; on the contrary, they were often very useful, and everyone is Small Hours was certainly one of a kind, unique. And yet . . . were they really, truly unique if they all focused so intently on their Purposes? 
 
    Nerma brooded and returned to the original question. What Purpose would she choose? She thought about October’s Purpose. Being able to spin spider’s webs and climb walls gave him such incredible freedom. He could climb anywhere he wanted, make a bed anywhere he wanted— 
 
    And yet, he had no freedom. 
 
    Nerma knew that October hadn’t wanted to chase Bardry through the Tunnels of Entanglement. He had clearly felt terrible guilt for turning the poor man over to the Doctors. His training—and his obedience to the doctors—was something that he hated. 
 
    Nerma decided that she didn’t want a Purpose if it meant that others could use it for their benefit. Clearly, though, not having a Purpose hadn’t gotten her very far, only as far as Bluff and Lure’s Freak Show wagon would carry her. 
 
    What was it the Oracle had said? Nerma tried to remember, but just then the wagon creaked into motion and began to clunk across the cobblestones again, jarring both her teeth and her thoughts.  
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The Wardrobe 
 
    The truth was, no one was entirely sure that October was a bandit—which, he thought, was a rather dramatic word to use for a boy who had been caught sipping tea at a kitchen table. 
 
    His neck ached terribly, but he smiled to himself as he replayed the exciting events of the night before last. 
 
    It had started in agony. He had been pacing his apartment, racked by guilt and consumed with concern for Nerma, when Ted and Ron had arrived at his door with a bag of cinnamon tongue-fritters.  
 
    “You should sit down,” Ted said when he saw the tormented look on October’s face. 
 
    “I told her we would save her. I feel like I’m losing my mind,” October said. His hair was a wild mess, and he hadn’t eaten since Nerma was taken to the Sanatorium. Ron forced him to sit at the table and take a fritter. October set it aside. “She thought I was her friend.” He groaned. “I’ve never hated anyone as much as I hate Mapple and Leech—or myself. I am a terrible friend.” He pressed his forehead into the table’s surface. 
 
    “You are a good friend, Oct,” Ted reassured him. 
 
    Ron was busy, pulling the shutters closed and checking to make sure the door was locked. He turned to October. “Ted’s right. You are Nerma’s friend, and we’re going to help you prove it. You still got that map on you?” 
 
    Ted lifted his head and nodded. From his shirt pocket he pulled the sheet of parchment Ron had given him at the Gala. He unfolded it and spread it across the table. Drawn upon it in neat black lines was the layout of the Doctors’ quarters, including the Sanatorium tower where Nerma was held. Ron claimed to have been inside once, although he wouldn’t admit when or how he came to be there—or how he happened to know every foot of the building’s floorplan. October suspected that it had to do with Ron’s shady past. 
 
    With a green finger, Ron jabbed at a spot on the map. “Here is where they’re keeping Nerma. They call it the Gold Room, and it’s the top floor of the tower. The only way to get there is by taking the stairs—unless you happen to be able to climb walls.” Ron clapped October on the back. “Here—” he jabbed at another mark “—is where I think Mapple may be keeping his—his souvenirs, let’s call them.” 
 
    October studied the map carefully. This second spot was in a wing of the house that couldn’t be reached by window. The front door appeared to be the nearest entrance. 
 
    Ron continued. “Mapple has a large wardrobe in this room. It’s behind his study, and he keeps the thing locked tight. I have no idea where he keeps the key. However—” Ron gestured toward Ted, who held up his bladed fingers and wiggled them. “—I happen to have a friend who is a fantastic locksmith.” He raised a bushy green eyebrow and grinned. 
 
    October nodded, thinking aloud. “Or I could simply climb up the Sanatorium tower and go through a window. I could get Nerma first, then sneak downstairs with her and search through Mapple’s things.” 
 
    Again, Ted wiggled his sharp fingers. “You need a locksmith,” he said. 
 
    October nodded again. “So, Ted gets us in the front door and breaks into the wardrobe—and then we head upstairs and break Nerma out of her room. We can do this. I think.” 
 
    “You think you can?” Ron pretended to take offense. “I know you can.” 
 
    The friends waited until night had passed and the sun was high in the sky, when the Doctors were sure to be asleep. The day was gray but bright, and they kept to the shadows as they made their way to the Doctors’ front stoop. 
 
    At first, the plan unfolded perfectly. Ted’s nimble blade-fingers unbolted the door without a hiccup. He and October ducked into the silent sitting room where Nerma had first met the Doctors. Ron stayed just beyond the entrance outside, hidden but ready to provide distraction at the first sign of danger. 
 
    Both Ted and October had been in the Doctors’ building as patients for minor illnesses, but neither had ever entered in the light of day. Without the deep shadows and flickering candlelight of nighttime, everything looked eerily bright and clear. 
 
    Together, they climbed a narrow set of stairs and emerged into a section of the building neither of them had ever seen before, the Doctors’ living quarters. It was darker here, but sunlight still seeped into the gloom and made the hairs on the back of October’s neck stand up. This was the wing Ron had pointed to on the map, but everything looked different in real life. On the floorplan map, this hallway was a simple set of lines, but here the walls were lined with heavy frames, dark sconces, and thick bookcases that made the passage feel closed in and airless.  
 
    October counted the doorways. At the fourth door on the left, he paused and looked back at Ted, who nodded. It was the correct door. Ted inserted his blades into the slits in the doorframe, wiggled them this way and that, and—click—the door popped open. Here was Doctor Mapple’s private study. The room was dark, but October’s eyes could make out a cluttered desk and a wide leather chair. Beyond these, another doorway was outlined against a wall.  
 
    Ted carefully shut the door behind them, and October pulled a candle from his pockets. He lit it and held it close to the rear door for Ted. It too was locked, but again Ted’s long fingers had no trouble unlocking it, and the door creaked open. 
 
    October grimaced at the sound and waited a moment to be sure that it hadn’t awoken the Doctors, but the building remained still, so they moved on. 
 
    There, just where Ron had said it would be, was an enormous wardrobe. In the light of the candle, its massive black frame projected a monstrous shadow across the back wall, and it seemed to shiver as they approached it. Ted examined its lock carefully, asking October to hold the candle nearer the keyhole so that he might see better. The lock itself was nearly the size of a human head, and the locking mechanism itself looked impossibly complex to October. Ted tapped it with a blade, paused, and then suddenly and decisively stabbed its keyhole with his index finger. The lock popped soundlessly open. 
 
    October smiled. He held the candle out to Ted, who gingerly took it between two shaking blades. Then October reached up and slowly, quietly, pulled the wardrobe doors open. The grin fell from his face.  
 
    Objects lined every shelf. Eyeglasses and roller skates, saw blades and wooden spoons, birds’ beaks and light bulbs—everything in piles that threatened to spill from the wardrobe. 
 
    “They’re all Purposes,” whispered Ted. His voice quivered.  
 
    October couldn’t speak. 
 
    “They took them all.” Ted trembled, aghast. “Mapple and Leech—they must have taken all of these Purposes. It’s like a—a collection of horrors.” 
 
    October’s stomach clenched, and he lifted two trowels from the middle shelf. These, he knew, must once have been someone’s hands. Behind them, a detached radio dial and camera flashbulb were covered in a thick layer of dust. His hands moved down the shelf, lifting a small set of antlers and moving a baker’s rolling pin. There were at least two dozen items on this shelf alone, but none of them was what he was looking for. 
 
    He moved on to another shelf, tenderly handling a small pair of bat wings and passing by a collection of screwdrivers. He knew that what he was looking for had to be there somewhere. He worked quickly, moving from object to object, shelf to shelf. 
 
    At last, a small box caught his attention. It looked vaguely familiar, as though he had seen it in a dream—or perhaps as a very young child. He picked it up and held it to the candlelight. It was painted red, and a flock of birds had been carved into its lid. He was sure he had seen it somewhere before. He turned it over and its contents clinked faintly. Initials were carved into the bottom of the box:  
 
      
 
    V.L.O. 
 
      
 
    October nearly dropped it. He couldn’t breathe, and his hands shook. 
 
    V.L.O. It was his mother’s box. Violetta Luminosa Oscuridad, his mother. 
 
    He leaned over as a wave of dizziness overtook him. This was not what he had expected to find. Why was the box in Doctor Mapple’s possession? 
 
    October didn’t want to lift the box’s lid, but he was sure now that what he was looking for would be found inside. 
 
    “Oct, are you okay?” Ted whispered. 
 
    October forced himself upright and took several deep, slow breaths. He nodded. Then he opened the box. 
 
    Six yellowed teeth lay nestled in it. Four square incisors. And two fangs. 
 
    They were his father’s. 
 
    He took one of the fangs between his fingers and held it near the candle’s flame. There were no saw marks on it, as Doctor Mapple had claimed. 
 
    He held the other one against the light, and then the incisors, too, just to be sure. There were no saw marks on any of them. 
 
    “He lied,” October whispered. “Doctor Mapple lied. I knew it. My father would never have lied about this. But he—Doctor Mapple did not want to save my father. He could have, but he did not.” He paused as a quiet sob tore through him. “The Doctors have been taking people’s Purposes. My father is not the only one. There have been so many.” 
 
    He closed the box and tucked it carefully inside his suit jacket, close to his heart. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Oct.” Tears fell from Ted’s eyes as he swept the candle along the shelves. The lost Purposes glinted in the pale light. “Who did these belong to?” he asked the wardrobe, knowing he would receive no answer. 
 
    “Let’s go,” October said. “We have someone to save before we can decide what to do about this.” 
 
    They locked the wardrobe, and after one final glance back at it, they slipped quietly out of the room of horrors. 
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Ichora’s Love Note 
 
    With the evidence from the wardrobe stored safely in his pocket, October led Ted back into Doctor Mapple’s dark office. The candle between Ted’s blades flickered behind October’s back and cast a shadow across the room. The giant shadow-man lurched and swayed, his limbs pouring darkness over the Doctor’s desk. The effect was eerie and made October’s heart flutter nervously against his ribs. 
 
    According to Ron’s plan, they should now head directly to the Sanatorium tower and rescue Nerma. “Don’t waste a second,” Ron had warned. “Leech is a notorious day owl, and Mapple’s known to wake early in the evening.” The sooner October and Ted completed their mission, the better. 
 
    But something on Doctor Mapple’s desk drew October’s attention. In the center of the desk was a haphazard stack of file folders, some thin and others quite thick. In the candle’s unsteady light, a name jumped out at October from the top file. Written in a firm hand upon the file’s tab was Bardry’s full name: Bardrius J. Garausch. This was not the name what drew October’s attention, however. What made him stop in his tracks was a partial name that peeked out from midway down the stack.  
 
    Drac— Oscu—  
 
    October beckoned for Ted to bring the light closer and slid the file out from the stack. Dracula Q. Oscuridad was written upon it in the same firm hand. With shaking hands, October opened it. There were perhaps fifty sheets of paper inside, and he knew he had very little time, so he began to rifle through them quickly. The first page was merely a form for an updated address, labeled: “Invalid Registry, Form B.” In his father’s neat hand was written, “Stone cottage, Serpent’s Stream, No Man’s Land.” 
 
    Behind this form was an account of his father’s expenses. This confused October, but he moved on. On the third sheet, he froze. It was, of all unexpected things, a party invitation. Inscribed across the silky parchment in ornate calligraphy, it read: 
 
      
 
    To Doctor Wyrman Mapple, 
 
    Your gorious presence is humbly requested 
 
    At the inauguration of 
 
    Dracula Quantavius Oscuridad 
 
    As Senior Doctor of Medical Philosophy 
 
    To the Village of Small Hours. 
 
    Sunday, the 22nd of December, 
 
    Grackleswot Abbey. 
 
      
 
    “Your father was going to be Mapple and Leech’s boss!” Ted exclaimed, gasping. 
 
    October nodded silently. His mind was racing, but he moved on to the next sheet. This was the one he had been hoping to find when the file first caught his eye. 
 
    It was a medical document, Form 7E: Determination of Soundness of Mind and Purpose. October scanned it and found that it listed the details of his father’s accident: his fall, the injury to his mouth and teeth, his request to have the teeth replaced in his mouth. With the same strong handwriting that labeled the file folders, the document read, “Patient shows no signs of self-harm. Teeth/fangs have clearly been broken in an accident.” It was signed “W.H. Mapple, M.D.Min.” 
 
    October clenched his teeth, his fangs pressing angrily into his bottom lip. “He knew all along it was an accident. He knew that my father did not remove his own fangs. He knew,” October growled under his breath. He folded the document and tucked it into his pocket alongside his mother’s box. 
 
    Ted’s eyes were wide. “We should go,” he urged. The candle was very short and wouldn’t last much longer. 
 
    October stood, but then he paused. Quickly, he shuffled through the stack of files on the desk, noting the names upon each: 
 
    Bardrius J. Garausch 
 
    Dracula Q. Oscuridad 
 
    Croftin Waleg 
 
    Serpelia L. Maudlin 
 
    Tuphid Smith 
 
    Grisliana N. Osseous 
 
    “I do not know all of these names,” he muttered.  
 
    The light from the candle shifted and sputtered. “Look,” Ted whispered. 
 
    A crumpled paper had fallen to the floor. October retrieved it and smoothed it against the desk. “It is a note written to Doctor Mapple,” he murmured. He read it aloud: 
 
      
 
    Do not fret over it, Wyrm. They will all think she did it. The musical man’s things are in my bag and I shall find a way to turn the village against her at the Gala. 
 
      
 
    Love,  
 
    Your Darling Ichora.  
 
      
 
    P.S. Next on our list: The old warty one. 
 
      
 
    “Ichora Leech.” Ted’s wide eyes grew even wider. “Doctor Leech wrote this—but what does she mean? What ‘musical man’? And what ‘things’ is she talking about?” 
 
    “Hallowed Maker,” October groaned. “Doctor Leech was talking about Bardry’s Purpose! She must have made it look like Nerma had Bardry’s bow and picks at the Gala, but it was Doctor Leech the whole time. Of course!” He crumpled the paper into a ball and threw it against the wall. It hit with a thump and he froze, fearful that the sound might have given them away. 
 
    A moment of silence passed before they felt safe enough to resume their whispered conversation.  
 
    “But how?” Ted whispered. “Bardry’s—Bardry’s—” He shivered. “The pieces of his Purpose were on the ground with Nerma’s spilled stew.” 
 
    “Easy,” October muttered. “Leech could have left them there earlier, or—no. She must have put them in Nerma’s bowl. Yes! Think about it. I saw Leech talking to Nerma at the drink table. She must have slipped Bardry’s bow and picks into Nerma’s costume while she was talking to her!” 
 
    Their imaginations filled in the gaps as the candle sputtered lower. 
 
    “What did Leech mean by ‘the old warty one’?” October wondered. 
 
    “I think they’re going to go after Old Worm next!” Ted’s bladed hands flew into the air, and the candle went soaring across the office.  
 
    It landed on Mapple’s chair with a quiet plop, and October let out a sigh of relief. “I thought it was going to hit that picture frame and shatter.” He laughed nervously. 
 
    But a curl of smoke was rising from the chair’s ratty cushion, and before either of them could act, it burst into flames like dry autumn leaves. Panicked, Ted scrambled to the chair and began hitting the pillow. His bladed fingers sliced through the stuffing but did little to quell the flames. October pushed him aside and knocked the flaming square to the floor, where he stomped at it furiously.  
 
    The fire went out, and tufts of smoke drifted lazily up to the ceiling, as though the two robbers who stood before it hadn’t just made a ruckus loud enough to wake the whole household.  
 
    October caught Ted’s eye. “Let’s go,” they whispered together. 
 
    The hallway was as dark and still as before, and the two vandals slinked past the closed doors and down the stairs as quickly as they dared. October put a hand on Ted’s arm. 
 
    “You need to go and warn Old Worm. Who knows how much time she has before they come for her?” 
 
    “Ron won’t be happy if I leave you.” Ted’s forehead twisted with worry. 
 
    “He will understand. I will get Nerma, and you and Ron can take Old Worm somewhere. Take her to my father’s cottage. Here, take these, too.” October took the folded paper and the small wooden box from his pocket and tucked them into Ted’s shirt. 
 
    Ted nodded, and a moment later, October was alone in the Doctors’ sitting room.  
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Trouble with a Capital Tea 
 
    Sunlight cast eerie shadows upon the garish walls of the sitting room, and October found that it was far worse to be alone on this mission than it had been with a friend at his side. 
 
    He banged his shin against a low table and nearly tripped over the curled edge of a rug, but he made it through the lower level of the Doctors’ quarters in one piece. When he reached the white door that led to the Sanatorium, he paused. A pentadagger had been left in the door, which usually meant that someone would be coming back for it soon. Had someone passed through this doorway recently, or did the Doctors ordinarily leave the door to the Sanatorium—where both patients and prisoners were kept—unsecured like this? 
 
    With his ear to the door, October listened for sounds but heard nothing. As silently as he could, he opened the door. It clicked open, and he slipped into the darkness of the Sanatorium tower.  
 
    He removed his glasses. He saw better in extreme darkness without them. Now, he could make out the curved staircase that wound its way up to the highest level of the Sanatorium where Nerma was being held. He hoped they hadn’t moved her.  
 
    The stairs were narrow and had no railing, so October chose to climb the walls instead. As soon as he laid his fingertips against the wallpaper, though, they began to burn intensely, and he jumped back to the floor. He peered closely at the dimpled, faded paper. Velvety black flowers and vines crawled across a background of mildewed purple, and he brushed a finger against a fuzzy petal. Again, he felt a jolt of pain, as though the velvet were made of the finest, sharpest little barbs. 
 
    He would have to take the stairs—and stay far from the wall. The first step creaked under his weight, and the sound echoed upward, spiraling into the shadows above. 
 
    He took another step. Another creak, and another echo. 
 
    He kept going, faster now, hoping to free Nerma before he was discovered. He reached a small landing. There was a door to his left, and he briefly laid his ear against it. He heard only silence. 
 
    Higher he went, the old staircase creaking and groaning with his every move. At each door, he paused and heard nothing—except for the fifth door. At this one, October heard the low humming of a man. It was Bardry. October made a silent promise to return later and help the poor man. He climbed on. 
 
    He was high above the floor now. It had disappeared into the gloom and not even his spider’s eyes could make out the lower doors. He was nearing the top of the tower when he heard a sound from above. 
 
    He stood as still as death upon the staircase, his eyes on the door of the Gold Room. 
 
    It clicked open. 
 
    Without thinking, October leapt from the staircase and blindly shot out a rope of webbing. It connected with the underside of the stairs and he swung, hard, into the wall. The blow to his shoulder and the contact of his cheek against the barbed wallpaper made him gasp, but he stopped himself from crying out. 
 
    “Is someone there?” A woman’s voice trickled through the musty air. 
 
    Above him, a figure was silhouetted against the low light of the Gold Room.  
 
    “I heard you. Show yourself,” the woman commanded. 
 
    October dangled in the air and held his breath. He didn’t dare move. 
 
    The woman cursed under her breath and shut the door behind her. She held a lantern out over the edge of the highest landing but said nothing else. 
 
    Her silence was reassuring, for it told October that he was safely out of sight—for now. But then the woman began to descend the stairs with startling speed, her shoes clapping against the metal rungs like a hammer. She had nearly reached October by the time he realized that he needed to move—and fast.  
 
    Frantically, he dropped from his position, freefalling and shooting webbing into the shadows again. He feared that each fall might be his last, but at last he reached the ground. The woman’s lantern swung two floors above him and drew nearer with every hurried footfall. 
 
    October fled from the tower into the sitting room, where a lamp now burned brightly against the murkiness of the late afternoon. For a moment, he was certain that he had been caught, but the room was empty. 
 
    The Sanatorium door clicked open behind him, and he dove into the nearest shadow. He found himself in the mouth of a narrow hallway, and silently, breathlessly, he crept down it. He ducked through a door on his right and entered a dark room. He could see cupboards, a round table with chairs, and a gargantuan iron stove. It was a kitchen. He slid between the stove and wall and listened. 
 
    Moments passed in anxious silence before two voices drifted down the hallway. October tried to make out their words. 
 
    “I am quite certain . . . in the Sanatorium, sir,” a woman’s voice said. 
 
    A man’s voice rumbled, “. . . fire in my office . . . nothing missing.” It was Doctor Mapple. 
 
    The woman spoke again, “Perhaps it was only . . . foolish children . . . Diviners and their ways.” 
 
    October heard Doctor Mapple grunt. “They must still . . . here in the building. Wake the attendants. We . . . the premises.” 
 
    October’s heart raced like the wings of a moth. If they were going to search the premises, they would certainly check the kitchen. 
 
    He stood to move, but the voices started up again, and Mapple’s voice echoed clearly off the walls: “I shall guard the door.” 
 
    The woman answered. “I will wake the . . .” 
 
    If Doctor Mapple was guarding the door, there was no escape for October. Not only was the front door no longer a possible escape route, but the Sanatorium was now off limits, too, because Mapple would see him if he tried to reach it. And that would help neither October nor Nerma. 
 
    Poor Nerma; he had failed her. 
 
    But he couldn’t give up, not yet. 
 
    He needed a better hiding place. His spider’s eyes scanned the dark kitchen. He thought he could fit inside the big oven, but . . . no. He shuddered. Any punishment the doctors concocted would be better than being cooked like a vulture on Maker’s Eve.  
 
    He opened a cupboard. It held scores of delicate dishes, stacked high. A single nudge might send them toppling and crashing to the hard tile floor below, so he moved on to the next cupboard. This one held a collection of knives and meat mallets—good weapons, perhaps, but not good hiding companions.  
 
    In the third cupboard, half a dozen tea canisters and jars of wasp’s honey had been stacked haphazardly, and October thought that if he shifted them, he might be able to squeeze in alongside. 
 
    Gingerly, he restacked the containers, careful not to make a sound. When they had all been moved to one side, he climbed atop the counter and folded himself into the tight space, pulling the cupboard door shut behind him. 
 
    He sat like this for a long time, his legs drawn up to his chest and his head smashed against his knees, until his neck began to ache, and his ankles became stiff. 
 
    Minutes seemed to stretch into hours as sounds of the hunt traveled through the walls into his little hiding place. Throughout the building, doors were wrenched open and slammed, chairs were dragged across floors, and shouts between the Doctors and their attendants filled every shadowy corner.  
 
    October was sure he would be caught any moment.  
 
    The quiet moments were the worst, though, for they gnawed at October’s nerves until he was tempted to scream, “Here I am! In the kitchen!” 
 
    His thoughts began to wander, and he wondered if night had fallen and where Ron and Ted were at that moment. He thought about Nerma, alone upstairs in the Gold Room. Or perhaps she had joined in on the search. Would she turn him over to the Doctors if she found him, or would she keep silent and help him escape? He wasn’t sure. He had bound her in his spider’s silk and arrested her, after all. He deserved to be turned over to the Doctors—especially now that he had failed to rescue her. 
 
    At last, during one of those long moments of silence, October decided to open the cupboard door, just a bit, in order to stretch his legs—just a bit. He pushed it open a few inches and rotated his right ankle. Then, he rotated his left, and—thwack—out of the cupboard toppled the largest glass canister of tea. It bounced with a heavy thud against the countertop before falling to the floor and shattering with a magnificent, jangling clatter. Shards of glass and dried tea leaves covered the floor. 
 
    October scrambled from the cupboard as the sound of heavy footsteps exploded on the floor above him.  
 
    He looked about, knowing that any hope of escape was gone, and did the first thing that came to his mind. 
 
    He grabbed a china teacup from the farthest cupboard and quickly scooped up some of the spilled tea. Racing to the sink, he filled the cup with cool water. Then he sat at the table. He calmed his racing heart, adopted a look of absolute serenity, and leaned back, as though he had been sitting there all afternoon, relaxing over a cooling cup of tea. 
 
    The door flew open. “My tea!” Doctor Mapple thundered. Sweat dripped from the gnarled base of his stem and down his glistening forehead. “Not my Ferret Dung tea from Illyria! You—you—you thief!” He roared. 
 
    Despite himself, October smiled.  
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No Way Out 
 
    At the end of Nerma’s first night as the star of Bluff & Lure’s Freak Show, she had been returned to the Gold Room, and her “Business Associates Deluxe” had promised to pick her up the following evening. “So as we can suck more profits from the public,” Lure had purred, dollar signs in her eyes. 
 
    Nerma, of course, knew nothing of October’s adventures in the Doctors’ quarters or how he had wound up in the pillory. She didn’t know if anyone would ever rescue her. But she knew she couldn’t spend another day in that awful wagon, listening to Bluff and Lure’s horrendous sales jingles. On the way back to the Sanatorium, Bluff had sung a particularly atrocious one: 
 
      
 
    Come and see our little Stranger!  
 
    She sleeps within this little manger! 
 
    Teeth as sharp as wolfy danger! 
 
    You ain’t seen nothing ever stranger! 
 
      
 
    Nerma had groaned within her wagon “manger” when she heard that one, but it was Lure’s rendition of “Yankee Doodle” that made her run her hands through her hair in exasperation. 
 
      
 
    Stranger Danger came to town, 
 
    Just like a one-girl circus, 
 
    Stuck a spoony to her head 
 
    And called Purpose-wurpose. 
 
    Stranger Danger, keep it up, 
 
    Stranger Danger, gravy! 
 
    Mind your masters, Lure and Bluff,  
 
    And say ‘hello’ to Davy! 
 
      
 
    “Who is ‘Davy’?” Nerma had asked from under the blanket. “And what does any of this have to do with gravy?” 
 
    “Leave the thinking up to the experts, darlin’,” Bluff had admonished before turning to Lure to ask, “Yeah, who is Davy?” 
 
    Now, Nerma was back in the Gold Room, and that ridiculous song kept running through her head, over, and over, and over again. She hummed it while she kicked her heels at the bed’s metal footboard and when she paced the cold floor, while she washed her face in the icy basin and when she stared out the window. Stranger Danger, keep it up. Stranger Danger, gravy . . .  
 
    She had to get out of the Gold Room.  
 
    She had to go home. 
 
    Why hadn’t she just jumped from the wagon last night and made a run for it? She could have gone to Ron and Ted’s apartment. What had she been thinking, just sitting in that wagon, as though she had no choice? 
 
    But what if she had escaped? Then what? No one knew how to get to Harmony Hill—no one. It was hopeless. 
 
    She lay limply in the sagging bed and closed her eyes, but sleep evaded her. Images of her parents, Julian, and Benny floated through her mind. She missed their smiles and laughter and wished with all her might that she were home—even if “home” had to be Harmony Hill, with all of its boring, irritating sameness. 
 
    A sound roused her from her thoughts. Outside her door, a muted footstep was followed by the muffled sound of clinking metal. 
 
    Nerma kept her eyes closed. Maybe whoever it was would just leave if they believed she was asleep. 
 
    She heard the door click open, and her mind raced. She tensed, ready to kick or run for the door. 
 
    She heard nothing but the quiet swish of skirts and thought that her visitor must be Doctor Leech, there to check on her again. But the wet squelch of Doctor Leech’s tail was absent, and the odor that permeated the room was one of dried herbs and woodsmoke, not the pungent perfume that always hovered around Doctor Leech like flies around rotting fruit. 
 
    A cool, dry hand brushed Nerma’s forehead, and the sound of a pen upon rough paper whispered at the bedside. 
 
    “Hm, done,” a female voice muttered. 
 
    Done? Another moment passed, and then a swish of skirts and the click of the door told Nerma that her visitor was gone. 
 
    She opened her eyes. 
 
    Who had that been? Something about her seemed familiar, and yet . . . The thought evaporated, gone before she could grasp it.  
 
    Nerma climbed from the bed and went to the window. Outside, watery sunlight filtered through clouds ready to burst with rain. Nerma pressed her face to the chilled glass. The streets below were empty. Small Hours slumbered.  
 
    If she craned her neck, she could just make out the sign over the Doctors’ door: “Doctors Leech & Mapple, M.D.Min.” She should have ignored it that first night. She should never have touched that ugly black door knocker. 
 
    Her mind trailed, and she almost missed the woman in black who stepped from the building onto the stoop below, but the woman’s furtive movements caught her eye. Nerma recognized her immediately. It was the Midwife Cardea, the woman whose third eye had stared so deeply, so eerily, into Nerma during her first hours in Small Hours. 
 
    Nerma froze, a clear image taking shape in her mind. The Midwife’s house—it was hardly a stone’s throw from Wishers Warsh. If she could get there, she could get back to Harmony Hill! 
 
    She had to follow the woman! She raised her hand to rap at the window but stopped herself. She couldn’t let anyone hear her, but she must get out of the Gold Room, and now. 
 
    She rushed to the door and pushed upon it, but as she expected, it didn’t budge. She bent at the waist and tried to insert her spoon into the pentadagger slots, but its edge was too curved, so she pulled hard at it, hoping to dislodge it and use its handle as a single pentadagger point. The spoon wouldn’t budge.  
 
    She looked out the window again. Miraculously, the Midwife was still there on the stoop, struggling with her umbrella. The sky was beginning to drip onto the town below. 
 
    Nerma was growing frantic and wished desperately that she had a Purpose like October’s. What she wouldn’t give to have the ability to shoot webs from her thumbs and climb walls right now. 
 
    October. What was it that he had said? “We’ll get you.” Was that it? Hadn’t he said something else, too? Something about what to do if things went wrong?  
 
    Yes, he had. He said, “If something goes wrong, look down.” 
 
    Things had gone wrong. Many things had gone very, very wrong, and Nerma now looked down at Small Hours. Down at the cobblestoned lanes, down at the gray rooftops. Down at the Midwife Cardea. There was nothing else to be seen. 
 
    She swept her eyes back and forth, searching for something, anything. 
 
    The Midwife was turning to leave. She had fixed her umbrella, and now its black circle glided slowly toward the alleyway. Soon, Nerma wouldn’t be able to see it anymore.  
 
    With anxious fingers, Nerma undid the latch on the window. The frigid, wet air hit her face, and she gasped. She looked down the side of the building, but there were no ledges to grab hold of or use as toeholds. 
 
    She looked to the right. The Midwife had disappeared. 
 
    Grief washed over Nerma with the force of a tidal wave. She would never leave Small Hours, never see her family again. 
 
    “Look down?” she wailed into the gray air. “Look down? How is that helpful, October? Why couldn’t you have spun me a‍—‍” 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat. 
 
    “A web.” 
 
    There, far below her window but high enough off the ground to be invisible to passersby, an enormous spider’s web glistened in the falling rain. Without the rain, she wouldn’t have seen it at all. 
 
    There was no time to think, no time for second thoughts. She pulled herself up onto the windowsill and jumped.
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The Final Chase 
 
    Nerma’s black dress billowed around her as she plummeted toward the hard ground. With a forceful SLAP that knocked the wind out of her, her body smacked into the wet, elastic webbing. It stretched beneath her before slinging her back up into the air. She reached wildly to grab hold of it but grasped only rain. Downward she fell again, and this time when the web heaved and tried to throw her back up toward the clouds, she managed to hold onto its slick strands. The web snapped with a jerk, and Nerma lay upon it, dizzy and disoriented. 
 
    She had fallen quite a long way, but the ground was still far enough below to make her stomach turn queasily. How would she get down now? She looked around, panicked.  
 
    She saw that the web was attached to a wide ledge on the building across from the Sanatorium, and she whispered, “Thank you, thank you, thank you, October!”  
 
    She scrambled over the slippery silk ropes and clambered onto the wet ledge. Placing one foot carefully in front of the other, she made her way along it in the direction Midwife Cardea had disappeared,  
 
    The ledge stretched the length of the block and was nearly two stories off the ground, but Nerma hurried along it, fearful that she wouldn’t be able to catch up in time. At the corner, the stone gave way to open space. The house across the alleyway leaned at such a crooked angle, though, that she was confident she could reach its gutter with a running start. Nerma backed up, braced herself, and sprinted toward the ledge’s edge. She pushed off against the slick granite, and the alleyway yawned darkly beneath her as she flew through the wet air. When she landed on the house’s shingled roof with a crash, relief coursed through her, and she laughed aloud.  
 
    She hoped the people below hadn’t heard her, but she didn’t pause to find out. She scrambled across the roof and didn’t hesitate to jump when she reached the next gap. Onward she moved, her bare feet slipping over roof tiles as she leapt from one rooftop to the next, until at last, she landed on a building with a fire escape. It was broken, and its iron skeleton slumped against the neighboring building with only a few rusted bolts left to hold it together. She gripped the metal handrail and stepped onto a slanted rung. The metal shifted and groaned under her weight, and she stepped back onto the roof, but then a movement in the corner of her eye caught her attention. It was the Midwife’s umbrella, disappearing around a bend in a misty alleyway. 
 
    Nerma took a trembling breath and climbed onto the iron frame. It swung beneath her but then steadied. She stepped down—one-step, two-step, three—and the stairs shivered under her but didn’t give. 
 
    And then, with a tremble that skipped like a stone across water, the sound of pealing bells thundered across the town’s skyline and shattered her focus. The Doctors had discovered the empty Gold Room. They knew she had escaped and were now alerting the town. “BE-WARE, BE-WARE,” the bells seemed to cry, “STRANGER-DANGER, STRANGER-DANGER!” 
 
    Panicked, Nerma raced down the steps, but the movement was too much for the dying fire escape and it veered violently sideways. The handrail slid through her wet hand, and before she knew what was happening, she was again airborne. 
 
    This time, there was no webbing to soften her blow, but Nerma’s luck had not run out yet. She fell headlong into a flowerbed teeming with white leadwort. The bushes softened her fall but scratched at her face and neck. She struggled to untangle herself, swiping at the twigs that pricked her and pulled at her hair.  
 
    Like a disturbed hornets’ nest, the bush came to life, and hundreds of tiny white blossoms nipped and bit at her skin. She let out a blood-curdling scream and whacked wildly at her head and arms, her legs kicking at the air above. 
 
    “Stop! Stop!” she screamed. 
 
    One by one, the blossoms closed in on themselves and hid from her counterattack, and Nerma scrambled away from the bush, shaken. 
 
    The bells pealed from every direction, and she hoped that their ringing had at least covered up the sounds of her screams. But townspeople were already peeking through windows and front doors were already opening.  Behind the white leadwort bush, a door opened, and Verdura and Flora pushed their way out onto a front porch. 
 
    “Mommy!” one cried out. 
 
    “Daddy!” the other cried. “The Stranger has come to kill us!” 
 
    The girls raised their gardening shear hands to their pale faces. 
 
    “Verdura, save me!” 
 
    “No, you save me, Flora!” 
 
    Another door opened across the narrow road, and out stepped Hexor, the bad-tempered young man with Allen-wrench hands. He had gone from bad-tempered to worse-tempered, and now he stepped forward, his wrenches raised like icepicks. 
 
    “Did this Stranger hurt you girls?” he growled. 
 
    “Yes!” Verdura and Flora shrieked in unison. “She crushed our flowers and tried to kill us!” 
 
    Hexor lunged, but Nerma ducked. She sprinted down a tight alley and kept running. She turned at the next corner, then turned again. She looked behind her. Hexor was nowhere in sight, but the ringing bells were calling other villagers from their homes, and shouts rang up all around her. 
 
    “The Stranger has escaped!” 
 
    “Catch it! 
 
    “Bash it!” 
 
    “Give me the monster and I’ll feed ‘er to me piggies!” 
 
    “Don’t let it get my baby!” 
 
    “Stranger!” 
 
    “Monster!” 
 
    The cries became a flood that threatened to swallow Nerma, and she ran blindly. The falls of footsteps echoed against the alley walls behind her, growing ever louder. 
 
    “Stop, ye Witch!” came a cry from only a few feet behind her. 
 
    A door opened ahead, and a man stepped out with his arm raised. At the end of his arm, his wrist narrowed into the handle of a sharp cleaver, which he brought down in Nerma’s direction with a great roar. 
 
    Nerma screamed and rolled to the ground as the man chopped at the air above her head. He roared again and raised his cleaver once more, but Nerma scrambled to her feet and escaped through a low passageway.  
 
    The mob followed, and Nerma could tell by the increasing volume of their cries that they were gaining on her. She sped down the passageway, and it grew ever narrower, until it was no wider than her shoulders. After a few more paces, she had to turn sideways and move like a crab—a crab being chased by a pack of hungry sea lions.  
 
    When shouts of pursuit gave way to bellows of anger, Nerma realized that none of the townspeople were small enough to follow her this deep into the passage. Up ahead, it narrowed even further, and she was just able to squeeze through to the other side.  
 
    She found herself in a courtyard. It was empty and its walls were high, but a single wooden door had been built into the far wall. Rain poured down from the sky above, blurring her vision, and the muffled cries of the angry mob spurred her onward. She opened the door. 
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Angels and Demons 
 
    Nerma was in a small, dark space. It seemed to be a closet of some kind. Buckets and brooms were stacked against one wall, and she could just make out a rack of jackets against another. She pulled one down and slipped her arms into it before realizing that it had four sleeves, all of which were far too long for her. She rolled two of them up for her arms and let the other two hang to her knees. It would keep her warm and might help disguise her if she were spotted again, she thought. 
 
    Another door led from the closet, and she opened it slowly. Cautiously, she peeked her head out. There was no one in sight, and she stepped forward into an empty corridor. Half a dozen doors led off of it, and dust motes floated in the sappy light from a leaded window.  
 
    The chiming of the alarm bells was muffled here, and their quiet peels brought to Nerma’s mind a memory of the time she had gotten lost in a church. She was six, and her abuela had taken her to mass on a day when the old building had been almost empty. Nerma had wandered off, first to the sacristy to explore its hundred tiny drawers and cabinets, and finally into a confessional booth, where colored light from the glass windows broke into a hundred little dots and covered her small arms and face. When she’d looked up at the intricate screen beside her, dark and silent, she’d felt certain that whatever was behind it went on forever and ever. 
 
    The house she was in now had the same abandoned, watchful feeling, as though it had been waiting for her arrival for years upon years, half awake and half asleep, with one leaded eye open, the air frozen in place while the building slumbered, its dreams stretching into eternity. 
 
    A floorboard creaked beneath her foot, and she held her breath. She heard nothing but the distant bells. The next floorboard creaked, too, and this time Nerma thought she heard a sound like a sigh come from behind one of the doors. 
 
    She quickened her pace, and now she was sure she had heard something: a shuffle, a sigh. Something moved behind the closest door. 
 
    Nerma tiptoed to the end of the corridor, and a loud thud echoed off the paneled walls behind her. She broke into a run and tore past a kitchen with an oven as wide and hungry as a dragon’s mouth, past a dining table still laden with the remnants of someone’s midnight meal, past a parlor crowded with leaning shadows, and to the front door. It was shut tight, and she didn’t have a pentadagger to open it. There was a hook beside the door, but nothing hung from it. She looked in every direction for something to use upon the door latch but saw only the two-headed statue of an angel at her feet, its cherubic faces bowed. 
 
    There were footsteps behind her. Nerma turned, and there in the gloom the wings of a great bird spread out, blocking the corridor and her only escape.  
 
    But, she realized, it wasn’t a bird. It was a man with giant wings on his back. In the low gray lighting, the wings were the color of ashes, and they rippled with agitation. 
 
    “Thief,” the man whispered. He repeated it, louder: “Thief!” 
 
    With one of his great wings, he whacked Nerma aside and then pulled a pentadagger from his pocket. He opened the front door with such force that it knocked over the two-headed statue, which shattered against the floor. 
 
    “Thief!!” the man howled into the street beyond. He stepped out to shout again, and Nerma didn’t wait for another chance. She ducked past him and bolted to the right. This lane was wider than most, and she looked frantically for a hiding space.  
 
    The world was a whirlwind of sound around her. Behind her, the winged man continued to roar: “Thief!! It stole my Granny’s beloved Seraphic Bicephaly! Catch it! Thief!” From every direction, the bells shook the town from above. And around the corner Nerma could hear the grumbling, growling sounds of the mob as it shifted in her direction. 
 
    A sharp turn in the road lay ahead, but before Nerma reached it, something grabbed the back of her coat and yanked hard. She was whipped backward, and before she had time to react, a gloved hand was clamped over her mouth, and she was lifted into the air. Two arms ferried her forward so quickly that the cobblestones blurred beneath her, and down the lane she flew in her captor’s arms—around one bend, then two, then three, four, five, until Nerma lost count. She was too stunned to squirm, but after a moment she didn’t need to, for her kidnapper set her gently upon the ground, keeping one hand tightly clamped over her mouth. 
 
    “Don’t scream, okay?” a voice whispered in her ear. It was a familiar voice. And the hand over her mouth . . . it wasn’t gloved at all but furry. Nerma nodded, and the hand was removed. 
 
    She turned to face not only Ron, his fur dark with rain, but Ted too, his face as white as the moon. Both grinned anxiously at her. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Ron said. “We need to get you out of Small Hours.” 
 
    Nerma wailed. “I lost track of the Midwife. I don’t know how to get out.”  
 
    “We do.” Ted’s eyes were bright. 
 
    “See, kid?” Ron said, shuffling her hair. “Told ya we knew this town inside and out. We just needed some time to get our ol’ brains running again.” If his words were lighthearted, his eyes gave away his fear. They darted up and down the narrow alleyway, and he turned his head to listen for sounds of the mob. “They’re catching up, kid. We got to run. Ted?” 
 
    Ted nodded and held his bladed fingers in the air. “Armed and ready.” 
 
    “Where’s October?” Nerma asked, but Ron held up a finger. 
 
    “Get ready to run,” he whispered. “One . . . two . . . RUN!” 
 
    Nerma didn’t have a choice in the matter, for Ron gripped her wrist so tightly and moved at such a pace that she found herself being dragged like a ragdoll, her toes just skimming the ground. They emerged into a wide lane, and there, not fifty feet away, the mob seethed like a many-headed beast, boiling in its own fury. Cries erupted from within it. 
 
    “Get the snotty little Witch before it takes our Purposes!” 
 
    “I’ll clobber it with me hammers!” 
 
    “Get the Stranger!” 
 
    “Blight the Stranger!” 
 
    “Stop the Stranger!” 
 
    “Stranger! Stranger! Stranger!” The mob chanted. 
 
    Ron pulled her away, but Ted remained behind, wielding his sharp fingers in the air like miniature swords. They glinted in the rain. 
 
    “Hurry!” Ron tugged at her, and Nerma struggled to keep up. They passed a familiar signpost, and Nerma felt a tingle on the back of her neck. Something felt right. 
 
    “We’re going the right way!” she shouted. 
 
    “Of course we are!” He pulled on her wrist, urging her onward. 
 
    Around twists and turns and through passages so narrow they blocked out the sun’s fading light, past decrepit houses and startled looking grandmothers, around thorny black rose bushes and toppled barrels, they ran and ran, until, at last, just ahead, Nerma spotted the wrought iron arch that had welcomed her into Small Hours so many long hours ago.  
 
    Relief coursed through her. But not for long. 
 
    The mob had managed to stay on their heels and now caught up to them. Ted continued to try to hold it back, but one man against five dozen was no match. Ron shoved Nerma forward. “Go! Hurry!” he cried, rushing to Ted’s side. 
 
    Nerma didn’t wait. She darted through the archway and plunged into the woods beyond. Sharp twigs snapped under the soles of her feet, but she didn’t slow. She moved swiftly, keeping the cobblestone trail in view and staying to the shadows, and soon the sounds of the town gave way to the sounds of the woods: the patter of rainfall on leaves, the squawking of birds surprised to see a strange creature hurtling through their world, the snapping of branches, the scurries of small mammals scampering out of her path. The mob was gone, and the woods were alive around her. 
 
    Nerma slowed to a jog, and then, finally, there it was: Midwife Cardea’s gray clapboard house. She slowed to a walk and peeked around the wide trunk of a tree. No one was in sight, and just beyond the little house lay the path that led back to Wishers Warsh, back to Harmony Hill—back home.  
 
    She watched the house for a moment, and when she was sure that no one was watching, she emerged from the woods. The cobblestones felt cool and smooth under her sore feet. With one eye on the Midwife’s front door, she followed the path. 
 
    The gargoyle turned its head, and Nerma jumped. In her hurry, she had forgotten about it. She held her breath as, ever so slowly, it opened one eye. It focused on her for one intense moment and then closed it again, as though it found her terribly boring. 
 
    Nerma crept forward and was nearly past the house when a creak from the front porch sent goosebumps rippling down her spine. There, deep in the shadows, sat the Midwife. She was barely visible in the gloom, swaying slowly in her rocking chair, forward and backward, forward and backward. Her top two eyes were closed as though she were napping, but her bottom eye was open. It stared at Nerma, its piercing gaze like the winter wind.  
 
    And then, just once, it winked. 
 
    Nerma ran and didn’t look back. 
 
    The path was easier to follow now, and this time there was no wall of branches to block her way. She left the Midwife’s house behind, the sound of running water drawing her onward. And then, at last, there was Wishers Warsh.  
 
    A pile of stones lay beside the little bridge, and across the stream was the familiar wooden sign. From this side of the water, Nerma could see that there were words painted in white upon its back. She hadn’t noticed them the first time she passed through. They read: 
 
      
 
    Wishers Warsh 
 
    Dusk turns to dawn and the day grows bright 
 
    For seekers whose souls were caught a’fright. 
 
    Throw ye a stone with thine heart’s true might, 
 
    And bid ye farewell to the lonely night. 
 
      
 
    Nerma puzzled. Should she just cross the bridge and return home? She worried that throwing another stone into the churning waters might lead her along yet another path, perhaps to an even stranger world than the one she’d just left. 
 
    She almost turned away from the pile of stones, but then she stopped. She knew what she needed to do—what she wanted to do.  
 
    She took one of the stones in her hand: a simple, smooth stone streaked with brown and flecked with quartz. She turned to the water. It roiled and fizzled beneath the bridge. She pulled her arm back, threw the stone with all her might, and shouted at the sky: “I love my family!” Where the stone splashed, the water glowed a brilliant aquamarine. She picked up another and hurled it. “I love Benny! I love my mom and dad! I love Julian!” The water glowed amethyst. She picked up a third stone and held it tightly between her palms. She took a deep breath, then cast the stone into the wash with one sweeping, graceful arc.  
 
    “I love Nerma Lee!” she shouted, and the water below blossomed into the color of the sun. 
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The Girl with a Purpose 
 
    Golden sunlight shone upon number 77 Splendid Street. The Lee family’s red minivan sparkled in the driveway, and the green grass shimmered with dew. Nerma raised her hand to knock on the gleaming walnut door but remembered with a shock that this was her home now. She turned the knob and stepped inside. Sunlight flooded the entryway. 
 
    “Mom?” Nerma called. 
 
    Somewhere, a TV was on, and cheerful music tinkled through the house. 
 
    “Mom? I’m home!” 
 
    Nerma passed the empty kitchen. The drinking glasses propped upon the draining board dripped with water. They had been freshly washed, so she knew that someone must be nearby. 
 
    She passed through the dining room with its bright Formica table and the painting of cats her dad loved so much. 
 
    “Mom? Dad?” 
 
    The office was empty, too, but someone had unpacked framed pictures of Nerma and her brothers. Her favorite photograph was there: a snapshot of the three of them together at the beach last year, Julian laughing at something, his arm looped around her shoulders, and Benny by her side, holding her hand.  
 
    “Julian?” she called. 
 
    Nerma followed the sound of the TV into the open living room. Rays of light poured through the wide picture windows. In the distance, under a velvety blue sky, the landscape stretched into a quilt of greens, oranges, yellows, and reds. 
 
    “Ne-Ne!” 
 
    Nerma spun around.  
 
    “Ben-Ben!” she cried. 
 
    Nerma knelt on the soft carpet as Benny toddled toward her, his chubby arms outstretched. A smear of purple jelly striped his cheek. 
 
    Nerma’s eyes filled with tears as she reached out to hug him, but instead of wrapping his arms around her neck, he reached up and grabbed hold of her spoon with his good hand. 
 
    “Moon?” he asked. 
 
    Nerma nodded. “It’s my spoon.” 
 
    “Ben-Ben foo’?” Benny’s brown eyes lit up. He let go of her spoon and hurried to the kitchen. 
 
    Nerma followed him and lifted him into his highchair. 
 
    “Arms up!” she said, and Benny lifted his arms above his head. Nerma slid his tray into place and opened the refrigerator. It was packed full of wonderfully, scrumptiously, normal-looking foods. Her stomach growled. 
 
    “Are we having applesauce or yogurt, Benny-Ben?” she asked. 
 
    “‘Gurt!” Benny clapped his one hand against the highchair tray. 
 
    Nerma selected two cups of peach yogurt and took two spoons from a drawer, but Benny slapped his hand down and shook his head. “Moon!” He stretched his arms toward the spoon on Nerma’s head. 
 
    “You want to eat with my spoon?” Nerma raised an eyebrow and smiled. 
 
    Benny cheered. “Ne-Ne moon!” 
 
    Nerma laughed, and Benny did, too. 
 
    “Moon, moon!” he shouted, making himself laugh. 
 
    Nerma’s mom rounded the corner with a broom and dustpan in her hands. 
 
    “Nerma, thank goodness!” Mrs. Lee smiled and blew a stray strand of hair from her face. “This little boy! I didn’t want to leave him alone, but he knocked over that glass apple I’ve had forever, the one from the teacher’s banquet I got before you were born—remember? Anyway, it shattered everywhere, and I didn’t want him near it.” She looked at the cups of yogurt and her eyes grew wide. “Ben-Ben! You can’t be hungry again! You just ate!” 
 
    “Moon! ‘Gurt!” Benny pointed from Nerma’s spoon to the container of peach yogurt with his right arm, the one that ended in a stump where his right hand had never developed. 
 
    Mrs. Lee gave Nerma a funny look. “Nice costume, lady,” she said. She was trying not to laugh. “Are you some kind of gothic queen or something?” 
 
    Nerma rushed to her mother and wrapped her arms around her. Mrs. Lee laughed and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Careful, kiddo! I’ve got broken glass here!” 
 
    Confusion tinged Nerma’s joy. She didn’t understand why her mom wasn’t crying with relief. She had been gone for a whole week! Her mom should be sobbing, jumping up and down, alerting the neighbors and authorities and local media to call off the search, screaming for joy—doing something. Unless . . . Nerma wondered. 
 
    She let go of her mother. “Mom, when was the last time you saw me?” she asked. 
 
    Mrs. Lee emptied the dustpan into the trashcan and put the broom away.  
 
    “Maybe an hour ago? I’m not sure. Why?” 
 
    Nerma’s head reeled. Was this one of those things that happens in movies and books, when something strange happens to a child and time just stands still for the parents? Had anyone even noticed that she’d been gone? 
 
    Her mother turned to tidy up the kitchen “So, tell me about the costume. What’s with the spoon and the weird clothes? Should I start calling you La Reina Gótica?” 
 
    “Well,” Nerma started. But where should she start? With the hole in the fence? With Wishers Warsh? With Small Hours? “See,” she said, “I . . . made a friend.” 
 
    “See?” Mrs. Lee did a little dance. “I knew you would! Who wouldn’t want to be your friend?” She beamed.  
 
    “Moon!” Benny kicked his heels against the front of his chair. 
 
    “Hold your horses, kiddo!” Mrs. Lee nodded at the yogurt on the counter. “Are you going to feed him that?” 
 
    “He wants to use this spoon, but I can’t get it off.” Nerma gave the spoon a tug. 
 
    Mrs. Lee examined it curiously. “Wow! That looks like antique silver. I hope your friend’s mom won’t be mad when she discovers she’s missing her grandmother’s heirloom.” Mrs. Lee yanked at the spoon. 
 
    “Ow, Mom!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Mrs. Lee mumbled. “Hm. Come here.” 
 
    She pulled a pair of scissors from a drawer. “What is this stuff? It looks like you used a whole bottle of Gorilla Glue!” 
 
    “It’s spider’s silk,” Nerma answered. 
 
    Mrs. Lee chuckled. “Such an imagination.” She tentatively snipped at the webbing. “Whatever it is, it’s no match for Leona Lee’s handy dandy scissors.” 
 
    Her mother snipped and clipped, and to Nerma’s great surprise, the webbing fell away as easily as hair at a barbershop. 
 
    In fact, she realized with a groan, there was hair among the strands of webbing that fell to the ground. 
 
    Mrs. Lee grimaced. “I don’t know what you were thinking. I hope you want extra, extra short bangs, because that’s what you’re going to have.”  
 
    After a few more snips, Mrs. Lee handed the spoon to Nerma, who ran her hand over her shorn bangs. 
 
    Benny laughed. “Ne-Ne!” 
 
    Nerma ruffled his wispy hair and kissed the top of his head. He smelled like grapes and sunshine and baby sweat. 
 
    She washed the spoon off at the sink and handed it to Benny. He handed it back. 
 
    “No! Ne-Ne foo’!” 
 
    “You want me to feed you?”  
 
    Benny bounced happily in his chair. 
 
    Nerma took the spoon from him. She looked at it in her hand: her “normal,” five-fingered hand, so unlike Benny’s. 
 
    “Mom,” she said, “it doesn’t bother me that we’re all different anymore. It used to, but I wouldn’t want you to be any other way, or for Benny to be any other way. Besides, we’re all here to help each other.” 
 
    Mrs. Lee put an arm around her. “I don’t know why you think we’re so ‘different,’ but Benny is lucky to have you—and so am I.” She kissed the top of Nerma’s head. 
 
    An overwhelming feeling surged through Nerma. She was glad to be home—even if ‘home’ was Harmony Hill. 
 
    She used the spoon to scoop up a big dollop of yogurt and wondered if October would be willing to eat this strange white stuff with orange flecks in it. Would he prefer his blood berries and vulture livers? 
 
    She raised the spoon high in the air. “Get ready Ben-Ben! Here comes the birdie!” 
 
    Benny laughed and flapped his arms, his mouth as wide as a baby pelican’s. 
 
    The spoon sailed downward, and Benny took a bite. 
 
    Nerma had found her Purpose, and she understood, with a rush of joy as pure as a ray of sunshine in spring, that her Purpose had never been the spoon, just as October’s Purpose wasn’t his spider’s web, and the Count’s wasn’t his missing fangs. It was what they did with them that mattered.  
 
    Nerma looked at her hand, at Benny’s arm, at his smile, and at the spoon as it sailed into his waiting mouth.  
 
    “Ben-Ben, I love you,” she said. 
 
    “Ne-Ne!” he shouted. 
 
    

  

 
   
    31
New Neighbors 
 
    The witch let out a strangled cry and fell into the mouth of the wide cauldron. Beside her, a two-headed monster bellowed, “Be gone with ye, Wandering Witch!” 
 
    The monster waved it arms—one peppered with freckles and the other a deeply tanned—and lurched across the yellow grass. Behind it, a city of glass spiraled into an inky sky. 
 
    A third figure rushed into view. He wielded a giant cardboard spoon and cried into the sunny sky: “Avast! I am here to rescue the Wandering Witch!” The boy thrust the spoon into the monster’s writhing torso, and the monster collapsed in a heap.  
 
    The witch sprang up from the depths of the cauldron. “Julian-the-Just has saved me!” she called out to the audience. 
 
    The audience—which consisted of Mr. and Mrs. Lee, Benny, and Jasmine’s mother and little sister—clapped and cheered. 
 
    “Yay! Ju’!” Benny cried. “Moon!” 
 
    The sound of Benny’s voice resurrected the two-headed monster from its dramatic death, and it clambered awkwardly to its feet. “Ben-Ben!” shouted one of its heads. 
 
    “Ne-Ne!” Benny hurried over and looked from Nerma’s head to Jasmine’s with a look of bewilderment. 
 
    “We have two heads, Benny!” Nerma squealed. “And four arms! Look!” Nerma and Jasmine squirmed their way out of the oversized shirt they shared. Nerma’s body was squeezed into the wide left leg of a pair of sweatpants and Jasmine’s into the right leg. Together, they could “walk” only by hopping one at a time—Nerma then Jasmine, Nerma then Jasmine—and because Jasmine was so much taller than Nerma, they found it impossible to go more than a couple of yards without falling to the ground. The friends lay on the grass and wriggled free from the baggy pants, and Benny roared with laughter. 
 
    “Here comes the birdie, Benny!” Julian came running over with the giant cardboard spoon held high above his head. “Want a bite?”  
 
    Benny nodded excitedly, and Julian pretended to feed him. 
 
    “‘Gurt! ‘Gurt-gurt-gurt!” Benny yelled. He looked from Nerma to Julian and erupted in a storm of giggles. 
 
    Julian’s jaw dropped. “Benny told a joke! I can’t believe it!” He whooped. “Hey, that reminds me—Jasmine, do you want to hear a joke?” 
 
    Not long after the Lee family had settled into Harmony Hill, Jasmine moved into Number 62 Splendid Street with her mother and little sister. Now, two months later, she spent most of her free time with Nerma and Julian, performing in backyard plays, playing video games or four-square, and comparing notes on which adventure novels were the best. To Nerma’s never-ending surprise, Jasmine loved Julian’s jokes and howled over the punchlines he shouted on the bus to school. Now, they both ran off into the house to hunt down his newest joke book. 
 
    “Ne-Ne walk?” Benny touched Nerma’s hand. 
 
    “You want to go on a walk?” she asked. 
 
    Benny nodded. “Walk.” He pointed beyond the makeshift backyard stage to the backdrop Nerma had painted. 
 
    “Do you like my City of Glass?” Nerma asked Benny, lifting him up to see. 
 
    “Walk, Ne-Ne?” he asked, pointing to the middle of the mural with his arm. There, barely noticeable between two onion-shaped buildings, Nerma had sketched a meandering trail. 
 
    She smiled. “You want to go on a walk in the City of Glass with me, Ben-Ben?” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “It’s very dangerous, so we’ll have to be brave.” 
 
    Benny touched his forehead to Nerma’s and whispered, “Bray.” 
 
    “That’s right. Brave.” She kissed his cheek, set him down, and adjusted her polka-dot headband. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    She told her parents that she and Benny were off to explore, and hand in hand, they set off. When they reached the driveway, Nerma paused and looked over her shoulder. The pine fence at the side of the house was as smooth and gap-free as it had been for the past few months. Every day, on her way to the school bus in the morning and later during her walks with Benny, she took a moment to check. But every day, the fence was just as perfectly ordinary and perfectly boring as all the others on Harmony Hill. Today, of course, was no different. 
 
    But Nerma missed October, and sometimes, especially at night, she could almost imagine that the soft mattress beneath her had been spun from spider’s silk. She thought about Doctor Mapple’s wardrobe and its collection of Purposes, of Doctor Leech’s sugary sweet voice, and of October’s lonely attic tower. She hoped he was okay. Did he know that she had made it home safely, and did he understand that she had to leave, that she wished she’d had the chance to say goodbye? 
 
    Nerma breathed deeply, swung Benny’s hand, and squinted into the brilliant sunshine. It was a beautiful day, but for the first time ever, there was a slight chance of rain in Harmony Hill’s weather forecast. The only clouds in the sky were white cotton puffs like bunnies’ tails, but according to the weather report, Harmony Hill was due to be hit by “record sprinkles” that evening. Residents had been advised to stock up on American cheese and mayonnaise, and the news report warned ominously: “Be aware that the sky may lose some of its normal blueness, but it is expected that the issue will clear up on its own.” Nerma already had a book and cozy blanket picked out, and she couldn’t wait to curl up with them. 
 
    “Ro’?” Benny asked when they got to the end of the driveway. 
 
    “Want to count the roses?” Nerma asked. Together, she and Benny counted twelve peach-colored roses. He let go of her hand to pluck off a downy petal, which he rubbed against his cheek. 
 
    He tucked his hand into hers again, and they slowly made their way downhill. Benny pointed out rose blossoms and robins and Nerma counted them aloud.  
 
    “Two, four, six, eight, ten . . .” She counted onward. 
 
    But then Benny stopped. He tugged on her hand. 
 
    “Hm?” Nerma asked. Her mind had wandered, and she was thinking about the flowers outside Corpescule College, the kind that had bitten her. 
 
    Benny pulled on her hand again. His eyes were fixed on something up ahead.  
 
    “Worm!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “It’s not a worm,” Nerma answered, her focus suddenly sharp. “It’s a snake.”  
 
    It was the first time she had seen any animal—other than a robin or pet dog—on Harmony Hill. She didn’t know whether the snake was venomous or not, so she held Benny’s hand tightly. She began to pull Benny back up the hill, but then something else caught her eye: a movement of fur behind a rose bush. 
 
    A marmot scuttled out, sniffed the air, and then darted back into the bush. 
 
    “That’s weird,” Nerma murmured. 
 
    “We’” Benny agreed. 
 
    The snake curled itself up like a question mark in the middle of the sidewalk, evidently luxuriating in the warmth of the sun. 
 
    “Since when have there been so many animals on Harmony Hill?” Nerma mused. 
 
    Benny tugged on her hand. He wanted to move closer, but Nerma hesitated. “You want to see the snake?” 
 
    “Worm!” 
 
    Nerma picked Benny up and inched forward, ready to run back toward home at the first sign of danger. The snake uncoiled itself and followed in the marmot’s wake, disappearing beneath the rose bush. 
 
    “Danger!” a voice shrieked from somewhere nearby. 
 
    Nerma stopped. 
 
    “Stranger-danger!” 
 
    The voice came from an open window. Beyond a veil of white curtains, Nerma could just make out the flurry of black wings. Her heart began to beat faster. 
 
    “B’ddie!” Benny shouted. 
 
    “Yes,” Nerma replied. “A birdie . . .” 
 
    She approached the house. Number 59 Splendid Street looked just like every other home on Harmony Hill. It was the proper shade of taffy pink, its shiny mailbox was tilted at exactly thirty-seven degrees, and before it grew a tree of perfect leafy roundness.  
 
    And yet . . .  
 
    Nerma opened the white gate and took a step forward. 
 
    “Danger!” A winged shape batted against the curtains. 
 
    “B’ddie!” Benny flapped his arms. 
 
    Nerma grinned, for she had the feeling that something wonderful was about to happen. She set Benny down beside her, took his hand, and walked to the door. There, beside a silver doorbell identical to the one at Number 77, a small wooden sign had been hung: 
 
      
 
    Wightworth House 
 
      
 
    Nerma gasped. She pressed the doorbell button, and from beyond the door came the riotous sounds of screeches, whistles, chirps, grunts, and snorts. 
 
    The door opened, and there, grinning back at her, stood a boy just her height with hair the color of oiled coal and foggy glasses as round as owl’s eyes. 
 
    “Oct!” Nerma cried out. 
 
    October’s grin widened. “Welcome, Stranger.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the small hours of the night, 
 
    Winged dreams take flight 
 
    That in the light of day 
 
    Prefer to hide away. 
 
    But in shadow or in sun, 
 
    The tale has already begun, 
 
    And the path you choose to take 
 
    Shall be the one upon which you wake.
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