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The Onyx Call





The whispers began as they always did, soft as moth wings against glass. 

Esmerelda touched the rim of her teacup with trembling fingers, the porcelain long since drained of warmth, and watched the white candle sitting on the worn wooden table. It had burned without fail since she had lit it as a talisman of vigil after receiving the note from her daughter in America. She took a sip of the cold tea, recalling the terrible message that still echoed in the hollow of her chest like stones dropped in a well. Malignant. Aggressive. Stage four. 

She rose from her chair, the floorboards groaning as she moved to the window in the kitchen. When Esmerelda offered to come, her daughter had gently refused. "Neither magic nor medicine will help now, Mama," she'd said with quiet acceptance. "Just light a candle for me." 

The flame had guttered badly last Tuesday and again on Friday — her daughter was slowly succumbing. But tonight, the flame flickered with a different weight, as if something beyond the marsh mists had drawn a long breath. 

Listen. 

Or perhaps it was Hurry. The whispers slipped away when she tried to understand them, leaving only a sense of urgency, of time slipping through her fingers. She lifted a hand to her throat, where her pendant rested heavy against her collarbone. She had received the faceted black onyx from the village coven when she came of age — a stone that selected witches who knew what herbs could ease a fever, which could stop a heart entirely, and how to hold with careful hands the joy and grief that came to all.

It was the onyx that was whispering, this she was sure of, though she had never heard of a witch's pendant speaking before. 

Esmerelda pressed her palm flat against the stone, feeling its edges hard against her skin. The whispers, faint as distant rainfall, had started a few nights before her daughter had told her of the diagnosis. At first, Esmerelda assumed it was a message that her time was coming. She was an old woman — who else would first hear death's call? But after she learned of her daughter's struggle, the whispers grew more insistent, threading through her dreams and startling her awake in the small hours before dawn, and she had to ask herself: What if the whispers aren't about me?

She stared at her reflection in the darkened window: a lined face framed by silver hair, eyes sharp. Beyond her cottage, the marsh stretched into night. Mist curled between the reed beds like pale fingers, and night birds called with voices that sounded almost human. Behind her, the candle flame bent sideways, though there was no wind, and she heard a whisper:

It comes.

This time, the words were unmistakable, and she knew what she must do.


      [image: ]The knock came precisely at the hour she'd requested.

"Come in, Viktor."

The younger man stepped through the doorway, pulling his hat off his head and shaking mist from his coat. Viktor was perhaps forty, his auburn hair already streaked with the premature silver that marked those in the village whose magic ran deep. He'd been her apprentice as a healer before finding his own path in protection wards.

"You are ready?" he asked, his eyes moving to the packed satchel next to the door.

"I am." 

Esmerelda was traveling to Ebony Peak, a town in America, where her daughter would receive the crossing ritual that all witches must undergo at the end of life. It was the sacred rite that would guide her spirit safely beyond the veil — and Esmerelda was going to be there.

She gestured to the table where she'd laid out a key, a list written in her careful hand, and a small pouch of coins. "The cottage is yours to watch. The garden needs watering every other day — the moonfex especially, or it will close up and refuse to bloom again. There's a tincture in the cellar that needs straining next week. Instructions are with the list."

Viktor picked up the paper, scanning it. "And if someone needs healing while you're gone?"

"Send them to Ilona. She's capable enough." Esmerelda pulled her heavy cloak from its peg. "Though most of what ails people can wait until I return."

"And if you don't return?"

The question hung in the air between them. Esmerelda fastened the cloak at her throat, her fingers brushing the onyx pendant.

"Then the cottage passes to whomever the village chooses," she said. "As is proper."

Viktor nodded, folding the list and tucking it into his pocket. "I have Tomáš waiting with his boat. He can take you across the marsh to where the portal magic will work—"

"No." Esmerelda reached for her staff next to the door. "I'm walking."

Viktor's eyebrows raised. "Walking? Baba Esmerelda, the marsh is treacherous this time of year. Even for us."

"Our people have crossed the marsh safely for generations," she said, her voice steel wrapped in silk. 

Viktor wrung his hat in his hands. "You are precious to us, Baba Esmerelda. Please let Tomáš—"

She ignored him and moved toward the door but then paused. "I must do this. My magic will be stronger if I travel the marsh myself. And for this journey, I need every bit of strength I can gather."

He exhaled. "Then go with the blessing of the village," he said softly. "And may the marsh let you pass unharmed."

Viktor walked her to where weathered boards had been driven into the mud to mark the path's end. He kissed her on each cheek and handed her the satchel. The October morning was damp, and her breath hung in the chill air. Geese in ragged formation called overhead, their honking voices fading as they journeyed toward warmer lands. Otherwise, the marsh was quiet, as if the sleep of winter had already arrived. Staff in hand, her gnarled fingers wrapped tight around the familiar wood, she stepped onto the boards without looking back. Soon the village roofs behind her vanished, swallowed by the morning mist that drifted above the water like steam from a cauldron.

The path — if it could be called that — was little more than aged boards and a suggestion of firmer ground, winding through the reeds that towered over her head. They hissed as she passed, a susurrus that might have been wind and might have been something else. But she felt no fear. All her life she'd lived at the marsh's edge, gathering medicinal plants from its margins, watching the patterns of mist and shadow in the moonlight. And even though she'd never crossed it, she knew from village lore how to find the solid paths, and how to avoid unstable ground; that some channels held only water, and some carried eldritch perils.

The reeds closed in around her, their dry stalks clicking together like bone chimes, and the deep bass of frogs thrummed. She caught glimpses of stagnant pools where bubbles swelled and burst with soft, wet sounds and the smell of rot. When she finally came through the reeds to the bog, it spread out before her, a vast meadow carpeted in what appeared to be solid ground. Sedges and marsh grasses wove together, creating thick mats dotted with small, ghostly white flowers that caught the dawn light filtering through the mist. 

Her mother's voice came back to her, as clear as if she'd spoken yesterday: When you cross the floating bogs, look for the flowers. Trust what's beautiful, she said. Keep their faces to your left — that will hold you straight. It had been one of her mother's favorite lessons, delivered with the certainty that marked all her pronouncements.
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