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The Way of the Witch
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The land was dying. The color had gone, grass, leaf, and sky fading away to an ominous gray. Wareska sat straight on the red horse’s back, looking out across the dead and desolate land with a sinking heart. Together, they were the only speck of color in an otherwise void plain. The land had been dying for some time, but here in the plain, on the edges of Lorlas Ru, she’d thought she was safe from the plague of dry earth, from the rivers that ran no more, from the bones that lay where starving beasts had fallen. At last, the drought had come here, to the edge of the plain, where she and the horse had believed themselves careless and free. But it was more than a drought. According to Old Hemfra, it was the end of the world.

:It has finally come here,: said the horse, speaking – as all animals must speak – into Wareska’s mind. :Your old woman was right.: The mare looked at the dry, twisted landscape with weary yellow-green eyes, and between Wareska’s thighs, she was young, warm, and hardy. Her silky black mane and tail lifted in the breeze, and Wareska heard her sigh, the sorrowful sound trembling through her mind.

Wareska wasn’t listening. She was thinking of Old Hemfra.

“Wareska,” the old woman had panted, lying there wrapped in furs, sweaty and dying. “Wareska . . .” she whispered, as if whispering Wareska’s true name​1 and clinging to her hand were one and the same, as if she could hold on to life if only she held on to that name.

It was raining the night Old Hemfra died, and as the cold, wet wind whistled through the open window, Hemfra lay on her pallet, the fire gleaming in her dark eyes as she whispered with cracked lips of the darkness to come. All Wareska’s life, Hemfra had been a mighty force, a powerful woman who could whisper a name and make the very trees bend to her. But in that moment, with her last dying breath, Wareska had seen her for the frail and mortal thing that she was. She lay in bed, coughing, her brown, wrinkled face pinched with pain, as on her suffering lasted the night through.

When the old woman’s spirit had spent, she was solemn in her bed of furs, wrapped in ragged hides that had been made from her own acdella herd. Wareska knew the old woman had gone on to that land where the sun never rises; that land where the gods breathed aether into their clay creatures and sent those creatures into the world to live. She closed the old woman’s eyes, then set her herd free into the forest and went forth herself, like one of those wild and oblivious beasts, baffled to be on its own in the dark against predator and pursuer. 

Wareska walked with a straight back from the little hut where she had first learned to conjure fire, and with a blink of her eye, she set Hemfra’s home to blazing. She never looked back.

The forest surrounding Old Hemfra’s hut and the village of the Rueen itself was not a natural thing but a thing of magick, which Hemfra had conjured, for Hemfra was the witch​2 of Lorlas Ru. When crops withered, Hemfra made them stand straight again. When plague bound villagers to their beds, Hemfra drove it back. When fire raged through the forests and curled at the edges of thatch-roof homes, Hemfra conjured a quiet rain to wash the flames away. When wild women came from the east, with their spears and bloodlusts, Hemfra’s magick turned them to stone. 

The armies of those who had tried invading the forests of Lorlas Ru still stood frozen in battle, mouths open in silent screams, spears lifted, as moss spread vibrant green over their stone bodies in a veil, as birds made nests on their heads and in their mouths. The wild women were all of them giants, tattooed women with flyaway hair who stood at seven feet in height and were given to lives of vagrant wandering, pillaging, and warring. When Hemfra finally passed on, the statues crumbled in sudden unison, and the rain swept down, washing the dust away.

It wasn’t long after her departure into the wild that Wareska met Shadowmane. She had come to a stream and was drinking the cool water there when she saw the mare’s reflection appear in the water beside her. The mare, too, was drinking, her strong throat flexing, her black lashes lowered, thick as they wreathed her watery eyes. 

The mare said to Wareska in her calm, melodic voice, :Where is your herd, little witch?: 

Wareska told the mare that her herd was dead and that she was alone. 

:Not anymore,: the mare had answered, and with that, Wareska had climbed on her back, and they had been together ever since.

For two years they traveled, wandering the tall grass of the red plain. Wareska never wanted to go back to the forest, to the village where she had played as a little child. If the Rueen​3 were not dead there, then they had been taken by the wild women, to where, she could never guess. Sometimes she thought of returning, but always, she could not think of it without pain watering in her eyes. She knew there was no going back, no looking back. That was the way of the witch.

Now present-day Wareska sat on Shadowmane’s red back, looking with a sad frown out across the dead, gray landscape. Like all witches, she looked deceptively younger than her true age and could have passed for a woman in her twenties, her face smooth of worry lines, her chin dimpled, her full lips split in halves by a vertical black line of ink. 

Around her eyes had been tattooed long black lines, beneath which a trail of dots measured the strength of her power: three dots had been inked under each of her eyes, marking her a sorceress whose power was on the cusp of full fury. A single black dot also adorned her forehead, marking her as one who’d known magick instruction in the wet darkness of a forest, in the Old Ways, from an Old One. Her black hair was long, and her skin was brown as the earth, smooth, and without blemish but for one scar she’d taken as a child when trying to mount a horse that was too big for her. The scar trailed across her left eye, the place where the horse’s hoof had grazed. Wareska’s mother had scolded that she was lucky not to have lost her eye. Wareska replied that the horse had tricked her: it had pretended to give her permission to mount only to have kicked her in the face. In other words, the horse had spoken to her. It was then that Wareska’s family realized she was witch, and after clinging in tears to her sister and screaming in defiance, she was sent away to Hemfra in the dark heart of the forest, never to see her family again.

:We can not outrun this,: Shadowmane said, interrupting Wareska’s reverie. :Nor can we ignore it any longer.:

:What do you suppose we do?: Wareska said with a weak laugh. :Hemfra was an Old One ​4 and couldn’t stop this happening. What could I possibly do to change anything?:

When Hemfra warned Wareska of the coming darkness, she had paid the warning little heed, telling herself it was the ramblings of a dying Old One who had lived far too long and seen far too much. Now she felt a fool for ignoring the warnings, but she also didn’t know what she could do to heal the sick land. Nothing she had learned from Hemfra had prepared her for this. Sitting on Shadowmane’s back, it suddenly occurred to her that she and the horse hadn’t seen water in three days.

:We could heed your dream,: answered the horse. :It would be foolish to continue ignoring it.:

Wareska swallowed hard, knowing the horse was right. For the last three weeks, she’d been dreaming of a disembodied spirit that glowed like fire. It seemed such a meaningless dream, and yet it continued happening, night after night. Hemfra had taught her to always heed her dreams, as dreams were the way the gods communicated with mortals.

:‘Dark as night, they come, fruit of the maiden’s dreams,’: Shadowmane said, as if she were reciting a poem. :‘The Children of the Shadow, teeth gnashing as they scream.’:

Wareska frowned, but before she could question the horse, the air before them split open, like a sudden tear in a cloth, revealing a black hole. Shadowmane reared back on her hind legs, kicking and whinnying in horror, as a cold wind swept from the hole, watering their eyes and beating back their hair. 

The hole grew steadily wider and taller, a void sucking at the material world until dust clouds had risen in swirls of twigs and wrinkled leaves. Wareska’s hair tossed as the horse bucked up and down in her mad dance to back away. She clung to the mare’s mane, fear glittering in her eyes, screaming for the horse to turn and run. But they both fell still when a silhouette stepped out of the darkness, blazing white as the sun. 

Shadowmane nickered and dropped to all fours again, prancing uneasily as she turned her long face back and forth to avoid the light. The silhouette was so bright, Wareska had to shield her eyes. She whispered a spell that would divide the air for her, allow her to see the person behind the light, but the silhouette only shone all the brighter, rebuffing her feeble spell, until she realized: there was no person behind the light. She was looking at a spirit, towering and bodiless, faceless, made of energy as surely as light and sound. Such spirits were not people who had died but people who had never been mortal in the first place. They were eternal and lived in a world that was little more than a whisper and a dream to mortals.

Realizing who she was faced with, Wareska stroked Shadowmane’s neck and whispered for her to calm down. The horse’s sides were heaving, and with shuddering sides, she took several steps back, blinking and panting to catch her breath.

“Hail, Wareska Wolfsoul,” said the spirit, its ethereal voice echoing upon itself. “You have been chosen for the Renewal of Onthoria. Travel north, through the vale, through the Waters of Kin, through the lands of Cereul, through the lands of Frozen and Dying Suns, and climb the Starlight Stair to the Sunless Lands, to that place where your death will restore manalife anew.” The spirit paused, letting its words sink in. “If you do not come,” come, come, come, “all the world will die.” 

Wareska’s lips parted in sad shock. Before she could question the spirit, the dark void behind it closed, and its light collapsed with it, like the break of white waves upon a stone.

Chapter 2
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The Snake that Eats Its Tail
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That night, Wareska and Shadowmane traveled far from the land-sickness before making camp. As the horse lay nearby and watched, Wareska built a fire. Desperate wolves would be drawn to the flames, she knew, so before setting out to hunt, she lifted her sword and whispered a spell, and a light leapt from the blade and closed over the camp in a brilliant dome that sparkled momentarily before fading into an invisible shield. It would protect Shadowmane and the earth surrounding the horse until Wareska’s return.

Wareska could tell Shadowmane wanted to stop her going out to hunt. The mare wanted her to sit by the fire and talk about what had happened, but she didn’t want to talk. She wanted to venture out into the darkness in the quick, cunning shape of a black fox and hunt the coiling snakes that burrowed in the earth of the endless plain. She wanted that meditative silence, where only the sound of her heartbeat could be heard, like the wet darkness before birth. Shadowmane, sensing her need for solitude, said not a word when she changed shape5 and set forth.

Wareska hunted, swift and silent, for something warm and wriggling, something that wouldn’t speak too much6. She knew she must be quick, for those who stayed in beast form for extended periods of time were vulnerable to taking the form permanently. Such witches wandered the wild without reason, unable to speak, even to other animals.

Wareska searched with narrow eyes, her belly bubbling and purring with hunger as she sniffed and snorted sharp scents through her wet fox’s nose. With the lands dying and fading away, its living creatures were scarce. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d seen a wolf or an acdella roaming the highlands. So it was that she found herself surprised and delighted when she stumbled upon a snake burrow. She peered with keen fox eyes into the thick darkness and saw one eye peer back at her, bright as flame, the pupil narrowed. A hiss, and then a voice whispered from the hole, :You are hungry, witch, but I have just eaten my fill of the little mordak​7that roam Lorlassss Ru. Can you not content yourself with one of them?:

Wareska would have made a face of disgust had her fox form allowed it. :I would sooner eat my own tail,: she answered, and the snake chuckled, a dark and hissing laugh.

:Then I would offer a sssssecret in exchange for my life,: the snake answered.

Wareska snorted through her black fox nostrils. :What boon could you give me, serpent-child? I am witch. I crave none of a snake’s secrets, for my secrets are far greater.: Her long ears pricked forward when she heard the snake’s slick body winding in the dust. She tensed, believing it might strike.

:Do not be ssssso arrogant as to presume what I know,: the snake answered. :All creatures, no matter their sssize, no matter their ssshort lives, have wisdom that a witch could make use of. Or have you forgotten your first lesson, witch? That the world holds you in its palm, not the other way around?:

Wareska blinked irritably. :Fine, snake. Speak your secrets and I will turn from here. I will stay my hunger.:

The snake’s unseen body shifted in the darkness once more. :I have lived a long time in Lorlassss Ru. I knew your teacher, Hemfra, when she was young. Like you, she took the form of fox and she, too, attempted to devour me. It was a long and bloody battle, one in which I had almost eaten her. She walked away with her tail intact, if not her pride. I believe I lost one of my teeth in her backside.:

Wareska snorted derisively. :What is the point of this?:

:Your teacher esssscaped alive because of the great lesson she learned that day.:

Wareska waited, half inclined to turn her back on the snake’s nonsense.

:The wheel of time,: whispered the snake, :is but a snake that eatsss its own tail.:

:Is that it? I should eat you on principle.:

:Do not be so quick to dismisssss my secrets, Ravensoul of the West. They might serve you well . . : the bright flame of the snake’s eye faded as it slithered back in the darkness, :. . . some distant day.:

***
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DISMALLY RESIGNED TO the fate of hunting smelly mordak, Wareska ate her fill of the rodents, glad once more for the calm of crickets chirruping beneath a starry sky. She traveled in silence through the naked branches of underbrush and returned to her camp, and there within the safety of her own shield of protecting light, she changed back into a woman.

Shadowmane was sitting with her legs curled beside the fire, and Wareska had left her clothing neatly folded beside the mare: brown leather sandals, a long loincloth of white linen, a light shirt of the same material, and a jacket sewn of shaggy red acdella fur. Naked in the cold wind, she pulled on her clothing as Shadowmane stared with tired eyes into the fire.
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