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One Fall Day

Catriana had to find something to
kill.

Soon.

She frantically scanned the wheat
fields on either side of the road as she ran. Only two days before,
she’d vowed to never practice magic again, never to take another
life—not after Lucky and the well.

But she needed protection. The steady
trot of the slavers’ horses echoed close behind her, the noise
traveling far across the parched fields.

Catriana had her defense ready. She’d
woven it out of dry wheat as she’d hurried along; two braided
pieces, each as long as her outstretched hand.

However, she needed blood, and not
her own, to power them.

Catriana hated the necessity, the
killing. Yet, there wasn’t any other way. Calling on the corn
maidens who protected the fields or the tree people was something
only done in tales Gran had told her.

Where would she find a sacrifice? All
the small creatures were too well hidden. But that was exactly the
kind of blood she needed: clever, camouflaged, concealed; something
that would hide her from the sharp senses of the slavers. Plus,
whatever she killed had to be cunning enough to confuse the sigil
created by Master Jabez with her name written on it.

She still owed Master Jabez one year
from her seven year bond. While he didn’t value her enough to hire
hunters for her, he was greedy enough to still want her time, so
he’d sold her bond to slavers. If they caught her, they’d have her
for the year. Because the time left on her bond was so short,
they’d probably keep her for themselves in their guildhall in town,
chained to a bed, or worse.

Catriana looked for a place to hide
as she ran. However, all the plants grew stunted and brown, their
leaves thickly covered with dust, too short for her to hide behind.
The drought had been bad that year. The bright afternoon sun burned
her shoulders and cast shadows too sharp to use.

Around the next bend, a small ditch
began between the road and the fields. Usually run-off water from
fields flowed in it. Now, the ditch was dry, full of sharp thorns
and tall sapless stems. Catriana left the road to run in the ditch,
hoping to hide her trail. If someone wasn’t looking, she might be
able to cower there undiscovered.

As she rushed, she tried not to snag
her clothes or leave signs of her passage. She worried about how
loudly the branches cracked under her feet. If only she could get
to the woods beyond the fields before the slavers saw her! She was
certain she could hide forever among the old trees. However, the
forest was miles away.

In her haste, Catriana nearly ran
into a tremendous spider web strung between two brittle reeds. The
web was waist high, and the spider squatted in the center of its
territory as if daring all on-comers. Its brown and black body was
nearly the size of her palm.

Catriana didn’t hesitate. Though it
didn’t have red blood, it did have life, and it might be enough to
hide her.

She skewered it with her knife.

The spider struggled as Catriana
lifted it from its web, waving its legs in the air. Viscous yellow
fluid dripped from its abdomen. From her waist bag Catriana quickly
brought out her plaits, smearing the oily liquid as best she could
with one hand.

The slavers came closer. Guttural
laughter, hoarse and grating, pricked Catriana’s back.
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