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        * * *

      

      You are the light in the darkness
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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      My earliest lore began with fairy tales.

      The real deal—Perrault, Grimm, Andersen—not the watered-down, sugary-sweet Disney versions. Dark forests that harbor even darker secrets. Cannibal witches. Evil stepsisters who maim their own feet to fit into a glass slipper. Eyes pecked out by watchful birds.

      Heavy shit man.

      So it was natural for me, at some point in my life, to do a fairy tale mashup, since these stories shaped the early days of my life as a reader. And who doesn’t love a mashup?

      Red Rising: The Direwolf of Murkfell combines some of my favorite fairy tales and gives them all a spin: “Beauty and the Beast”, “Little Red Riding Hood”, and a dash of “Snow White”. And of course, a fairy tale can’t be complete without witches. The Red Cloak witches (or the “Little Reds”), as forces of good, remind me of the fairies from “The Sleeping Beauty of the Wood” (after I wrote them); and Ravyn Rathmore is reminiscent of all evil fairy tales witches, but especially the evil queen from “Snow White”. And Granny? Well, Granny is the coolest Granny ever to Granny.

      I have worked on this story off and on for a few years, and what began as a short story has now transformed into a novella, with the promise of even more stories to come. I hope you enjoy these new twists on old favorite fairy tale archetypes. Leaving Murkfell for other territory feels strange after so long, but I promise to return. Lucien and Thea aren’t done with me—or you—yet.

      I hope you will continue the journey to Moonbright with us.

      May the moon light your path, and happy reading!
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            THE MURKFELL WOOD
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      “Beware the Murkfell, Miss Mourningbeam,” says the withered old man as he hands me my battered carpetbag and climbs back onto the coach to take the reins. “I’m sorry I can’t take ye any further than here.” He wipes the dust off his brow and fiddles with the reins, ready to leave me here, all alone in this godforsaken place.

      I glance at the dark forest looming just ahead, the gnarled branches piercing the innocent blue sky that blankets me from above. I look back to the coachman, who is trying to steady the jittery horses. “I don’t understand. Why can’t you take me to Murkfell Village? There’s a perfectly good road running through those trees that your little coach would surely navigate.”

      “D’ye see my horses, miss? They won’t step foot into the Murkfell Wood, and you shouldn’t either.” The old man expertly begins to turn the coach around, his two mares following his gentle prodding. 

       “But where are you going? Surely you just can’t leave me here in the middle of⁠—” 

       “Sorry miss,” he calls as he coaxes his horses up to a trot, “this is as far as I go! Beware the direwolf of the Murkfell!” 

      In a flourish of dust and braying of horses, I am left alone, listening to the fading pounding of the horses running away from whatever evil I am about to walk into. That horrible old man! If he knew the dangers, why did he just leave me here, all alone? Some people value gold far above a human life. But no matter. I did not need that old man or his fairy tales.

      Direwolf? Surely that is just a story to scare children into not straying too far from home. Direwolves aren’t real. 

      Taking a deep breath, I turn, pick up my satchel, and begin walking toward the darkness of the unknown wood before me. I have no choice. I have a posting in Murkfell Village as a healer and midwife, and I have to get there by tomorrow.

      It’s just a forest, I think, and there is an easy path to follow straight to the village. As I walk into the gloom of the Murkfell, my soft leather boots crunching on dead leaves, the ravens form a loose circle above me and caw, as if laughing at my foolishness for entering this place. Looking ahead of me into the wood, it is like nighttime. Behind me, the sun is still shining in a bright blue sky, the ravens outside the Murkfell are still trying to warn me from the branches of the oaks.

      They do not enter with me.

      That is not a good sign. But all I can do is put one foot in front of the other. Alone I trudge ahead, the branches of the trees closing in and reaching out to snag my red cloak as if to ensnare me in the living being that was the darkness of this forest. Remember, Theodora, I think, untangling the red wool from the clawing branches with cold, trembling fingers, you are the light. You are a Mourningbeam. You are a Moonbright witch.

      Calling down my power, I call the light from within, as there is no light without to draw from. From my hand, a soft warm light begins to glow, and the trees shrink back, as if afraid of my light. I release the light from my hand, and it hovers before me, a luminous orb, lighting my way through the forest. I can see the eyes of owls and other creatures glowing in the dark of the twisted wood, but I fear no animal.

      Humans are the real fear. Not wild animals, nor this imaginary direwolf the old coachman warned me about.

      About an hour into my journey, my stomach begins to rumble, my energy flagging after the long carriage ride from Moonbright. I take shelter under a massive oak right off the path, settling into its roots and wrapping my cloak about me. I cannot believe it is daytime. I look up into the sky, mostly blotted out by the gnarled trees above, but no blue sky greets me from in between its spaces. The sky looks dark gray as if a storm is approaching. Is it always like this here? 

      My orb still lingers around me, comforting me with its warmth and light. I unwrap a cloth package containing a hunk of bread, cheese, and dried venison my mother had packed before I left. Homesickness tugs at my heart, weighing it down, and tears well in my eyes, but I fight the urge for self-pity. Wiping my tears and trying to look forward to my new life in Murkfell Village as a Red Cloak, I eat my modest repast nestled in the sheltering branches of the enormous oak. It feels almost as if the tree is embracing me.

      I then enjoy a few sips of rich red Moonbright wine from my flask, a parting gift from my father. “Take a nip of this to ward off the cold on your journey,” he had said, his sapphire eyes shimmering with tears as he bade his only daughter a final goodbye. The wine warms me after a few sips and gives me the courage to continue my journey.

      The cracking of twigs and dried leaves snaps me out of my reverie. It sounds as if a creature is gingerly walking about in the forest. Heart pounding, I glimpse two sets of eyes, and two deer materialize out of the shadow of the gnarly trees. My breath releases in a sigh, relieved it is only woodland creatures. Then I see more shining eyes coming toward me. Raccoons, songbirds, rabbits, squirrels, chipmunks, all emerge from the darkness of the wood and began to surround me as I sit flabbergasted, nestled in the roots of the oak. I am accustomed to animals being drawn to me, but I am surprised these creatures can even survive here.

      What if they are trapped here? It is a horrible thought. This forest is not welcoming, quite the opposite. I expand the orb, spreading more warmth and light to the surrounding animals. 

      “You poor things,” I whisper, holding up my hand as a little bluebird alights on my finger. “How do you live in such darkness and gloom?” A deer nudges my hand and I gently stroke its velvety soft head. “Follow me, little creatures, I’ll lead you out of here.” 

      I stand, gathering my belongings, and walk back onto the path, the animals still scurrying about me. I feel less frightened with the animals around me and am determined to finish my journey posthaste.

      A few steps ahead, the pack of animals freezes. The chipmunks and squirrels scurry into nooks and crannies, the tiny birds alight in the gloomy trees.

      I also halt, looking warily around me. If the animals are frightened, then I should be too, right? The deer are still as statues, their nostrils the only movement as they sniffed the stale air. Had my light also attracted the unwanted attention of a predator, like a bear or a wolf? A real wolf, not some imaginary direwolf…

      I wave my hand into the orb, and it vanishes, casting me into utter darkness. Before me, two eyes glow brightly, reflecting off what, I know not. The eyes are too high to be a wolf. And human eyes do not glow. It is more than likely a bear. But the old man’s voice echoes in my ear, and the thought of an enchanted beast is much worse than that of a bear.

      What if is the direwolf of Murkfell?

      I stand as still as possible, anxiously debating on whether to cast my light once more. But in the darkness, my fear skulks up my spine, the warnings from the old man plodding through my brain. “Beware the direwolf of the Murkfell …”

      Direwolves do not exist, I assure myself, taking a quiet step forward. They went extinct thousands of years ago.

      As I take the step forward, I hear the creature move, as if it is stepping back away from me. 

      “I won’t hurt you,” I whisper into the gloom, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, but it is still pitch black, the canopy of trees consuming any light there might have been from above.

      Suddenly the eyes began to move toward me. I can hear heavy paws hitting the dirt, the deer bolting back into the forest. Alone on the road, I have no choice.

      I cast my light, the orb illuminating the dark road before me.
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      That was close. She had almost seen me when she cast her light. But I, like the other animals in this dismal forest, am drawn to her light like a moth to flame. I had to take a closer look.

      Ravyn hadn’t warned me anyone was coming through the Murkfell today, much less a Red Cloak. She should have seen it in her scrying mirror. Besides being healers and midwives, the Red Cloaks are witches with elemental powers themselves, but none that rival Ravyn’s. According to Ravyn. I personally have never met a Red Cloak or even seen one.

      Until now.

      I am walking the perimeter of the Murkfell as I usually do, when suddenly, through the gloom, I see a light glowing. Soft, warm, beckoning.

      I creep toward the source of light, lest they be more hunters trying to pilfer their glory by killing the Murkfell direwolf. But I feel no malice from this light, as I have before with hunters.

      From between the trees, I can finally see a young woman, dark hair cascading out of her red hood, walking purposefully yet carefully down the path toward the village. The poor soul, braving the Murkfell to get to her post in the village on time instead of going the long way around. She looks small and harmless enough to me, carrying a battered old carpetbag in one hand and a lantern in the other. But…upon closer inspection, the light is emanating from her hand, not a lantern…

      Could it be?

      I follow her on paws silent from Ravyn’s enchantments, so I can stalk unheard. My camouflage also makes me undetectable to the human eye. But this Red Cloak is no mundane.

      She is indeed a witch. And not just any witch.

      I follow her for what seems like an eternity through the forest. She never feels my presence.

      
        
        A witch with the power of goodness and light

        can overcome Ravyn’s darkness and might.

      

      

      The lines from the children’s poem comes unbidden to my mind, where shattered memories always lie dormant until triggered, like now. Though I had not grown up in Murkfell, I had heard the rumors as a child about a darkling witch of the wood before I made my way through the Murkfell Wood that fateful day. Then Ravyn had later told me the children’s rhyme was actually a based upon a divination she had received as a young girl, from a traveling fortune teller she had escaped to late in the night.

      There, in the dark tent of the diviner, the air choked with fragrant incense, a story unfolded of a formidable witch from Moonbright who would one day cause her downfall. Ravyn told me how she had boasted around the village that she would destroy any Moonbright who ever set foot into her village, her forest. The villagers scoffed, laughing at what they thought was child’s play, an imaginative, orphaned little girl living inside her mind to escape the harsh realities of her life. For where else would she live?

      How long have I been with Ravyn now? A decade? A century? I have no sense of time here.

      

      Beware, young child, the witch of the wood,

      Who makes the Murk so fell;

      So wicked was she

      She had to flee

      The light of the tolling bell.

      

      She built her house in the murk of the wood

      A most unwelcoming sight

      Shields and spells

      Darkness and bells

      Her house in the Murk a true blight.

      

      Alone she lived, until one morn

      A Moonbright prince lost his way

      Sun and light

      His magic so bright

      As bright as the brightest of days.

      

      This golden prince, thought the darkling witch,

      is more powerful than I

      For the light is bright

      And drowns out my might

      He must be destroyed by and by.

      

      For she remembered the prophecy that haunted her so

      Each tortuous night ‘til day:

      A witch with the power of moon and light

      can overcome Ravyn’s darkness and might.

      

      So down she called her ravens so dark

      To throng the unknowing prince

      Taken by surprise

      Even though so wise

      He was never heard from since

      

      Her ravens swooped, her ravens swarmed

      The prince was now her own

      With a flourish of spells

      And witch’s bells

      A wolf he now is, fur to bone.

      

      Beware, young child, the witch of the wood,

      Who makes the Murk so fell;

      Step not ye near

      Or Ravyn will appear

      And put ye under her spell.

      

      If this Red Cloak has the power of light, might she be the one to defeat Ravyn and banish my curse? She has to be a Moonbright witch. No other witches have the power of the cosmos, except Moonbrights. And Ravyn. But Ravyn’s magick is dark, as if called from the black side of the moon or from the shadows cast by the sun itself.

      I stop and sit in a dense thicket as the young woman nestles in the roots of an oak, woodland creatures encircling her, who no doubt are fascinated by her just like I am. I am a beast, after all.

      Entranced, I watched her silently, barely breathing. It has been years since I have seen another human like this one. Ever since Ravyn has bound me to this beastly body, I have only been in contact with her and the arrogant hunters who want my head as some sort of gruesome trophy to prove their bravery and courage. Foolishness, more like. The other villagers are too afraid to enter here, and horses bolt before stepping foot into its black abyss. Ravyn Rathmore has made Murkfell Wood a fell wood indeed.

      The animals surround the Red Cloak, entranced by the light orb that levitates above her, giving them all light and heat. Birds land on her hand, the deer licks her fingers, and the chipmunks climb into the folds of her blood-red wool cloak to curl up to nap.

      Her light reminds me of… Think no more about that. That was so long ago.

      If she is the one who can break my curse, how can I approach her without frightening her?

      I watch her again through the trees as she leaves the protection of the oak. Her orb still searching curiously, the Red Cloak looks this way and that as the animals slowly emerge from the protection of the twisted trees to hover around her once more as she makes her way down the dark forest path.

      She is a Moonbright witch. There was no doubt about that.

      I have to figure out a way to get her to help me before I am bound to Ravyn and the Murkfell forever. And the red moon will be rising. Soon.

      Very soon.
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