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Flashing Runes



A small, charcoal gray cat sniffed at a patch of bracken colonizing the base of a hill. Heather painted the hillside purple and rolled beneath the moor wind like ocean swells. A whistling gust parted the layers of fur along the cat’s back, exposing the short hairs of the undercoat and the white skin beneath. A notch scarred the edge of the cat’s right ear and the left eye rested unusually deep in its socket, scars from old injuries. The cat’s sharply triangular head gave the feline a permanent scowl. Working its nose vigorously, the cat pushed its head between fronds of fern.

“Found some fairy lamps, have you, Merliss?” Saerwynn knelt beside the bracken and laid her staff amid clumps of grass. The girl parted the fronds to the ground, searching for the pale yellow, luminescent mushrooms standing tall on delicate stalks.

Merliss sat on her haunches to watch. Perhaps, thought the cat, there is hope for this girl. She is learning.

“Ah, got ’em.” The girl gripped three long-stalked mushrooms. “Can’t imagine what Master Fendrel wants with these. Can’t eat ’em. All they do is glow in the dark. And there’s no need for poultices or salves to glow.”

Maybe there is no hope, thought Merliss.

Luminescence was hardly the mushrooms’ value. You should attend your herb lore, she wanted to say, but Saerwynn could not understand her. Merliss considered this girl the worst of all Fendrel’s apprentices, at least until he would accept a new one.

“Any more hiding in here, Merliss?”

Merliss meowed and dipped her chin.

Saerwynn dug deeper into the ferns and pulled out seven more fairy lamps. “That ought to be enough.” She rolled the delicate fungi in an old strip of cloth before adding the bundle to the strips of willow bark and half-dozen blood poppies in her satchel.

Merliss licked her paw preparatory to scrubbing her face for the third time in half an hour.

Saerwynn stood and grimaced at the state of her overdress. With both hands, she brushed at the dirt and leaves clinging to the woolen fabric. “Now what else did Master Fendrel want?” She pulled at her chin as she bit her lower lip. “Blue pimpernels. Can you sniff those out, Merliss?”

The cat meowed and trotted ahead, angling deeper into the moor. Pimpernels offered a faint but distinctive scent. Merliss scoured her memory to recall where she had last seen one.

“Wait!” called Saerwynn.

Merliss sat on her haunches to watch the girl.

“Cursed strap’s given me fits all the morning. You’re a fortunate one who doesn’t have to carry anything.” The strap of Saerwynn’s satchel had tugged her headrail askew. The girl pulled the loose fabric free of the strap and adjusted her head covering. “That’s better.”

Merliss continued a few steps, raising her quivering nose to the wind and sorting the scents as a fisherman sorts the catch in his net. A familiar metallic scent wedded to old rowan drifted on the breeze. She turned her gaze on Saerwynn. In a flash of gray, she dashed past the apprentice to where the girl had knelt beside the bracken. Merliss meowed over and over again as if starving for dinner.

“What’s up with you? We’ve looked there already, we have, you silly cat.”

Merliss hissed and then cried with more force, lengthening her calls into a moan. Silly cat? More like silly girl.

“Have you gone daft? We can’t go back without some pimpernel. Not this early.” Saerwynn tilted her head toward the sky. “The sun’s not yet reached midday. You want Master Fendrel to think me lazy?” Cat and apprentice stared at one another until the girl threw up her arms and stepped toward Merliss. “What are...? My staff!”

Saerwynn retrieved the rowan rod. A silver spearhead fit over one end of the staff. Three iron rings secured the silver to the rowan. Tradition dictated the burning of three runes into the wood below the spearhead. Their meaning had been lost but no cunning man or woman carried a staff not branded. Merliss knew it was a weak binding spell. It encouraged the spearhead to remain attached and when someone took up the staff, the rowan took on the bearer’s scent.

“Master Fendrel would be none too pleased if I returned without this. You’ve done me a good turn you have, kitty.” In a series of halting moves, Saerwynn reached down to scratch Merliss’s head.

Merliss slapped at the girl’s hand, narrowed her eyes, and hissed. The girl should know better after a year of training, thought the cat. Leaving a valuable blade of silver lying about? Walking the moors without any defense? What would she do if they came across a wolf or some desperate outcast? Merliss tossed her head and trotted forward, resuming the search for the elusive pimpernel.

“Flea-bitten old hag,” muttered Saerwynn. “Don’t know what you’ve got against me,” she said, raising her voice over the wind.

Merliss ignored the invective bouncing off her back.

The pair meandered across the high moor, shielding themselves behind hills from the brunt of the relentless wind. Merliss slipped through the heather without a whisper. She held her tail erect to give Saerwynn a guide to follow. Every ten yards she paused to test the wind before darting off on a corrected course. Finding a spec of pimpernel in a sea of gorse and heather was no trifling matter.

Merliss had not always been a cat. She was once a young girl, studying the cunning arts, but being a cat had changed Merliss over the centuries in subtle ways, leading her to think like a feline when anger and jealousy were at play. Primal emotions were as strong as instinct. Overcoming the cat’s natural fears had required all Merliss’s will.

Whenever the scent led the pair into the wind, Merliss searched out a path sheltered behind low rocks or gorse, leaving Saerwynn’s face and chest to the wind’s mercy. The cat purred in triumph. A thousand scratches promised more amusement than a single bite. Merliss tasted a hint of sea salt in the wind, along with wet sand, rotting seaweed, and desiccating fish. The moor wind owed its life to the Great Northern Sea. As the wind blasted the upland moor, so the waves battered the shore.

So far, the pair had encountered no other people. The moor was a desolate, wind blasted landscape, but there were berries to harvest and coneys to hunt. Merliss remembered a time when footpaths crisscrossed the moor, but two generations past, a sickness scythed through the population. In some areas, whole villages had succumbed to the Great Contagion. Recovery had been slow and every illness, no matter how minor its symptoms, bore an undercurrent of terror. No one hesitated to call on a cunning man like Fendrel.

Frequent calls on the sick necessitated the gathering of more herbs. Fendrel hoped to delegate gathering to Saerwynn, if the girl could become competent. Merliss understood the idea’s merits. She resented being thrust into the role of teacher. The cat stopped, sniffed, and then bounded toward a hill.

After choosing the windward side for their ascent, Merliss led the way up a squat tor crowned with a wide, rocky top. She trotted up the slope, her light steps a feather on the land. Saerwynn slipped along on loose shards of rock. Merliss reached the summit many paces before the girl and sheltered behind a pile of gray, rounded rocks stacked like great round loaves of burnt bread. The rock pile extended across the top of the tor, forming a low wall against the wind. At the base of the rocks, an azure pimpernel bloomed to the sun. Look at me, the flower proclaimed, the most intense color to grace this land. Merliss yawned, displaying the black maw of her missing upper canine as much as the white bone of the one remaining. Saerwynn wheezed, conquering each step with an audible grunt. Wedging the butt of her staff against rocks buried in the hillside, she levered herself up the slope.

The girl in Merliss felt pity for Saerwynn, at least a little. Merliss had once been a student struggling to please a master and paid a curse for challenging his wisdom. Saerwynn was far from challenging any wisdom. The girl had yet to question her own, if she had any to question.

Saerwynn stumbled onto the summit. Bent over, she clutched her knee with one hand and her staff with the other. Her breaths came in heaving, ragged gasps. The wind caught the back of her headrail and whipped it like a flag.

“You better...show me that...flower,” hissed Saerwynn between gasps. If she had intended a threat, her wheezing execution failed to inspire fear.

Merliss waited. She would reveal the flower in her own time, to let the girl know she was not intimidated.

“Is this...Ramshorne Hill?” said Saerwynn.

Merliss meowed. The meaning of the ancient name was lost even to Merliss. She wondered, not for the first time, if the name recalled the shearing of a ram, a ram’s horn, or a place to sacrifice rams? When Saerwynn stopped wheezing, Merliss strode to the base of the rocks and touched her nose to the blue petals. “Meow.”

Saerwynn’s eyes lit with wonder. “It’s beautiful.” She knelt before the flower like a pilgrim before a shrine. “I wonder what Master wants this one for? You know, do you not, Merliss?”

Fendrel would grind the flowers to a paste and boil it with apple cider and fish oil, down to a thick, foul-tasting syrup. The Book of Herboire prescribed blue pimpernel for the relief of five-day dysentery. It also served the elucidation of vile shifters, though Fendrel knew nothing of that use. Merliss recalled the knowledge taught by her own master with ease. So much had been lost since oral tradition became written tradition. What volumes she could teach if she could talk. Far longer than any other cursed one, she had resisted falling wholly into the cat and losing the last vestiges of her humanity. Maybe someday, if she clung to the cunning people, one master and mistress after another, she would find a way to pass on the knowledge of a thousand lives or reverse the curse. Hope was her weapon.  

Her cat ears twitched at the squeak and rustle of a rodent meal-to-be at the opposite end of the hilltop. Saerwynn unfurled a strip of cloth, ready to wrap the delicate flower. The cat swiveled her head between the girl and the rodent. The cat’s instinct put up a powerful cry. Merliss padded toward her prey’s last location. She smelled the varmint crouching in the heather down the slope, out of the wind. It smelled like vole, but different, more like a distant relative of the moorland voles.

A gust whistled through the crevices between the rocks. There was a ley gate here. The ley line passed between two slabs of stone that leaned together to create a natural arch. Faint scratches along the edge of the gate recalled a runic inscription. Merliss had not traveled this ley for decades. She had no reason to. It linked to a network far to the northeast, in a cold, rugged land of steep hills and valley streams.

A pulsing blue pulled Merliss out of the hunt, pushing all thoughts of the vole aside. Leys were only active when the sun warmed them. Some could be used for a time after dusk. Fog or heavy cloud cover made them dodgy. From time to time an unwitting animal leapt through a ley in just the right way to activate it, but such accidental ley leaps were rare. Ley arches hummed with enough energy to ward off animals and even people. The folk living on the moor called them ghost stones. Merliss didn’t have enough toes to count the times she had seen someone alter their path to avoid passing near a ley.

The runes around the ley’s arch glowed. The edges of the ancient letters shone as sharp as the day of their carving and then faded to faint scratches. Merliss’s eyes grew wide and flashed as bright yellow as gorse flowers. Her whiskers twitched. The air crackled with the energy of a lightning strike. Her nose wrinkled at the strong scent of ozone. The ley was active. Something was coming.

The runes pulsed with more energy, no longer fading. To Merliss’s magical heightened senses, the ley buzzed with the roar of a thousand swarming bee hives. She ran to Saerwynn’s side. Blissfully unaware of the ley’s activity, the girl tucked the wrapped flower in her satchel, exercising the same care she would give an egg.

“We’ve done alright for ourselves, we have. A full day’s work and hardly half the day gone amiss. Master Fendrel will be pleased, eh?”

Merliss turned her back on Saerwynn to face the ley gate. Her tail twitched, slapping Saerwynn’s legs with a thump. The hairs along her back rose as stiff as yew needles. A growl vibrated in her throat. The hill trembled. The vibration crept through the pads of her paws. A ley’s disruption was proportional to the distance traveled. This one spanned hundreds upon hundreds of leagues.

“What’s gotten into you, cat? Just a pile of weathered old stones.” Saerwynn’s smile twisted. “You don’t smell an adder, do you?” She gazed at the base of the rocks, searching for the long, thick body of a viper.

Blue light flashed amidst the stones, wrapping round the edges like a blooming pimpernel of flame.

Saerwynn shrieked. “Ghost stones!”
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A Strange Creature



The flash was blinding. Merliss squinted and turned away, saving herself from an eyeful of blind spots. When she turned back, a yowling, black ball of fur and legs bounced out of the ley gate. It unwound as it rolled across a waste of rock chips, scattering them like splashed water. It came to rest at the edge of the summit. It possessed all the appearance of a monstrous black cat with a head as big around as a man’s, yellow eyes bulging from their sockets, and forelegs stretching three feet long.

Merliss knew exactly what this creature was. A cat sidhe. A dark witch shifted into a cat-like form. Had the witch transformed from human to cat for the ninth time? With each transformation cycle, the witch found the cat-like form more appealing and difficult to resist. With the ninth transformation, the shift became permanent, or so legend said. Cat sidhes could talk, could cast a spell as well as any human sorceress. They possessed feline agility and the teeth and claws to rend an enemy to bloody tatters, and large eyes for bewitching. The loss of opposable thumbs and a soul wed permanently to the dark seemed to some a small price to pay.

Merliss hissed through bared teeth, spittle bubbling round the edges of her mouth. Her back arched. Instinct insisted on a show of ferocious force. Instinct also counseled running, but for now Merliss planted her paws and leaned into another hiss. She could only guess at the creature’s size while it lay propped on its elbows. She chanced a look at Saerwynn.

The girl stood silent, her mouth gaping, as dumb as a dead songbird. A rock would have danced a livelier jig. Merliss feared the girl had lost her wits from the shock, or worse, succumb to the sidhe’s bewitching gaze.

Between hisses, Merliss sniffed. The cat sidhe didn’t smell at all like cat, more like sour fat and burnt chicken bones.

The black creature peered at them down the length of its belly. Shimmering black fur, slick as a seal skin wet with oil, covered its body except for a patch of white on its chest, like the chink in a dragon’s armor. Inch-long claws sprang from its flexing forepaws. Yellow eyes twitched between Merliss and Saerwynn.

The cat sidhe clambered onto its hind paws to stand upright, bringing its head a mere hand below Saerwynn’s full height. The tip of its ragged tail brushed the ground. The white patch on its chest rose and contracted with the beat of the creature’s heart.

“What...what is it?” sputtered Saerwynn.

Merliss was relieved to hear the girl’s voice. Saerwynn was dumbfounded but not ensorcelled. All was not lost. What a time to lack speech.

The cat sidhe stretched its arms and rolled its head. Its neck popped and cracked.

Merliss loosed a long, mournful cry. The sunny afternoon seemed to darken. Merliss kept her gaze locked on the cat sidhe’s chest, careful to avoid staring into its eyes. To lock gazes with a cat sidhe would grant the monster power over one’s mind and ultimately one’s soul. Merliss crouched and backed closer to Saerwynn. When a hind paw brushed the girl’s staff, the cat thumped it with her tail.

“Prrettyee,” said the sidhe. Its tongue wrapped clumsily around the word gurgling up from its throat. The creature sniffed and gazed at the satchel. “Willow. Gatherring ingrredients, arre we?”

The sidhe’s gaze returned to Saerwynn. It stepped forward. With its forepaws reaching toward Saerwynn, the sidhe bobbed on hind legs in a herky-jerky motion. If not for its sharp-toothed grin, the exaggerated tip-toe gait would have been comical. The sidhe tilted its head from side to side. Drawing Saerwynn’s attention to the eyes, thought Merliss.

“Stop!” Saerwynn took a step backward. “Who are you?”

“Yerr frriend.” The sidhe bobbed forward. “I can teach yea, a lassie like you. Fates’ve brrung us togetherr.”

The eyes, thought Merliss. Don’t look in its eyes.

Merliss could not talk to Saerwynn, but she could talk to a creature of magic. “Back off!”

The sidhe jerked its attention to Merliss and stared hard at the crouching cat.

Careful to avoid actual eye contact, Merliss felt the power behind the stare like a heavy hand squashing her into the dirt. She whacked the staff with her tail, ignoring the pain shuddering from the base of her tail up her spine. Pick it up, thought Merliss.

“What arre ye?” said the sidhe, all the syrupy sweetness drained from its voice.

“You don’t belong here. Go back!” Merliss ended her command with a hiss.

“Hmm,” said the sidhe. “Interrresting.” The sidhe turned its attention back to Saerwynn. “What does yea call yerrself?”

“I'm—” Saerwynn apparently thought better of giving away her name. She snatched up the staff to Merliss’s relief and thrust the silver point at the black creature.

The sidhe yowled as it stumbled backward, flailing its forelegs. Fleet as a cat, the creature recovered its balance in an instant and stood where it had begun.

“I’ve got a teacher. And he’s no flea-bitten fur bag, so back with you. Back to the pit where you crawled from.” Saerwynn jabbed her staff at the creature, rocking it back a half-step, her confidence rising like a flood in a gulley. “Go on! Off with you.”

Merliss marveled at the girl’s confidence. Was this the Saerwynn who complained of walking up a hill? Perhaps she was finally coming into her power, living up to her potential. The thirteenth daughter of a seventh son could have a wild power if caught and groomed. A powerful cunning woman could emerge from an ugly cocoon. Perchance Fendrel has chosen well after all, thought Merliss.

The sidhe hissed and flexed the formidable claws in its forepaws.

“Not so hasty, little girrl. Put down yer wee twig. We have much to talk about.”

“I’ve got nary a word to toss at you.” Saerwynn glared at the sidhe. “Off with you, I say, or I’ll call my master. And he’ll put an end to you.”

“Yerr masterr. Yerr masterr. What has he taught you but to wave a stick and sniff out smelly roots?”

“He...” The anger faded from Saerwynn’s voice. “He...”

“Hmmm? A cat’s got yerr tongue?”

Not the eyes, thought Merliss. Beware the eyes.

This talking had gone on too long. She swiped at Saerwynn’s overdress, tearing a rip with a claw, and yowled, hoping to draw the attention of friend and foe.

The sidhe hissed and cut the wind with its claws.

Saerwynn shook her head like someone waking. She cocked her staff overhead in one hand and sent it flying like a spear.

“Die!”

“No!” cried Merliss. To cast one weapon while reaching for another was strategic. To throw your only weapon was foolish.

The silver tip flew true at the white chink in the cat sidhe’s black fur, but a cat under attack is never still. The silver tore flesh on the edge of the sidhe’s chest but instead of piercing heart or lung, scraped over a rib. Merliss’s ears rang with the rip of the sidhe’s hide and the grinding of metal against bone. The coppery scent of blood tainted with burnt chicken bones assaulted Merliss’s wrinkling nose. Blood sprayed from the wound, speckling the sidhe’s forearm with red droplets. The sidhe shrieked, a cry as much human as cat. Merliss laid her ears flat in a forlorn attempt to shut out the scream.

The staff-become-javelin sailed past the sidhe, trailing dark red droplets along the ground before it clattered over loose rocks and skidded to a stop at the edge of the summit. Silence as heavy as the tor’s rocks oppressed the hilltop. Saerwynn stared at the sidhe stupidly, her mouth hanging open. Her target, the patch of white fur, thumped with the fiend’s heartbeat. Blood dripped from a superficial slash and congealed in the oily black fur. The silver would have tripled the cut’s pain, but without embedding in the flesh, its effects on a dark creature would be fleeting.

Short of casting pebbles and flinging shards to buy some time, their only hope was to flee down the tor and make for the running water of Keyper Rill. Or maybe, thought Merliss, a screaming ball of fangs and claws could distract the sidhe long enough for Saerwynn to retrieve the staff and run it through the vile beast’s back. Fendrel would understand her ploy in an instant. His instincts would spur him to act. Would Saerwynn?

Ignoring the bleeding gash, the sidhe covered half the distance to Saerwynn in three loping strides. Merliss crouched to spring but the sidhe stopped. Its eyes stretched wide, flickering yellow like a leaping flame, all its concentration focused on capturing Saerwynn in its gaze. The stench of rotting fat clung to the sidhe like fleas to a rat.

A nine-times-shifted sidhe collected servants. Is that, wondered Merliss, what this sidhe seeks from Saerwynn? Opposable thumbs were useful to a witch with only paws and claws. If the sidhe bewitched Saerwynn into a slave, it would learn of Fendrel and come for him. Merliss would sacrifice heart and soul to keep Fendrel from harm.

“Calm yourrself, my child,” said the sidhe. “A rippling rill is washing your thoughts away. Listen to the water.”

Saerwynn’s arms hung limp at her sides. Her breaths whistled between parted lips. Her glassy eyes focused entirely on the sidhe, whose miasma brought nary a twitch from Saerwynn’s nose.

Merliss concentrated on her target, considering her next move. She imagined her fore claws digging into the shoulder of the sidhe, a pivot point to twist her body onto its back. If luck favored her, the yowling ruckus would break the enchantment and spur Saerwynn to action. Merliss would aim her leap for the sidhe’s shoulder, sliding onto the fiend’s back, where she could scratch and bite at will. The sidhe would be limited to awkward swipes.

With her claws stretched, Merliss pushed off the ground. Wind whipped across her flattened ears. She readied her muscles. She parted her jaws to let out a cat-banshee shriek when the world exploded all topsy-turvy wrong. Merliss was rolling over and over. All her momentum carried her down the hillside, away from the sidhe. She hadn’t bitten its flesh with her claws, hadn’t touched it at all. Her cry of attack became a wail of frustration. Coppery-smelling droplets splattered her nose.
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A Leap into the Unknown



The cat in Merliss rose to meet the approaching hillside. She landed on her paws, but the slope and her momentum tumbled her down the hill, poking her back with pebbles and stuffing her mouth with heather leaves. She stopped in a patch of purple flowers, her back against the flat side of a rock. A startled vole skittered past her paws, normally a rodent’s last mistake, but Merliss was too stunned to swipe at it. She caught the fleeing vole’s scent. It was the odd-smelling vole she had scented before the sidhe came through the ley gate. Would the cat sidhe join the vole and make a new home in the Westerlands?

Four slashes streaked the gray fur of Merliss’s flank red. The wounds were ugly but not threatening. No arteries severed. If the cat sidhe had struck a few inches closer to Merliss’s head, she might be a dead lump of bleeding cat. She wanted to lay here on the lee-side of the tor and lick her wounds, but Saerwynn needed her and Fendrel depended on her to safeguard the girl. Merliss rose on wobbly legs. Her thoughts swirled in a muddle. She wanted to hurry back to the fight but her mind would not focus. She stretched a paw up the hill. Lightning shot through her flank, eliciting a yowl and blasting away the fog in her head.
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