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Jada watched Granny Treemaven roll the bones across a scarlet cloth. Well used and threadbare, the cloth had been witness to countless acts of fortune telling because Granny was over a hundred years old. Her thin fingers spoke of a long life filled with hard work and her eyes—her cloudy eyes acted as mirrors. “So you is a witch, child? You hear their voices and can smell the old ones on the wind?”

Jada nodded. “Yes’m.” She was wiser than she should have been for her fourteen years. It happened in the hills. A hard-scrabbled life compounded by booze, blood, and abuse made a girl a woman too fast.

“I see hurt upon you baby girl. Hurt that you hide. Hurt that eats at you like a dragon eats the roots of the World Tree, slowly, but thoroughly.”

Jada flinched. “World Tree?” I haven’t mentioned that vision to a soul. Not one.

“Your blood is Scandinavian, yes? German, too, I figure.”

Jada nodded. “Guess that’s where this mop of blonde hair and blue eyes come from. Isn’t from the Cherokee blood, I reckon.”

“You seek answers to questions and lessons of magic that can only come to you by your ancestors and their gods. Do you know the gods of your fathers and mothers?”

“My mama went to St. Sophia’s Catholic church, ma’am. My daddy worships the bottle.”

“No. Your foremothers and forefathers. In the days of old. Days gone by that are even older than me.”

“Mama used to read those stories to me. The legends. She called it the lore. But she always said like the little l like it shoulda been a capital one. Like with the big B in the word Bible. Lore, with a capital L.”

“Never knew your mama well, child. But she was a smart woman. The Lore of those bedtime stories are the Bible to your late kinfolk over there in Norway and Denmark. And who’s to say those old gods aren’t as real as the Wampus Cat we all see skulking ‘round here on the dark of the moon or those miracles of Jesus at the tent revivals? They walk the earth today. Answer your questions and guide you, they can. If you know how to call them.”

“Are those the voices I hear?”

“Mayhaps.”

“They have whispered of the World Tree to me. And the dragon. Nidhogg. They call it Nidhogg.”

“I know of that beast. What else do you hear?” Jada sighed. “Roots before wings. That before I can fly, I need to grow roots. Then they show me the dragon gnawing on the roots of my world tree. I need to make peace with the dragon. But defeating it won’t stop it. Only embracing it will.”

“Show you things, too, do they? And don’t fib. The bones tell me the truth. This old hollar witch just needs to hear it from your own lips.”

“Flame Hair. I see a man—his hair is made of fire.”

Granny nodded. “Scarred lips like someone sewed his lying mouth shut?”

Jada nodded.

“I know him. His name is Loki. He’s a rascal, that one. He’s a god of change. Big change. Change such as you need to be strong, girl. Change strong enough to defeat the demons plaguing you. Make offerings of blood and sweets. Old Flame Hair can’t resist sweets. But mind you, his kiss is as sweet as honey and as intoxicating as hard liquor. He traps folks in a net and keeps them there until they embrace change.”

“Loki? Loki from the lore?”

Granny raised a bony finger to her lips. “Don’t invoke his name here, girl. I’m too old to deal with the likes of him. I fell under his spell decades ago. I can feel him on the breeze even now. Go into the woods. Make your offerings. I won’t be able to speak with you about these things again. This is my last night.”

“Can you tell me about him?”

“No. I can’t. He’s the god of change, child. He is different for every woman. Look, I want you to return to my home tomorrow. You come back here and take whatever you want from my stores. Take my cloth and bones. Take my books and spell bottles. And, girl...”

“Yes?”

“You need to keep your blood for yourself and the gods. That drunken father of yours is evil to the core and I want you to leave home just as soon as you can. He is full of bad magic. You get yourself out.”

“I don’t have anywhere to go.”

“Old Flame Hair will see to that. Your work with him is just beginning. But remember—it’s all about air and wings with him. Roots will come later. And that’s when the sickness in your heart will heal up proper.”

“Should I call anyone tomorrow, Granny? When I return and find you...”

“I don’t fear death, dear. Go on and say the words. ‘When you find me dead.’ Yes. Call the undertaker’ son. He knows what I want. Paid his daddy fifty years ago to take care of me upon passing. My instructions are on file.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“After you take what you want from here, and my body has been buried, torch this place. I want you to conjure spirits of blue flame and dance in the glow. Mayhap you and that young man, Jimmy O’Hara.”

Jada felt her face flush.

“He’s a good young man. Marry him if you can. His mama was a spirit worker and he understands women such as you. I know you and that Jimmy have shared a few kisses and said some promises to one and other. That’s kin to taking an oath, girl. I tell you, marry him or go without a husband, for few men will understand your carrying on with the likes of old Flame Hair. That Jimmy O’Hara will love you in spite of your being a spirit working hollar witch.”

Jada nodded. “Yes’m. That’s a tall order to fill, and I’m underage to wed Jimmy proper.”

“No matter. Just cross the state line and you and he can wed. Not like your daddy will stop you. Now, git that skinny ass of yours to the big trees in the heart of the hollar and make me proud magic. Tell old Flame Hair something for me?”

“All right.”

Granny smiled a toothless, lascivious smile. “Tell him thank you.” Jada turned to leave. Granny called out after her. “Keep your true name to yourself when working with the old ones.”

“Why?”

“Jest do it. Trust old Granny now.”

“Yes’m.”

Granny was if nothing else, cryptic. It sometimes left her a bit unnerved, talking things through with the old woman—but there was none better in the region to put her feet on the correct path. God knows daddy didn’t have a clue and mama was long gone. Jada corrected herself. Gods know. Gods. The trek into the heart of the hollar wasn’t difficult. In fact, trekking that deep into the forest brought a sense of calm that she rarely felt. Mama’s ashes were scattered in the woods and Daddy was too drunk far too much of the time to follow her into the thickness. The voices whispered at her as she made her way to the tree. The big tree—nine tree trunks grown together into one. Some folks called it a cathedral tree for its resemblance to a bank of church organ pipes.

Only little streams of light pierced the dark coolness and thick canopy. She thought it looked like a straw caddy at the sporting goods store soda counter. God has a handful of straws in heaven and is pushing them through the trees to suck up the forest floor. She dug her heels in before the cathedral tree and shivered in the half-light.

“All right, y’all, this is kind of impromptu. I’ll figure out how to do things proper later on. Right now, I ask that you listen to me and help me fly away from this place so that I can learn the things I need to learn.” She pricked her finger with a safety pin and squeezed out a few drops of blood on to an exposed root. She took a restaurant peppermint out of her jacket pocket and crushed it under foot. “Hail gods of my ancestors.”

The air pressure changed. She felt it prickle her flesh as if someone had dropped ice down her shirt. She fell to the ground as vertigo hit and vomited as the forest floor wobbled beneath her.

Out of the corner of her eye she caught the shadowed form of a man. He moved like a dancer; tall, lithe, almost magical. Make that very magical. His head was crowned with flame.

“Offering accepted, princess. Our lessons begin.” He lifted her to her feet. “And when you are of age, we shall wed.”

Jada gazed into his hazel eyes. “I want to marry Jimmy. Granny said that it should be so.”

“And so you shall. You shall be his earthly wife. And mine in realms not of this Earth.”

“Am I dead?”

“Ah, no. You are quite alive. Your body sleeps now beneath the cathedral tree. Your spirit is with me. We shall skip between the raindrops and waltz across the vault of heaven.”
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