
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A Tiger’s Spirit

Where demons crawl, the witches play.

by A.D. Anderson
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Adara’s Atonement

Human beings have always been ignorant of things they don’t understand. From the time I was a little girl, first discovering my powers connected to the very universe we walk, my mother told me to keep them hidden from those around us. In fact, she made me stay indoors for an entire year until I learned to keep my magic under control. That was certainly a fun time for me. 

You see, we had left my war-torn country of Azheara, but to do that meant venturing off to a world filled with vile members of humanity. I was too young to recall much of anything about the land we’d left, but I didn’t understand how where we were now could be any better. So much hatred and scorn toward anyone who happened to be different. Because of this sickening animosity, my truest of powers were to be kept hidden, and to do so made me feel ashamed. 

“They’ll say you’re a witch,” Mother warned me that day in the musky old kitchen. We lived in a one-bedroom shed, just the two of us and my baby brother Ellis. My dad had died long ago while out hunting for food. Ma told us it had been a wolf attack, but I don’t believe her. I never did. I think the men he was with turned on him. They knew he was different—different like me. His only saving grace was that he hadn’t been a woman. This was because, as everyone in this century absolutely knew, men could not be cursed with the powers of Satan. 

It was the women. Always the women. 

“Doesn’t matter how kind you are, nor where your intentions lie.” Ma had gone on. It was a particularly cold day outside when I had chosen to argue with her. I was wrapped up in my woolen blanket in front of the boiling kettle. “You will be burned at the stake. It’ll be just like with every other gifted being.” 

Gifted. Wasn’t it a shame that one was punished for being unique?

While she might have hit me as being over-dramatic back then, humanity soon proved my mother right. Twelve years later, exactly two years after half of my village was erased by some sort of unknown plague, along with my Ma and my brother, I was put on trial for being a witch. 

The evidence held against me?

I had healed an injured man that even our medic couldn’t revive. I pushed aside my mother’s advice she had given me and instead focused on the dying man in front of me. The children that held on to their mother beside him, crying as they asked if their father would be alright. Their tears—that was my weakness. Terrified, and soon to be fatherless. I didn’t want another child growing up in this cruel world without a dad. 

It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. 

That evening, in the village square, I was forced to pay for my foolish empathy. 

Unfortunately, I didn’t learn my lesson. After that rather unfortunate burning, I took to my astral form and traveled to a different land, one farther away, where news of who I was wouldn’t have spread. Here, I made myself a new home. I was safe for forty-odd years until they realized I had stopped aging. It was then I found, not only did I have to keep from healing people, but I needed to stop interacting with them entirely. 

This time, the humans used the ducking stool to decide my fate. They chained me to a carved-up tree stump and then threw it under the water. Far, far, under. It was a bit unconventional, but allowed me more freedom than the stakes did. I was expected to stay beneath the surface for a full five minutes before they would bring me up. If I survived, I was a witch and would be hanged, because... obviously, witches cannot survive a hanging, right? If I didn’t live, then hey! Good on me. I wasn’t a witch after all, but dead... that part was rather unfortunate. 

Weren’t human beings strange? Not only that, but how many of their own did they needlessly kill because of their simple fear of the unknown? I was just lucky that I had a way out; that the pain they attempted to inflict upon me wasn’t as harsh or as painful as I led on. I felt an awful sense of guilt for those who didn’t have that magical attribute to their beings. Those who weren’t actually witches, and were just different from the rest. 

There I went again, talking from a place of empathy. It really did get me into a lot of trouble at times. On the upside of all this, I became superb at faking my death, so that counts for something, right? Show me one person who was better at this charade than a witch who had been put over the flames again and again, stoned against a wall, ducked beneath the murky waters, and even dissected like an insect... and I’d laugh in your face because it’s not actually possible. 

Yeah. We’re that good. 

Anyway, you’re probably wondering why I didn’t know better than to get caught after the first couple of trials. Contrary to popular belief, when you wake up one day and find that you have a magical infinity that is beyond your own control, there’s not always someone to tell you how to move forward. Schools, at this point, were nonexistent. My dad sure wasn’t able to do a lot, either, thanks to what I imagine was a rather painful death for him. How those traitors killed off an astral wizard, I’m not sure. Neither was my mother. 

We just know he never would have left us without being forced. 

I can also still feel his love, his reassurance guiding me from somewhere deep within the astral regions. He was pushing me onward so I would not give up on my journey here. The night he left the earth, his aura found mine. It was a strange sensation. He had meant it as a message for me. Of this, I’m sure. His journey had ended, but mine was still only just beginning. 

Over two hundred years ago, I, Adara Silverwood, an Astral Witch to The Veranna Woodlands, disowned any relations I held with humanity. There was no point in saving others if all it got me were cruel and merciless executions in return. In this life, and in the next, I hoped to never forget the lesson those beings bestowed upon me—trust no one, and have mercy on none, because in the end, they will burn you. I’ve been on my own ever since.
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The Tiger’s Cry

It was centuries later when I finally broke that vow. I had taken a particular interest in the rainforest region of the world, beginning to understand its many magical properties. That day, I was soaring through in one of my most loved forms—the majestic and artful raven. Watching the trees pass beneath me was relaxing. It was something I could never grow weary of. 

My goal that afternoon had been to find several herbs for a libation—of which I really needed—to have simmering in the pot by the following night. It would be a full moon, after all. This increased the power of our magic by the tenfold. Still, I knew this project was a tricky one. If I missed even one ingredient, it would lead to a fruitless beverage.

As my late mother taught me, it was never good to be wasteful. 

When I stopped at a nearby bush, landing on the moist ground and taking on my human form, I picked off just enough of the sweet-smelling seeds and placed them into my satchel at my hip. Dressed in a thin cotton dress and black boots, along with a cloak that hung down my back in great waves of silk, it was easy for me to get lost in the realm I currently played in. To roam the woods as a kid would have meant great danger to me, but nowadays it was second nature.

The woods, these woods of Veranna, were my home.

As I stepped through the foliage, listening to the various sounds of nature’s very own mysterious symphony, I suddenly felt it. It was like a hot, distasteful wave mixed with both hatred and strength. I froze. Combined with one another, these two so often can point to danger for the unsuspecting. Death to those undeserving. 

I knew that, and I wasn’t thrilled with their presence in my jungle. 

Without debating much further, I shifted effortlessly back to my raven form and flew through the trees until I came across the holder of this energy in particular. Most of the auras here were of simple creatures going about their daily tasks to survive: mating, loving on those they cared for, searching for food, and enjoying the lives the universe had offered them. There was one aura especially comforting to me: noble, peaceful, and bright. A traveler whom was just passing through and meant no harm to the home I loved. 

It took little effort for me to tell who belonged here and who did not. 

When I saw him, I threw my wings to a halt. I perched upon one of the towering trees to look down beneath me. He was trudging about on the forest floor with his clunky boots. Just as I had suspected, it was a human. That immediately concerned me, but what struck me more was the fact that he was covered in what was supposed to be camouflage so that he might stay hidden. In his right hand, he carried a hunting rifle. His head sported a black beanie. 

He was a poacher.

For a moment longer, I watched as he stepped carefully through the foliage, attempting to not alert anyone of his arrival. It was frustrating to know that he was doing something that was even illegal amongst his own kind. I paid enough mind to politics in this world, and especially to the countries I foraged in. I knew the rules. Rainforests were protected here, as much as they could be, which meant that gun had no place being over his shoulder. 

But here he was...trampling around and with so little care for anyone else.

While I wanted to fly off with my berries and ignore it, and while I also wished I could push aside any rising anger, I knew that would garner nothing. This man was a danger to others. A danger to my world of which I tried to keep peaceful.

Again, the noble aura caught me. I realized they were not too far up ahead, maybe half a mile or so. I could sense something unlike anything else within them. An unyielding passion that I couldn’t quite understand—but it was good. Merciful and pure. 

And he was heading towards them.

I had to do something.

I would do something.

Giving a loud and harrowing screech of alarm to all those nearby, I shot downward as the man turned to face me. He screamed in shock—no doubt because of my eyes—covering up his face with his arms as I swooped down and jabbed angrily at him with my beak and talons. I avoided the killer’s eyes, but wanted to give him a good reason to second-guess being here. Blood trickled down his face where I had dug in.

“Get out!” I shrieked, though I knew he only heard my furious squawks.

The poacher stooped downward, grabbing into the front pocket of his vest. A glimmer caught the light of the sun, and I saw it was a blade that he’d pulled out. He lunged toward me as I did another dive, but I was too fast. I scratched him once more right above the eye. My talons cut deep, and I heard his painful wail of agony. The man dropped his weapons and covered his eyes, perhaps out of fear that I’d blind him.

No. I wasn’t as disgusting as he. 

I was done with this fight, but he needed that final scar as a reminder. 

It was nothing compared to the many scars I bore across my back.

With that, I flew away. Far away, up into an adjacent cliff shrouded by a thick wall of water. A cave sat behind the waterfall. It was my favorite place to be, so here I stood in my human form, my long, silver-white hair swaying in the damp wind. Here I remained, watching over this forest as I rested for a moment before the flight back home. 

I thought about why I’d done such a grotesque act of violence. Who was this being I was trying to protect, and what was it about their aura that made me break my oath so easily? Normally, I’d have turned a blind eye. Where was the mysterious aura holder now, and why had I flared so greatly at this unfortunate soul? Was there a reason the universe had guided me to them today? 

I hadn’t shifted into anything more frightening than a bird because I knew the Law of the Azhearian Safeguard. I might not have grown up there, but I had heard the stories and read my mother’s journals. They valued life above all else. It was the absolute last resort to soil another’s ability to live. Once more, to kill a human and put the world at risk of being discovered?

They were a protected species.

That could be as serious a charge as treason. 

I would never stoop to purposely doing that, but I could get pretty close. 

Before I left for the night, I soared back toward the territory I had been roaming through when I first encountered the poacher. I needed to find whoever held that energy I had noticed earlier, to make certain they were well. It would wear negatively on my soul if I found out my fight with the cruel being had done nothing. 

As I moved toward where we had been, I noticed now the same aura from before. My astral tracking abilities had grown since I had first begun harnessing their power, so I followed the vivid, warm trail this creature had left through the woods. I could tell they were still around because the sensation was becoming stronger with every step. It was like a game my brother and I used to play in our childhood, closing one’s eyes and focusing only on the sixth sense I, as an astral witch, was given. 

It was fairly incredible, my power. The closer I came to their location, the easier it was to make sense of the creature. She was a female. I found she was called Kora. She was a warrior of the woods, much like I was, and an appointed guardian of the natural realm. She was strong and fierce...but also kind and nurturing. 

The name threw me off. I never got names from creatures, only people. It was odd.

When I finally found the source of the energy, I was surprised. 

Like me, Kora fancied the darker places. She was held up for the night in a cavern a few miles from my own. I flew to the very back, landing upon a jutted stone, to see that Kora was a White Bengal Tiger. She was a creature I knew to be incredibly rare these days. A product of a genetic mutation and often bred by humankind for her fur, this one had likely been on the run from humanity her entire life. 

As I studied her closer, I found more than just her aura striking. The creature was stretched out on top of a flat rock, her belly cool against the surface and one foot kicking every so often as she ran in her sleep. It must have been a good dream, because she gave a couple of chuffs, too. I wondered what she was thinking about, but then pushed it away. 

With a sigh of thanks to the universe, I flew back outside. 

The tigress would live to guard her world for another day. 

For that, I was grateful. 

Sleep well, Kora.
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Ill-Timed Happenings

The mystifying dream began with an image of a vast, black ocean. I soared high above it, reaching heights that I never knew possible in my waking life. Despite the strange world, I seemed to know exactly where I was going. Understood what I wanted. Why I had ventured all this way, and not at all in doubt as I came across the pebbled coastline of Azheara. 

There was one word that kept repeating itself in my mind, again and again.

Reparations.

Even still, when I landed, I was caught off guard by a group of hardened elves, orcs, and lycan alike. They had me surrounded. They were closing in, all wielding their weapons against me as if I was some sort of enemy. A traitor who had turned her back on them. A monster to be slaughtered and not even fit to be placed in as an offering to the gods they worshipped.

But then, I saw Kora. 

She appeared like a phantom in the night up ahead, the tigress illuminating the beach with a bright and nearly blinding hue. Everyone laid down their arms at the sight of the tigress. It was as if her presence had allowed them to accept me as she stepped through their circle and walked up to stand at my side. 

Though she spoke no words to me, she pushed her body protectively against me. Her tail thrashed in agitation before she gave a mighty roar. It was so loud that a flock of birds flew from the trees beside us. I followed her gaze to the night sky. It was painted with shades of purple and green, along with bright yellow stars. 

But something else.

Was that the sun rising? 

No. It was moving much too fast. 

Closer. Closer. Closer.

Before I understood what was happening, the great bomb smashed onto the shoreline beside us, a ring of black fire falling with it. The ground shook beneath me as choas erupted. The tigress grabbed my arm between her jaws. She was attempting to lead me to the jungle, away from the downfall. It wasn’t until we got to safety that I saw she had been hit by a piece of debris, the strange item piercing her deep in her flank.

The next thing I knew? 

Everything around us burned. 

#
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The following day, I returned to the jungle. I was hoping to finish my gatherings for the potion. This full moon would be much too important to miss, and I didn’t want to have to wait another month. Yesterday, I had allowed myself to get sidetracked. I would hate for the rest of the work I had done for this endeavor to be in vain. 

Besides, I was no longer a light for the lost. I would fight for no one but myself. 

Still, I could sense Kora somewhere close. Her aura seemed rejuvenated, stronger this time. It was as if she was becoming more active around me. More trusting and aware of my presence. Deciding that it was for the best, I made my way to the opposite end of the woodlands, away from the esteemed tigress and anyone who hunted for her pelt.

As the day passed by, I found the Cat’s Claw and the Sanipanga that my project back home required. It was a relief to have this off of my to-do list for now. Since I had extra time, I decided to scavenge for more herbs. Everything counted in the winter, and if I had any leftovers I could always use them in a few soups. 

Despite my attempts to avoid Kora, I couldn’t help but nudge myself closer towards the familiar energy. These creatures were not around a lot anymore, and if there was even one left in the wild, then it made it that much more necessary to help keep her alive. I was sensing her powers, trying to understand her thoughts and the emotions that came with them. Although Kora appeared powerful, I still felt she needed guidance. She was tired. Fatigued. 

And that’s when I saw him.

I hadn’t expected to come across the poacher again. I’d thought he’d learned from our last encounter— the tiger and my woods were off limits. Yet, here he was. The scar on his face to prove it, along with a new item, that being an extra long saber stashed away in it’s scabbard. I scoffed as I realized he’d likely brought it just for me. 

My thoughts turned seething. 

I knew what he was here for. To kill. To murder and prey upon the innocent. 

The anger overtook me right then. I had known better, but I shifted anyway. One of my most powerful forces I became, that of the Astral Jaguar. A truly terrifying roar escaped my throat before I threw myself down towards the poacher. 

Upon reaching him, I wasted no time before biting down onto his neck. I didn’t know much about anatomy, but I made sure to rip right into the vein that I knew with no doubts was oh-so-important. I held him in between my teeth and dug my claws into the struggling man, waiting for him to stop moving. To stop screaming. 

I mean, come on. The noise itself was loud and obnoxious.

Another thing I despised humans for. 

As he struggled, I pushed my teeth deeper into him, with that much more force as he sunk into the soggy ground beneath us. My claws my claws dug into him and I willed every bit of the pain of which he had caused to so many already back onto him. He deserved everything, I told myself. 

With one last beat of his all too worthless heart, the deed was done.

I stepped off of him, shifting effortlessly back into my human form. 

A life taken, but countless others saved. 

It was a good trade-off, wasn’t it? 

Without a word, I closed the man’s eyes with my fingers. A quick flick of my wrist and I was able to cast an illusion spell onto him, cloaking his body to those unaware. Now, he would never be found. His remnants would also be given back to the earth and actually do the universe some good. The act of releasing him from the world should be seen as a sign of goodwill.

The agitated grumble behind me caught my attention. I looked up now to see the tigress across the clearing. There, with her head peeking out of the foliage, was Kora. The icey blue eyes met mine. They turned to slits as she dug her claws irritably into the ground. A strange glow trailed along the outline of her body. An unquestioned level of authority which played within her aura, and one that had undoubtedly been concealed the last time we had met. 
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