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        "Living alone makes it harder for someone to blame." - Mason Cooley

      

      

       

      I crumple up the piece of paper with a scribbled quote from a realm and time so far outside of my own. It’s true though. And it's exactly what my life entails though not by choice.

      I live alone in the secluded Mount Mistletoe, banished hereby some unknown force. I can’t leave the mountain, except for one magical time of the year. It wasn’t always that way, of course.

      Once upon a time, I had a normal life — well as normal as someone like me can, but one day when I walked down the pass to go into town, I couldn’t proceed past a certain point. It was as if there were an invisible barrier. A thousand possibilities danced in my mind that day: Had I been cursed? Is there a way to cross the barrier?

      I even tried climbing a tree and jumping, which unfortunately, did not result in a successful attempt. It did, however, result in a nasty wound. I kept trying and trying to cross this boundary until one day, the first day of Yule, I was able to. The pieces started falling into place.

      I still don’t know what it means but at least I have some idea as to how to navigate this banishment. After all — that's what it was, a punishment.

      Yule has always been my favorite time of the year, but since I’d been banished, I just couldn’t get into it. My family always decorated lavishly with evergreen garlands, candles, holly, and of course the burning of the yule log! That was my favorite part, but since I’m all alone now, none of that matters.

      "It’s time."

      I let out a groan as I yawn and sit up in bed and take in the breathtaking view outside my window. I live in a modest cabin that some may find suffocating, but I love the simplicity of it. It's as if being wrapped in a warm hug, with everything I need in arm's reach.

      Not only can I only come off the mountain during Yule for twelve days of the year, but it is also the only time that I can harvest my special spices. So to a degree, it is in my favor that it is Yule time that I can actually leave.

      These spices are not ordinary and would be impossible to obtain from town. The seeds of the plants came from my mother, which have been passed on for generations. 

      Naturally these plants hold such a deep sentiment. After all, they are one of the few things that remain of my life before the banishment. Unfortunately, I planted them before I was cursed, so I did it close to town.

      Although the harvest of the spice was during Yule, I wouldn’t be able to collect seeds ever. The seeds were produced in February, but once I had attempted to dig up a plant and bring it up to the mountain, but that had ended in disaster. Magic didn’t work on the plants, besides it was just too cold up here.

      I rub my eyes with my knuckles as I hop off my bed. Stretching my tired limbs, as I walk towards the kitchen.

      I stop in front of the sink, grab the washcloth off the handle, dip it into the bucket of water from the well before pressing it against my face.

      "Woah! That’s freezing!."

      Well, I’m awake now!

      I place the washcloth back in the sink after my face is rinsed off, turning to the table. I pour cold water into a glass from the pitcher. I take a refreshing gulp.

      What should I wear?

      I scan my almost-empty closet. It’s strange how you can live a life of isolation, abundantly aware of the curse you are forced to carry, and yet still have moments where you forget.

      "Oh, who am I kidding?" I throw my hands down at my sides.  "Of course, the cloak! I can’t show my face to the town, they’ll shun me. Or worse, burn me."

      Burning may sound archaic, but it is still a common method of torture in my town, but only for witches. And only if they actually figure out who is a witch. They do try to find proof at least, not like some zealots, who just go around burning people, which would be comforting if it weren’t for one small detail…

      I am a witch.

      But I am not at all like how people describe me and my kind.

      My family and I were considered healers, helping the town with almost everything. That is, until one lady accused me otherwise.

      Before I knew it, I had lost everything. My house in town was burned down, and though I managed to escape, I lost everything.

      Being banished has just been salt to the wound. Since then, I have avoided the chaos of the townspeople.

      Sure, the accusation was nothing but a lie — but the fact remains. I am a target. I am not safe amongst them. And until the truth finds its way to the surface, I will stay in my cabin on top of the mountain, shielding myself even during this brief period when I am free to leave. It was the first place I ran to and the only thing I knew.

      I couldn’t leave the mountain. I still am not sure what happened exactly, and honestly didn’t really care. Sometimes I wonder if being banished is a blessing in a way… keeping me from losing anything else. Losing myself.

      I grab my dark forest green cloak out, whip it around my shoulders before tying it securely around my neck, leaving the hood down for now.

      "Ok, what do I need to make sure I get?" Talking to myself has become a habit since living in isolation. And of course the critters in the forest. Loneliness will do that to you.

      I sit down at the table, picking up the pen, and grabbing the pad of paper to start writing the list of supplies that I need to get before my twelve days are up. I intend to give the list to one of my few friends who still believes in me and helps me when they can. They are so kind that they’d bring the order all the way to her cabin but I prefer to have no one know where I am exactly. Instead I have them bring it up to Lake Zenma for me to retrieve.

      Never again will I shop for myself, not after the riot that almost happened!

      After finishing the list, I fold it and slip it into my cloak pocket.

      I’m so glad I added pockets in these cloaks when I made them. I never have enough pockets.

      I pick up my basket and grab the pruners to place inside it so I can harvest the spices. I take a deep breath before I step out of the cabin, turn and lock the door, before starting my journey down the mountain to town.

      It is the first day of Yule and I don’t want to waste one crucial moment of the harvest. These spices are important to me and my magic.

      Although I have magic, I don't use it that often. If I wanted to, I could literally turn a twig into meat, but I refuse to do so. I try to live a normal life away from my powers because it’s what caused all the chaos, leading to my abandonment by the town. Therefore, I avoid it like the plague, unless it’s life and death.

      This is the only time of the year when I travel far from my cabin, and I honestly hate that I have to. Sure, I do my own hunting but it isn’t far from home, and I created a fence around the area, including the cabin. It’s a magical fence that no person who means me harm can enter, but anyone who does not, may enter and would never know it was there.

      As I stroll the forest’s path, I savor nature's gifts; the air, the trees, the leaves, even the rocks that make the road bumpy. It's safe to say I miss all of this considerably. As nature is one of my elements, it garners my utmost respect. This stroll has made for a perfect day so far.

      Halfway to town, there is a lake called Zenma. The town folk identify it as magical and mysterious, but they don’t mean it in a good way. They claim that the lake holds a scary history that has haunted generations.

      To me, the lake is special and beautiful. Sure, magical, but for me, it’s in a good way. I approach the lake, sit my basket down, and untie my cloak to throw it in the basket with my dress soon to follow.

      I step into the water, slowly walking in until I am fully submerged in the lake. Every year, even though it was cold, I would bathe in the lake to cleanse myself spiritually every day of Yule. It not only cleansed my body but also my spirit.

      I find complete solace within the lake, a sensation I can’t explain — not that I had to, of course, and even if I did… No one would understand. Far from what my accusers said, my powers and magic are pure and good.

      So is the water; you could feel the energy of it flow around you. The Zenma’s waters have an unidentified sensation that runs through every part of my skin, renewing me in a way nothing else can.

      I wave my hands forward and the water follows, leaving a trail of luminous particles in its wake. First to my right, then left, until I am dancing with the lake’s water, it’s magic and mine mixing together.

      Suddenly, there are a couple of thunder booms from above, still far away. "Rain is coming, I better hurry! I’ll be back tomorrow, Zenma."

      Unwillingly, I hop out of the water to continue my journey to town to get the first day of harvest finished. I quickly get dressed before picking up my basket, and start walking.

      I hope that the day goes better than I anticipated, but who knows what will happen in town.

      I left Zenma behind me, dreading what is to come.
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        "Water is the driving force of all nature." - Leonardo da Vinci

      

      

       

      Lake Zenma is indeed magical. But not in the way most would expect. Under the water was a gateway to an underworld of Coral Winter Cove; an underwater realm.

      I make my way to the surface of the lake with Hibi, and Bay.

      An observer might think we are just ordinary men, but they would be gravely mistaken. We are people of Coral Winter Cove. We are Winter Sirens.

      If someone saw what lies beyond the surface of water, they would discover a very complicated creature that has fins on their forearms, legs, and back. We each possess a very long finned tail, and gills in our neck that helps us breathe underwater.

      Once we reach our land, or any land, we are once again human. Luckily, we are also shapeshifters, and will turn into different animals based on our temperament.

      "She’s my mate," I state with authority. "I can smell her scent. It’s flowery and citrusy. She’s the one for me."

      "You’re lying, she’s my mate. I can smell her scent! It’s like jasmine! There couldn’t have been more than one person here, we all only felt the presence of one," Hibi counters.

      "Are you trying to make fun of me? Was I making it too obvious?" Bay joins in, looking utterly confused.

      "You can smell her too?" I ask, perplexed.

      "Too? You two are lying. I’m her mate. I’m the one who can smell her scent! It’s like sugared oranges!" Hibi protests.

      In our world, scent is how we identify who our mate for life will be. Usually, we are only destined for one.

      But in our case it seems we can each all smell the scent of the mystery woman swimming these waters just moments before.

      I suppose this means that for some reason, we are all her mates, so who would win?

      "Enough!" I exclaim, stopping the other two from bickering. "She’s heading away from us and soon will be too far to follow. We’ll lose her. Whoever gets to her first, gets her," I add, diving back into the water immediately.

      "That’s cheating!" Bay exclaims as he follows.

      We all reach the lakeshore, shaking the water from our bodies as we slowly shape shift into a human being, naked, and walk out of the lake. Of course, it’s not as if we care about it. It’s not a concept we have — it's not as if we have clothes on at home. We know we need clothes if we keep wandering in this other world from previous experiences, so we have a special stash of clothing we stole hidden inside a tree, warded with magic to keep others from finding them.

      "I’m going to get her first!" I shove my legs in the pants I found before grabbing a shirt and running after the mysterious woman.

      Bay quickly follows. "No, she’s mine! We’re made for each other."

      "What if this means she gets to choose one of us? Have you thought of that?" Hibi hollers after us both as he takes his time getting dressed, shaking his head. "I bet she gets to choose which of us she mates with and I’ll focus on getting her to fall for me versus those two buffoons."
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        "You two could scare the hair off a cat. No demons dare drop by here." — Piper Halliwell, "Charmed"

      

      

       

      I arrive at the town’s entrance, pausing to take a deep breath as I look around. There seems to be more stalls and a lot more people that I don’t recognize.

      "A lot seems to have changed here," I mutter.

      Instead of going straight to my destination, on the other side of town, I decide to take a look at the new attractions.

      I make sure my hood is pulled up over my face, hiding it from everyone. If they looked closely, they would be able to see me, but the hope was to remain hidden.

      I start to walk slowly around the stalls, enjoying the colors and scents around me. Different goods are on display; fruits, vegetables, meat, and more. Tempting as it may be, I’m not planning on buying any of it. Bypassing purchasing goods is the only way to make sure that no one would recognize me and make a scene.
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