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FOREWORD TO WIT’CH FIRE

by Jir’rob Sordun, D.F.S., M. of A., director of University Studies - U.D.B.

 



First of all, the author is a liar.

Do not proceed deeper into this work without first accepting this fact and holding it firmly in mind as you grasp this translation in hand. The author will try to confuse your mind, to cloud your reason. Beware of his many traps.

For five centuries, this document has been outlawed. At one time, the mere perusal of its first page warranted execution.  1 And even in this enlightened time, many scholars still believe every copy of the Kelvish Scrolls ought to be destroyed. I, too, am of that circle of scholars.

So why, you must wonder, am I writing the foreword to this vile first document?

Simply, because I am practical. Banning, burning, and outlawing the texts have not eradicated their existence.2  Handwritten copies, memorized translations, pages written in secret code, and many other nefarious incarnations of the Scrolls survived the purges. Over the recent decades, it was  sadly realized that the only practical way to deal with this abomination was by regulating it and thereby limiting its access to only those with prior instruction and study. By doing so, its lies, deceptions, and half-truths could be debunked.

For this reason, this version of the Scrolls has been released for postgraduate studies only. Your instructor has been properly trained and licensed in the safe reading of this first text. Do not scrutinize the book without this instruction. Do not read beyond your prescribed schedule as outlined in the syllabus. Do not share this with a friend or family member unless they are attending the same class.


For more than a decade, this manner of control has kept the rumors and curiosity about the Scrolls to a minimum. There is nothing like dry academia to bleed the thrill from a banned document.

This translation of the first Scroll is to our knowledge one of the few that reflects the true original. There are scores of bastardized translations in other countries and lands. But in your hand is a direct translation, written almost three centuries ago, of the original text. Where the actual handwritten scroll disappeared to and who wrote it still remains a scholarly mystery.2


So here in your hands is the closest approximation to the true abomination you are likely to encounter. Only a select cadre of postgraduate students are allowed to attend this instructed reading. It is both an honor and a responsibility. After you have completed the reading of this text, you will undergo a vigorous class on how to conduct yourself when queried about the book.

And you, dear student, will face questions from the uninitiated!

So beware! Much curiosity still surrounds this document among the poor and uneducated public, and one of your main goals is to weaken this curiosity. We will teach you methods to calm the curious and turn interest into a yawn.

Proceed with caution. And remember at all times, in your waking hours and in your dreams . . .

The author is a liar.




WIT’CH FIRE


This is the way the world ended,  
and like grains of sand cast into the  
winds at Winter’s Eyrie,  
this is the way all other worlds began.


Words, written in black ink on parchment, are a fool’s paradise, and I, as a writer, know this only too well. Pronunciations change; meanings mutate; nothing survives intact the ravages of blind time.

So why am I writing this? Why pursue this folly? This is not the first time I have told her damned story. I have written of her many times, in many incarnations. One time, virginal in her honor. Another time, evil without soul or conscience. I have portrayed her as a buffoon, a prophet, a clown, a savior, a hero, and a villain. But in reality, she was all these and none. She was simply a woman.

And for the first time, I will tell her true story. A truth that may, with luck, finally destroy me. I still remember her promise, as if only a single heartbeat has passed. ‘Curse or blessing, little man? Do with it what you want. But when the marching of years weighs too heavy, tell my story . . . Tell my true story and you will find your end.’

But can I? So much time has passed.

A thousand tongues, mine included, have distorted the events with each telling, twisting them detail by detail, word by word, each storyteller embellishing his favorite parts. Like starving curs on a meat bone, we tear at its substance,  dragging it through the grime, fouling it with saliva and blood, until nothing but a ragged remnant of the original survives.

As I put ink to paper, my hand shakes. I sit here in this rented room and scrawl each word with a sore wrist. Around me are piled stacks of crumbling parchments and dusty books, bits and pieces of the puzzle. I collect them to me, like dear old friends, keeping them close at hand and heart, something I can rub with my fingertips and smell with my nose, some tangible evidence of my distant past.

As I hold a pen poised, I remember her final words, each a knife that cuts jaggedly. Her sweet face, the sunlight off her shorn red hair, the bruise under her right eye, the bloody lip that her tongue kept touching as she fought out her final words to me . . . and I remember the sadness in her eyes as I laughed at her folly. Damn her eyes!

But that was later, much later. To understand the end, you must first know the beginning. And to understand even the beginning, you must understand the past, the past that had disappeared into myth long before she was born.

Let me show you, if I can find it: a parchment that tells of the creation of the Book itself, the tome that would destroy a girl and a world.

Ah, here it is . . .




PROLOGUE



[Text note: The following has been determined to be an excerpt from L’orda Rosi - The Order of the Rose -  written in the high Alasean tongue almost five centuries before the birth of she who will be known as the Wit’ch of Winter’s Eyrie.]




MIDNIGHT AT THE VALLEY OF THE MOON

 



Drums beat back the stillness of the winter’s valley, snow etching the landscape in silver. A hawk screeched a protest at the interruption of its nighttime nesting.

Er’ril leaned his knuckles on the crumbling sill and craned his neck out the inn’s third-story window. The valley floor was dotted with the fires of the men who still followed the way of the Order. So few campfires, he thought. He watched the black shadows bustling around the firelight, arming themselves. They, too, knew the meaning of the drums.

The night breeze carried snatches of shouted orders and the scent of oiled armor. Smoke from the  fires reached toward the heavens, carrying the prayers of the soldiers down below.

And beyond the fires, at the edge of the valley, massed a darkness that ate the stars.

The hawk screeched again. Er’ril’s lips thinned to a frown. ‘Silence, small hunter,’ he whispered into the moonless night. ‘By morning you and the scavengers will be feasting your bellies full. But for now, leave me in peace.’

Greshym, the old mage, spoke behind him. ‘They hold the heights. What chance have we?’

Er’ril closed his eyes and let his head hang lower, a sick tightness clamping his belly. ‘We’ll give him a bit longer, sir. He may yet find a weakness in their lines.’

‘But the dreadlords mass at the entrance to the valley. Listen to the drums. The Black Legions march.’

Er’ril turned from the window to face Greshym with a sigh and sat on the sill, eying the old man. Greshym’s red robes hung in tatters on his thin frame as he paced before the feeble fire. The old mage, his dusty hair just wisps around his ears, walked with a bent back, his eyes red from the fumes of the hearth.

‘Then pray for him,’ Er’ril said. ‘Pray for all of us.’

Greshym stopped and warmed his backside by the fire while frowning back at him. ‘I know what’s working behind your gray eyes, Er’ril of Standi: hope. But both you and your Standi clansmen are clutching empty air.’

‘What would you have us do? Bow our heads to the dreadlords’ axes?’

‘It will come to that soon enough.’ Greshym rubbed  the stump of his right wrist, almost accusingly.

Er’ril remained silent, his eyes caught by the sight of that smooth stump. He should not have pressed the old man some six moons ago. Er’ril remembered the Gul’gothal dog that had trapped the two of them and a handful of refugees in the Field of Elysia.

Greshym seemed to notice his stare. He raised his stump toward the flickering flame. ‘Listen, Boy, we both knew the risks.’

‘I panicked.’

‘You were frightened for the children, what with your niece among the townspeople.’

‘I shouldn’t have pushed you. You told me what would happen if you tried to renew.’ Er’ril bowed his head, picturing the late afternoon sunlight slanting across the fields of tallac. He again saw Greshym raise his right fist to the heavens, begging for the gift of Chi, his hand vanishing in the fading sunlight as the ritual began. But this time, when the old mage pulled his arm back down, instead of his hand reappearing richly coated in red Chyric power, Greshym pulled back only a stump.

‘It was my choice, Er’ril. Put this aside. It was you who saved all our hides that day.’

Er’ril fingered the scar on his forearm. ‘Perhaps . . .’ After Greshym’s maiming, he had lunged at the Gul’gothal beast, tearing the creature to bloody ribbons. Even now, he was unsure if rage or guilt had driven his wild stabs. Afterward, he had been covered in steaming blood and gore; the children had shied from him in fear - even his niece - as if he were the monster.

Greshym snorted. ‘I knew it would happen. The  same fate befell the other mages of the Order.’ He shoved the sleeve over his stump, hiding it away. ‘Chi has abandoned us.’

Er’ril raised his eyes. ‘Not everyone has suffered the same fate.’

‘Only because they have held off renewing.’ Greshym sighed. ‘But they will. They will be forced to try. Eventually even the hand of your brother, Shorkan, will fade. When I last saw him, the Rose had already waned to a feeble pink. Barely enough power for one decent spell. Once that is gone, he will be forced to reach into Chi himself, to try to renew; then he, too, will lose his hand.’

‘Shorkan knows this. The academy in the neighboring valley—’

‘Foolish hope! Even if he should find a student who is still bloodred, of what use is one child’s fist? It would take a dozen mages fresh to the Rose to drive off the force out there. And what of the other hundred battles going on across our lands? We’re besieged by the Gul’gothal dreadlords from all fronts.’

‘He has a vision.’

‘Posh!’ By now, Greshym had returned to face the fire. He held silent for several breaths; then he spoke to the embers. ‘How could three centuries of civilization vanish so quickly? Our spell-cast spires that once reached to the very clouds have toppled to dust. Our people rage against us, blaming us for the loss of Chi’s support and protection. Cities lie in ruin. The feasting roar of the Gul’gotha echoes across the countryside.’

Er’ril remained silent. He had squeezed his eyes closed when a horn suddenly trumpeted across the  valley - a Standi horn! Could it be?

Er’ril swung to the window and almost fell through as he leaned out into the night, one ear cocked to listen. The horn blared again, and even the distant drums of the Black Legion seemed to falter a beat. Er’ril spotted a commotion by the northern campfires. He squinted, trying to pierce the night’s blanket. A roiling of activity disturbed the fire pits; then for just a heartbeat, outlined by the camp’s cooking fire, he saw the rearing of a chestnut stallion. It was Shorkan’s steed!

The dark swallowed away the sight before Er’ril could tell if the horse was mounted by one or two riders. Er’ril struck the sill with his gloved fist.

Greshym was already at Er’ril’s shoulder. ‘Is it Shorkan?’

‘I believe so!’ Er’ril pushed away from the window. ‘Hurry below! He may need assistance.’

Er’ril did not wait to see if Greshym followed as he rushed from the room and pounded down the wooden steps of the inn, leaping from the last landing to the main floor. Once his feet hit the planks, he charged across the common room. Makeshift beds lined the wall, with bandaged men occupying nearly all of them. Normally, he would stop beside a bed and place a hand on a knee or exchange jokes with one of the injured, but not now. Healers stepped aside as he burst across the room, and a posted guardsman swung the door wide to allow him outside.

The frigid night air burned his lungs as he flew through the portal and across the inn’s porch. As he reached the icy mud at the foot of the porch, he heard the thundering of heavy-shod hooves approaching  fast. Flickering torches around the entrance did little to illuminate the horse’s approach; no sooner had he sighted the flaring nostrils and wild eyes of the stallion than it was upon him. The rider yanked back the reins. The steed buried its forelimbs to the pasterns in mud as it heaved to a halt. Foamy spittle flew from its lips as it shook its mane, and huge plumes of white blew into the black night from its feverish nose.

But Er’ril gave no more than passing notice to the savagely exhausted horse. Where he might ordinarily blast the foul rider who would so poorly treat such a beautiful beast, tonight he knew the rider’s urgency. He raised a hand to his brother.

Shorkan shook his head and slid off the horse, landing with a groan but keeping his feet under him. He clapped his brother on the shoulder. ‘Well met, Brother. Give me a hand with my friend.’

For the first time Er’ril noticed the small second rider who had been mounted behind his brother. The small figure shivered in a borrowed coat over a set of nightclothes. Blue lipped and pale faced, the tow-headed boy could be no older than ten. Er’ril helped the boy off the sweating horse and half carried the trembling child up the steps to the porch.

‘We’ve a warm room and hot ko’koa on the third floor,’ Er’ril said over his shoulder to his brother. Shorkan was passing the reins of his stallion over to a groomsman. Er’ril saw the pain in his brother’s eyes as the horse limped away.

Both brothers bore the gray eyes and thick black hair of their Standi heritage, but Shorkan’s face, even though he was the younger of the two, wore deep-etched lines of worry at the corners of his mouth and  eyes. Er’ril wished he could shoulder more of his brother’s burden, but he was not the one chosen by Chi to bear the gift of the Rose. Er’ril could only offer the strength of his arm and the edge of his blade to aid their cause.

‘Quick then. Up to the room.’ Shorkan tipped his head, listening to the drums from the heights. ‘We’ve a long night ahead of us still.’

Er’ril led the way inside and to the stairs, the boy stumbling beside him. At least some color was returning to the child’s face as the heat from the fireplaces warmed him. His pale thin lips reddened, and his cheeks bloomed with a rosy warmth. From under straw-colored hair, his blue eyes, rare for these parts, stared back at Er’ril.

Shorkan studied the number of beds as they passed through the common room. ‘More injured?’

‘Skirmishes at the valley ridges,’ Er’ril explained.

Shorkan merely nodded, but a deeper frown buried his lips. He gently nudged Er’ril up the stairs faster.

Once in the room, Er’ril found Greshym where he had left him - still warming his backside by the fire.

Shorkan stalked into the room. ‘I’m surprised to find you still here, Greshym.’

The older man stepped aside to allow room for Shorkan by the fire. ‘Where else would I be?’ Greshym said. ‘You’ve boxed us into this valley, trapped us.’

‘You’ve followed me this far, Greshym, on blind faith of my word. Trust me a little farther.’

‘So you keep saying.’ The old man pointed with his chin. ‘Let’s see your hand, Shorkan.’

‘If you must.’ He shoved his right hand toward the old man. It had a slightly ruddy hue to it, like a fresh sunburn.

The old man shook his head. ‘Your Rose fades, Shorkan.’ Greshym eyed the boy who was sneaking closer to the warmth of the fire. He grabbed the boy by the shoulder once he was within reach. ‘So you found one of the students?’ He reached down and lifted the sleeve of the man-sized overcoat to expose the child’s right hand. It was as pale and white as the boy’s frightened face. ‘What’s this? You failed?’

Shorkan gently freed the boy from Greshym and placed an arm around the child’s shoulders. He positioned the boy closer to the fire and patted him on the head. ‘He’s left-handed.’ Shorkan scooted the left sleeve of the coat up to expose the child’s other hand. It glowed bright red, as if the boy had dipped his hand, wrist-deep, into a pool of blood. Whorls and eddies of various red hues swam across his tiny palm and the back of his hand. ‘Being left-handed saved his life. One of the dog soldiers made the same mistake and let him slip through the initial slaughter. He hid in an apple barrel. The rest of the academy is a slaughterhouse.’

‘So there are no others?’ Greshym asked. ‘Of what use is one child’s power against an army of the Gul’gotha? I was hoping you would have found a teacher still bloodied and fresh to the Rose, someone with knowledge.’

‘None. Even the headmaster fled.’

‘That sounds like Master Re’alto,’ Er’ril said sourly. ‘I never trusted the weasel.’

Shorkan turned away from the fire. He nodded  toward the window, where the drums could still be heard. ‘It is of no matter. We will all be slaughtered by the morning.’

‘What?’ Er’ril stepped up to his brother. ‘What of your vision?’

Greshym snorted. ‘What did I tell you?’ he mumbled.

‘Trust me, Brother. Tonight doesn’t concern our mere survival here. It concerns the fate of our future.’

‘What future?’ Greshym said. ‘This child is probably the last full-bloodied mage in all the lands of Alasea.’

‘You speak the truth, Greshym. With this child ends the reign of Chi. The world is heading into a black age, a grim time where men will be forged in blood and tears. It was foretold by the sect of Hi’fai, those of the Order who trace the paths of the future.’

‘Doomsayers!’ Er’ril said. ‘Heretics. They were cast out.’

‘Bad news was never well received, least of all by those in power. But they spoke the truth.’ Shorkan pointed out the window. ‘The drums announce the clarity of their visions.’

‘But we are still a strong people,’ Er’ril said. ‘We can survive.’

Shorkan smiled thinly at his older brother. ‘You also speak the truth, Er’ril. But Alasea will still fall, and her people will be subjugated by the Gul’gotha. It is the time of darkness for the land. Like the cycles of the sun and moon, night must follow day. But with our actions here, we may create a future sunrise. We will not see it, nor will our great-grandchildren, but someday, a new sun will have a chance of rising. To  ignite that future dawn, a piece of this sunlight must be passed down to our descendants, from us.’

‘But how?’ Er’ril said, eying the small child. ‘How?’

‘The Hi’fai sect foretold a book.’

Greshym retreated to the lone bed in the room. ‘The Book? Shorkan, you are a fool. Is this why you brought me along?’

‘They were your words, Greshym - when you once belonged to the Hi’fai.’

Er’ril paled and took a step away from the old man.

‘It was a long time ago,’ Greshym said. ‘When I was still new to the gifts. I dismissed the sect ages ago.’

‘Yet I am sure you still remember the prophecy. Others in later years confirmed your visions.’

‘It is madness.’

‘It is the truth. What were your words?’

‘I don’t remember. They were foolish words.’

‘What were they?’

Greshym covered his eyes with his one good hand. His voice seemed to come from far away.


‘“Three will come.
 One injured,
 One whole,
 One new to the blood.
 There,
 Forged in the blood of an innocent
 At midnight in the Valley of the Moon,
 The Book will be made.
 Three will become one
 And the Book will be bound.”’



Shorkan sat on the bed next to Greshym. ‘We have studied your words. Now is the time.’

Greshym groaned. ‘There’s much you don’t know. You’re young to the blood. I have studied other scrolls, texts since burned when the Hi’fai were cast out. Not all was committed to parchment.’

Shorkan gripped the old mage’s shoulder. ‘Speak, Greshym. Free your tongue. Time runs short.’

Greshym lowered his head and mumbled quietly,
‘“Blood will call her, 
Book will bind her. 
Bound in blood, 
She will rise. 
Heart of stone. 
Heart of spirit. 
She will rise again.”’





Silence blanketed the room. Only the crackling of the fire intruded.

Er’ril’s hand drifted to the pommel of his sword. ‘I thought her myth.’

‘Sisa’kofa,’ Shorkan said, releasing his grip on Greshym’s shoulder, his eyes narrow with worry. ‘The wit’ch of spirit and stone.’

Er’ril began pacing the threadbare rug. ‘Legend has her destroyed by Chi for daring to wield the blood magick. All women are cursed to bleed with each moon as punishment for her atrocities. How could this abomination rise again?’

Greshym shrugged. ‘That’s why we held our tongue. Not all visions surrounding the Book are bright.’

‘A grim vision indeed,’ Shorkan said. ‘Maybe with  time, we could discern other prophetic visions to shed some light on your words. But midnight closes in on us. It must be now, or we will lose the chance forever. ’

Greshym sighed. ‘Yet dare we risk it?’

‘Even with visions, the future is blind to us.’ Shorkan stood up from the bed, the wood of the frame creaking in protest. ‘We must work with the tools at hand. Our order is at its end. By creating this book, a small piece of our magick can be preserved. I say we still proceed.’

‘I’ll follow your lead, Shorkan. What else can I do?’ the old man said, exposing his stump.

‘Come then.’ Shorkan helped Greshym to his feet. ‘By the fire.’

Er’ril watched as his brother gathered the boy to him, and the three mages set up a warding circle of candle drippings before the fire: strong warding for strong magick. Er’ril stepped back.

Shorkan twisted his neck to acknowledge Er’ril. ‘You, too, will play a role in this venture, Brother, a vital role. When we are finished, a bright flash of white light will burst forth, and wild magick will still be loose in the room. You must quickly close the Book to end the spell.’

‘I will not fail you,’ Er’ril said, frowning, a sick emptiness worming into his chest. ‘But magick is your heart, Brother. Why not close the Book yourself?’

‘You know why, or at least suspect it. I can see it in your eyes,’ Shorkan said quietly. ‘The forging of this text will destroy the three of us. We must become the Book.’

Er’ril tensed, his suspicions realized. ‘But—’

‘Midnight fast approaches, Brother.’

‘I know the hour is late! But . . . but what of this child?’ Er’ril nodded toward the boy. ‘You will sacrifice him. Does he not have a say?’

‘I was born to this, armsman,’ the boy said, speaking for the first time, his words calm and sure. Er’ril realized he still did not know the boy’s name, though his accent suggested he was raised in one of the coastal townships. ‘Chi guided me to the apple barrel to hide when the dreadlords attacked. This is meant to be.’

‘The boy and I have already spoken of such matters, ’ Shorkan said, stepping from the circle and putting his arms around Er’ril. He squeezed him tight. ‘Fear not, big brother. It must be done.’

Er’ril tightened his own arms around his brother and remained silent, afraid his voice would betray the depth of his despair.

After too short a time, Greshym cleared his throat, placing his spent candle on the mantel. Er’ril released his brother after a final firm hug.

‘What will act as the totem for the Book?’ Greshym asked, wiping wax from his fingers on his robe. Er’ril noticed the old man stood taller, less stooped - almost his old self. It had been many months since the elder mage had wielded magick. ‘The totem, too, must be warded by the heart of a forger.’

Shorkan pulled out a battered book from a pocket of his riding vest. Er’ril recognized the rose etched in gold-lined burgundy on its cover, the edges of the paint flecking away in places from age and tired use. It was Shorkan’s diary. ‘I have carried this at my breast for three years.’

He rested the book in the center of the circle and reached to his waist and removed a gilt-edged dagger, a sculpted rose prominent on the butt of the hilt. Greshym slipped a matching dagger from a fold in his robe. Then the older mages looked to the boy.

‘I don’t have mine,’ he answered their stares, eyes wide. ‘It’s back at the school.’

‘It’s of no matter,’ Shorkan consoled. ‘Any knife will do. These fancy blades are just ceremonial.’

‘Still, it would be prudent to maintain proper form,’ Greshym said. ‘This is a powerful spell we weave.’

‘We have no choice. The night wears thin.’ Shorkan turned to his brother and held out his hand. ‘I’ll need your dagger - the one Father gave you.’

With an emptiness still aching in his chest, Er’ril snapped the buckling and freed his dagger. He laid the ironwood hilt in his brother’s palm.

Shorkan gripped the knife, seeming to weigh its balance, then spoke firmly. ‘Er’ril, step three paces back from us. Do not approach, no matter what you see, until the burst of white light.’

Er’ril did as instructed, stumbling back as the three knelt within the protective circle of wax. Shorkan passed his rose-handled knife to the boy, keeping his father’s dagger for himself.

‘Let us prepare,’ Shorkan said.

Er’ril watched his brother slice a thin bloody line across his right palm. Greshym did the same to his left palm, holding the hilt in his teeth. Only the boy held his dagger still poised, unbloodied.

Shorkan noticed his hesitation. ‘The knife is honed fine. Cut fast, and only the smallest sting will be felt.’

The boy still held the dagger frozen.

Greshym spat his own knife from between his teeth into his bleeding palm. ‘This must be done by your own will, Boy. We can not take this burden from you.’

‘I know. This is my first time.’

‘Quick and clean,’ Shorkan said.

The boy squeezed his eyes tight, face tensed in a wince, and drew the blade across his palm. Blood welled into his cupped palm. Eyes bright with moisture, the boy turned to Shorkan.

Shorkan nodded. ‘Good. Now let it begin.’

All three reached and placed bloodied palms upon the book, fingers touching each other, entwined like tentative lovers. Shorkan intoned, ‘As our blood mingles, so do our powers. Let the three become one.’

Er’ril watched as the intense redness of the boy’s hand spread to the other two mages, until all hands glowed a deep rose. A slight breeze began swirling through the room, stirring a few strands of Er’ril’s black hair. At first, Er’ril thought it simply a wind from the open window. But this breeze was warm, like a whisper of spring.

All three mages had heads lowered in prayer, lips mov-ing silently. As they prayed, the breeze began whirling faster and faster, hotter and hotter. And as the wind swept through the room, it drained color from the circle, drawing substance from the wax ring. Er’ril could now see the sweeping wind buffeting him, swirls of hues mixing and gyrating. As the wind gained a richness of texture, the contents of the wax circle became duller, bled of their substance.

In the fading ring, only the book itself remained substantial, still crisp with color as it rested in the center of the circle. Even the mages, crouching by  the book, had become crystalline statues, translucent and vague.

The wind grew fiercer. His eyes stinging, Er’ril had trouble standing before the gale as its hot breath attacked him in swirls of color. He leaned into the storm.

Suddenly Er’ril saw his brother, still only a translucent figure, burst to his feet within the circle.

‘No!’ Shorkan screamed at the ceiling. With his yell, the diary flew open, and a blinding light fountained upward from the pages, bright as a sun for a heartbeat, then collapsing back to nothing, swallowed into the pages of the book.

Er’ril rubbed away the afterimages of the burning light from his eyes.

The boy, who like the others was just a translucent outline, scrabbled away from the book, backing toward Er’ril.

Shorkan spotted him. ‘Halt!’ he yelled.

The boy ignored him and continued, pushing to the edge of the wax ring. There, he met resistance, having to lean and shove against an invisible barrier. But he was stronger than the barrier, and as he pushed past the wax ring boundary, parts of his body became substantial again.

But what was coming through wasn’t human!

As the boy crossed the warding, his body changed from a translucent figure of a boy to a hulking, shaggy-limbed beast.

Shorkan called to his brother, ‘Stop him, Er’ril, or all is lost! We are deceived.’

Before Er’ril could react, a fiery gale exploded from the circle, flipping him across the room and onto the  bed. The room plunged into darkness as the candles and fire were snuffed out by the force of the wind.

After the burst, the wind instantly died away, as if someone had slammed a door shut on a winter’s storm. Er’ril searched the darkened room. He was alone.

Suddenly the fireplace flamed back to life, a still-glowing ember reigniting the blaze. Blinking in the sudden light, Er’ril spotted his brother’s diary, open on the rug. No light emanated from its pages.

Where was the beast? Where was his brother? Er’ril scrambled up from the bed and cautiously surveyed the wind-ravaged room, clothes and traveling bags flung to all corners, chairs overturned.

As he stepped from the edge of the bed toward the open book, something grabbed his ankle from behind and yanked, toppling him to the rug. Rolling onto his back, he blindly kicked at his assailant, a heel striking flesh with a satisfying thud. The grip weakened on his ankle, and Er’ril ripped his leg free. Leaping away from the hidden assailant, Er’ril rolled on his shoulder to face his opponent, pulling to a crouch as he swept out his sword.

From under the bed, it crawled free, pursuing him - the beast that had once been a boy. Amber eyes, slitted black, spat hate toward him as the were-creature hissed. Straightening from a lumbering crouch to its full shaggy height, it stood easily as tall as Er’ril, but massed at least twice what he did. Mats of black fur hung from it like drapes of hoary moss. But its daggered claws and razor teeth drew most of Er’ril’s attention. It lumbered toward him, its foul stench preceding it.

Er’ril backed, raising the tip of his sword. As if his motion were a signal, the creature leaped at him. Er’ril dodged to the right, under one of its sweeping arms, and dragged the edge of his long blade across the beast’s flank as he passed.

Ignoring its howl, Er’ril leaped atop the bed, seeking a better position to attack. Whirling to face the monster, his sword readied to parry a second attack, Er’ril froze. No attack came. The beast lumbered away from him.

It was going toward the book!


No! Er’ril leaped toward the beast, sword aloft in both hands. He used the force of his plummeting weight to plunge the sword deep through the center of its wide back, driving the sword through to the wooden planks beneath the creature. The beast spasmed, its neck snapped back, and its mouth opened in a silent scream. The creature collapsed forward, Er’ril landing on top of it.

Er’ril rolled clear and grabbed for his dagger. His hand froze on the empty scabbard. He had given Shorkan his knife! But the beast remained limp on the floor, dead.

Breathing heavily, one eye on the monster, Er’ril crept around its limp bulk and stepped to the open diary. Shorkan had told him he needed to close the book to complete the spell. But after all that had occurred, had something gone wrong? Had the transformation failed?

Er’ril knelt by the diary. He saw that his brother’s scrabbly handwriting filled the exposed pages. The book had not changed.

Er’ril felt fresh tears well up in his reddened eyes.  Had his brother lost his life for nothing? Gently he reached down and touched the cover’s edge - the only token of his lost brother, his lost family, his lost land. Closing his eyes, he flipped the book closed, completing his dead brother’s wish.

As the book clapped shut, a cold shock jerked through Er’ril’s body and sprawled him across the floor. Lights danced across his vision for several heartbeats, and the room spun and tilted cockeyed. Finally, his vision focused again. The first sight was of the beast now transformed back into a boy. Er’ril’s sword thrust up from the child’s back as he lay in a widening pool of blood that reached to the diary itself.

My gods, what have I done? Er’ril felt an icy claw around his heart. What trickery is this? Did I slay an innocent child?

He scanned the room for some insight, panicked that some foul magick had deceived him into murdering the boy.

His eyes settled on the book. Maybe . . .

He reached, ever so slowly, toward the diary. His finger hovered above the cover, then quickly tapped at it, as if teasing a snake. Nothing happened. There was no shock this time.

Biting his lip, he placed his entire palm down on the book. Still nothing happened.

With a single finger, he flipped the cover open. A blank white page stared back at him. He knew his brother had crammed the diary from cover to cover with his scribblings. Again with a single finger, Er’ril fanned through the rest of the book. It was blank - all empty pages.

Er’ril picked up the book, the boy’s blood dripping  from its leather binding, and flipped to the first page.

As he stared at the white page, words coalesced on the paper, as if a ghost were scribbling across it in red ink. He recognized the handwriting. It was Shorkan’s!

‘Brother, do you hear me?’ Er’ril spoke to the empty air.

The writing continued as if he had never spoken.

‘Shorkan?’

Still no response.

Er’ril read the words, and his fists clenched at the book’s pages.


And so the Book was forged, soaked in the blood of an innocent at midnight in the Valley of the Moon. He who would carry it read the first words and choked in tears for his lost brother . . . and his lost innocence. Neither would ever return.



Dropping the Book to the floor, Er’ril stared at the boy’s blood coating his palms and crashed to his knees in bitter tears.

And so the Book was forged, by foolish men playing with powers they did not fully comprehend. Then again, I would do the same, so who am I to complain? Just a storyteller, spinning tales of times past.

Now you know how and why the Book was forged, out of prophecies, visions, and wild magick.

Answers grow other questions.

What is the Book? What is its purpose? And what became of its blood-soaked pages?

As I can testify, time marches forward, the past forgotten, the future dreamed. And questions are answered.

The world spins, like a child’s top, marking time. Centuries fly by like the fluttering of a frantic sparrow’s wing - until she appears. Then I place a finger on the world and slow its spin to a stop. There she is in the orchard. Do you see her? Now’s the time for her story to be told: she who was prophesied by a one-handed mage, she who would devour the soul of the world.




Book One

FIRST FLAMES




1

The apple struck Elena on the head. In surprise, she bit her tongue, and her foot slipped off the next rung of the ladder. She fell the two yards to the hard ground and crushed a decayed apple, smearing sticky foulness over the seat of her new work clothes.

‘Careful there, Elena,’ Joach called from another ladder, the strap from his apple basket digging into his forehead. The basket on his back was almost full.

She glanced to her own basket, its contents spilled across the orchard ground. With her face as red as the apple that had dropped on her, she stood, trying to reclaim as much dignity as possible.

Wiping her brow, she looked to the sun, which was low on the horizon. Late afternoon shadows stretched toward her. Sighing, she gathered her stray fruit. The dinner bell would be ringing soon. And her basket, even reloaded, was only a bit over half full. Father would be angry. ‘Head in the clouds,’ he would accuse her. ‘Always slacking from real work.’ She had heard his words often enough.

She placed a hand on the ladder leaning against the trunk of the tree. It wasn’t as if she was purposefully avoiding work. She didn’t mind working long hours in the fields or  orchards. But the monotony of the chores did little to keep her attention from wandering to the numerous curiosities around her. Today she had found a kak’ora bird’s tiny nest tucked in the crook of an orchard tree. The nest, long abandoned for the season, fascinated her with its intricate weaving of twigs, dried mud, and leaves. Then there had been the lacy spiderweb she had found, heavy with dew, like a jeweled drape. And the molted husk of a fiddler beetle glued to a leaf. So much to study and admire.

She stretched the ache buried between her shoulders, staring at row after row of apple trees. For just a heartbeat, Elena felt a twinge of suffocation - the ‘willies’ her mother called it. In the past, many workers had whispered of the orchard’s smothering touch. The trees consumed the entire high country, blanketing hundreds of thousands of acres, spreading from the distant peaks of the towering Teeth down to the lowlands of the plains. While the orchard wore many different seasonal faces - a spread of pink and white blossoms in the spring, an impenetrable green sea in summer, a skeletal tangle in winter - its very bulk had a constancy that ate the spirit, draining it.

Elena shivered. The branches blocked all the horizons around her. The entwining limbs overhead kept even the sun’s touch from Elena’s face. When she was younger, she had played among the rows of trees. Then the world had seemed huge, full of adventure and new discoveries. Now, nearing womanhood, Elena finally understood the whispered words of the other workers.

The orchard slowly choked you.

She raised her face. Here was her world. A trap of trees, leaves, and apples. She could find no break in the view. The cloying smell of decaying apples lay thick on the air. The odor crept into one’s pores, marking each person like a dog  with its scent, claiming you as its own. Elena spun around, drowning in the beauty of the orchard.

If only she had the wings of a bird, she would fly from here. Sail across the plains of Standi, wing over the I’nova swamps, fly among the humped islands of the Archipelago to the Great Ocean itself. She turned in circles under the boughs of the trees, imagining faraway places.

‘When you’re done dancing, Sis,’ Joach called down to her, ‘you’d better get back to work.’

His stern words clipped her wings and tumbled her from the clouds. She stared up at her older brother. His voice rang with echoes of her father. For a moment, Elena could even see her father in her brother’s broadening shoulders and strong, sunburned face. When had that happened? Where was the boy who had run screaming with her in imaginary hunts through the orchards?

She stepped back toward her ladder. ‘Joach, don’t you ever want to leave this place?’

‘Sure,’ he said, continuing to pick. ‘I want my own farm. Maybe I’ll stake out some land by the wild orchards near the Eyrie.’

‘No, I mean leave the valley - leave the orchards.’

‘Be a townie in Winterfell, like Aunt Fila?’

Elena sighed and mounted her ladder. The orchard had already swallowed her brother whole, his mind and spirit trapped in the tangle of branches. ‘No,’ she said, trying again, ‘I mean leaving the foothills, going to see other lands.’

He stopped, a ripe apple in his hand, and turned to her, his eyes serious. ‘Why?’

Elena slipped the carrying strap across her forehead. ‘Never mind.’ Her basket now felt twice as heavy. Nobody understood her.

Suddenly laughter burst from her brother, drawing Elena’s attention back.

‘What?’ she said, expecting ridicule.

‘Elena, you’re so easy to fool!’ Joach’s face split with a mischievous grin. ‘Of course I want to leave this boring valley! Who do you think I am, some doddering farmer? Sheesh, I’d leave here in a bloody second.’

Elena grinned. So the orchard hadn’t snatched her brother yet!

‘Give me a sword and a horse, and I’d be long gone,’ he continued, his eyes wide with his own dreams.

They shared a smile across the row of trees.

Suddenly a ringing clang echoed across the field: the dinner bell.


‘About time!’ Joach said, leaping from his ladder to land gracefully on the ground. ‘I’m starving.’

She grinned. ‘You’re always starving.’

‘I’m growing.’

Her brother’s words were certainly true. Joach had spurted in size over this last season; his fourteenth birthday would come next week. Just a year older than she, he already stood a good head taller. She resisted the impulse to glance down at her chest. The other girls on neighboring farms were already sprouting in all directions, while she, if she took her shirt off, looked not unlike her brother. People had often mistaken them for brothers, even. They had the same red hair, tied in a ponytail in back, the same green eyes above high cheekbones, and the same sunburned complexion. While it was true she had more freckles, longer eyelashes, and a smaller nose, she was still almost as muscular as he. Working in the fields and orchards together since they were children had conditioned them similarly.

But the farm work they did amounted to no more than  children’s chores. Soon Joach would join the men in the harder labors and grow the chest and arms of a true man, even as he grew in height already. Eventually no one would mistake them for brothers - at least she hoped not. Unwittingly, she found herself staring at her chest and thinking fervently, the sooner the better.

‘If you are done admiring those baby apples of yours,’ he teased, ‘let’s get going.’

She plucked a fruit and threw it at him. ‘Get out of here!’ She meant to sound abrasive, but her laughter at the end ruined it. ‘At least I don’t keep flexing in front of the mirror when no one’s looking.’

It was his turn to go red faced. ‘I wasn’t . . . I mean, I didn’t—’

‘Go home, Joach.’

‘What about you?’

‘My basket is far from full. I think I’d better work a little longer.’

‘I could pour some of my apples into your basket. Mine’s overflowing anyway. That way it’ll look like we did the same amount of work.’

Knowing her brother was trying to help her, she still felt a twinge of annoyance. ‘I can pick my own apples.’ Her words came out more acerbic than she had intended.

‘Okay, I was only trying to help.’

‘Tell Mother I’ll be back before sundown.’

‘You’d better be. You know she doesn’t like us out after dark. The Cooliga family lost three sheep last week.’

‘I know. I heard. Now get going before they run out of mutton. I’ll be fine.’

She saw her brother hesitate for a heartbeat, but his hunger won out. With a wave, he headed away, marching between the rows of trees, back toward the house. Quickly  swallowed up by the trees, even his scrunching footfalls faded to silence.

Elena climbed to the top of the ladder and pushed her way up to the more heavily laden branches. In the distance, she spied the multiple trails of chimney smoke rising from the town of Winterfell, hidden deeper in the valley. Her eyes tracked the black, smudged columns until they faded to faint haze high above the valley, where winds blew the smoke toward the distant ocean. If only she could follow . . .

As she stared, her father’s words returned to her, his voice gruff: Your head’s always in the clouds, Elena.


Sighing, she tore her gaze from the sky and leaned her belly against the ladder for balance. This was her life. Using both hands, she grabbed apples and dropped them over her shoulder into her basket. Experienced fingers judged if the apples were ripe enough to pluck, pausing here, picking there, until all the mature apples from the local branches rested in her basket.

As she worked, her shoulders began to ache again, shooting complaints down her back. But she did not stop. Swatting at the flies that circled about her, she climbed up another rung to reach fresh branches, determined to fill her basket before sundown.

Soon the ache in her shoulders spread like a weed to her belly. She shifted her position on the ladder, thinking the rungs were bruising her midriff as she leaned. Suddenly a sharp cramp gripped her gut. She almost lost her balance, but a quick hand on the ladder stopped her plummet.

Eyes narrowed, she held on to the ladder, waiting for the pain to subside. It always did. For the past few days, she had been suffering from bouts of cramping. She had kept silent, attributing it to the number of blisterberries she had been consuming. The season was short, and the purplish  berries had always been her favorite. Cramping or not, she couldn’t resist their sweet nectar.

Breathing sharply between her clenched teeth, she rode out the pain. Within a few heartbeats, it faded back to a dull ache. Resting her forehead against her arm, she allowed herself a few deep breaths before continuing.

Glancing up, she spotted a sight that made her forget about her belly. The late evening sunlight pierced the canopy of leaves and blazed on a beauty of an apple, exceptionally large, almost the size of a small melon. Ah, how her mother prized these large, succulent apples for her pies. Even her father would be doubly pleased if she returned with her basket full and this trophy of an apple.

But could she reach it?

Stepping up another rung, one more than her father normally allowed them to climb, she strained an arm upward. Her fingertips brushed the bottom of the apple, setting it to swinging on its stalk.

Blast! If Joach were here, he could have reached it. But this was her prize. Pressing her lips together, she carefully eased herself up another rung. The ladder teetered beneath her. Hugging the trunk with one arm, she stretched the other toward the prize. Her hand inched toward the large fruit as her shoulder throbbed.

With a triumphant grin, she watched her hand slide into the sunlight outlining the apple. Or at least she intended to. As her hand slipped higher, it vanished as it struck the edge of the sunbeam. Thinking the sun-dazzle had momentarily blinded her, she did not immediately panic.

Instead, her stomach cramped viciously, her lower belly flaring with agony as if someone had dragged a rusty dagger through her innards. Gasping, she stumbled down a rung, clutching tree and ladder in a huge embrace.

A hot wetness seeped between her thighs as she hung there. Believing the pain had loosened her bladder, she glanced down in disgust. But what she saw there caused her to slip down the length of the ladder and land in a crumpled pile at its foot.

Rolling into a seated position, she again examined herself. Blood! Her gray pants were soaked in the crotch with seeping blood. Her first thought was that something had cut her up inside. Then it dawned on her, and a small smile played about her lips. Something she had heard about, had been hoping for, had finally happened: her first menstra.

She, Elena Morin’stal, had become a woman.

Stunned, she sat there and raised a hand to her forehead. Before she could touch her damp brow, her right hand drew her eyes.

It was swamped in blood, too!

A thick redness coated the entire surface of her hand like a ruby glove. What had happened? She knew she hadn’t touched herself down there. Besides, she wasn’t bleeding that much.

I must have cut myself on a ladder nail during the fall, or maybe on a sharp broken branch, she thought.

But there was no pain. Instead there was an almost pleasant coolness. She wiped her hand on her khaki shirt. Nothing wiped off. Her shirt was still clean. She wiped harder. Still nothing.

Her heart began to race, and stars danced across her vision as she started to panic. Her mother had never warned her of anything like this associated with a woman’s first menstra. Maybe it was some sort of woman’s secret, kept hidden from men and children. That had to be it! She forced her breathing to slow. It obviously didn’t last. Her mother’s hands were normal.

She took several cleansing breaths. It would be okay. Her mother would explain this nonsense. She stood up, and for the second time that day, righted her spilled basket and gathered her stray apples. The last apple she spotted was the giant trophy apple. She must have grabbed it before she fell. What luck! She touched her right earlobe in proper deference to the spirits for this boon. ‘Thank you, Sweet Mother,’ she murmured to the empty orchard. Here lay a good omen as she started her womanhood.

Bending over to retrieve her prize, she watched her bloodied hand close upon it and remembered the moment when her hand had vanished, disappearing in a blaze of sunlight. She crinkled her brow and dismissed the thought. It must have just been the light playing tricks on her tired eyes.

Her hand clamped on the apple. Mother would make a fine pie out of this. She pictured the warm apple and cinnamon oozing from a fresh slice of pie.

As she lifted her trophy, the apple quaked in her palm as if it were alive, then promptly withered and dried to a wrinkled, parched mass. Pulling her lips back in disgust, she dropped it. As the apple hit the ground, it flashed up in a flame bright enough to blind her eyes. Elena raised her arm across her face, but the light just as quickly vanished. She lowered her arm cautiously. All that was left of the apple was a tiny mound of ashes.

Holy Mother of Regalta!

As she backed away from the black pile, the dinner bell again clanked from across the orchard, startling her but also setting her in motion. Abandoning her basket, she fled across the orchard.

 



By the time Elena reached her family’s farmyard, only the last rays of the setting sun still glowed in the western sky.  Shadows lay thick across the packed dirt between the horse barn and main house. Leaping over the irrigation ditch, she burst from the last row of trees.

A wagon loaded with day workers trundled toward her, heading for the town road. Raucous laughter carried across the yard. The mule driver, Horrel Fert, waved her out of the way. ‘Move it, lass,’ he called to her. ‘I’ve got a boot full of hungry men here needin’ to git to their dinners.’

‘And our ale! Don’t forget our ale!’ someone called from the back of the wagon. His comment triggered another spate of laughter.

Elena hopped to the side of the yard. The train of four mules leaned into their harnesses and pulled the creaking wagon past her. She began to raise her right hand to wave to the departing workers, then lowered it, hiding it behind her back, suddenly ashamed of her stained hand. If the red color was a mark of budding womanhood, she suddenly felt awkward at declaring her change before the rowdy men. She even found her cheeks blushing at the thought.

As soon as the wagon lumbered past, Elena darted across the yard, but not before hearing one of the men declare to another, ‘That girl’s an odd one. Always running about. Not right in the head, I wager.’

Elena ignored the insult and continued toward the back door of her house. It wasn’t anything she hadn’t heard before. The children at school were even crueler with their tongues. Elena had always been a tall, gangling child, dressed in old homespun hand-me-downs from her brother. She endured being the butt of much joking, often crying herself home. Even her teachers thought her somewhat slow, believing her daydreams to be evidence of a dull mind. This judgment hurt, too, but over time, Elena’s heart had grown thick-enough calluses.

Isolated, with only her brother and a few youngsters from neighboring farms for companionship, Elena had discovered the joys of exploring on her own. She had rooted out many wonderful places in the surrounding foothills: a rabbit warren where the does and bucks would feed freely from her hand; an anthill as high as her head; a lightning-struck tree that was hollow inside; a patch of mold-frosted head-stones from a long-lost cemetery. She would often return exhausted from a day of roaming, bramble scratched and muddy, with a wide grin on her face.

Frowning now, Elena slowed her running as she neared the back door.

As much as she enjoyed her explorations, she could not ignore that lately a certain discontent had crept around her heart. She found her eyes lingering on far horizons. Her hands itched for something she could not name. It was as if a storm were building up in her bones, waiting to burst free.

Elena climbed the back steps. As she reached toward the door handle, her eyes caught the ruby glow of her stained palm in the last rays of the sun. And now this! What did it mean? Her fingers trembled as they hovered over the brass door handle. For the first time, she sensed the true depth and breadth of the strangeness that could lie beyond her orchard. She closed her eyes, suddenly fearful.

Why would she ever want to leave her home? Safety was here, and all those who loved her. Here were lands as comfortable as worn flannel on a cold morning. Why seek more?

As she shivered on the doorstep, the door burst open before her, startling her down a step. In the doorway, her father towered with Joach’s shoulder clutched in his large hand. Both the men’s eyes widened in surprise to find Elena on the stoop.

‘See,’ Joach said sheepishly, ‘I told you she’d be right in.’

‘Elena,’ her father said, ‘you know you’re not supposed to be in the orchards alone after dark. You need to think—’

Elena flew into her father’s arms.

‘Honey?’ he said as he closed her up in his thick arms. ‘What’s wrong?’

She buried her face into her father’s chest, never wanting to move from his arms. More than the thatched roof and warm hearth, here was her home.
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The twilight gloom deepened under the thick branches of the orchard trees. Rockingham pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulders and stamped his feet. The night always grew so cold in this cursed alpine valley. He hated this assignment from his superiors. Stuck in a backwater village of backwoods bumpkins - and these frigid winters! Nothing like the sunny climate of his island home . . .

As a cold breeze bit at his thin cloak, Rockingham pictured his home in the Archipelago. The beaches, the moist heat, the sunsets that took hours to dim over the ocean swells. As he remembered the home he had left so long ago, a trace of memory whispered at his ear: long blond hair and laughing eyes . . . and a name . . . a woman’s name. But who? He tried to grasp the memory firmer, but it fluttered away like a frightened bird. What was he forgetting? Then, a frigid gust snatched at his riding cloak, its icy touch distracting him from his reverie. Rockingham clutched the wind-whipped material to his exposed neck.

Making noises of impatience in the back of his throat, he watched the near-blind seer swirl a finger in a mound of cooling ashes beside an overturned apple basket. The old man raised his nose to the night breeze that swept between  the rows of trunks, for all the world like a hunting cur checking an invisible trail. He then raised the soiled finger to his crooked nose.

‘She bleeds,’ the blind man said, sniffing at his finger, his voice like old sheets of ice breaking and grinding against one another.

‘Of whom do you speak, Dismarum? Why did you force us from town?’

‘The one the master seeks - she has come at long last.’

Rockingham shook his head. Not this nonsense again! A whole night’s rest disturbed for this old man’s fantasy. ‘She’s a myth!’ he said, throwing an arm up in disgust. ‘For how many centuries has the Dark Lord tried to imbue a female with his powers and failed? During my tenure at Blackhall, I saw the result of the exalted one’s effort: the misshapen creatures howling from the dungeons. It’s impossible. A female cannot wield magick.’

‘Not impossible. She is here.’

Rockingham kicked the basket nearby, scattering red fruit across the ground. ‘You said the same last year. We splayed that girl’s entrails across the altar and found you were wrong.’

‘That is of no matter.’

‘Tell that to the townspeople of Winterfell. Her screaming almost set them to riot. If it wasn’t for the battalion of dog soldiers, they would have driven us to the fields.’

‘Thousands can die, as long as we catch the right one.’ Dismarum clutched Rockingham’s elbow with a bony claw. ‘I have been waiting for countless years. Old prophecies, whispered from the past, told me she would come to this valley. I came here a young man, when your great-grand-father was still an infant in swaddling . . . and I have waited.’

Rockingham pulled his elbow free of the iron grip. ‘Are  you sure this time? If you’re wrong, I will personally relieve you of your tongue, so I don’t have to listen to your lies anymore. ’

Leaning on a gnarled poi’wood staff, the blind seer turned his milky globes in Rockingham’s direction. Rockingham jerked a step back. Those eyes seemed to penetrate to his spine.

‘She is here,’ Dismarum hissed.

Rockingham cleared his throat. ‘Fine. I’ll collect a squadron from the garrison in the morning and have her arrested.’

The old man turned those ghostly eyes from him, his ancient fingers pulling the cowl of his cloak over his bald head. ‘It must be tonight.’

‘How? This girl’s parents aren’t about to let us drag her into the night. These farm folk are not as cowed as the rabble in the cities. They’re still a damnably independent lot.’

‘The master has granted me your aid, Rockingham. I requested you. You will be enough.’

‘Me? Are you telling me that you’re the reason I was yanked from Blackhall and assigned to this blighted valley?’

‘I needed someone like you, prepared by the master.’

‘What are you babbling about?’ the soldier demanded.

Instead of answering, the old man whipped out a long dagger, flashing silver in the moonlight, and stabbed it into Rockingham’s lower belly, just above the groin. Stunned, the younger man fell back, but not in time to stop the seer from slicing clean up his belly, splitting him like a fish.

Stumbling to his knees with a moan, Rockingham clutched his slit belly, trying to dam in the loops of his intestine. ‘Wh-wh-what have you done?’

With one hand still holding the bloody dagger, Dismarum pointed with his other limb, an arm that ended  in a blunt stump. ‘Go, my children. Seek her out. Be my eyes. Be my ears. Destroy those that stand in our way!’

Weakening, Rockingham fell to one hand, his other arm clutched around his belly. Something writhed in his gut, like coals stirred in a fire. His agony flared. He fell to his side with a squeaking cry, giving up his grip.

As darkness began to blot out his vision, he saw them leave his belly, thousands of them: white wormlike grubs. As they poured and rolled into the night air, they seemed to swell and stretch until each was an arm’s length long and as thick around as his thumb. They squirmed in a fetid mass over and around him, some burrowing into the soil and disappearing away. Blackness swallowed the sight from him as he died.

Only the old man’s words followed him into oblivion. ‘Seek her out, little ones. She will be mine.’
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Elena sighed as she sank into the hot bath, steam rising to the raftered ceiling, the scent of berries pungent in her nose from the crushed leaves Mother had added to the tub.

‘The hot water will cleanse you, and the herbs will ease your cramping,’ her mother assured her as she poured another hot pitcher into the tub. ‘But you must stay here until the water begins to cool.’

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Elena answered. She rolled back and forth in the hot water, letting sore muscles stretch and relax. The strangeness of the day’s events had faded, bled away by a meal of roasted duck accompanied by the dry mumblings between her parents across the dinner table on the best place to barter for a new bull. The revelation of her first menstra had drawn far more attention from her family than her stained hand. It all now seemed like a bad dream.

‘Tomorrow I’ll send Joach to announce the party,’ her mother said, her eyes adrift with plans. ‘I’ll have your Aunt Fila arrange for the cake and send your father out for more cider. Do we have enough chairs? Maybe I’d better take the wagon to the Sontaks’ and borrow some of theirs. And then I should make sure—’

‘Mother, I don’t need a party,’ Elena said, but secretly she was thrilled. Everyone would know she had become a woman. Smiling, she slid down under the waters, then resurfaced, wiping water from her eyes.

‘Pish, we must have a party. You’re my only little girl.’ A certain sadness crept into her mother’s eyes. Elena remained silent. She knew her mother was remembering the stillborn girl birthed two years after Elena. Since then her mother had been unable to get pregnant. Now streaks of gray coursed through her auburn hair, and many wrinkles were etched where her skin was once smooth. For the first time, Elena realized that her mother was getting old. She would have no other children besides Elena and Joach.

Her mother ran long fingers through her graying tresses and gave a soft sigh. Her eyes focused back to the present and on Elena’s right hand. ‘Now, Elena, you’re sure you didn’t fool with any of Grandma Filbura’s paints?’ She picked up Elena’s ruby-coated hand in her own and turned it back and forth. ‘Or maybe accidentally splash some rugger’s dye from the workshed on it? You know I don’t like you kids playing in there.’

‘No, Mother,’ she said, pushing higher in the tub. ‘I swear. It just suddenly turned red.’

‘Maybe some prank of Joach’s.’

‘I don’t think so.’ Elena knew Joach well. The shock on her brother’s face when he had first seen her stained hand had been genuine.

‘Then maybe one of the neighbor’s kids. Those Wak’lens are always brewing mischief.’

Elena slipped her hand free of her mother’s and picked up the horsehair-bristled brush. ‘So this isn’t some women’s mystery?’ she said, scrubbing at her palm. ‘Something secret to do with becoming an adult?’

Her mother smiled at her. ‘No, my dear, it’s just some prank.’

‘Not a very funny one.’ She continued scrubbing, but the bloody stain remained.

‘They seldom are.’ Her mother brushed Elena’s cheek with her palm, but her gaze remained on Elena’s hand, small wrinkles of worry whispering around her lips. ‘I’m sure it will fade. Don’t fret about it.’

‘I hope it’s gone by the party.’

‘If not, honey, you could wear my dressy gloves.’

Elena brightened. ‘I could?’ She stopped grinding the brush across her flesh; her skin was beginning to burn. Maybe she’d just leave it be. She had always fancied wearing her mother’s long satin gloves. They would look spectacular with her party dress!

‘Just finish cleaning before the water cools. We’ll talk more about the party later.’ Her mother stood and straightened her robe. ‘It’s getting late. Make sure you drain and rinse the tub before you go to sleep.’

‘Yes, Mother,’ she said with an exasperated sigh. She wasn’t a child anymore.

Her mother kissed her on the top of her head. ‘Good night, sweetie. I’ll see you in the morning.’

Slipping from the bathing chamber, her mother closed the door on the animated ruckus coming from the main room. Joach was still getting a tongue-lashing from Father for leaving his sister in the orchard alone. Elena could imagine Joach’s expression - dutifully subdued. She knew her father’s harsh words breezed past Joach with hardly a sting.

She smiled. With the thick oaken door shut, all she heard was a low murmur. She leaned deeper into the steaming water, content, her worry about the burning apple just a  distant throb. It had to have been some sort of trick. Suddenly she was glad she had failed to mention the apple. It seemed so silly now that she was home, just some silly prank.

Still . . .

She held her hand up in the lamplight. The light seemed to absorb into her hand, and the color appeared to swirl in whorls across her skin. She remembered how she had been thinking about warm apple pie when the apple had suddenly heated up and dried to a wrinkled crisp.

It seemed almost magickal.

She waved her hand across the steamy air, pretending to cast spells and perform evil magick.

Grinning at her whimsy, she imagined herself one of the ancient darkmages from those old stories told around campfires, stories of times before Lord Gul’gotha came across the Eastern Sea to rescue her people from chaos.

The mythical stories of the wild magick were whispered at night and sung in songs: of the silver-haired elv’in people and the giants of the highland; of A’loa Glen, the thousandspired citadel of black magick sunk under the seas ages ago; of the og’res of the Western Reaches, who spoke like humans but burned with hatred for humankind; of the mer-creatures that swam among the Blasted Shoals far to the east. Elena could recount hundreds of such stories told to her as she grew up.

In her head, Elena knew it was all wives’ tales and pure invention, but her heart still thrilled at the old stories. She remembered sitting in her father’s lap, her tiny fists clutched to her throat, as her Uncle Bol recounted ‘The Battle for the Valley of the Moon.’ He had prefaced the story by telling her in hushed tones that this very valley was where the battle had taken place. ‘And the town of Winterfell was only a small crossroads,’ he said in a furtive whisper, ‘with  a shabby stable and a drafty inn.’ She had laughed at such a thought. Only a small child at the time of the telling, not even yet allowed in the fields, she had swallowed every word from her uncle as if it were true. She smiled now at her foolishness. How the adults must have laughed at her gullibility.

Well, she was no longer a child.

She lowered her hand back to the water and blushed. She knew she was too old to be fantasizing about such follies. She was a woman today. These stories were all fantasy. Magick was not real. It was all the mummery of carnival tricksters and scoundrels.

In school, she had been taught her land’s true history. How, five centuries ago, the Gul’gotha had crossed the sea and brought civilization to her land and people. How they had brought reason and logic to destroy her ancestors’ pagan rites. How her people had once practiced human sacrifice and worshipped invisible spirits. Then the king of Blackhall, the Lord Gul’gotha, had come. A tumultuous time followed as his lieutenants offered peace and knowledge to her barbarous ancestors. Blood was shed as the hand of peace was offered. But eventually truth and wisdom prevailed, and the trickster mages were destroyed. An age of logic and science began, wiping out myth and barbarism.

Frowning, Elena rubbed the barley soap through her hair, tired of pondering dry lessons from school. She had more important things to consider. What should she wear to the party? Should she wear her hair up like an older woman?

She pushed the sudsy locks atop her head. She hated it that way, preferring to let it flow free, but she was entering womanhood, and it was coming time to stop acting like a little girl. With soap trailing down her neck, she let her hair drape to her shoulders.

And what about Tol’el Manchin, the blacksmith’s handsome apprentice? She pictured his curly black hair and ruddy complexion - and his arms! The months of working the forge’s bellows had grown muscles that the other boys were jealous of. Would he come to the party? Surely he would, wouldn’t he? Elena felt her heart begin to beat faster. She would ask her mother to let her wear her grandmother’s shell necklace. It would be grand with her green dress.

Elena glanced down at her wet torso. Only the barest hint of developing womanhood interrupted the rivulets of bathwater draining across her chest. There wasn’t much there to attract the eye of Tol’el. Others in her class were already murmuring about underclothes and the tenderness of blossoming growth. Elena reached to her chest and pressed firmly. Nothing. Not even a hint of the ache the other girls whispered about.

Maybe it would be best if Tol’el didn’t show up for the party, maybe even best if the party was canceled. Who was going to believe she was a woman?

Elena suddenly shivered as a stray draft blew across her exposed back. The bathwater was quickly losing its heat. Elena sank to her shoulders, the tepid water still warmer than the chilly bathing chamber. Why couldn’t the bathwater stay hot a bit longer? A twinge of ire flashed through her. Couldn’t she at least have a few more moments of steamy bliss? She sank deeper into the cooling water.

As she lay there, she pictured herself soaking in the hot springs of Col’toka. She had read about them in a school text: volcanic springs deep in the snowy Teeth. As she dreamed about their mineral-rich waters, her own soapy tub seemed to warm with her thoughts. She sighed, a smile playing about her lips. This was nice.

As she continued to recline in the bath, picturing in her  mind the steam-choked chambers of Col’toka, her bathwater continued to warm, soothing at first, then becoming surprisingly hot! Elena’s eyes fluttered open.

Her skin began to redden from the heat. She sprang to her feet in the water. Bubbles started to rise along the edge of the tub. Her lower legs and feet began to scald. Elena leaped from the tub just as the water began to roil with steam and bubbles.

As Elena backed away, the water erupted over the edge of the tub, hissing as it splashed to the oaken floor. The room swelled with choking steam. Elena’s naked bottom bumped into the bathing chamber’s cold door, startling her to action. She fumbled for the handle. What was happening?

Swinging the door open, she stood in the doorway, a call to her mother frozen on her lips. At that moment, the remaining water blew from the tub in a final explosion of steam. Elena was thrown forward by a wall of superheated air and flung naked into the next room.

She landed on a rug and slid across the floor, the loose rug bunching up under her. As she came to rest, she noticed she was not alone in the room. Her father had sprung from the couch where he had been enjoying his evening smoke. Her brother sat frozen in a chair by the fire, his mouth hanging open.

As she sat up, her father’s pipe dropped from his slack lips and clattered to the floor. ‘Elena, girl, what . . . what did you do?’ he asked.

‘I didn’t do anything! The water just kept getting hotter and hotter.’ Elena began to feel the sting of her scalded skin, and tears welled up in her eyes.

Joach stood up and stomped out the burning tobacco that had spilled from his father’s pipe before it scorched the rug. He seemed to concentrate fully on his chore, his cheeks  blushing slightly. ‘Elena, don’t you think you’d better grab a towel?’

Elena glanced at her naked form, and now a sob of embarrassment escaped her throat.

Just then her mother clattered down the stairs in only her nightgown, her robe clutched in one hand. ‘What happened? I never heard such a noise!’ Her eyes settled on Elena’s crumpled form and grew wide. She hurried over to her daughter. ‘You’re red as a boiled potato. We need to get some salve on those burns.’

Elena allowed herself to be bundled up in her mother’s robe. But even its soft cotton was like coarse burlap against her tender skin. Wincing, she pushed to her feet.

Her father and Joach had stepped to the bathing chamber entrance. ‘The tub is cracked,’ her father said, his voice thick with shock. ‘And the wax on the floor has bubbled up from the planking. It looks like someone tried to set the place on fire.’ He turned questioning eyes toward Elena.

‘Whoa,’ Joach said, shaking his head, his eyes wide. ‘You did some damage, Sis!’

‘Hush, Joach!’ Her father turned to face her fully. ‘What happened here?’
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