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  Introduction



  


  Welcome to the mouth of the dragon’s cave.


  To the west lies a town overshadowed by darkness. To the right lies a shining glass city with strange alien species. In front of you the entrance to the old worlds of magic. Behind you the mundane world you have left, if only for a while, so you can free your mind to explore the fantastical worlds you are about to discover.


  The lines between fantasy, horror, and science fiction have always been blurry at best. A monster is a monster, after all. And it doesn’t matter if the monster is a mythical dragon, a supernatural serial killer, or an alien intelligence. A hero is a hero, whether wielding a sword, a gun, or a futuristic laser rifle. Some refer to these genres collectively as “speculative fiction” for this very reason.


  These selections represent the best of the 2005 Bards and Sages Writing Competition. Selected from over 200 entries representing writers from 11 countries, this collection typifies the incredible range of speculative fiction. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as we did putting it together for you.


  


  


  Sincerely,


  Julie Ann Dawson, editor


  Winter of the Gods



  by Elena Clark 


   


   


  The men riding behind Kira Svetliyevna were not Mersians.  Even from a distance Yana could tell that.  They were not from the Tribes, either.  This gave Yana a bad feeling.


  “Galya,” she said to the girl next to her, “what do you see?”


  “Kira Svetliyevna and some strange men, Aunty Yana,” Galya answered promptly.


  “Run back to the cloister and tell Mother Yevdoksiya what you see,” Yana commanded her.  “Warn her that I think they may be Beinens.  Tell her I will stay here and meet them, if they are in fact riding to speak with us.”


  “And if…What if…” The girl’s face had gone very white, making the red hair that had fallen forward out of the shawl over her head appear the color of drying blood.


  “If they meant to attack us they would not have brought Kira Svetliyevna,” Yana told her sharply. “Now!  Quickly!”  The girl ran off obediently.


  Yana waited patiently for the riders to come up to her.  She was standing in the pathway, making no attempt to hide.  She was still in the woods, but right at the edge, where she could see the fields.  It was not yet time to plant, but even when it was, these fields would lie fallow.  The Sisterhood of the Wolf preferred to have plenty of space around them.  Kira Svetliyevna was their closest neighbor, and she must have started out before first light to reach the Wolf’s Wood by midday.


  The wind was cold.  Yana put her fur hat back on. When setting off early that morning she had chosen to take the hat but leave her fur coat behind.  Early spring was a time when one always needed one or the other, but rarely both.  A few snowflakes started to fall.  Yana pulled her shawls up around her chin.  She looked across the muddy path, the bare field, and the leafless birch saplings that were retaking the once-plowed land for the woods, and was cheered by the bleakness of the prize the Beinens had won for themselves.


  Yana stood in the middle of the path without moving or speaking until Kira Svetliyevna and her men rode up to her and came to a halt.  One of the men said something brusquely in a foreign language and gestured for Yana to move aside.


  “Strange guests you bring us, Kira Svetliyevna,” she said.


  “Did you receive word of our coming, Sister Yana?” asked Kira Svetliyevna.  She was dressed in her finest riding clothes, but she looked tired, and her voice was that of a person who wished she was somewhere else.  It was a voice many Mersians had, these days.


  “The wolves told Mother Yevdoksiya that strangers were riding on our lands,” replied Yana.  “She sent me out to investigate.”


  “I bring a message for your Mother, and a delegation of Beinens,” said Kira.  “Are the wolves close by?”


  “Only if I call them,” Yana told her.  “Should I? They can kill the Beinens, and leave you unharmed.”


  “No!  I have news for Mother Yevdoksiya.  Will you take me to her, Sister Yana?”  Kira trembled slightly as she spoke.


  Yana cocked her head and eyed the men one by one. She had never seen a Beinen close up before.  They were obviously foreign, not just in dress but in the cast of their faces and the way they looked boldly back at Yana, which no Mersian man would have done.  The fact they were light-skinned and light-haired like Mersians made them seem even stranger.


  “Give me a ride back to the cloister,” Yana said.  “We will make better time that way.”


  Kira said a few halting words in Beinen to the men, and then rode over to a log to allow Yana to climb up behind her onto her horse’s back.  They began walking down the path, into the forest.  Yana put her arms around Kira’s waist and rested her head on her shoulder.  Kira was shaking slightly, and her hair, usually so well-kempt, had not been washed or perfumed in days.  If Kira was bringing the news that Yana suspected she was, they would invite her and her family to live in the cloister, Yana decided.  They would be safe there.  Wolves cared little who proclaimed herself mistress over the land.


  The men behind them talked, first loudly, and then, as they rode deeper into the woods, in quieter and quieter voices.  They left the birches behind and came amongst the evergreens.  The tall tops of the trees blocked out the gray sky, and snow lingered under the long sweeping bottom boughs.  The men began glancing nervously from side to side.


  “Stop,” ordered Yana.  “Tell the men that they must not draw their weapons.  They must not harm the wolves.”


  Turning to face them, Kira did as instructed.  The man who appeared to be in charge said something back.


  “He says that we cannot give him orders, and asks why he should not harm the wolves,” whispered Kira.


  “Tell him the wolves are hungry in springtime,” answered Yana mildly.  “Tell him they will kill him.”


  Kira must have conveyed her message, for there was much muttering amongst the Beinens.


  They rode up to the cloister in early afternoon.  It was a large wooden building inside a stockade, situated in a clearing that was just large enough so that no tree branches touched the fence.  The tops of the fence boards were pointed and had wolves’ heads carved on them.  The two towers of the cloister building were visible above the stockade.  The towers were crowned by square-edged domes built of wood shingles.  The point of one dome was decorated with a wolf’s skull, the other with a human skull, there to keep a lookout.  Both were looking directly at Yana and her party as they rode up to the gate.  She waved to them.  The gate unbolted and opened.


  “The archway is too low to ride under, and the yard is slippery,” said Yana.  “We should dismount here.”


  The men were unhappy about it, but as there was no way for them to fit through the gate while mounted, they were forced to give in.


  “Girls!” Yana called as soon as she was inside the stockade.  “The horses!”  A dozen young women came cautiously out of the stable, which was at the back of the main building.


  “Guests for our Mother have arrived,” announced Yana.  “Do not speak to them or harm them.  Take good care of their horses.  That is all.”  The girls hurried forward to take the horses from Kira and the men.  The Beinens seemed dubious about letting go of their mounts, but relinquished them eventually.  They followed Yana, their muddy boots slipping on the boards that paved the entire yard except the vegetable gardens, and entered the building.


  “Tell them they must remove their boots and put on house slippers,” said Yana, who was doing just that.  Kira explained it to them, mostly with actions.  The men balked.  Several were smirking and laughing to each other.


  “They are saying that they must be in a house of women,” whispered Kira, slipping on her house shoes.  “They don’t want to be bossed around by a bunch of Mersian women.”


  “Why do they have no women with them?” asked Yana.  “I know that many Beinen women are soldiers.”  She gave no indication of what she thought of women who had sunk down to doing men’s work.


  Kira shrugged.  “How should I know?  I think they do not trust their women around us.”


  The Beinens were watching Yana.  She remained sitting on the bench in the entrance room, and gestured at the row of house slippers under the bench against the other wall.


  “Perhaps we should…let them in without house slippers?” suggested Kira half-fearfully.


  “No,” said Yana, still mild.  “No one tracks mud on our floors.  And they must learn who is mistress here.”


  “Yana,” said Kira, upset, “I think, I think that…that maybe we are no longer mistress here in Mers.  The Beinens…They…”


  “Kira, the Beinens have been trying to add Mers to their empire for fifty years now.  They may be under the impression that they have finally succeeded, unless I am badly mistaken as to what this visit means.  But the woods will never be theirs.”  She leaned back against the wall and watched the men. They were beginning to mill impatiently.  One of them said something to Kira.  She answered slowly and uncomfortably; he responded quickly and angrily.


  “He—his name is Anders Derrensson, and he is their commander—does not like being kept waiting, and he demands that we bring him to someone in charge,” Kira told Yana miserably.  “He says that you are too young to be giving him orders.”


  Yana eyed Anders Derrensson with interest.  She guessed he was about thirty-five, or ten years older than she was.  He was short and stocky, with short wheat-blond hair and a square face that was turning redder and redder.


  “This is my cloister, not his,” she observed.  “I am old enough.”


  After a furious outburst from Anders Derrensson, and some menacing looks from the other men, they reluctantly began removing their boots and putting on the borrowed house slippers.


  “Excellent,” Yana said briskly when they were finished.  “Follow me.”  She led them down a corridor to the Great Hall.  They seemed to be having difficulty managing their slippers, which was unsurprising, considering that the slippers were mostly sized for women.


  The long delay in the entrance hall had given the girls plenty of time to arrange the benches in the Great Hall.  The long tables had been pushed back to the sides and two benches had been set up in front of the Mother’s chair on the dais at the far end of the Hall, so her visitors could sit there before her.


   “Mother Yevdoksiya,” said Yana as she came up to her.  She bowed very low three times.  So did Kira Svetliyevna.  The men, Yana noticed, looked faintly contemptuous.


  “Come stand beside me, Yana,” ordered Mother Yevdoksiya.  She was dressed warmly, in protection against the Great Hall’s drafts.  Her silver hair was covered by a dark unpatterned shawl, which draped over her back and shoulders.  Her wool dress was a color somewhere between charcoal and black, without embroidery.  Mother Yevdoksiya did not believe in excess adornment.  Sitting up straight, she was tall enough that her head reached Yana’s shoulder.  Yana was not very tall.  Mother Yevdoksiya’s dark eyes examined the men standing before her.  None of the lines on her face moved; she did not seem surprised or shocked to see them.


  “What news do you have for me, Kira Svetliyevna?” she asked, her voice carrying strongly across the Hall.  “Who are these visitors?”  She did not sound alarmed.


  “Mother,” began Kira hesitantly, her voice quavering.  “I have…I have the gravest of news.”  She stopped.


  “Tell me,” commanded Mother Yevdoksiya, when it became apparent that Kira was not about to continue.


  “The Empress…The Empress has surrendered!”  The words came bursting out from Kira, and she began to shake visibly.


  “Control yourself in front of the foreigners, Kira Svetliyevna,” said Mother Yevdoksiya.  “So, Raisa Nadyezhdovna has surrendered to the Beinens?  Tell me everything.”  She did not seem to be much shaken by the news.  Yana, who had guessed what had happened, was able to keep her face impassive, as was appropriate for someone standing to the left of the Mother of the Sisterhood of the Wolf, although she could feel her face and neck flush from agitation.


  “It happened a week ago,” said Kira weakly.  “The Beinens…They closed in on Krasnograd ten days ago, and took the outskirts of the capital.  They had already taken the borders…And so many of our villages were destroyed…And the army is in pieces…There was no other course for the Empress to take.  She surrendered.  Mers is to become just a part of the Beinen Empire.”


  “A rather large part,” observed Mother Yevdoksiya with a faint smile, “since it is considerably bigger than all the rest of their empire taken together.


  What will happen to Raisa Nadyezhdovna?”


  “She is no longer Empress, but will be titled the Lady of Mers, in the Beinen style,” answered Kira, choking slightly.  “She will still be ruler of our country, but one appointed by the Beinen king, and responsible to him.  There will a garrison of Beinens stationed in Krasnograd, and perhaps more across the country.  And she says…The Empress says…If she is no longer Empress, then she is nothing.  She has declared she and all her descendants will dress as peasants, and there is no longer any magic in their blood.”


  Kira looked ready to cry.  “But…Oh, Mother…That is not the worst.  That is not the worst!”  Now she did begin to cry.


  “What is the worst, child?” asked Mother Yevdoksiya calmly.


  Kira took a deep breath and then began speaking very quickly, as if hoping her words could outrun her tears.


  “The Beinens say…Their king has decreed…That we must all become Erbensalmites.  That the old ways are forbidden, magic is not to be practiced, and the cloisters are to be closed.”  Tears started running silently down Kira’s face again.


  Mother Yevdoksiya sat back in her chair.  She did not appear shocked, or frightened, or hysterical, but rather as if someone had suddenly set her a difficult riddle.


  “That is why these men are here, then?” she asked.  “To tell me to shut down my cloister, abandon my girls, and take up a foreign religion?”


  “You have two days,” Kira answered dispiritedly.


  “I want to hear him say it,” said Mother Yevdoksiya.  “I want this man to look me in the eyes and tell me why he is here.”


  The man called Anders Derrensson stood up at Kira’s request and began talking at length in Beinen.  To Yana’s eyes and ears he did not seem especially cruel, or stupid, or vicious, or gloating in his victory over the Mersians, but just a man who had a job to do.  Yana found little comfort in this.  She guessed that the sisters were not in danger of being molested or assaulted, but she also guessed that his air of competence was not a bluff, and if he had come to disband the Sisterhood, it would be disbanded.  She felt no hatred toward him, but she felt no desire to cooperate with him, either.  He was too alien.


  When he had finished speaking, Kira said, “He mentions that if you refuse his orders, he will close the cloister by force and bring you to Krasnograd for judgment.”


  “Will he?” remarked Mother Yevdoksiya dryly.  “Well, Kira Svetliyevna, please inform him that he and his men are our guests for the night.  They will be furnished with lodging and food.  I will give him my decision in the morning.  Yana, please summon some girls to show these men to their quarters.”


  Yana obediently crossed the Great Hall to the kitchen and told the girls there to show the Beinens to the Men’s Tower.  “They will not harm you,” she assured them.  “They will take no action till they hear our Mother’s decision tomorrow morning.  They must be fed later; they can eat in the Men’s Tower.”


  “Why are they here, Aunty Yana?” asked the youngest girl, who was thirteen. As an adult, a full-fledged priestess, and assistant to Mother Yevdoksiya, Yana was called Aunty by the girls, not Sister.


  “The Empress has surrendered and the Beinens have taken Mers,” answered Yana, who did not believe in lying, or softening a hard truth that was unlikely to go away.  “Now girls, be calm, and be polite to our guests.  Remember, they must see that you are wolves.”


   With that bit of wisdom she led them into the Great Hall, where they escorted the Beinens off to the Men’s Tower and Kira Svetliyevna to the Guests’ Tower.


  “We have much to do, Yana,” said Mother Yevdoksiya as soon as the Great Hall was empty.


  “Yes,” agreed Yana.


  “We could kill these men, but more would be sent,” Mother Yevdoksiya continued.  “The Beinens have spent fifty years trying to take Mers, and they will no doubt spend fifty more trying to take this forest if we resist them.”


  “So you mean to do as they bid you, then?”  Yana’s voice was even and noncommittal.  


  “There are many methods of resistance,” said Mother Yevdoksiya, smiling a little, but not happily.  “Yana, I have already passed my seventieth year.  I do not have the time, nor, to be honest, the strength for what must be done.  And appearances must be maintained.  The Beinens must be made to believe that they have gained our compliance.  So the task of resistance must fall on you.”


  “I am ready,” Yana answered calmly.


  “Yana, as you know, the gods have seasons, just as we do.  But theirs last so much longer.  For years now it has been their autumn.  Magic is ebbing in the earth, the gods’ voices are falling silent, leshayas walk these woods but rarely. We are entering wintertime for the gods. We cannot stand against these foreigners with soldiers, and we cannot stand against them by other means either.  But that will change.  Someday—many years from now, perhaps, when you are an old woman—it will be springtime for the gods, and Mers will awake.  Then you will be ready.  The Sisterhood will survive.”


  “How will I know when it is time?” asked Yana.


  “You will know.  As the gods awake, the woods will no longer be so empty.  And people’s hearts will begin to burn.  When you see that fire, you will know that the time has come.”


  “And what shall I do until then?”


  Mother Yevdoksiya shrugged.  “Wait.  Live in the woods.  Speak with the wolves.  Prepare yourself for whatever may come.”  She thought for a moment.  “There is an abandoned cottage near the Eastward Road.  Walk to the road and go west about five miles.  You can live there, at least for the time being.”


  “I will do so,” said Yana.


  “You must leave tonight,” Mother Yevdoksiya went on. “When people ask for you, I will tell them that you killed yourself rather than give up the Sisterhood.  We will kill a pig and make it look like you.  Now go, pack, and meet me in the pigsty when you are ready.”


  Yana walked unhurriedly out of the Great Hall, in case anyone was watching, and climbed the stairs to her room on the second floor.  It was small and dark.  Its windows showed the gate to the stockade, and a small bit of woods.  Yana set the burning candle she had taken from the Great Hall on her windowsill and began to pack.   She placed a large sack on the floor, and surveyed the contents of her room, trying to decide how much she could bring with her.  Any kind of bedding would be too bulky and heavy.  She would have to sleep in her clothes.  She placed her sheepskin coat and two plain wool shawls, one woven and one that was knitted and fuzzy, in the bottom of the sack.  On top of that she put an unembroidered brown linen dress and a matching blouse, then a pair of fuzzy wool stockings, underclothing, and a pair of mittens.  The felt boots would have to be left behind, she decided, because she could not carry both them and her book.  The book was a record of everything of significance she had done since joining the Sisterhood: every salve and potion, every time she had spoken with the wolves, every encounter with a god, spirit, or leshaya, every answered prayer for magic.  She wrapped it up in another shawl (Yana was of the opinion that it was impossible to have too many shawls), stuffed a small jar of ink and two quills into a fuzzy wool hat, and put both things in the sack.  Last of all she added a hatchet, flint and iron, and two bowstrings, and tied the sack shut.  


  She hefted it experimentally.  Heavy, but if she fastened it on the end of her walking staff and balanced it over her shoulder, it would not be any worse than carrying home game from a hunt, or a large pair of skis.  Yana spared a moment of keen regret for her skis, which her father had made for her, but there was nothing to be done: they were too heavy, and it would look peculiar if a supposed suicide made off with all her prize possessions.  Yana hoped that no one would think to search her room too thoroughly.


  She would have to go to the entrance to retrieve her fur hat and her boots, and to the kitchen to get food. She took up her sack and staff, looked out her door in case anyone was coming, and, seeing the corridor was deserted, began hurrying down it.  The second-floor corridor was rarely used, and so luckily she met no one as she went halfway around the building.  She made two stops, the first at the entrance, where she went down the narrow stairs and exchanged her house slippers for her boots and hat, and the second at the kitchen, where she took two loaves of bread and three pies.  She ended up at the back of the building, and climbed down into the storerooms.  From there she took some cured meat, several wizened apples, and as many turnips and beets as she thought she could carry.  The storerooms being connected to the barns, she was able to sneak fairly easily to the pigsty without being seen.  Mother Yevdoksiya was waiting for her there.


  “Are you ready, Yana?” she asked.  Yana nodded.


  “Are you frightened?”  


  “No,” answered Yana truthfully.  In fact, she felt very calm.  When she had heard what the Beinens were planning to do she had felt a little shaky, as if her knees and elbows didn’t quite work, but now that she had a plan she felt fine, ready to do whatever needed to be done.  She wished she could tell Mother Yevdoksiya that she was glad to be the one who was running into hiding, and sorry that she might not see any of the sisters again, but she couldn’t quite say the words.  Yana had been working on keeping her mouth shut for years now, and the habit of reticence was too strong in her.


  “Which pig shall we use?” she asked instead.


  “Spots.”  Mother Yevdoksiya pointed to a black-and-white pig standing slightly apart from two pink pigs.  She sighed.  “I am sorry to kill her like this.  We should take her into the woods; it will work better that way.”


  Spots docilely allowed Mother Yevdoksiya to put a rope around her neck and lead her out of the sty, through the small back gate of the stockade, and into the woods—animals normally did what Mother Yevdoksiya wanted.  Yana followed silently, carrying her sack.


  She, too, was sorry to be killing Spots like this, but as she saw no better choice, she closed off her heart to that regret, just as she did every time she had to slaughter an animal.
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