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  One




  




  Having pulled a hematite tumble stone, Vincent Roque rubbed the smooth glass-like surface with his thumb. Vibrations from the jeep shook his body, registering strongest in his ring-clad hand holding the steering wheel. His high beams rocked across the meadow with each dip and bump. A flash of reflectors in the night signaled he was on target for the two-lane blacktop.




  Vincent raised the hematite to his fat lip and pressed it against the bloody split at the swelling’s center. The cool sensation eased the pain and the stone vibrated, trying to lend its faint healing potential.




  “No, my little friend.” He spoke to the mineral as he rolled it on his wound to fully wet it with his blood. “I do appreciate the gesture, but I will need you shortly for your full strength.”




  A pocket of wind pillowed against his face and burst as he drove. He had sunbathed in this meadow centuries ago, when the virgin land was not tainted. Its pure lavender and dandelion-kissed air was now stale with rot and devilweed.




  Then, he had lent himself to the land when the last of the industrial boom was poisoning her. She remembered him as clearly as he remembered Her and She wanted his healing again.




  Vincent swallowed hard and pressed the hematite to his breast to battle the pangs; guilt at not being able to lend aid right now and remorse for She was clearly dying. Crickets used to sing all night and now, nothing but the demons and their cattle were alive within a half-mile radius. If the hellspawn and their devilweed were not here, he could have the land back to Her former glory inside of a decade, but both the unholy community and the infernal vines had roots too deep.




  He could feel Her form fingers, trying to coax him into helping. The hematite in his hand began to dissolve, allowing his will to remain strong as his eyes watered and heart broke.




  Stopped on the blacktop, Vincent was glad to be on something Man-made. He was beyond Her sway now and opened his hand to let the fine dust fall from his palm. Tentative, he turned in his seat and set his bare feet on the pitted and cracked pavement. He pressed his tongue in the air and could taste Man’s neglect of his creation like long-abandoned webs in a dilapidated house.




  Keeping his back to his former friend, he dipped a finger into his spider-silk pouch to pull another hematite tumbler. Having started with twenty, Vincent thought he had pulled too many, but as his finger pressed between the remaining two and a sliver of flint, he knew he had brought too few.




  Stone in hand, he pressed it to his split lip like the one before. It also tried to lend him its faint healing potential too. “No, my little friend.” He wetted it carefully. “You have a much greater purpose.” Vincent set the hematite on a reflector. Rotating all of the rings on his casting hand, he focused on his cavern.




  His dwelling was hundreds of miles away in Yellowstone, but as he concentrated, distance became insignificant. He reached through space to pluck a tiny sandalwood–and cinnamon–flecked candle from the nightstand before his knack ended, unwinding his rings. The distance between him and his home was very real again.




  Having run the bottom of the candle down the center of his tongue, he began to hum to spread the cinnamon flavor around his mouth while he set the candle on the stone.




  Church bells rang.




  He looked across the meadow, his diseased friend, to the small infernal village from which he had stolen sacrifice. Though snow was rare in this part of Georgia, the buildings had high pitches and their windows were aglow with infernal light. The intricate webbing of devilweed closest to the town began to glow the same color before flames rose and licked the air.




  Fire roared along the plantlike web to the edge of the road and spread lengthwise across the meadow into a distant forest. The town flicked, flashed, and roared. The high-angled roofs shot gouts of flame, throwing shadows from bodies scurrying through the town, feverously searching for what he had taken.
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