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For my son. You remind me to keep my mind and heart open.


And to my writing group, for your support and encouragement.











As it was, in the time before time, the Goddess danced the dance of creation among the stars.


With a graceful sweeping step, she scooped starlight together into a sphere of energy and fused it into a world––our world––alive with forests, grasses, mountains, valleys, rivers, and oceans.


With the flick of one wrist, two moons appeared; with the flick of the other, a sun.


The Goddess was pleased. But it was just the beginning.


She tossed her head and twirled around; animals, fish, and birds appeared.


The Goddess was pleased. But her work was not yet complete.


Breathing deeply, she kicked up her heels and spun again.


The People came into being.


Life was full.


All beings were connected to the land, finding nourishment and pleasure wherever they went.


The Goddess was pleased. But she imagined even more.


She gently placed the Heart Stone in the center of the world.


Then, from her heart, she sang a note of pure joy.


From this sound, her daughter, Kameeth, appeared, fully grown,


First Mother of the People.


The Goddess was pleased. Her dance was complete. Under her loving eye, our dance began.
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Chapter 1
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The early morning sun chiseled through the mountain pass and illuminated an isolated dwelling on the far side of the valley, turning the gray stone walls rosy.


Rilda shuffled into the bedroom, depositing a mug of steaming tea on the bedside table. Cora feigned sleep. Tut-tutting, Rilda headed toward the windows. She was a tiny woman and had to stand on her tiptoes to reach them. With a sweep of her plump arms, she pulled the heavy curtains aside, letting in the light. It would take all day for the warmth to fully penetrate.


Rolling deeper into the covers, Cora mumbled, “I’m not getting up.”


“Cora, dear, you’ve been in bed for days.”


Cora curled into a tight ball and hugged herself for a long moment. Then, with a deep breath, she turned over and sat up.


“I dreamed of Kip again last night. He was so close, but I couldn’t touch him.”


Rilda slumped onto the bed. Tears filled her eyes, tears for her son.


Cora leaned her head on Rilda’s shoulder.


Rilda pulled a handkerchief out of her apron pocket to dab her eyes. “Your brother is due back from the barn raising soon. And Dov is returning after his travels. They’re coming to celebrate the Summer Solstice with you. You don’t want them to find you in bed, do you?”


Cora drew her dark eyebrows together. “There’s nothing to celebrate. Kip—”


“Kip gave his life for the Goddess,” Rilda interjected. “We need to remember that and honor his sacrifice. Cora, dear, you are the Mother Minca.”


“Ah, Rilda, still lecturing me,” Cora said with a sigh.


Rilda stroked Cora’s glossy brown curls before giving her a kiss on the cheek. “I guess I am.”


Rilda stood up and started for the door, tucking tendrils of gray hair back into her chignon. “I could use some help in the kitchen. Don’t start snoozing again.” The door closed behind her.


Cora leaned back into her pillows. Summer Solstice. What’s the point anymore?


She thought about her dream from the night before … and Kip. Her heart opened up to a cascade of memories.


Cora had been seven years old and Steff just a baby when their parents were assassinated and Vestor claimed power. Vestor had convinced the Mincans that the Carroo and Dute tribes were responsible for the killings. Tools used for farming, crafting, and hunting were turned into weapons. Vestor trained the Mincan men as fighters and relegated the women to subordinate roles. The war began soon after, the Carroos and Dutes caught unawares.


Vestor sent the siblings to Rilda’s mountain home for caretaking, or more accurately, to be rid of them. Rilda, he assumed, was a simple country widow and would defer to his dominance.


Her son, Kip, a gap-toothed ten-year-old, had been the only one who could calm Cora’s fears. Kip had welcomed her, encouraged her to play games with him, and helped her to laugh again. He and Cora had taught Steff how to ride. Dov, Mother Minca’s Teller, had instructed all three of them in the fighting art of Rime. They honed their skills battling imaginary hordes of soldiers. Kip was the one who had come up with Vestor’s nickname, Evil V.


Vestor forbade any sacred teachings, but Rilda believed in the Goddess. She risked Vestor’s wrath to share Goddess stories and traditions. She taught Cora the women’s Spirit Writing, the secret communication shared woman to woman over generations. Dov performed the Solstice and Equinox traditions and other rituals.


When Cora had her first menses, Rilda took her into the woods for three days of fasting, ritual bathing, and meditation. Suddenly, Kip was shy around her. In his eyes she had transformed into Mother Minca.


She teased and cajoled him to help him recognize she was still the same Cora, but it didn’t work. Smiling to herself, she recalled when, frustrated, she surprised Kip in the stables, knocked him off his feet with a deft Rime maneuver, pinned him to the ground, and tickled him. Kip howled, then tickled her back. A warm flush spread through her body when she remembered how the tickling had turned to kissing, surprising them both. When they finally pulled apart, they looked at each other with new eyes.


A year later, Dov performed their marriage vows, unbeknownst to Evil V.


“Cora! I could use your help,” Rilda called from the kitchen.


[image: image]


RILDA TOOK A LOAF OF BREAD out of the oven, filling the air with a warm, yeasty aroma. Cora realized, for the first time in days, she was hungry.


Setting the bread on the counter, Rilda said, “Steff arrived a while ago, and Dov soon after. They’re taking care of the horses. They’ll be in shortly, dearest. You can prepare the apples for baking.” She handed Cora an apron.


Cora cored four apples and placed them in a baking dish. She filled each hole with butter, spices, and a drizzle of honey. She had just finished prepping the apples and was licking a drip of honey from her finger when Dov and her brother came into the kitchen, Dov’s lanky deerhound, Lali, following close behind.


Steff had curly brown hair like his sister but cut shorter, trimmed around the ears, and tousled on top. He had the same hazel eyes and easy smile. He was several inches taller, long and lean with broad shoulders. His brown tunic and leggings were somewhat worn and rumpled.


Dov’s clothes, on the other hand, were clean and tailored. There were no embellishments beyond the Teller’s pouches hanging from his belt. He had mellowed with age but maintained the refined appearance of Mother Minca’s Teller. Now that he was in his mid-sixties, his walk had slowed a bit and his movements had grown more measured. His dark hair and beard were turning silver. He was a handsome man with gray eyes lined from both laughter and concern. He had a distinguished look, which he used to his advantage when traveling and telling his stories. Lali had been Dov’s constant companion for many years. Her graying coat matched Dov’s own head of hair.


“Hard to believe it’s the Summer Solstice. There’s still a chill in the air,” Dov said as he gave Rilda and Cora each a quick kiss.


“Great to be home!” Steff said, picking Rilda up and swinging her around the room in a hug. Rilda swatted at him with her wooden spoon, laughing all the while. Gently putting Rilda back down, he put his arm around Cora’s shoulder. “How are you doing, sis?”


Without answering, she turned into his embrace, hugging him close. “I’m glad you’re home.”


The table looked beautiful. Tiny clay birds, which Cora, Kip, and Steff had made when they were children, encircled a vase of summer flowers. The cerulean-blue ceramic dishes and crimson cider-filled goblets sparkled in the afternoon sun. During the cold winter, Cora and Rilda had embroidered new linens with chains of pink and yellow wildflowers for the Summer Solstice. Flatware, polished to a high sheen, sat by the dishes. A loaf of hearty brown bread was on the table, adjacent to a block of creamy butter and a tureen of spicy summer vegetable soup.


Cora and Steff sat on one side of the table, Rilda and Dov on the other. They held each other’s hands. Cora, in her role of Mother Minca, gave the blessing.




We are grateful for the love and friendship that brings us together.


We are grateful for the food and the nourishment it provides.


We are grateful to Kameeth, Mother of us all.


May peace be with us on this Summer Solstice Eve.


Earth, air, fire, and water.


Blessed be.





When she finished, Cora served everyone a generous portion of soup. As she placed Dov’s bowl in front of him, she saw the sadness in his eyes.


Cora sank back in her chair and asked, “Dov, is something wrong?”


“We can talk later, dear one.”


“What is it?”


Dov glanced at Rilda before turning to Cora. “You asked me to find out about Kip. We will talk—”


“You know how he was killed? Tell me.”


Dov took a deep breath and reached for her hand. “Kip and two others were rescuing a young boy, Ebru. This child was one of our best spies and a close friend of Kip’s. It’s a miracle Ebru and the others got away. Kip sacrificed himself to save them.”


“I should have been there, Dov,” Cora said, pulling her hand back. “Why did I listen to you and Rilda? I should have gone with him.”


“Cora, when your parents were killed, you became Mother Minca. Rilda and I are honor bound to keep you safe,” Dov said.


“But we’ve been in exile for almost thirty years.”


“You’re Mother Minca,” Rilda reminded her.


“Exactly.” Cora clenched her hands in her lap as she regarded Dov and Rilda.


“Dov, I can shoot a bow as well as you can. Rilda, you taught me to wield a knife. I can fight. I can think. It’s time for me to use these skills for a better purpose. I am done with sitting around waiting. For what? By all rights, Evil V should have relinquished his leadership to me years ago, but he will not cede power. I should be fighting with the Resistance. Fighting for my place as Mother Minca. Fighting for my people.”


“She’s right,” Steff agreed. “We should both be with the Resistance.”


“Vestor is destroying our world and blamed the Carroos and Dutes for killing our parents.”


“We know it was his doing,” Steff said.


“Cora, please …” Rilda began.


“Enough,” Dov said, running a hand through his hair. “We’ve talked about this bef—” Lali barked in the kitchen. They all froze at the clatter of horses arriving in the yard. Rilda jumped up and rushed to the kitchen window.


“It’s your uncle!” Rilda called out.


Outside, Vestor and his companions dismounted. The youngest man took charge of the horses while Vestor and a second man came to the door. Vestor entered without knocking and aimed a kick at the growling dog. Nodding at Rilda, he entered the dining room and saw his young relations sitting at the table with Dov.


“Ah, Dov,” Vestor drawled, “I thought you were dead.”












Chapter 2
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“Wishful thinking, Vestor,” Dov said, standing up. Lali came to his side and glowered at the intruder. “I’m surprised to see you here. I would have thought the Solstice activities would keep you in the capital.”


Upon his arrival, Cora and Steff had transformed into their vapid “Uncle Vestor personas.” Steff lounged in his chair with his eyes half-closed, looking bored. Cora tittered slightly at Dov’s remark. Vestor turned a stern eye upon her. Under his glare, Cora flushed and sat up straighter, her eyes downcast.


“It’s you I’ve come to see, Cora dear,” Vestor said, his voice brusque. “Stand up, now, and let me introduce you to General Fizor.”


Cora glanced up at her uncle. Vestor towered over her chair. His chiseled features and severe expression held no warmth. His hair, the color of midnight, was pulled back and tied with a leather cord, accentuating his high cheekbones and pale-blue eyes. He was dressed in an immaculate royal-blue tunic with silver buttons at the neck. A black leather belt with an ornate silver buckle rested on his narrow hips. Tight black leggings were tucked into calf-high black leather boots trimmed in fur and silver buttons. Standing, Cora tugged at her tunic, both proud and self-conscious about the loosefitting, overworn, mended material. Her leggings hung loosely and were worn at the knees. Her clothes were in the somber brown of mourning that she had worn since the death of her parents.


Looking past her uncle, she observed a lean man standing in the doorway. He appeared to be about seventy years old, with short, grizzled hair, cold gray eyes, and a ruddy complexion. He stood with military bearing, dressed in the black tunic and leggings of Vestor’s Royal Guards. Colorful inserts ran from shoulder to cuff on his right sleeve, denoting his rank. His features were sharp as a hawk. As he leered at her, Cora felt like a morsel about to be devoured.


She rose slowly, fear clutching her stomach. “Welcome to our home, General,” Cora said in a soft voice, extending her arm.


Rather than clasping wrist to wrist in the traditional greeting, Fizor took her hand and turned it over, exposing her wrist, a sign of dominance. Clicking his heels, he bowed slightly. Steff glanced at Dov and rose to greet the general.


“I’m Cora’s brother, Steff,” he said, offering a limp hand. The general clasped his wrist with more strength than necessary. Steff winced, retrieved his arm from the grasp, and slumped back into his chair.


“Oh, forgive me. I’ve forgotten my manners. Silly me.” Cora spoke in a rush, her hands fluttering as she talked. “Please have a seat, gentlemen. Dov, would you get some chairs? Uncle, would you like some refreshments? General? Our fare cannot compare to the food you’re used to, I’m sure. We live a simple country life here. I haven’t been to Merton since I was a child. I hardly remember it. I imagine it’s a wonderful place, full of shops and entertainments. I’d love to go to parties. Do you remember Merton, Steff? You were so young when we left, I can’t imagine that you do. Rilda, would you bring some more cider, please? I wonder what the town fashions are now. We’re so behind the times and—”


“Sit!” Vestor commanded.


Cora sank to her chair, her head bowed and her hands in her lap.


There was a long, tense silence.


With a slight snarl, Vestor began. “Cora, it is time you were married. General Fizor is the man I’ve chosen for you. We’re staying at the military base across the valley. I’ve brought a Teller with me to perform the ceremony. Tomorrow, you will—”


“No!” Cora cried.


Vestor took one step toward her. Cora felt a shiver of fear course through her body.


Rilda scurried behind Cora, putting her hands on Cora’s shoulders reassuringly. “No, of course you couldn’t possibly get married tomorrow, Cora, dear,” she said in her calm, soothing voice. “Sir, what were you thinking? Cora’s a sensitive girl. This is totally unexpected. She might like to get to know her fiancé before marriage. She needs time to sew a trousseau. I have yet to teach her all she will need to know about being a proper wife. No, she definitely couldn’t get married tomorrow. Perhaps after the Winter Solstice.”


Vestor stepped back, his arms folded across his chest. Eyeing Cora and Rilda, he considered the situation. No one moved as they waited for Vestor to speak.


“Perhaps you’re right. She may need some time,” he said with a sneer. “Can she be ready by the Winter Solstice? General Fizor can remain at the base and visit occasionally.” He nodded toward the general. “Yes, now that I think upon it, a large, formal wedding may be a better idea. I shall return to town and start preparations. It will be a way to introduce Cora into proper society as well. I will give the bride away. After the wedding is consummated, Cora will return here to await her husband’s visits.


“Mistress Rilda, I will have patterns and materials sent from town for wedding clothes. There’s been enough of this brown mourning cloth.” He gestured at Cora’s clothing with a dismissive wave of his hand. “She must dress to suit my station. I will arrange a carriage before the Winter Solstice to escort Cora back to town. You as well, Steff. This will be a family occasion.”


Steff grabbed Cora’s knee under the table and gave it a sympathetic squeeze.


“Come, Fizor. We have stayed long enough.”


General Fizor walked to Cora. Lifting her hand, he kissed the inside of her wrist with cold, moist lips. Cora barely resisted pulling her wrist away and wiping it on her tunic.


“I shall return after the Solstice, my dear. It will be a profound pleasure to get to know you better,” he whispered in her ear.


Cora rose slowly. She gave a small curtsy to her uncle and General Fizor as they left. Steff remained in his chair and muttered a bland farewell. Dov hadn’t moved a muscle since Vestor started speaking.


The friends remained motionless until the sound of the horses disappeared. Lali, voicing her opinion of Vestor, barked and broke the silence.


“He has some nerve barging in like that on the eve of the Summer Solstice,” Steff said.


“Evil V always said he would find me a husband,” Cora said. “I didn’t want to believe him. I thought, with time, I could present Kip as my choice, and he would come to accept it. I never had the chance. Well, I won’t marry that old man, or anyone else either!”


“You won’t,” Steff said. “Not if I have anything to do with it.” He stood and paced the room.


“Rilda, I’m grateful you stopped me from spitting in his face,” Cora said.


“Yes, at least Rilda has provided us with some time,” Dov said, sitting back down.


“That’s right, sweetest. We have time now to make our plans and avoid this wedding,” Rilda explained. “You’ll be safely away from your uncle and the general before the baby’s due.”


“Baby!” Dov and Steff exclaimed as one. Cora blushed at the shocked look on their faces. Being pregnant at thirty-seven years old was an unexpected blessing from the Goddess.


“I was going to tell you tonight,” Cora said. “Kip was home for the Spring Equinox, you see, and … ” she burst into tears, “now it’s all wrong. Kip is dead. He didn’t even know he was going to be a father.”


“Oh, sis,” Steff said, laying his hand on her shoulder.


“I was going to talk to you about it. I wanted your help planning what I should do and where I should go. And then Evil V turns up with that … that …”


“We knew this day would come,” Dov said. “Your pregnancy makes it more complicated.”


“He would kill me if he learns I’m pregnant,” Cora stated, wiping her tears. “You know he would.”


“Yes, he would,” Dov agreed, looking Cora squarely in the eye.


“I have to leave. I’ll join the Resistance.”


“Cora,” Rilda said. “In your condition and with Vestor searching for you, you would put them in jeopardy.”


“Then I need to find a safe haven out of Vestor’s reach. Dov, where can I go?”


“You can’t go rushing off,” Dov said. He took Cora’s hand. “The general would raise a hue and cry. We need to come up with a workable plan.”


“You may be right, Dov. But I am definitely not going to marry that—”


“That ancient general with the manners of a toad.”


“Enough, Steff,” Cora said with a rueful smile. “Yes, that man. I will not marry him.”


“Of course you won’t, dear,” Rilda agreed. “We will figure something out.”


“Let me think on this,” Dov said. “The Goddess still has many friends in Minca. We will find you sanctuary.”
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CORA TOSSED AND TURNED IN BED. Exasperated, she rose and pulled the mattress to the side of her bed, exposing a trapdoor. In the light of the full moons, she raised the door and descended the stairs into the darkness below.


The hidden room was bathed in warm light from a small oil lamp on the floor, an eternal flame honoring the Goddess. An altar on the far side of the space held objects representing the four elements—stones for earth, feathers for air, a candle for fire, and a beaker full of water. There was also a cameo that held her parents’ likenesses. Next to the cameo was the talisman for the Mother Minca, a small orb made of lapis that was a gift from Kameeth to her daughter. On the wall behind the altar were four small, tattered tapestries said to have been stitched by Kameeth herself. They depicted an oak tree at the Winter and Summer Solstices and the Autumn and Spring Equinoxes. Stitched into the roots of each tree was a proverb in Spirit Writing.


Dov had created this room when Cora and Steff were first brought there to live. Aside from Dov and Rilda, only Cora, Steff, and Kip knew about it. This was their sacred space to perform the old traditions and dream of a better future.


Placing a pillow in front of the eternal flame, Cora sat down. She took several long, deep breaths. After a few moments, her chin trembled and tears ran down her cheeks. Suddenly, she sobbed, holding her sides, and rocked back and forth. Eventually, her sobs turned to sniffles. She wiped her face with her sleeve and closed her eyes.


“Mother, Kameeth, and Goddess, listen to my plea.


“Vestor has plans to marry me off. I don’t want to marry anyone ever again. I want to go far away. I want to mourn Kip and raise my child. I want to live in peace. I want the life of an ordinary woman.”


She inhaled deeply.


“If I can’t have that—if I am to be Mother Minca—I need your help. Tell me what to do.”












Chapter 3
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“Dearest, you’re smiling,” Rilda said, handing Cora a bowl of porridge.


Cora was the last one to arrive for breakfast. She came into the room in a rush, eager to tell the others about her experience from the previous night. Dov sipped his tea. Steff eyed Cora while eating his porridge. Both men noticed the marked change in Cora’s demeanor. Her eyes were alight with excitement.


Cora took a spoonful of porridge before putting her spoon down. She took a breath and began. “Late last night I went downstairs to meditate. I sat for the longest time and went into a deep trance. Suddenly, I was sitting in a warm, dark space. I think it was a cave or something. Spirit Writing covered the walls.”


“Oh my,” Rilda said, taking her seat.


“There was a small fire in front of me, and on the other side was an old, old woman.”


There was a moment’s pause before Dov said, “I’ve heard tales of Kameeth appearing in times of need. Did she communicate with you?”


“I didn’t think so, but when I opened my eyes, it was there, right in front of me.”


“What was it?” Rilda asked, putting her hand on Cora’s arm.


“There was a beam of moonlight. It had come down through the trapdoor overhead and illuminated Kameeth’s tapestry, the Summer Solstice tapestry.


“I got up and went over. The light drew me closer. Though it was tattered, I could see the delicate tree Kameeth had embroidered and could read the proverb. I knew it was important.”


“So, what did it say?” Steff asked.


“The proverb said, ‘There are stories that we tell ourselves, and there are stories that we tell each other; the most important stories are the stories we tell our children.’”


“That doesn’t make any sense,” Steff said, squirming in his chair.


“I’m sure it does,” Cora said. “We have to reason it out.”


They ate their meal in silence, contemplating the proverb.


Dov considered out loud, “If ‘the stories we tell our children’ is the clue, we just have to figure out which story Kameeth means.”


“Children’s stories?” Rilda said.


“What stories do we know?” Cora asked. “I always liked ‘The Dog Who Thought He Was a Boy,’ but I don’t think that could be it. What about ‘The Six Wicked Children?’”


“I doubt it,” Steff replied. “It has a stupid ending. Maybe ‘Two Wishes Plus One’? That worked out well in the end. And we could use some wishes about now.”


“Maybe Kameeth meant ‘The Love of Eyra and Pernell.’ It’s such a sweet story.” Rilda sighed.


“Sweet, yes, but I don’t think it has anything to do with our current situation,” Cora said. “‘Tura and the Evil Troll,’ or ‘Elvie and the Flying Horse’? What do you think, Dov?”


Dov sat back and pondered for a moment. “Well, there are lots of stories to choose from. But if we’re looking for one that’s an allegory for our times, ‘Tura and the Evil Troll’ comes pretty close, I think.”


“Is that the story of the woman who married the troll?” Rilda asked as she went to the kitchen. Dov got up to help and Lali followed, hoping for some scraps.


“No!” Cora and Steff answered simultaneously, then burst out laughing.


With Rilda and Dov out of the room, Steff twisted in his chair to reach over to tickle his sister. “You’re thinking of ‘Tili and the Nasty Giant,’” he called out. ‘Tura and the Evil Troll’ is the story about the woman who was held captive by the troll.”


Cora wriggled, laughing louder, and swatted at Steff’s hand.


“I don’t remember that one,” Rilda called from the kitchen. “What’s that noise? What’s going on in there?”


Rilda returned from the kitchen holding a pear-and-nut cobbler. She gave her charges a stern look. “You’re both much too old for that kind of horsing around. Let your sister be, Steff, and go get some bowls.”


Steff let Cora go, but not without a final tickle.


Cora composed herself and tried her best to look serious. “Dov, you’re our Teller. Why don’t you tell Rilda the story?”


“I’d be delighted,” Dov said as he sat back down with a fresh pot of tea. “Let’s see, the original tale is about two hundred verses long and is usually told over several nights of feasting. Do we have that much food?” he asked, his gray eyes alight with humor. He smiled at Cora.


“Well, maybe you could give us an abbreviated version or talk very, very fast,” Cora said, returning his smile.


Steff brought the bowls and dished out the cobbler with a dollop of heavy cream.


“I’ll tell a shortened version, then. But let me have a bite of this first. That will sweeten the tale.” Dov smiled and winked at Rilda. After a few spoonfuls, and a sigh of satisfaction, he began.


“Long ago and far away, an old woman sat on the top of a hill, weeping. She had been weeping for many days.”


Dov’s voice mellowed as he talked. He connected to each listener with his eyes and heart, drawing them into the story.


“She wept with pain and anguish, harder than you could even imagine. Her tears flowed like a river. They coursed over her aged face and withered body, soaked her tattered clothes, and seeped into the earth. The earth became saturated, rivulets of mud flowing down the hill.”


Dov sipped his tea. “In the original version, there were five or six verses describing the quality and quantity of her tears. A waste of time, really.” He returned to the story and momentarily transformed his voice into the high-pitched lament of the spiders.


“‘Stop your weeping! Please stop.’”


Dov gave a shortened version of the next part of the tale. “In a nearby tree, three spiders sat on a branch. They had climbed up the hill from where they lived far below. The mudflow was washing away their webs and ruining their lives. They were a wee bit angry. Once they got her attention, they explained the problem. The old woman apologized and, wiping away the tears, introduced herself.”


Modulating his voice into a falsetto, Dov began Tura’s tale of woe.


“‘My name is Tura. I am the mistress of these lands. I’m sorry about your homes. I understand, as my home is being destroyed as well. My gardens are rotting. My farm lies in ruin. My people are suffering. Although I am only three and twenty, I age years each day. I am under the spell of an evil troll, and my sorrow overwhelms me.


“‘Last winter, there was a knocking on my door. On my doorstep I found a small urchin dressed in rags, curled in a tight ball, whimpering in the cold. Of course, I brought him in. I took him close to the fire, wrapped him in blankets, and brought him some food. I didn’t realize the creature was a troll. He was so small and cold. Besides, I thought the stories of trolls were just fantasies meant to scare children in the dark of night.


“‘When I bent over to hand him food, my back stiffened. I looked at my bejeweled tunic and thought the glitter had dimmed. Perhaps I should have realized right away and done something to save myself. But I didn’t understand. By sunrise I was fully under his spell and couldn’t stop what I was doing and what was happening. Every day of shelter, each morsel of food, brought more stress and ruin. The life force was being pulled from my farm, my people, and from myself while the troll grew larger, gaining strength and power.


“‘Now I can only serve him. By next winter my home and my people will be destitute. I fear there is no stopping this path to destruction.’ Tura commenced her weeping once more.”


Dov grinned at Steff and Cora. “The descriptions of the pain and suffering Tura had endured is deliciously gory and goes on seemingly forever in the original. I will pass over it out of concern for Rilda’s sensibilities.”


Rilda blushed. “I’m not a child, but I would rather not hear anything too gruesome. Thank you, Dov. Please continue.”


Clearing his throat, Dov returned to the high-pitched voice of the spiders.


“‘Oh, sad lady. It’s no wonder you weep. Although we are small spiders, perhaps we can help.’”


Again Dov summarized the rest of the tale. “Since they were such insignificant creatures, Tura didn’t believe them. They convinced her to let them try. The spiders left her sitting there, sniffling. Crawling to the manor house, they climbed the wall and peered into the window.


“The evil troll lay on a chaise, sleeping by the fire. He had grown to a large hulk of a creature, taller than any human. Green hair sprouted out in tufts all over his head. His snores were loud and smelly, great puffs of acid breath, punctuated by a harsh grinding of teeth.


“The small spiders were terrified. Before they could reconsider, they climbed through the window and over to the troll. Slowly and gently, they wove a web starting at the troll’s feet. Round and round they went, securing his feet to the chaise. The web was so fine and their steps so gentle, the troll slept undisturbed. Once his feet were wrapped in layers of web, they moved up his legs, over his belly and chest, and onto his neck, round and round and round.”


Dov smiled. “There is a song and dance that goes along with the web-weaving part of the story. Little children really enjoy it, but I think we’ll forgo that for this telling.


“Anyway, the troll woke up with a roar but was immobilized. There was strength in the tiny threads of the tiny spiders. Tura returned to her home, restored to her youthful beauty. Her people came running. They announced that a miracle had happened—what had been dying was coming back to life. The troll was carried off to a safe place where he could do no harm. And—”


“Balance was restored. All was well. Thus, there’s no more story to tell!” Steff and Cora pronounced the traditional ending together with laughter and applause.


“So, if Cora is Tura and Evil V is the troll, are we the spiders?” asked Steff.


“I think it’s bigger than that,” Cora said. “I think Tura is our world, and the spiders are the three tribes: Carroos, Mincas, and Dutes. We need to bring the tribes together to restore balance.”


“You may be right, love,” Rilda said. “But that’s an impossible task with the way things are right now.”


“But we must try.”


“I agree, Cora. And I don’t think it’s impossible,” Dov said. “We’ll make our plans and move swiftly. We will keep you and the baby safe.”


“Where do we begin? I thought the Carroos were extinct.”


“That’s what they say, Steff,” Dov replied. “I’m not so sure it’s true. No one ventures beyond the Green Mountains anymore, but in my travels I’ve seen things, seen people. I think they’re using their Mother-given gifts to keep themselves hidden and safe. We’ll have to find out. Would you be willing to travel west to Carroo? There are some old trails you could follow. I will travel south to find Mother Dute.”


“If I do find them, what should I do then? Tell them the story of ‘Tura and the Evil Troll’? That’s ridiculous,” Steff said with a snort.


Smiling, Dov looked at his young friend. “That would be an interesting place to start. On the other hand, you could tell them about your sister’s vision and what we’ve concluded. See if you can get someone, preferably a woman, to come back with you.”


“Not back here, Dov,” Cora said. “We should meet at the Heart Stone. That’s Kameeth’s place. I believe we are called to reunite the tribes there.”


Suddenly, Rilda blurted out, “The bread!”


They looked at her, surprised by the seeming non sequitur.


Rilda smiled broadly. “Steff, do you remember what we sing when making the bread for the Summer Solstice? You know it, Dov? Cora?”




Minca, Carroo, and Dute,


Tribes of Three.


When braided together


all will be free.


This is the message


I have for thee.


The truth is in the Heart.





“I thought it was just a traditional chant with no particular significance, but under these circumstances, I think it may be an actual message!”


Cora squeezed Rilda’s hand. “Yes. Kameeth has a message for us there ‘in the Heart.’ She is calling us there to find it.”


Facing Dov, Cora asked, “Dov, how long do you think it would take you and Steff to find the Carroos and Dutes?”


“I imagine it would take us a long while to get there and find them,” he answered. “With time to convince them and travel to the Heart Stone, we could meet there by the time of the Winter Solstice.”


“That feels right,” Cora said. “I will meet you there.”


“But love, you can’t travel to the Heart Stone. You’ll be close to your due date. It wouldn’t be safe,” Rilda said.


“It’s safer than staying here and being married off to that general! If I leave by the Autumn Equinox, I should be there in plenty of time. Don’t worry, dearest Rilda, I shall be careful. You will have the hardest part. You’ll have to convince Vestor and Fizor that I am still here preparing for my wedding day in a state of bliss. That will be difficult.”


“No! I must go with you! What if something should happen? I would never forgive myself!”


“Rilda, you and Dov taught me how to take care of myself. I will be fine. Kameeth will guide me,” Cora said with finality.


“So, it’s settled,” Dov said. “Steff and I should leave tomorrow. We’ll meet at the Heart Stone at the Winter Solstice. With the help of Kameeth and the Goddess, we will accomplish our mission and arrive safely and on time with Vestor none the wiser. But,” Dov smiled, “it is still the Summer Solstice. We have another story to tell and a pregnancy to bless.”


The four companions finished their meal and tidied up. Rilda retrieved the braided bread that had been tucked away.


They went to Cora’s bedroom, moved the mattress, lit lanterns, and opened the trapdoor. They went down the steps to the room below. Lali stayed behind and settled down protectively at the foot of the bed.


Dov arranged pillows in a semicircle around the eternal flame. Rilda placed the bread on an embroidered cloth next to the objects on the altar. Cora sat on her pillow, closed her eyes for a moment, and sent love to her parents and Kip. She silently called to the Goddess, Kameeth, and the four elements. She then opened her eyes and waited in silence.


Steff walked to the wall and, holding up his lantern, examined the tapestries. The Spirit Writing was unintelligible to him. Even knowing what the Summer Solstice proverb said, all he saw were what looked like embroidered sticks. As usual, when a man looked at them, the sticks moved and twisted, making themselves undecipherable. With a shrug, he took his place on a pillow.


Dov lit the candle on the altar and sat next to Cora. He removed a small vessel from his pouch containing red clay. Dipping his thumb into it, he smeared a bit onto his forehead to represent earth for the Summer Solstice.


When they were all seated, Dov sprinkled some Teller’s Powder over the eternal flame. Rainbow sparks rose to the ceiling. Cora smiled at the effect of Dov’s “magic dust.” It took her back to the wonder she felt when she first saw the rainbow sparks as a child.


Dov began the Solstice story.


“As it was, in the time before time, the Goddess danced the dance of creation among the stars …”












Chapter 4
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Following the Summer Solstice ritual, Cora grabbed the sleeve of her brother’s tunic. “Come, let’s put together a bit of supper.”


Grabbing a basket, they strolled arm in arm through the cobblestone courtyard with Lali at their heels. Behind the stables was the sheltered spot for their garden. With careful planning and a lot of work, Rilda, Steff, and Cora managed to grow all the fruit and vegetables they could consume. Their deep, clear well provided them with plenty of water and kept perishables fresh. Steff and Cora were both good hunters, occasionally providing meat for their diet.


There were other farms across the valley. The isolated region created a sense of loyalty and community among the residents. The households traded for milk, flour, and other staples. Infrequent traders passing through the valley provided tools, fabric, and manufactured necessities. The families came together for celebrations, rituals, and to help each other with harvesting and other projects that needed many hands. Their life was simple but not uncomfortable.


Lali wandered off, her nose to the ground, exploring interesting smells. Cora and Steff knelt on the ground to gather lettuce into the basket. After a while, Cora sat back on her heels and observed her brother.


“I don’t doubt your courage or abilities, Steff, but you haven’t done anything like this before. Vestor will have you watched once you leave the valley and will try to stop you if he figures out where you’re going.”


“You won’t talk me out of going,” Steff said with a rare flash of anger.


Cora had tears in her eyes when she acceded. “No, I wouldn’t even try. But please don’t take any unnecessary risks, I beg you. If I were to lose you too, I don’t know what I would do. My child will need you, especially since Kip is gone.”


Steff hugged his sister. “Don’t worry about me. Better you should worry about yourself. You’ll have Fizor to contend with and a facade to maintain. Traveling will be difficult for you. Will you be able to do it? Are you sure you don’t want Rilda to go with you?”


“No, she should stay here. She can keep up the wedding pretense. And I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” Cora said with a sigh, “but she’s feeling her age more and more. A trip like that would be difficult for her to manage, regardless of what she says. I have Ty, my mountain pony. He’s strong enough to pull a cart, so I should be fine. We’ve had many adventures together, as you know.” Cora grinned.


Steff laughed. The sound brought Lali back to their sides, wanting to join in the fun. She jumped and barked until Steff threw a stick for her to fetch. They kept up their game until Cora had picked enough lettuce for their supper.


“Come on, children,” she called. “It’s time to go inside.”


As they walked back, Cora regarded Steff lovingly. Grabbing his arm, she pulled him close. “I know you don’t remember our father, Steff. He was kind, gentle, and smart. His loyalty and bravery were distinct traits. You remind me so much of him.”


Taking the basket of lettuce from his sister, he kissed the top of her head.


[image: image]


STEFF AND CORA PREPARED A light meal of salad, bread, and cheese for everyone. Over supper, they talked and joked. Steff described the barn raising and reported on the other families in the valley. Cora updated them on the beehives she was tending in the woods. They avoided anything to do with weddings and travels. Familiarity, humor, and love helped soothe their concerns for the future.


OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Selected Titles from SparkPress











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Acknowledgments



		Start to Contents











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		cover page



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		9



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		247



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		293



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		301



		302



		304











OEBPS/images/img.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781684631681.jpg
JOURNEY /{

to the

HEART STONES

A NOVEL

CATHERINE RAPHAEL |





OEBPS/images/img2.jpg





OEBPS/images/img5.jpg
RR3





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
press





