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Merlin’s Prophecy

 

Ten score years shall darkness helm

The vessel of King Arthur’s realm,

Wending through time’s storm–tossed sea

To ground upon this prophecy.

 

This shadowed epoch shall conclude

By the might of the seventh brood.

Of Avalon, the children three

Will restore right and harmony.

 

Hark ye to the Lady’s line!

The sixth of seventh will assign

Herself to perish with the wind,

Helping to save all mankind.

 

Seven of seven will blaze

A path through time’s dark’ning haze.

Her heirs will be the ones to heal,

And renew sorcery’s appeal.

 

The seventh from my own blood

Will ride the crest of magic flood.

Blending with the powers’ peak,

He will bring the peace we seek.

 

But the mightiest in the land

Will be She – who by her hand

Condemned me to my earthen tomb.

She will see her talents bloom.

 

Her growing might will presage

The dawning of the golden age.

Unmatched power shall wield she –

Unprecedented sorcery.

 

But Avalon’s child will not fail

To discover my stony grail.

Then one, wielding the power of three,

The greatest earthly force will be.

 

My power will render her accursed,

Unless the trio all die first.

Or she will be, I prophesy,

Destroyed by one and children three.


Chapter One

 

Tallent, Wales, 899 AD

I couldn’t stop shaking. I was cold. So cold—and soaked through. 

“It’s okay. You’re safe.” Dylan’s soothing voice warmed my ear. 

Relief eased through my body, relaxing my tensed muscles, letting me breathe, finally. But I still couldn’t stop the tears from coming. I hated to cry, but I’d been so terrified. I’d been so certain I would drown. That I’d never see Dylan again. Never... It had been too close. If he hadn’t.... But he had. He’d come back and saved me. 

I rolled over, snuggling closer into his arms, letting his soothing words calm me. He was warm and he held me tightly. 

He smelled of the water—ever so slightly fishy, but clean and fresh. I loved his smell, and right now there was nothing so comforting. I rubbed my cheek against his soft skin, against the strong muscles of his chest. 

 “I didn’t think you would come,” I said, trying to stop the sobs that were still shuddering through my body. 

 “I will always be there for you. You know that,” he murmured into my wet hair. 

Dylan’s arms were tight around me, his body so warm. But I couldn’t stop shaking... 

I was wet. Soaked through.

Why was I wet? I took a deep breath. I couldn’t smell him anymore. What was that smell? Wet feathers? That wasn’t right.

I opened my eyes. Bound in my blanket, I could hardly move. But I was still soaking wet, still shivering with cold. I blinked, trying to clutch on to my dream as it began to fade away. My tiny attic room was the same as ever. My wardrobe stood on one side of the door, the table with its basin on the other. What was the dripping...? Oh.

I looked up. Through the thatch of the roof came a near steady stream of water, falling directly onto my bed. After two weeks of nonstop rain, the water had finally found its way through the roof.

I groaned. Whoever that man in my dream had been, he’d felt so good, and now he was gone and fading from my memory faster than I could stop it. I could no longer even recall his name. I’d known it in my dream, but now all I could pull up in my memory were his dark curls and how nice it had been to snuggle up to him. Now I was cold and had to get up before I got deathly ill from lying in a puddle of water. And there was the prayer meeting to prepare for. I sighed.

I unbound myself from my blanket, rubbed myself dry and threw on a woolen dress. I didn’t care that it was still summer. The autumn was coming, and the mornings had become too cold to run about in thin cotton anymore—and the rain wasn’t helping.


Chapter Two

 

Hallelujah,” Tomos exclaimed, dropping to his knees. The careworn farmer rocked fervently back and forth. “Hallelujah!”

Looking from Tomos to my guardian, Father Llewellyn, around to the other men and women standing in the prayer circle with me, and back to old Tomos next to me, I was ready to drop to my knees as well. I was suddenly weak and tired, almost out of breath, and my fingers were tingling.

It must have been all that praying. It was the only explanation for why I felt as if I had just run the length of the town and back.

But then I stopped and listened.

Something wasn’t right. The room was absolutely silent.

I turned and followed the farmer’s eyes to look out of the window—and lost my breath again. The sun was shining! There was bright sunlight where just a minute ago there had been driving rain.

I ran to the window to be absolutely certain, but my knees buckled under me and I dropped into Father Llewellyn’s chair at the sight of a sky so blue. The brilliant sun was pouring down its light and warmth onto the village green—just as I had imagined it in my mind, not a minute ago.

As the warm humidity seeped over the windowsill and into the room, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes against the brightness of the morning, just smelling the sunshine. A laugh burst out of me and I held my arms out, wishing I could embrace the beauty of the suddenly fine weather.

After so long it was finally, finally clear! Two weeks of rain. Farms had flooded. Crops were ruined. The river had been running wild, overflowing its banks so much that even the mill, which relied on the steady flow of water to turn the wheel and grind the grain, couldn’t run properly. Stocks of flour were running low. Tempers were running high.

And now, it was clear. Blue sky. Sunshine.

I couldn’t hold it in any longer. Letting out a whoop of excitement, I jumped up and turned back to join Tomos in his calls of thanks. But Father Llewellyn’s eyes caught me—I froze in place. Suddenly I didn’t feel like celebrating any more. Like a cold breeze, Father’s serious expression blew the happiness right out of me.

He was staring, not past me out into the sunny morning, but straight at me. All of my joy crumbled into a dry uneasiness. It was an odd light I saw in Father’s eyes. The chill of it brought goose bumps to my arms. I had never seen anything like it before in my guardian’s face.

The five other people in the room were also looking at me, although none stared at me in quite the same way as Father. I shrank uncomfortably under his gaze. Had I done something wrong?

“What is it, Father?” I asked, moving away from the window.

Father’s eyes shifted for the briefest moment to the other people in the room, but then he softened into his regular repose. He smiled at me, but it wasn’t a true smile, no matter how hard he tried to make it so. “Nothing. It is nothing, Scai. I’m just so happy that God has finally answered our prayers.” Father stole another quick glance around the room. Giving my arm a pat, he said quietly, “Why don’t you go and deliver that basket of food to Ellen now? You’ll have a lovely walk in the sunshine.”

I wanted to question him more. There was something he wasn’t saying. But he had turned back to talk to the others, and I got the feeling that now wasn’t the time to probe further. Father would never reprimand me in front of other people, but I didn’t know what I had done wrong.
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I put aside my fears for the time being, determined to be as bright and happy as the brilliant sunshine warranted. Already the heaviness in the air was dissipating as I walked across the village green. The sun felt wonderful, its warmth beginning to soak into the drenched earth. I almost regretted the woolen dress.

Margaret stepped out of her shop just ahead of me, her face lifted to the sun. The older woman had an expression of such unquenchable joy as she took in a deep breath of sunshine that I couldn’t help but laugh and join in with her happiness. But as I did so, she caught sight of me. The woman paused for only a moment, her face losing all of its joy, before she turned and went back into her shop.

I, too, stopped at the woman’s abrupt departure. She must have remembered something, I told myself, but a chilly breeze slipped past me as I walked by Margaret’s shop.

Taking a step into the bakery just next door, I smiled as my senses were filled with the deep, rich smell of bread so good I could taste it. “Good morning, Nye, isn’t it glor...”

“Yes, glorious, Scai. What are you up to today? Not getting your nose into anyone else’s business now, are you?” the middle–aged man asked. He narrowed his little eyes at my basket.

I raised it and pulled back the cloth so that he could see inside. “I’m just bringing some food to Ellen to help her— ”

“And you want a bread to go in it, I suppose? Don’t have much today. With this rain...”

“I would be very grateful. Ellen—”

“Yes, yes. All right. For Ellen, poor thing.” He reached past his bulging stomach to hand me a loaf of bread from the nearly empty basket at his side. “Be off with you now, and stay out of trouble.”

I paused, hurt at the man’s brusque tone and angry that he was still treating me like a child. But the warmth of the sun was on my back as I stood in the shallow shop, so I shoved aside my pride and smiled, giving the baker a small curtsy before continuing on my way.

The sky was a touch duller as I walked toward Ellen’s house at the very edge of town. Still, the day was brightened by the shouts of children, finally released by the sunshine from their rainy prisons.

I felt eyes on my back and glanced behind me to see both Nye and Margaret standing outside of their shops watching me.

It wasn’t the first time they had stared at me as if they suspected me of doing something. I didn’t know why they did this, but I wasn’t going to let it bother me. Not today. I pulled the warmth of the sunshine around me and continued on.

The sound of men’s voices raised in anger had me lengthening my stride up the hill. Old John, the craggy–faced wheelwright, and the farmer, Dafydd, were standing nose to nose just outside the wheelwright’s shop. Dafydd clutched a wheel in his thin, strong hands, grasping and shaking two new spokes. “You call this sturdy? This wheel’s got to take the weight of the wagon, the grain, and put up with—”

“The wheel is sound!” Old John curled his hands into fists, ready for them to make his point for him if necessary.

“Good morning,” I called out in my most cheerful voice. I narrowed the distance between them in a few quick skips.

The two men turned to look at me, Old John taking a step back from his threatening position in front of Dafydd. “Good morning, Scai, what brings you here?” he asked, narrowing his eyes in my direction.

Dafydd looked at me with a nervousness in his eyes. Lowering the wheel to the ground, he shifted away from me.

I ignored the man’s body language, certain that Dafydd would forgive me later. Holding up my basket, I said brightly, “I’m bound for Ellen’s.” I turned to Old John and asked as gently as I could, “John, you don’t need payment for mending Dafydd’s wheel immediately, do you?”

“Payment?” Dafydd exclaimed. “I have no intention of paying for such shoddy work!”

“Shoddy work, now, is it?” Old John said, taking another menacing step toward Dafydd.

“Dafydd, you know that Old John’s work is as good as ever. Now that the rain has stopped, the river should be back to normal within a few days. Your grain will be ground and sold quickly and then you’ll have the money you need to pay for the wheel.” I turned back to the wheelwright. “It would be all right if he doesn’t pay you until next week, wouldn’t it, John?” I gave him my most charming smile, completely ignoring Dafydd’s wide eyes and the fact that his ears and cheeks had turned absolutely scarlet.

Old John’s eyes flicked from me to Dafydd and then back again. Dafydd had begun to look madder than an ox with a thorn in his hoof, but he kept his mouth shut in a tight, grim line.

“Is that what it is, then? It’s just the rain that has kept you from grinding and selling your barley?”

“And how did you know that, Scai?” said a voice from behind me. I turned and saw Tomos there, along with some of the people from the prayer group, Nye from the bakery, and Margaret as well. Some of them shifted or looked away when I moved toward them. One man turned his head away so I couldn’t look into his eyes. But most of them stood their ground, glaring anger and accusations at me.

I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know how I knew that Dafydd didn’t have the money. It had just been there, in his eyes.

“Well?” Old John prodded.

I turned back to Dafydd. He looked at me, but said nothing—just waited with the rest for my explanation.

I wished I had one to give. “He...” I started.

“I never said a word about not having the money, did I, John?” Dafydd interrupted, turning to the wheelwright.

“No, you never did,” the other man concurred.

“And little Michael never said a thing about taking a jar of honey from my shop last week, and yet Scai knew he’d done it. And she wasn’t even there when it happened,” Margaret said, coming out from between some of the men.

“You made the sun come out today. I could see that Father thought so,” Tomos said, coming closer. They all began to surround me. I took a step back, but Dafydd was there, frowning at me.

“I didn’t, I couldn’t... I can’t make the sun come out. That’s ridiculous!” I stammered, trying to laugh. My eyes flitted from one person to the next. Surely, they didn’t think I had anything to do with the weather?

“You prayed for the sun to come out, didn’t you, Scai?” Father Llewellyn asked, as he walked into the crowd surrounding me.

My eyes locked onto those of my guardian. Thank God he was here! Safety and support resonated from his eyes. “Of course I did, Father. We all did.”

Father Llewellyn nodded. “We all did,” he said, indicating the people who had been there. “We all prayed for the sun, and our prayers were answered.”

I looked around at the others, but my momentary feeling of security was gone as soon as I did so. Why didn’t they believe me?

“We all prayed for the sun,” I repeated, hoping to get through to them.

“I still say that you’re a witch,” Margaret said, glaring at me.

“What? No!” I moved closer to Father Llewellyn. He would protect me. There was nowhere for me to go.

“You’re a witch, admit it,” Dafydd growled.

I spun around to face my accuser, secure with Father right behind me. “I’m not! Father...”

“Scai is a special young woman,” Father said, putting his hand reassuringly on my shoulder, “but to call her a witch after all that she has done to help each and every one of you? She is a kind and caring girl, who helps others whenever and however she can.”

A breath of relief escaped from me. They wouldn’t hurt me, not with Father there. But that didn’t mean that they weren’t thinking about it. I could feel them—feel their anger, their fear. They wanted to hurt me. Thoughts of witch burnings slipped through their minds. A woman had been drowned a few weeks ago in a neighboring town, accused of witchcraft. They could do the same to me.

“You all know me,” I pleaded with them. I tried to keep my voice calm, but my legs had begun to tremble and feel weak.

“Yes, and we all know that you always know too much,” Old John said.

“Witch!” Margaret hissed, taking another step forward.

“No! I just try to help people,” I cried, trying to hold back my tears. I turned to Father. He would help me. He had to.

“You do help people,” he reassured me and the others. “And that is just what you were doing right now, wasn’t it Scai? You were taking that basket of food to poor Ellen. Why don’t you go and do that?” Father stepped back so that I could move from the circle.

I looked gratefully at Father as I slipped past him. He gave me a reassuring smile, but the look in his eyes told me to get away fast. To run, if necessary.

And I nearly did.

I dared to take one look back but turned right around again. They were all watching me.

 


Chapter Three

 

Nimuë’s fingers were tingling. It was time. With every sense in her body, she knew it was finally time.

She had been waiting for this for almost two hundred years. It was a rather long time to wait for three children to be born and grow up, but it would be worth it in the end. In the end, she would be the unquestioned ruler of the world of the Vallen—and soon after that, the human world as well. It was only right that the Vallen, a powerful race, rule ordinary humans. Why this was not already so, she couldn’t fathom.

And as soon as those children were dead and no longer a threat to her, she would be the most powerful Vallen. It would most certainly be worth such a very, very long wait.

Anticipation sent a luscious shiver through her as she opened her cabinet. Reaching to the very back, she pulled out her fine silver bowl and water skin. The bowl gleamed, reflecting the sun’s rays throughout the room, as she unwrapped it and set it on the table. Carefully uncorking the water skin, Nimuë poured the precious liquid into the bowl.

As its scent wafted up to her, her senses were overwhelmed with memories of home. The smell of the flowers and rich earth, the taste of the most delicious fruits and the sweetest vegetables. Her ears rang with laughter and song—everything that spoke of happiness.

It was Avalon. And it was something Nimuë had not experienced for a very long time.

Her eyes stung momentarily with unshed tears, but she blinked them away. This was no time for sentimentality. She had much more important work to do.

Focusing on the sacred water of Avalon, Nimuë willed the faces of the three children to be shown to her. Despite the distance of seven generations, her connection to them should still be strong enough.

Slowly, the world around her faded away. The pounding from the armorer below, the thumping of horses’ hooves on the compacted dirt of the courtyard, even the room around her disappeared from her vision, just as the Isle itself had faded into the mists. The only thing left was her own reflection shimmering in the water before her eyes. Softly, Nimuë blew a ripple across its glossy surface—and through the undulating water, another face appeared, replacing her own reflection.

The face was of a pretty, young woman. She was in her late teens, if not older. Her brilliant blue eyes stared out at Nimuë, laughing, full of love and happiness. Freckles sprinkled across her nose and cheeks. A hand appeared, pushing back bright red curls behind her ears. Seeing the clarity of the image sparked a nagging worry in the back of Nimuë’s mind. If they all appeared this clearly in her scrying bowl —could they already be too schooled for her to defeat? No! That could not be. Even though they were adults now, they had not yet discovered who they truly were, nor, even more importantly, found each other. She refocused on the water. And she couldn’t have killed them while they were still children. Even she had limits.

The scene behind the girl dissolved into recognizable buildings—Gloucester. A slow smile crept onto Nimuë’s face. She had been to St. Peter’s Abbey not too long ago. Now, it looked as if she would be paying it another visit.

Nimuë stood back from the water for a moment. The young woman did not look like a killer. She did not look like a powerful Vallen either, but looks could deceive. Nimuë smiled wryly as she reflected: no one would have ever thought that she herself could be so... determined.

But there was something else in this face. Something familiar. Nimuë did not know what it was, and she did not have time right now to try to figure it out.

She blew another gentle breeze over the water and watched as the girl’s face dissolved into another. Her own—no, wait. Not her own, but one so very much like hers it was uncanny.

Her own green eyes stared up at her, set above the same high cheekbones as hers and a nose that, although a bit larger, was very familiar. Even the smile, holding a hint of pain, echoed her own. It was the jaw line, distinctly masculine, that distinguished this face from Nimuë’s. This was a young man, who despite his meager years—certainly not much more than twenty—had known sorrow and distress. And yet he smiled at her as if he beheld something very pleasing to his eye. What was it that he was looking at that made him smile in this way?

Nimuë shook such ridiculous musings from her mind. This boy was destined to kill her! Did it matter who he was or what made him smile? No. What mattered was that she find him before he found her.

But where was he? Unremarkable scenery gathered behind him. Green trees made up his surroundings, that and a swiftly flowing stream. There was nothing to mark his location. He could have been anywhere in England or Wales. But this did not deter Nimuë. She would find him; she had no fear of this.

Once again, she blew across the sacred water of Avalon and willed for it to show her its third child. But this image was indistinct, the features hazy and indeterminate. Long, straight blond hair was all that she could make out, and even that was uncertain as it fluttered in a breeze against a brilliant blue sky.

But why was this one so unclear? Did she not know who she was? Of what she was capable? Even at this age—for the girl, like the boy, must be in her early twenties. It must be that. There was no other explanation.

With nothing else to see, Nimuë sat back and closed her eyes in exhaustion. It was not easy seeing into the waters of Avalon, and she was out of practice. One arm dropped uselessly to her side, the other resting on her rapidly rising and falling stomach.

Could she be getting old? The thought made her chuckle. No, thank goodness, she was not old, and if she could help it, she never would be. Just as Merlin had been forever old, Nimuë was determined to stay forever young.

But to do so, she would first have to rid the world of these three. That they had come to her individually was a good sign. That meant that they had not yet found each other. She still had time to kill them off before they discovered each other and their destiny. But she would have to act fast, of that she was certain. She was nearly too late.


Chapter Four

 

I walked as fast as I could, keeping my eyes firmly on the ground in front of me. My feet kept time with the pounding of my heart. I watched my shoes appear and disappear out from under the hem of my dress as I strode up the hill toward Ellen’s house.

The thin wooden door of the house appeared before me sooner than I anticipated and I almost walked straight into it.

It swung open in front of me. “Oh! Scai, you scared me out of my wits.” Ellen took a step back into her house, but then stopped, clearly not moving to invite me in. There was a noticeable lack of cooking smells coming from the house. Ellen should have been well into preparing the evening’s meal by now, but the only smell was the stale air from the windows being closed for too long.

I took a small step into the doorway but didn’t go any further as Ellen took another step backward as well. Surely Ellen didn’t think... no, I wouldn’t think about Margaret and Dafydd’s accusation. I was not a witch. I was a compassionate person, and I was here to offer my condolences.

Holding out the basket, I said, “I’m sorry, Ellen. I was just about to knock. I brought you a basket of food. I am so sorry about Hugh. He was a good man.”

Ellen brushed her hair, now liberally sprinkled with gray, out of her face. “Thank you so much. You are a good girl, Scai.” Her eyes swam with tears, but she blinked them away before any could fall into the deep pouches under her eyes.

I handed her the basket with one hand and gave her arm a friendly squeeze. “I know that you’ll be all right. You’re such a strong woman, Ellen. I can’t tell you how much I admire your strength during such a difficult time.”

Ellen now truly looked as if she was going to cry, but she held her lips firm.

“And if you ever need any help looking after the little ones, I do hope you will call for me. You know I would be happy to help out in any way that I can,” I continued.

“Thank you,” Ellen whispered. “Thank you, and God bless you.” The woman met my gaze for the briefest moment, before turning away to put the basket inside.

Ellen, too, thought there was something odd about me.

But there wasn’t! I wasn’t a witch.

I clenched my fists and spun away from Ellen’s house. How could they think that of me? I loved helping people. I’d never hurt anyone. I’d only ever helped people. Why couldn’t they see that?

[image: ]

Without a conscious thought, my footsteps started in the direction I needed to go, but by the time I was halfway there my fear broke into tears. I lifted up my skirts and ran the rest of the way.

Aron was hammering away at a horseshoe when I ran into the large empty yard by the river. At twenty–two, only two years older than me, he was the youngest blacksmith the town had ever had. If it hadn’t been for Hugh’s accident the previous week, he would still be an apprentice. Now, he had all of the town’s work to deal with on his own.

I stopped a few yards away from where he stood behind a huge anvil in front of the river. Although I was panting and crying, I knew to keep my distance from where Aron was working. The smoldering fire by his side belched out heat—I could feel the intensity of it even at a distance. As I stopped, he looked up, his hammer paused mid–air.

The hot iron screamed as it was dropped unceremoniously into the pail of water, and within moments I was enveloped in Aron’s hot, comforting arms. The worn leather apron he wore was soft against my cheek as I sobbed into his chest.

“Hush. Hush, now.” He soothed me, just as he had when we were little and I would come running to him when the other children had taunted and teased me. I couldn’t imagine not having Aron in my life to comfort and protect me.

The memory of my dream tugged at me. Warm arms of comfort; a strong, bare chest under my cheek; and a hot kiss turning me into a breath of want and need. The memory of it teased me. It hadn’t been Aron in my dream. I’d only kissed him once, and that had felt strange and awkward. Who was it, then? I couldn’t remember. I supposed it didn’t really matter now. It was just a dream.

My sobs dissolved into soft hiccups as Aron’s comfort settled into me. Now that I was with someone I could trust, it would be all right.

“Come inside,” he said, taking my hand and guiding me into the barn where he both worked and lived.

Aron rested his hip against his worktable as I hoisted myself up onto it. I took my time, knowing he would wait patiently until I had calmed down enough to tell him everything.

It was much cooler in here, away from the warmth of the late morning sun and the blacksmith’s fire. I brushed back strands of my blond hair, so fine they stuck to my face with my drying tears, and concentrated on forming the words in my head that would not sound too stupid or melodramatic. But before I could even complete the thought, the words were out of my mouth, tumbling over themselves like leaves caught in the breeze.

“All of the townspeople think I’m a witch because I know what people are thinking. I know what they’ve done or haven’t done and what they mean to say but don’t. Father even thinks I made the sun come out this morning, although he didn’t say so. We all prayed for the rain to stop, he himself said we did, but...”

“Hey! Stop.” Aron laughed.

My words stopped short. I took a breath and looked up at him. The smile on his face faded as my words settled into him. Grasping my shoulders, he looked me straight in the eye. “Everyone in town thinks you’re a witch?”

The disbelief in his voice mirrored my own exactly, and an air of relief blew through me. I knew he would feel this way. I could always count on Aron.

“I know. It’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” I said, beginning to feel better already.

But Aron was no longer laughing, not even a smile graced his handsome face. He was staring at me as if he was really considering whether it could be true.

“Aron!”

“No, Scai, I’m thinking about this.” He let go of me and stood back, staring down at the floor for a minute. He began nodding his head. “Yes. It does make sense.”

“Aron! No.” How could he betray me this way?

“But, Scai, wait. You have to admit that you always know things that others don’t. Haven’t you ever wondered about it?”

“I’m intuitive,” I said, with a lift of my chin.

He shook his head. “No one is that intuitive. Do you hear people’s voices in your head? Can you read their thoughts? How do you do it?”

I widened my eyes. He really believed that I was a witch! “No. I don’t.” But then I saw that Aron wasn’t looking at me as if he were scared. He looked...well, he looked interested, even curious.

Aron was my friend. He was my best friend. Could I not be completely open with him, even if I had never been so with myself?

I closed my eyes and tried to remember the first time I’d been aware that I knew what others were thinking. It had been so long ago I didn’t think I could remember. But then a hazy scene flitted through my mind... playing on the village green, the other children moving away from me when I said aloud what each one was thinking. They wouldn’t play with me after that.

I had sworn to myself right then that I would only use my gift to help people—and I had. But no one seemed to remember that now. They only remembered that I was odd and knew things that I shouldn’t.

So how did I know what someone was thinking? I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know; I see it in their eyes. I just look at them and there it is: whatever they’re thinking is in my own mind.”

“Do you know what I’m thinking right now?”

I looked up at Aron. A lock of his long brown hair had fallen into his eyes, but they stayed focused on me. “You’re...you’re fascinated with how I know what someone is thinking. And you wish you could do the same thing. And you need your hair cut.”

Aron burst out laughing. “I was not thinking that I needed my hair cut!”

I grinned. I couldn’t believe it, but I actually smiled. “No, you weren’t thinking that, but you do.”

He laughed as he brushed his hair out of his eyes. “But this is incredible, Scai.” He lowered his voice and leaned toward me to whisper, “You’re a witch!” As if it was the most wonderful thing in the world.

And for a minute, I thought it was, too—until reality caught up to me. Then all the good feelings I had been sharing with Aron blew straight out of me.

“No! I’m intuitive. I see what people are thinking, that’s all. It doesn’t mean I’m a witch.”

“Scai...”

“No. Aron, this is ridiculous.”

He shook his head. “Why don’t you want to believe this?”

“Because it’s wrong.”

“Scai...”

“It’s wrong, and ridiculous, and...” I blinked away the tears burning in my eyes. How could he? How could he betray me like this? Aron was supposed to laugh at this with me, not take it seriously. I wasn’t a witch!

“...and it’s dangerous and frightening,” I finished in a whisper. “Witches are the spawn of the devil. That’s what Father Llewellyn taught us, and I believe it.”

“But that doesn’t mean that you...”

“Oh, no? How do you know?”

“What? You are not the spawn—”

“I don’t know what I am. Father Llewellyn found me on the church steps.” I jumped down from the table, coming close to landing on Aron’s foot, but I didn’t care. I wanted to hurt him for even thinking that Margaret and Dafydd might be right.

“I don’t know who my parents were. All I do know is that I am not a witch,” I whispered furiously, before running out of the shed and heading back to the rectory.


Chapter Five

 

Father?” I called as I entered the house. I looked in the drawing room, but it was empty. With a shiver of apprehension, I left the room.

The town had seemed empty on my way back from speaking with Aron. It had been very strange. Usually there was someone about. But now there was no one. It was as if they had all gone to hide from me.

And now Father was gone, too. Dafydd and the others hadn’t hurt him, had they? I raced through the house, searching, my heart pounding with the sharp stab of fear.

I found my guardian sitting in his study at the back of the house. Relief sent me flying to him. I threw myself at his feet and clutched onto his legs just as I used to do when I was a little girl.

I had spent too many afternoons like this after being teased by the other children for being different, or because my parents hadn’t wanted me. Aron had always tried to defend me and had ended up in too many fights because of me. But Father had taught me to turn the other cheek, and so I had always ended up here.

And now, just as he had always done, Father Llewellyn gently stroked my head and murmured words of comfort. When the fear loosened itself from my throat, I whispered, “Father, you don’t think...”

“No, I don’t think, Scai,” he began, and relief rushed through me until he added, “I know.”

My heart clenched in my chest. “But...”

“No. Hush, my child, hush. I am sorry I’ve never said anything, but I’ve known since you were a little girl and able to repeat what was in anyone’s mind—even when you clearly didn’t understand what it was you were saying.”

He gave a little laugh as he remembered. “You were such a funny child. But I could protect you then.” He grew sober once again. “I don’t know that I can anymore.”

Gently, he disengaged my hands from around his legs and dropped down onto his knees in front of me. Holding my hands between his, he said, “Let us pray for God’s mercy, child. Let us pray for your safety.”

I bowed my head and prayed with all my might. We sat, each lost in our own prayers, until the old priest began to recite the Lord’s Prayer. His deep somber voice and the familiar sounds were soothing, even though I couldn’t understand the Latin words.

“Amen,” I repeated after him. I was shocked to see Father’s eyes wet with tears.
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“Scai. Scai, wake up, my dear.” The voice nagged at me. My shoulder was gently being shaken. “Scai, now! You need to be gone.” The words were spoken in such a terrified whisper, I dragged my eyelids open.

Father Llewellyn was kneeling next to me on the floor. My bed had still been damp the previous evening, so I’d slept on the floor where it was dry.

Worry creased the old priest’s forehead. He turned and looked over his shoulder, as if he expected someone to come through my bedroom door.

“What is it, Father?” I asked, propping myself up on my elbows.

“You must go. Now. They’ll be here any minute.”

“Who will?”

“The townspeople. Margaret, Dafydd, even old Tomos. I think they must have been up all night. They’ve built a bonfire in the middle of the square.”

“For me?” The words were little more than a squeak—I had no voice, no breath. Sudden terror had knocked it clear of my lungs.

Father nodded, his face a terrifying blank mask.

I was up in a moment, pulling clothing out of my wardrobe with only one thought in mind—run! Father handed me a bag.

“There’s bread, cheese, and a skin of water in this.”

I shoved a shift, a dress, and my shawl on the top and then tossed another dress on over my head. Father laced me up faster than I could have done with my trembling fingers.

“Are you packed and ready?” I asked, as he worked.

He paused, looking at me with some confusion in his eyes. “I’m not going with you. You’ll have to go on your own, I’m afraid.”

“But I can’t leave you here. What if they turn on you?” I asked.

He just gave me a little smile. “They won’t. I’m a man of God. Besides, I’m old. I would only slow you down.”

I didn’t know what to say. I prayed he was right. With a breath, I had an idea. “I’ll go to England. Perhaps I can find my parents.”

A smile lit up Father Llewellyn’s face. “Yes! Brilliant. That is what I will tell them when they come looking for you.”

I nodded, knowing this was right. “And it is what I will do.”
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The sun still hadn’t risen when I slipped into the blacksmith’s shop to wake Aron. I couldn’t leave without saying goodbye.

He protested my calls of his name in his sleep and tried to bat me away with a wave of his hand, burrowing deeper into the straw that made up his bed in one corner of the shed.

“Aron. Aron,” I whispered.

With a start he was up, nearly hitting my head with his own as he bolted upright. I backed up. “I’m leaving. I just wanted to say goodbye.”

He blinked uncomprehendingly at me for a minute then gasped, as if he remembered what was going on. “What? Where?”

I tried not to laugh at his momentary confusion, while I was sure that on the inside my heart was breaking. I’d never had to do something so difficult as say goodbye to the two people I loved the most.

Father Llewellyn had seen me off, crying so hard that I hoped never to see a man weep as he had. And now, it was I who was about to embarrass myself with my tears. I blinked them away and forced myself to stay positive. This was a wonderful opportunity.

“I’m going to England. We’ve always known this day would come.” I gave a little shrug and tried for a smile. “I had hoped it wouldn’t be so soon, but the townspeople have built a bonfire for me... this is the opportunity I’ve been waiting for to go and try to find my family.”

Aron’s eyes widened in shock before he shook his head in wonder. “How do you always turn everything around to see the positive? You’re amazing, Scai!”

I swallowed at the lump in my throat and forced out a little laugh.

But Aron turned serious. He reached out and grasped my arm as if he wasn’t going to let me go. “Are you going to be all right? England is very far away.”

I put my hand over his. “I know. But what choice do I have?”

He couldn’t say anything. There was nothing to say.

I moved my hand to his cheek, rough with beard. I did my best to put a reassuring smile on my face. It might have been a feeble attempt, but at least my tears were staying hidden within my heart.

Aron sighed. “There are thieves, Scai. In the forest. I’ve heard tales of them. They’re ruthless and don’t think twice about killing those who trespass through their territory. Perhaps I should come with you.”

I had to keep myself from laughing. How very typical of Aron to want to protect me. “No. You are needed here. There is no other blacksmith now that Hugh has died. And besides, I’ll be fine.” I gave his shoulder a loving squeeze. “I’ll be as careful as I can and avoid anyone who doesn’t seem to be friendly.”

Aron didn’t seem to be entirely satisfied with this but accepted it as truly the only option. “At least you can use your mind–reading skills to tell if someone means you harm.”

Fear clogged my throat for a moment at the mention of my “magic.” I didn’t want to think about that. I still wasn’t ready to accept that I even had this ability. Honestly, I only wanted to put it all behind me.

“Don’t talk about my... my skills. Don’t even think about them. They’re not real. I don’t... I’m leaving because I want to find my family. That and because I don’t really belong here in Tallent. I never have. And it’s long past time that I left.”

Aron sighed. “It is true that people have never truly accepted you, but...”

“I’ll never forget you, Aron. I... I love you,” I said, emotion rushing out of me when my tears could not. I threw my arms around my dearest friend and held on as tightly as I could. Before I was no longer able to contain myself, I got up and ran out.
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Like a winter storm, my heart heavy but my feet flurrying over the ground, I slipped around the outside edge of the village in silence. There was no need to be so upset, I chided myself. I was going to find my real family—I should be happy and excited.

Instead, I was terrified. I was leaving the only home I’d ever known. My friends, my family—well, my one friend and Father Llewellyn, but they were all I had. My footsteps slowed and very nearly stopped altogether, fear for Father Llewellyn blinding me.

Why in the world was I doing this? I started to turn around but then remembered the alternative. I could go and face unknown dangers—or stay and be burnt at the stake as a witch.

My feet started once again to move forward, this time more decisively. But as I stepped out from the last row of barley into the yawning, empty space between Dafydd’s farm and the forest, I stopped short. There, standing in the bright morning sunlight, were three large ravens—their sharp black eyes were staring right at me.

One of them hopped forward to get a better look, cocking its head. I didn’t breathe. I couldn’t. I knew the meaning of this. Ravens were drawn to magic like a moth to a flame.

They were there for me.

They must have sensed my fear. One jumped into the air flying straight for me. I backed up as quickly as I could without taking my eyes off the huge bird.

With a beautiful, terrifying call, a white hawk appeared from nowhere, plucking at the raven with its sharp talons. The black bird was knocked off course, landing hard on the ground not ten feet from me.

Within moments the other two ravens attacked the hawk.

“No!” I almost screamed. I didn’t know why the hawk had saved me, but I couldn’t stand for the poor thing to be hurt on my account. I stood there, watching the birds fight—two, and then three on one.

It was a flurry of black and white feathers, sharp beaks jabbing at each other and the hawk’s razor–like talons slashing viciously at the ravens. Never had I seen such a fight. I started to step forward, trying to figure out if there was any way to help the hawk, but I had nothing to use as a weapon, and even if I did, the four birds were too close to each other. I wouldn’t want to risk hurting the hawk. I could do nothing but watch.

Even three against one, the fight was over much faster than I expected. All three ravens, as if on cue, took
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