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The Art Of Magic

By Tami Veldura


Korah grunted as she thrust her dagger deep into the rubbery neck of a creature twisted by the blight. It had once been a fox, perhaps. Or a racoon. But the poison and magic had rotted its fur away and given its skin a thick, bluish hue. The beast turned on her, long yellow fangs bared, but when Korah wrenched her dagger free, the creature gurgled as it choked on its own sappy blood. She hopped away in case the monster dove after her for a final death strike, but it collapsed to the ruddy dirt instead, twitching as it's blood dribbled into a pool of sticky purple ink. 

Korah darted to her sister. Another blighted creature swiped at Justyne with curved claws. Korah hissed, annoyed at her lack of arrows, and tackled the beast from the side. She led with her dagger, plunging it deep into the beast's throat and ripping purple-blighted flesh as she tumbled away. Justyne staggered a few steps back, gasping for breath and holding one arm close to her body. Korah adjusted her grip on her dagger. It was wet with blighted blood. The beast coughed inky blood to the dirt and focused its small red eyes on Korah. She circled carefully, waiting for an opening that would let her put the twisted creature down for good. 

It feinted a lunge at her, swiping the air and growling. Korah let it posture. When the beast fell from blood loss, Korah dove in aggressively. She shoved the weakened animal's head to the side and sliced it clean through. 

Korah spun, quickly assessing the field for additional threats. She didn't see any more blighted creatures, but she and Justyne couldn't rest here. They were only just ahead of the spreading infection and as night fell, the blighted would find them again. They needed to keep moving. 

Korah caught up with her sister at the edge of the clearing. Justyne had leaned against a tree and was using the last of her water bladder to clean the cuts in her arm. If rinsed clear of the tacky blood, they shouldn't see signs of infection, but they couldn't be too careful. Already the city of Lerean had fallen to the blight, people turning on each other with blistering sores and unusual ferocity. A bite or scratch from a blighted animal spread suddenly through human population, too quickly to stop. Justyne and Korah thought the neighboring settlements would be safe, but the blight had spread even there. 

As Justyne emptied her water bladder, Korah watched the tainted drops soak into the ground and stain it purple. Already the blood from the creatures they'd killed was spreading, like a mold, across the sparse dirt. It wasn't enough to kill a blighted creature, their bodies and blood needed to be burned, the ground purified with fire and salt, the very air smudged with jasmine and sage. 

No place was safe.

Korah helped Justyne cut away the ragged end of her torn sleeve, then the two of them plunged into the forest. There were no cart paths out here beyond the farming settlements. There was nothing but forests, wild beasts, and, in the distance, the mountain spine. Some people said the mountain was a slumbering dragon, but Korah hoped it wasn't. If the blight twisted a dragon, surely the whole world would burn. 

Justyne stepped over a rock crag and into a shallow stream. She knelt to let the fresh water cleanse her cuts. Korah stripped herself bare and scrubbed both skin and clothes with sand. There was no telling what the tainted blood would do to creatures downstream, but Korah wasn't sure anything could be saved. Not anymore. Their only chance was to get ahead of it, then wait for the blight to catch up. Hopefully it would destroy itself from the inside out when there was nothing left to consume, the way a wolf pack died when they outnumbered the rabbits. Maybe there was a place so far away that the blight would die before it reached them.

Korah had little hope.

"Do you smell that?" Justyne straightened, fresh water dripping from her bladder. She gazed upstream.

Korah dressed in cold clothes and sniffed the air. "Fire?"

"No... Sage."

Korah traded a wide-eyed look with her sister. Sage meant someone out there was trying to keep an area clear of the blight. Someone had hope. 

They hopped out of the stream on the opposite bank and began marching toward the drifting scent. The change in plan was mutual and immediate. They couldn't keep running forever alone in this forest and neither of them were much for hunting. Either they needed to find friendly people or they would likely starve before making it much farther.

Korah spotted the decorative flags first. They flapped in a light breeze just off the stream and had been tied in a line that extended both deeper into the forest and further upstream. Justyne grabbed one of the flags and examined it closely. Fine colors wove through the cloth. "This is beautiful," she said. She let it go and grabbed the next one. "So is this one."

Korah inspected several of the bright fabrics herself, and her brow drew close in confusion. Exquisite details had been stitched into the fabric, a pattern of lacing and color. "These have been embroidered," she said. "This one even has tiny glass beads. This is worth a fortune; why would it be left outside to weather?"

"These ones, too," Justyne said, further up the line. "I think all of them have."

"But why?"

"I don't know." Justyne searched the surrounding woods, but there was no sign of anyone around. "I think we should follow the flags further upstream."

Korah didn't have any better ideas. They adjusted their course to follow the string of bright flags, each one a new shade, every single flag a delicate piece of art. Korah shook her head. Each one had to take weeks. Maybe months! Who was wasting their time with these while the world was being eaten by the blight?

They came across the source of the sage a moment later. A small, enclosed lantern hung from a tree branch along the flag line. It was lit from below, and the sage on top smoldered and smoked. Justyne soaked her hands in the smoke and rubbed her face. It probably wouldn't stop the blight from infecting her, but it couldn't hurt either. Korah did the same, breathing in the comforting scent. 

They followed the flag line as it wound around trees, a hanging brasier of sage at regular intervals. Trees broke into a natural clearing beside the river where a small, sturdy bridge crossed at the most narrow point. An outcropping of rock bottled the water into a fast-flowing limb on their side, which allowed the bridge to stand well clear of any spring flooding that might come down from the mountain. Along the length of the bridge, banners and flags, as beautifully embroidered as all the others, flapped off of the waist-high guard rail and continued down a makeshift path on the other side, deeper into the forest. 

Justyne and Korah exchanged a look of shared curiosity. Who could be living out here in the woods away from the city and fields? They were well into the forest, more than a day's ride by horse at least, which meant few in the city would have known anyone was out here. Korah found the silent, brightly colored flags somewhat eerie. The wood was under assault by twisted monsters and creeping poison. Flags wouldn't make a difference when the blight crept up the trees and over the bridge. All of that beauty would simply rot away on their strings. Did they know that and hang them anyway?

"The blight is back across the river," Justyne said softly. "We should follow the flags on this side."

Korah nodded. They turned away from the rushing water and the quiet flapping of fabric. Some yards into the clearing, a path resolved through the trees on the opposite side. It was simple dirt, with a few stones nudged to either side for easier travel. Flags hung at a distance on both sides and heavy clouds of sage drifted thickly around their feet. 

Despite the signs, stumbling upon a village almost came as a surprise. None of the trees had been cleared, little homes instead fitted between their trunks or, in some cases, around them. Some smaller stones had been moved from the most direct pathways, but larger ones were painted bright colors with rows of repeating dots. And the flags. So many flags decorated each and every branch.

Children ran between the homes, their laughter as bright as the fabrics, while parents sat in small clusters, apparently unconcerned with the world's troubles. They all worked their own flag, embroidering. 

Jastyne hesitated at the hazy border between village and path. Korah didn't know what to make of it all. The past several weeks of her life had been swept away in an adrenaline-fueled panic, desperation driving her to survive. Yet these people seemed to have no concerns at all. No one was urging them to pack their belongings or consoling crying kids as they prepared to leave everything behind. There were no lines of worry etched in their faces. No miasma of sorrow hanging over everyone. 

Korah took a careful step forward, her movement drawing attention first from the children, then from the adults. "You need to leave," Korah said, unable to believe these people had been left untouched. "The blight is coming, you need to leave now."

A young girl did a cartwheel as she said, "The blight can't get us here."

A smaller child, maybe a sibling, tried to copy her and ended up stuck on their hands, looking at Korah between their legs. "Bite!" they said.

"It can and it will," Korah said, her voice firming. She stepped forward again. "It's just across the river and heading this way. You still have time, but--"

A woman in the closest group of seated adults handed her embroidery to the man beside her and stood up, fluffing her bright skirt as she did so. Like the flags, her skirt and blouse were intricately decorated with whorles of color. "What they mean is we're protected from the infections here. You're welcome to stay."

Korah's face twisted through a series of emotions. Were these people deliberately stupid? Had they been mislead by
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