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      I’ve known death. For over half a millennium, I escorted many to death at the end of my sword. I will never forget the eyes of the dying as it shrouded them. Foolishly, thinking countless more eras would pass before death came for me. It came so swiftly that I could not run; I could not escape.

      At a village, dressed in human clothes, I absorbed everything. Being Elvin, has its advantages linguistically as does sneaking out for centuries. Their hobbled homes burrowed into the ground. Rocks crunched on top of one another with thatched roofs made from woven straw. I had never seen a home or inn that was higher than three levels, as if they were afraid of the sky.

      Jugglers bounced torches and knives hypnotically delaying my return to my people. It was autumn equinox and the festivities would continue well into the night. Children laughed as they chased each other. A trail of leaves from their costumes twirled after them. It was dark when I reached the forest. Choosing a shorter hike up the hill rather than the long path back would make up for lost time. I didn’t need to alert the Elvin guards patrolling the barrier of my escapade. Liana would worry that I was late. Tomorrow night would be the two month anniversary of our hand twining ceremony. One more month as was customary, then we would wed.

      A gasp rustled through the dry leaves. Nearby, the tree roots shot a warning to me. There was no time to change back into my Elvin garb. After I passed the border, which kept men from entering our land, I’d made a quick change back to my Elvin tunic I had hidden in my pack.

      In the distance, a groan broke through the chirping crickets. Curiosity spun me around. The autumn breeze shifted through my worn human clothes, chilling me. Someone may need help and I dashed in the direction of the sounds.

      Whomever had made the noise should be a few yards ahead. Slowing my gait, not to startle anyone around with my Elvin speed, my leather boots crunched upon dried, diseased leaves and bark. Horrified, I glanced up.

      Branches twisted around, suffocating each other. Lifeless limbs cracked in the wind. The trees’ flesh sloughed off in layers, exposing its bones. Deep gashes hollowed out chunks of warmth. Fragments of leaves clung to fingertips, marking sepulchers of the dying trees.

      Trees mourned with wails like splitting wood, and I brought my hands over my ears. I must flee before I became infected, they whispered.

      Leave before the stain of this defilement creeps into you, they warned. Trees spoke to my people, they always had. Yet, these trees were in such agony of death that I could not breathe. My lungs folded in on themselves, like a moth unable to break loose from its cocoon.

      There was nothing I could do for them, and if I lingered too long, whatever disease gnawed upon them would choke me too. Where could I go if I carried something so foul as to devour trees from the inside out? I’d never return to Tamlon if this infection took hold of me.

      I drew away, but movement at the base of a decaying tree to my right stopped me. My night vision picked up the sight of a man. His sallow face seemed to glow in the moonlight. Poking out from rags lay his arms and legs, which resembled skin stretched over sticks.

      So cadaverous was his face, I’d have thought him dead if he hadn’t moved.

      “Please,” he said and his voice sounded like cicada’s vibrations, “help me.”

      “What ails you in this troubled place?” Did my voice, foreign to my ears in speaking the human language, reveal my nature.

      “I am lost.” His dark eyes crinkled around the corners. “Without the strength to rise. If you would but assist me up, I’ll be on my way.”

      I’d never touched a human before. Something gave me pause or a sort of dread that stilled my heart. My feet itched to flee. As soon as I helped him, then I’d leave. I gritted my teeth and reached a hand down.

      His gnarled fingers snapped on my arm, making me wince. Jerking me forward, his face contorted. Surprised by his strength, I fell beside him. Blackness curled around me.

      Teeth, fangs, broke through the skin on my neck. Then I knew him for what he was, a vampire. I struggled in protest. My words trapped in my mind. This shouldn’t happen. I was not human. But I felt my essence slip from me with each every draw of my blood.

      I tried in vain to push him off me, but I couldn’t move. My joints and muscles locked in place. Release. Get away. I screamed again and again in my mind, but my body refused to obey. If I could reach my sword, then I’d behead the monster. But my hands, even my fingers, refused to move.

      My bones locked as if steel rods had replaced them and tempered closed. Embraced by death. The wind roared in my ears, bringing the laments of the trees around me, piercing into my soul. Here, the ebb of my life drained away from me.
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      He twitched.

      A tugging at my wound sent pain searing through me as he tried to pull away. But neither of us could disentangle. He was locked with me, and I with him.

      Pain churned behind my eyes like scorching fire. It seeped through my skull and down my spine. His essence mingled with mine and filled me.

      And I knew him.

      I knew his thoughts, his name, and his victims through the centuries. Inside my head, he was yelling. “Not human. Not human. What are you? Draining me, my power.” His words shattered through my mind.

      What was happening? The ground beneath me sighed. Bugs crawled along the leaves, their mouths crunching through the bark. In sleep, birds ruffled their feathers.

      The stench of blood and death lingered. A feeling of falling coursed through me. Everywhere my skin tingled like pine needles pricked me. I sensed each groove of my knuckles.

      Finally, my strength returned to me, and yet something more. A thickness settled over the beating of my heart. Beneath my skin, an itch, a tingling began.

      My muscles and bones relinquished their rigidness. I shoved him away and he gasped.

      “What have you done?” Black blood ran from his eyes.

      “Nothing.”

      His life force shimmering like the dew in the morning. Fragile and waiting for the day to melt it away. Then his eyes rolled back into his head, and he was dead.

      But I was alive, no vampire. I shrugged it off that my kind must have immunity to his. Doubt tickled behind the veil of my conscious mind with fleeting stories of prophecy and a dark monster from my childhood stories.

      My fingers brushed across the wound from my attack. Before I stumbled upon any other visitors, I needed to change my clothes. These human clothes had almost killed me.

      I removed the old human clothes and left them beside the rotting body. Thrust my legs into my trousers. Then I yanked my silk tunic over my head.

      Images of wolves swam through my mind. They’d be upon me in two hundred paces. Why I felt they came for me, I could not explain. Never before could I sense animals so far away, or their intent. I stomped on my boots and slipped on my cloak. Leaving the discarded clothes behind, I ran.

      Howls echoed behind me. I dared not stop but flew over the rocks to my home. I’d search the scrolls to find what might have befallen me. Warning steeled my breath when I debated approaching my parents or the elders about this dark night. No, I must find out for myself before I spoke about this to anyone.
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      My breath eased as my boot hit the marble floor of the city. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized I held it. Below, the wolves bayed at the moon. Everyone rushed to watch them. Wolves roamed the lands, but these did not move to leave.

      Catching the uneasiness in the air, I refused to let myself run to the library vault. Instead, I advanced at a set pace. Doubt clutched me. Had my countenance changed? But everyone greeted me the same as before.

      The prophecies would assist me. I’d review them first before visiting anyone. The wolves’ howls echoed through the chambers and I felt as if they vibrated through me.

      Once inside the library, I rushed forward, unable to slow my steps. I careened around the shelves of histories and laws, then ducked behind the velvet curtains to the vaults. Memories of my childhood visits with my father here rose up to comfort me. I had tagged along behind, as privileged few were allowed access.

      As an adult the reason for my father’s admittance became clear. Somehow we were the key to the prophecies. Generations of our family were commissioned to read the prophecies to their firstborn sons. I don’t remember much about the words, except they ignited my intrigue with the human world. My father had stopped taking me over a century ago.

      I pushed open the marble door. The coolness faded into my palms as the door swung open. After stepping through the doorway, the door slammed shut behind me. At a table carved from the marble wall, Nivel scoured through tattered parchments.

      Nivel’s silver hair contrasted with his smooth face. Although he was the oldest of us, he bore no signs of his age, except his hair. Once, when dared by my friends to ask his age, he answered in a riddle.

      “I am the age I’m meant to be,” he said. “Continue my course, until all is set before the dark one who will come.”

      Remembering this ran shivers down my spine. The vault’s door slammed shut behind me yet he didn’t flinch or turn. It was only when my boot scuffed across the floor that brought his face around.

      His green eyes widened as though in shock. “Brock? You’ve come to read the prophecies?”

      I nodded wondering if this was a good idea.

      “Your father must have wanted you to review them before your wedding, eh?” He rose and his robes flowed with him as he searched the shelves for the information I sought. “Strange, though, I’d have thought his worries gone with the approach of your marriage.”

      His babblings made my mind race. What was he speaking of? And why would my father not need me to read them now after all this time?

      Rising on his tiptoes, Nivel grasped a parchment illuminated among the others. He set the scroll down on the table. Etched in gold ink, glimmering words pulled at me. Then he gestured for me to take a seat. “Everything should be clear to you since your father explained all with your betrothal in order to safeguard your future children.

      My throat closed, denying the opportunity to explain how my father told me nothing.

      “I’ve another patron in the library. I’ll leave you for the moment.” He swept from the vault.

      Swallowing, I turned back to the gold scroll, and sunk into the chair.

      What I read made me feel as if ice water poured over me and seeped into my marrow. There must be some mistake. This couldn’t be about what happened in the woods. The words blared at me even though their full meaning abandoned all reasoning.

      With the autumn leaves the dark one, Vaer, will come. Wolves echo his return. Judgment for any who harbor him.

      A mixing of blood long ago shall return to birth this dark monster. Death comes with him. He brings the end of our time. Only the spilling of the witch’s blood will atone.

      I reached to push the words from me, but my hands still trembled. Anytime now Nivel would return. He’d see the astonishment on my face. The chair grated over the marble floor as I leaped up. Without waiting I rushed from the chambers. I must find out the truth from my father. Demand he confess to me what this meant—what was happening.

      Outside the library, Liana waited for me. I almost ran her over in my haste.

      “Brock, come with me.” Her honey hair curled around her hips.

      I’d confide in her since she humored my curiosity about humans. Perhaps she could help me make sense of the words of the prophecy shouting over and over in my mind.

      “The council has been called in on the account of the wolves.” She led me into her parent’s chambers. “I believe we have some time before they convene.”

      Yet, the wolves still had not moved on or stopped their howling, which seemed to be growing louder. Silk draped the walls in white. Colored pillows, mimicking the colors of the rainbow, were tossed in piles on the floor. She reclined against a stack and held her hand out to me.

      When my hand brushed hers, I felt a sense of relief. There was no need to worry. I did not bring death with me like the prophecy said. I settled down beside her and our fingers laced together. I ached to touch her. Kiss her lips and taste them. My free hand cupped her face.

      Her smile widened. Drawn to her, I brushed my lips across hers. A prickling pulsed through my lips. She sighed, as if with pleasure, and I took her lips with my own. My heart pounded in my ears. Our breath mingled together as one. Time froze. A tugging within, and a thickness settled over me.

      My heart vibrated louder, faster with each beat. Shafts of light pressed behind my closed eyes. The restlessness of the wolves and their yips brought me to pause. But still, the sweetness of Liana’s lips would not let me stop. I felt the ripple of the earth beneath our tree home. Water nourished the veins of the leaves.

      Then a wrenching ache crashed into me. Immediately, I knew Liana. Heart pounding in my ears was hers. Her pain reached into me, but still, I could not stop. Her light made me turn to her like a flower seeking the sun. Part of me shouted to free her. Her thoughts and memories flooded into me. Her wishing to soar like a hawk, stolen kisses with other boys, and her reluctance to entertain me every time I mentioned humans.

      Consuming her was a hunger I could not fathom. I drank her in.

      Until my hands and lips brushed coldness. I opened my eyes and then threw myself from her. Her body slumped. Blood crested in streams from her eyes. Her lips bluish-white. I feared to touch her again. But desperately hoped she lived. For endless ages, it seemed, I watched her for the slightest sign of her heart beating, for even the shallowest breath.

      Nothing. My guilt rose up and choked me. I was the dark one—Vaer—the monster. I was Death. For Death now dwelt within me.
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      Shouts and footsteps drew closer. We had safeguards within Tamlon. The trees would send a warning to the elders if anyone was killed. The elders would dispatch the guards immediately.

      But I did not run or hide. I welcomed execution for taking her life. Although I still did not understand how it had happened. At first, my touch brought no harm. Could I restore her life again?

      In vain, I kissed her mouth, but numbness itched on my lips. Arms seized me, yanking me backward.

      I lay sprawled among booted legs. One kicked me in my side. Gloved hands grasped my tunic and lugged me up until I was on my feet. The room bobbed. Spear points pushed me forward.

      Whispers tensed as we marched to the council room. The crowd parted with indrawn breaths.

      A mother drew her son to her side. His black hair waved almost down to his hips. Reminded me of how I looked as a child. Thin, and pointed ears stuck out from underneath dark hair. Green eyes like my own stared up at me. My father had always told me that I had to grow into my ears, which happened when I reached my current height of over six feet. Was this boy as self-conscious as I was at his age?

      Liana cradled in a guard’s arms, dead. Then Nivel rushed to her, peered into her face. His hand held over her mouth as though testing for breath.

      Sorrow slammed a knife into my chest and I couldn’t take in a deep enough breath. Liana’s mother wept in her husband’s arms.

      We entered the council’s chambers. Velvet covered chairs spread before me, arched like a horseshoe around a carved marble table that glowed like a fire lit within.

      Other members of the council glared between Liana’s lifeless form and me. The horn of trial pealed and my limbs ached from the sound.

      Thrust onto my knees, I awaited their questions. No longer did I doubt my change.

      Father and Mother rushed in behind Nivel’s swirling robes. One look at Liana’s corpse and my mother fainted.

      An elder, Jaris, whose face resembled a shriveled prune, broke through the murmurs and wails. “I call this hearing to order by the honor of the court.”

      Elders took their seats.

      “Tell us how this atrocity happened. Hide nothing.” His eyes bored into mine.

      All the members of the council stared from their seats.

      Clearing my throat, Nivel raised eyebrows but then nodded for me to tell. Even though I feared the worst, I would not shame myself or Liana with cowardice.

      I confessed everything: the human clothes, sneaking across the barrier, the vampire attacking me. My thoughts of an unknown immunity that did not beckon me to declare him master, but rather ended his life.

      When I spoke of Liana’s death, I kept my voice stead despite my grief. I had never meant her harm.

      The guards holding me by my arms dropped them. No one would ever want to touch me again.

      “Reaper of death,” Liana’s mother choked. “Kill him before we all perish.”

      “Aye.” I implored them. “Kill me and free yourselves. I’ll not bring judgment upon you.” Life for a life as was our law. I welcomed death, something more permanent then this walking curse.

      A resounding gasp filled the chamber.

      “Who let him read the sacred scrolls?” Elder Jaris swung back his arms.

      “Our destiny,” my father stepped forward. “I read the text to him when he was a child, as my father before me, and so on. As is the custom—I’d no idea he remembered the words.

      “After his marriage, he’d receive the instruction to watch for the sign. Safeguard his sons.” Red crept up the collar of his white tunic. “I failed in my duty. Kill me instead.”

      “Nay. I disobeyed the laws. My kiss removed the life from Liana.” I bowed before them. No one else must die because of me. Another could take the punishment of an accused if both were willing, and I was not. “Do not lay this charge to an old man but kill the disease now.”

      Shouts of agreement rang in my ears. My heart echoed in unison with the stomping of their feet.

      “I say kill him now before his lips harm anyone else,” a guard called out and others joined in.

      Another guard snatched my arm. “Perhaps we should build a mask to cover his face and shield any fair maidens from his kiss of death.”

      A few snickered. But before the guard could move, the thickness over my heart burst forward to where his hand rested on my arm.

      I jerked, trying to pull away.

      “Don’t like my idea?” he asked. Then his face twisted in a cross between a grimace and a silent yell.

      Blood drained from his eyes and ears. All around me, Elvin screamed, running for the exit. Trampling each other. The guard fell dead at my feet. All of his life flashed before me. How he hated his cousin and had fallen in love with a vampire before humans staked her. They’d secretly meet at the barrier each night until the time she never came. Later, he found her body washed up on the shore.

      “Stop,” I called out trying to ease their pandemonium even though I wasn’t sure how much more my curse would progress since it had only been a kiss that killed Liana and now someone touching me had done the same. “You’re safe as long as you don’t come near me or touch me.”

      The remaining guards drew their swords and spears, aiming their tips at me.

      “Help them.” I waved a hand to the throng crushing each other to escape.

      A few broke off from me to calm the crowd.

      Jaris banged his gravel on the council’s marble table. “Stop! Enough!”

      Once the crowd settled down, many remained pressed against the back wall, watching me with wide eyes.

      “Kill him!” someone shouted and soon the order rang around the room.

      One of the guards, the one who had first teased me before his friend died before his eyes, stepped forward with an ax. I gave him a nod, then sank down, lowering my head for his blow.

      “Wait,” a voice boomed. Nivel rushed forward. “Prophecy foretells our destruction if the dark one perishes. He alone can save us.”

      Silence pounded through the chamber. The marble floor beneath me radiated coldness through my knees.

      “Remove this dark one from our mist while Nivel discusses the prophecies with the council,” Jaris waved the swords back. “Then we’ll determine what is to be done or who is to be executed.”
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      Secluded within my chambers, I paced. Thousands of regrets paraded through my mind. If only I hadn’t delayed in the village or paused in the forest.

      Disgusted, I clenched my fists and wished to all the gods I could go back in time and right my wrongs. Outside my chambers, soldiers guarded the door. Laws stated that parents could be called to blame in a murder’s upbringing. If anyone harmed my father or mother, I’d use my power against them.

      Strange, all my life I’d been envious of others of my kind who possessed even a hint of magic.

      Often, the greatest could manipulate a glass of water or a flame. No one had the power to give life, or take it.

      What if I found this witch the prophecy spoke of? Drew her blood and freed myself? Would I then be forgiven for taking two lives unintentionally? I raked a hand through my hair. How was I to find her?

      My twin sister had been sacrificed to the witches, for it was our law whenever twins were born. The youngest, regardless of their gender, was sacrificed to the witches as was custom. When I asked my father how often twins they murdered, his green eyes, lighter than mine, teared up. Twins were rare, born once before, many thousands of years ago. Wasn’t witches taking my sister enough? Now they had used their foul magic to contrive this curse upon me.

      Bring this witch now before me and I’d remove her head. Show the elders my proof. Or a thousand witches. I’d kill them all.

      But alas, no witch would be found within these chambers. Nor anywhere within our tree cities.

      Damn the wolves. Their constant howls made me grit my teeth. A faint murmuring filtered through the walls. Nivel.

      I swung open the door as Nivel waited for a guard to step aside. His white robes billowed around his ankles as he strode inside.

      The door shut behind him.

      “What news of my mother and father?” I reached out to snatch his arm, but then dropped my hand.

      With a flourish of his robe, Nivel sat. “Don’t make an old man crick his neck. Sit.”

      He waited until I lowered in the chair across from him before he spoke.

      “The council challenged your father for his grievous wrong.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but he raised a hand.

      “No time for arguments. Your father confessed, but only to not explaining to you. He believed the prophecies he read aloud when you were younger would thwart any attempts to leave the safety of the circle of trees.”

      If anything, his warnings had set my determination to cross the barrier and explore the world of mankind.

      “The elders have decided his punishment. You’ve less than a year, eight months, to complete this quest and find the witch. The banishment will be temporary if you can fulfill the prophecies.”

      Banishment. I was forsaken by my lands and family for what I’d become, unfortunate in my fate, tossed out of Tamlon, the great tree city, like rotting leaves. Pleading my remorse would bring no reprieve. Nor would I beg.

      I could have exacted my revenge on everyone. Torn the limbs off all opposers, even made myself king. However, then I would’ve given into my new nature, crowned the beast within. Other’s desperation thrust upon me.

      A fitting punishment, they’d call it. Lack of sympathy turned me cold.

      Outside, any others would shun me at best. Punished for what I became—what I was.

      “And then?” Acid crept into my throat.

      Nivel swallowed hard and looked away. “The council will execute both your father and mother.”

      “Why are they punishing my parents for my crime? Let me speak with the council elders. If they will spare them, then I forfeit my life here and now.”

      “No that would be too easy and the laws forbid harming the Vaer.” Nivel folded his arms. “The only way to save them is to follow the prophecy.”

      “But how am I to find this witch and kill her?” The thought of forced exploration sent a chill down my spine.

      During my brief encounters with mankind, the blackened flesh of burned witches on display dotted the countryside. Witch trials spread far and wide leaving some villages with only men. Even children were not spared. What would humans do if they found out I was not one of them? Dread chewed on my insides.

      “I can’t tell you.” His white eyebrow rose. “It’s up to the Dark One to determine the prophecy and fulfill his destiny.” 

      “Withered roots.” I shot him a glare. “I can’t roam through the world of mankind chopping down every woman I see.”

      “Watch your tongue with curses,” he sighed, his shoulders slumped. “I’ll tell you what has been passed down to me through the Ancients.”

      I leaned forward. His words would help me. I imagined the witch would have some marking. A scar on her hand or face. Or which village she lived in. Her name.

      “The witch will be a human. A virgin. Her full power will come with her first bleeding.”

      “That’s it?” I grumbled under my breath. “Must I walk to every girl and ask if she’s bled yet?” My voice bounded off the walls.

      Nivel smiled and I wanted to strike him. Instead, I leaned back holding my knees down to keep from springing up. His hand dove within the folds of his robe.

      “This will aid you.” He held out a jeweled silver dagger. A dark red gem covered the handle. “Touch this to the witch. But she must have reached her magic, with the coming of her first blood. The garnet will shine, signaling she’s the one.”

      Unable to answer I held out my hand. The dagger felt heavy and cool in my palm.

      “You must pierce her heart and spill her blood.”

      I swallowed at the vision of plunging this blade into a human’s heart. “Can you give me nothing else? No name or anything?”

      “I have given you all I am able to,” he said holding up his hands. “Pack quickly. The elders are on their way to exile you.”

      The knot in my stomach tightened.

      Banishment. More disgraceful than death. But what did I expect? I was an abomination. I nodded numbly and thrust the dagger down into the side of my leather boot.

      “They age faster than us. Their girls experience their menstruation between eleven and fourteen.”

      Grasping handfuls of silk tunics and trousers, I shoved them into my pack.

      Nivel stuffed three apples and a mound of flatbread in with the clothes. Rummaged through his robes again, then held out a cloth bag. The clinking sound brought my eyes to meet his.

      “Coins. You’ll need them.”

      “Where?” I glanced into the open pouch. These were human coins.

      His weary smile silenced me. “Each year, for a few weeks, I sell stone carvings in a village. Elders are given leniency of the laws.”

      With a shrug, I accepted the coins. Knowing again characteristics of mankind, I stuffed the pouch in my other boot.

      “Brock,” he said.

      The saying of my name with a hand on my shoulder sent a ripple through me.

      “Our fate depends on you. You are the Reaper of Death, but also the Bringer of our Hope.”

      “How?” Heaviness plopped in my heart. “I go to save my family. Even if my life is forfeit, everyone else will live.”

      “You did not read all the prophecies. This heralds our destruction as well. Already, the disease of the land spreads through the trees.” His words brought back the images and laments of the forest where the creature attacked me. “Soon, our own trees will decay.”

      Unable to answer I strapped my scabbard and sword to my waist. He handed me my quiver and bow. An echoing march of soldiers approached. Shrugged on my cloak over my weapons and snatched up my pack.

      The marble door vibrated as they opened it.

      Armed men surrounded Jaris. “Brock Rashwe, son of Lieves Rashwe, son of tree elves, brother to the wind, earth, and water, from forthwith you are banished. You have less than four seasons to fulfill the prophecy or your family and all will die.”

      I nodded. Grief and dread shrinking my skin and making me hot as though I had a fever.

      With gloved hands, they snatched me. Dragged me forward, then down the stairs. They tossed me outside through the entry.

      Ancients shielded our tree cities from mankind’s sight. Our lands mingled with theirs. And yet, don’t know us.

      In the past, when wars with humans came, we withdrew from them. The remains of our history among them are considered fable or myth. Our Ancients erected an invisible barrier only our kind may cross back and forth. If I in my current state, I crossed the barrier, would it prevent me from returning? Anxiety wrapped around my chest, turning my lungs to stone.

      Wisps of moss clung to our tree city like shawls the human women wore. It was almost autumn now so the amethyst flowers that donned the leaves in spring were gone. Liana and I were to be married then. Eagerly, I had carved a home for us on the outer edge of a branch in my family’s sycamore tree that intertwined with others in this huge tree city. A place that I’d known all my life but might never see again.

      Fury coursed in my veins. How dare they toss me out like filth. Like I’d asked for this atrocity. I pounded my fists on the trunk, demanding they open the doors for me. But all was silent, not moving.

      Squaring my shoulders, I donned my pack and hiked to the village two miles beyond the barrier. I’d find this witch and bring back her head. Then they’d welcome me home.
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      In the darkness, I waited at the edge of a human village. The course of my redemption: to find a witch, spill her blood, and kill her.

      I wished for the sun to rise, to awaken these humans, as they call themselves. And madness has brought me here. Fortunately, the wolves, upon seeing my banished state, ceased their howling. Their part of the prophecy done, they scampered through the woods.

      Strange, but I didn’t feel sleepy. My vision sharper in the dark now than before. No longer did I need to eat the Fingecoup flowers to improve my night vision.

      Here, morning glories puckered for the sun, while ants trudged through the grass looking for food.

      Roosters’ crows mingled with babies’ cries. If I’d but known what terrible trouble my romping would bring, my feet would have stayed within one of the tree houses, within Tamlon.

      The excitement before at the prospect of being among the world of mankind was now a dull ache.

      Adjusting my pack, I hiked down the hill towards the awakening village.

      Bakers dusted in flour kneaded their dough. Baking bread and hot-crossed buns that once sent my mouth watering, but now annoyed me. Street merchants wandered through town setting up their wares for the day. Each step rang with bells tied to their leather shoes.

      I kept my head down, and ignored calls for trinkets, rugs, or hogs, and pushed my way through the growing throng, to the village inn. An old man struggled with a full barrel of sloshing liquid in his arms.

      “Here, let me help you,” I said, hoping my accent wouldn’t be noticed too much.

      He smiled. “Thank you. I just need it up to the booth on the end there. The one with the yellow tarp.”

      The barrel wasn’t heavy but it was awkward with the width and liquid filling it to the brim and no lid. “What are you selling?” Not that I need any food but didn’t want him wondering about me and it was better to fill the silence as we trudged down the rows of vendors.

      “Eel.” He huffed beside me up the stone path.

      I made a face of disgust and he laughed. “After I season and cook them, they’re the best you’ve ever tasted.”

      “Is that why your barrel is so heavy?” Not that I couldn’t manage the weight but figured if I kept him talking he would be too busy to notice my cap pulled low over my Elvin ears.

      “Yes. Though if I knew I’d have had help today, I’d have brought my second barrel.” He ducked into his stall and waved to the corner. “Right here is fine.”

      I set the barrel of eels down and stood. “If I’m still in town, I’ll bring your other barrel up for you.” I smiled. This man might know about the young women in this town and I could find the witch that much quicker. “Do you know of any unmarried ladies that like eel? Maybe I should learn to cook them as well as you.”

      He shook his head. “Sorry, but I’ve just obtained my permit to sell last week and haven’t gotten to know anyone yet. Took me twenty years to be able to get here.” He used a flintstone to light a fire in a pit. “Let me cook one up for you as thanks for helping me.”

      “No, thank you, I’m not hungry.

      “You sure? Take some for the road,” he pressed.

      “Sorry, I’m just passing through and I don’t think they’ll keep.” I held my hands up. “But please give my eel to the first person you see who is hungry and perhaps doesn’t have the money to buy one.”

      He nodded and I handed him one of the coins from the pouch.

      Before he could ask more question, I ducked out of his wooden stand and trekked toward an inn I’d seen on my way.

      I ducked as I entered the inn to avoid hitting my head on the low doorframe. Inside, I marched up to the barmaid.

      A round woman with a ruby nose and cheeks. “Nothing but Kofrab or water served ‘til lunch,” she said wiping her hand down her apron. “But for a kiss, handsome, I’ll pass you a glass of honeyed liquor.”

      Her breath made me want to shrivel back. Smelled of putrid fish with rotting bread, and carried a scent of spoiled milk. “How much for a room?”

      “Three tronce.”

      Nodding, I reached down and dug out the pouch of coins. Sifted through the gold and silver coins. Instead of a mere tronce, I tossed a silver coin on the counter. I paid more than she asked with the unspoken agreement of her not asking me any questions.

      Before I blinked she captured the spinning coin.

      “Give you a week’s stay. This way.”

      I followed her to the back of the bar, up to a narrow stairway, and entered into a room at the end of a hallway.

      The barmaid slammed the door behind her leaving me alone in my quarters. Brown streaks ran through the white-washed walls.

      A straw mattress and stool huddled in one corner. Rusted chamber pot and pitcher lolled on their sides. When I stepped forward, my leather boots stuck to the floor.

      At least this room had a window. Cracked darkened glass lit an opening in the far wall of the room. Ignoring the sticky floor, I tossed my pack on the bed and opened the window.

      Hinges groaned in protest, but I raised the window a foot. I smiled. I could see most of the town square.

      I turned and added my cloak, bow, and quiver of arrows to the bed. Then I dragged the stool to the window and sat. People careened through the streets while girls and boys chased by yapping dogs.

      Humans’ lives flashed like the sunset. They didn’t live as long as us.

      As long as my kind used to live. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. If Nivel’s words could be trusted, if I didn’t succeed, my kind would die by next winter.

      I’d no idea how to tell the ages of the children or at what point they became of age.

      Anxiety dove into my stomach. How was I to find the right girl, the witch? I could not ask them all to test the gem.

      I kicked back the stool, and paced the room. Five steps east, ten steps north, and back again. The slurping of my boots lifting from the sticky floor slowed my pace.

      Blastfire. How would I know which girls to test? They didn’t come with their ages stamped on their forehead.

      I stopped back at the window. Silver haired or women carrying babies, I could leave aside as too old or not virgins. But what of all the sprites who skipped through town?

      Hours ticked by as the sun rose overhead. But still, the answer would not come.

      In the small room, I doubled back and righted the stool. I removed the dagger from my boot, and turned the blade over in my hand.

      As if expecting a response, I stared at the garnet gem. Not even a twinkle lit up the blood garnet. The dark gem seemed lifeless.

      Cursing, I spun and hurled the knife to the far wall. The blade pierced the wall and the handle vibrated. Shocked, I stared from the knife to the humans below.

      Of course.

      But I would need a reward. I snatched the blade from the wall and replaced it inside my boot.

      After heaving the door open, I rushed from the room. The door creaked shut behind me.

      My steps quickened down the stairs.

      Not asking, the barmaid raised an eyebrow.

      “How much for a flask?”

      “Half a tronce for honey liquor.” She rubbed a glob of yellow fluid from her nose down the side of her skirt.

      “How much just for the flask to keep?”

      I noticed sparse black hairs growing from underneath her chin.

      “No one’s ever asked. One tronce.”

      Though I thought the price high, I couldn’t argue. So I dipped into my fund and placed a copper coin in her palm. Kept two silver ones in my hand. Her face lit up when the rest of my coins clinked as I forced the pouch back into my boot.

      A flask filled with murky brown liquid was shoved forward to me. Mumbling my thanks, I grasped the metal flask and strolled out of the inn.

      Suspicion and questions could hinder my journey.

      Outside, I dumped the foul liquid on the cobblestones. Gathering my courage, I dropped the two silver coins into the flask.

      After I passed the town square, I set the flask on the ground.

      So as not to arouse panic, I eased the blade from my boot. Not looking around me I aimed for the flask.

      As I planned, the blade skirted off the top making a clanking sound. Shaking my head I bent over and picked up the dagger.

      Again, I tossed the blade. This time I missed the flask. The dagger clattered on the cobblestones to my right.

      Curious children watched me. Grimed with dirt and filth, boys and girls scooted closer. Dread tightened knots in my stomach. These were children. Did prophecy expect me to murder a child? I pushed the thought away; it was not a child, but a witch I hunted.

      Four more flings of the dagger and all of the children crowded around me.

      “Whatcha doing?” a freckled face boy asked.

      “Trying to throw the dagger into the flask.”

      “Why?” the boy asked. His brown eyes were close-set giving the appearance of being crossed.

      “To see if I can.” Once more I tossed the dagger. “Missed. Perhaps you’d care to try?”

      Spotted blackened fingers snatched the blade from the ground. Fear of theft tickled the back of my mind, but I could outrun any human.

      Taking care, he aimed and flung the blade. The flask was knocked over.

      “Try again,” I suggested righting the flask and replacing the two silver coins.

      “What’s the coins for?” a girl asked between coughs.

      “The winner, but,” looking around me, I counted fifteen boys of various ages and four girls, “to make this fair, only girls may win the money. For this is far too easy for a boy to win.”

      “Not fair,” an older boy said from the back.

      “Well,” my finger tapped my lips, “if no girl makes the flask, and at least one of you boys do, then I’ll give each the boys one tronce. Fair?”

      The children spoke among themselves, then rushed forward.

      “All right, make sure every girl under the age of sixteen plays. None who have babies.” At these words, a few of the boys ran off and I hoped they did so to bring more. “Each will be given two turns.”

      Smiling, the four girls present lined up. I placed the dagger in the first girl’s hand. The garnet did not change.

      She threw the blade and I was glad I chose the side of a building. Otherwise, her throw may have maimed someone.

      Again she tried, but missed the flask. The other two girls had no better luck.

      When the fourth girl took the blade, I stared unblinkingly so as not to miss the sign of the witch. The dagger was silent.

      Five more girls rushed forward with the boys who had left earlier.

      “Is this all? All the girls in your village?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Witch trials or diseases must have almost eradicated the population of girls in this village. A count of their buildings estimated they should have at least forty girls between the requested ages.

      One made the dagger into the flask, but almost knocked it over. The others gasped.

      Holding up my hand, I declared the winner. But two more girls hadn’t touched the blade. They frowned in disappointment at their loss.

      “But, we may have more than one winner.” Removing the dagger from the flask, I handed it to the next girl in line. “For each girl who wins, I’ll pay her two silver coins.”

      Both girls took their turns. None made the garnet change. I paid the two silver coins to the winner. Gathering the flask and blade I slipped through the crowd back to the inn.

      The children pressed me for more games and money. Finally, they turned away at my refusal.

      “Fair game was played and won. Congratulate the winner or luck may never shine on you if you grudge another’s good fortune.” They seemed to agree with this and left me in peace.

      They wandered off into the sunset. The sun dipped down coloring the sky orange.

      Inside the inn, men chortled, holding their flasks brimmed with liquor. Their cheeks were rosy as they gulped down the liquid. They banged the flasks down for more.

      Not wanting an audience or stares, I bowed my head. Some of the laughter stopped as the men watched me. A few scowled. Some turned away. I didn’t wait to see what they’d do or say, but bound up the stairs. It was time to leave this place.

      After reaching my rented chambers, I shut the door behind me.

      I wasted money and time in this village. But I wouldn’t make the same mistake again. My game would bring the children of each town to me.

      Now it was just a matter of time before I found the right one.

      The dagger would tell me the correct witch I needed to reverse my curse. I just needed to find her before my money and time disappeared.
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      I gathered my bow and quiver. Adjusting them over my shoulder, I then donned my cloak. The dagger snug in my boot, the coin pouch in the other, and my sword strapped to my side. The metal flask cleaned and hidden inside my pack.

      Sunset would be in a few hours and I hoped strolling through town would help me locate any young woman I’d missed. I rounded the corner when a yelp resonated nearby. Was someone hurt? My steps slowed as I remembered the vampire that had brought me my curse when I’d tried to help him. Perhaps it was better if I continued on my way.

      The sound of flesh smacking flesh then another a stifled cry.

      I squared my shoulders praying that this wasn’t a horrible idea and turned in the direction of the noises.

      Along a patch of trees near a home with half the roof missing, a boy huddled over with four bigger ones looming over him.

      “Filth!” one of the boys shouted, then kicked the boy, knocking him on the ground.

      The victim wrapped his hands over his head to shield himself from their blows. His body hunched in the fetal position.

      “Hey, stop that!” I yelled.

      Two of the boys glanced over at me with sneers. “Make us.”

      I couldn’t touch them or my power would drain them before they could call out. Instead, I drew my sword and all four of their eyes widened. “Pick on this boy again and I will have to smack your hides with my sword.”

      “You can’t touch us.” The one who had kicked the boy in the head marched forward. “My dad is the town’s mayor and he’ll throw you in jail.”

      “Oh?” I had to get these boys to leave their victim alone and perhaps never bother him again. “I’m his guardian angel.” I pointed to the one on the ground who peeked out at me from underneath one of his arms.

      The boys laughed and the leader stomped closer.

      “Prove it.”

      I removed my cap and one gulped. The leader paled but then puffed out his chest. “So? You’ve got funny ears and a big sword but you won’t always be around to save this filth.”

      “Not true. I have the power to kill you with a touch.” Hoping I wouldn’t hurt them, I held out my free hand letting it hover less than an inch from each of them in turn. Fragments of their kajh trickled into me. One of the boys fell to his knees and another ran to a nearby tree and vomited. The leader and the boy next to him paled. But I also caught a glimpse of their secrets.

      “Now, you leave my friend here alone or I will return and finish all of you off,” I lied.

      The leader paled, but shook his head. “No, I do as I please.”

      “Then I’m sure your mother who likes to use her wooden spoon on you would love to learn how you are the one who steals bites from her pies when she’s not looking even though you blame the dog.”

      He backed away. “What are you?”

      “I told you, I’m his guardian angel, now scram.”

      All four boys ran in different directions and I sheathed my sword. Their victim stayed on the ground.

      “You okay?” I asked him.

      “No, but I will be. Thank you, guardian angel.” He smiled up at me with twinkling brown eyes.

      I wouldn’t be around to help him. Hopefully, what I’d done here today would keep the others from attacking him for a while. “Go see the eel vendor in town.”

      The boy scrunched up his nose in disgust and I laughed.

      “Tell him the man who helped him this morning asks for you to apprentice with him.” Hopefully, the old man wouldn’t object. “He needs help carrying barrels which are too heavy for him and you, but together, I think you both could carry them.”

      “Until I get bigger…and stronger like you.” He sat up and grimaced. “Then I could carry them all by myself.”

      “I bet you could.” Nodding to his house, I added. “Get inside your house, it will be dark soon and there are worse things than mean children in the night.”

      “Thank you.” He stood and shuffled to the broken down house.

      “Don’t forget to visit the eel seller tomorrow. He says his cooking will make your mouth-water for his food.”

      “I’ll help him but I’m not eating any eel.” The boy smiled, then disappeared into his house.

      I continued walking into the woods. Once night fell, I’d leave. For now, I’d ensure none of the boys returned to attack this one. And I was pretty sure the old man I met at the market would take him under his wing.

      When night shrouded the land in her blankets I tore through the countryside. To humans, my movements and speed would appear demonic. For I nearly flew across the ground, could outrun the fastest human with ease.

      My soundless steps soared across the fallen leaves. I caught a movement and stopped. A startled deer dashed through the woods.

      For three breaths I waited. Waited, listening, but just the forest answered me.

      I ran. If someone did follow, they’d lose their way and me in the darkness. I didn’t fear humans. But enough of them might overpower me for a time and I’d rather not bother with delays.

      Miles rushed by and I did not tire. My mind raced with my steps. Where did this witch live? Hundreds of towns were stretched over this land. What if she were in a distant land? Or across one of the seas?

      I shook my head dismissing the idea. The witch must be in our lands, for we received the prophecy. I hoped the prophecy would at least be reasonable. Even with my speed, I’d never find a girl from a faraway country with so little time.

      My nerves settled, I moved north. I’d crisscross through the country.

      Owls hooted as I rushed underneath them. Seconds later the woods thinned out. The huddled homes squatted in the distance. Stopping, I peered into the night and watched.
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      Unhurried, the sun rose as though mocking me. Time wasted while I waited for these humans to wake. Snatching up my pack, I strolled around the edge of the town to a lake. Even though mankind seemed to never bathe, I couldn’t stand the notion of joining them in their sickened scents.

      At the lake, I scouted the area to ensure no one was around. Swiftly, I removed my weapons and clothing and dove in. The water lapped at my skin with cool kisses. Using sand, I scrubbed clean. Better than nothing, I thought. I’d need to buy soap in this village.

      Before anyone surprised me, I dashed from the water. Used my cloak to dry off. Then I dug through my pack for clothes. I put on clean trousers and tunic. Years ago I found these simple wool garments set out for a wash. I left a piece of gold in their place.

      I ran my hand through my hair and water dripped down my back, sticking my tunic to me. Stomping on my boots, I replaced the dagger in one boot and the coin pouch in the other. Voices streamed from the village as I gathered the rest of my belongings and headed to the center of the noise.

      Men and women yelled at each other from across the street. Children chased one another. Finding a nearby inn, I pushed open the door.

      Yellow eyes peered back at me. The innkeeper swept at a dirt floor.

      “Money first.” He held out one hand the other still swept.

      “How much for a night? And a washing?”

      He glared back at me and I noticed his eyes were a dull brown, but the whites were yellowed.

      “For my clothes. Wash for my clothes.”

      “Four tronce.”

      I placed the coins in his yellowed palm.

      “Round the corner, up the stairs, last room on the floor. Leave the clothes outside the door.”

      Without hesitation, I inched past him and followed his directions.

      Inside my room, the stench of urine, vomit, and mildew assaulted me. I ran to the window. Straining, the frame gave way letting in the autumn breeze.

      I kept my head poked out the window until my stomach no longer lurched.

      Strange, but the apples and flatbread Nivel packed did not appeal to me. By now, I should’ve eaten half the food in my pack.

      A dull ache whispered to me that something was lacking. With a shrug, I folded my dirty tunic, trousers, and cloak, setting them outside the door.

      An old woman scuttled down the hall and snatched up my dirty clothes.

      I closed the door, rubbing my arms inside my room. The breeze carried the hint of winter’s chill.

      A straw mattress with spotted sheets lay in the corner of the room. I shuddered, but was grateful I didn’t yet require sleep.

      I hadn’t needed sleep since the day I met the vampire in the woods.

      Squeezing between the wall and the mattress, I gazed out the window again. When my clothes were returned, I’d work my game with the children in this town and leave as soon as I’d tested out every eligible female.

      If none changed the gem, I’d leave at dusk for the next town. Rather than draw suspicions, I used the cover of the room to wait for my laundry. Part of me wanted to take advantage of my new freedom among mankind. The beings that had so fascinated me my entire life.

      Now, I searched for one to kill. One who would bring redemption to my people, to my soul. Again the wind breezed through me and I clenched my teeth.

      Prophecy never was easy. I’d forfeit my life to save my family, my people. But prophecy knew my love for humans. And my desire to keep any from harm.

      My fist struck the wood beside the window.

      Damn the ancients and their prophecies. I swear I almost heard their laughter on the wind.
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      Noon came and went while I waited for my clothes. I had counted eleven girls I thought were the right age as they passed beneath the window.

      Hours later someone rapped on my door. Opening the door a crack, my other hand rested on my sword hilt.

      The old woman stood holding my cloak and clothes in her arms. I reached for the clothes. But she pushed passed me into the room.

      “I already paid the innkeeper for the cleaning.”

      “Material be such as I never seen in years.” Her knobbed hands stroked my silk tunic.

      “I paid good money for them, from the east.”

      “Says you’s from the west.” She shook her head. “From the trees.”

      “My clothes, if you please.” I stepped forward. “Where I am from is no matter.”

      “Tell,” she sniffed and handed over my clothes as if they were spun from gold, “tell the Ancients, my Nivel, I miss him.”

      At her departure, my mouth hung open. Stuffing the cleaned clothes back into my pack, I rushed from the room.

      Time would not delay me here. If she spoke to any, my body would dangle from the rafters. If they caught me.

      Outside, my breath still came in short pants.

      As before, I set up the flask with two silver coins. No girls in this town made the blade into the flask, nor the boys. And none of them sparked anything in the garnet gem.
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      Deep in the woods, I pondered my fate. What if I gave up this quest? Took my own life.

      The memory of Liana tortured me. She was innocent and didn’t deserve to die. Even though these humans did not look like us exactly, I still held my breath at every lass with honey-colored hair like hers.

      But when each turned around, my breath sighed in relief for they were not her.

      Did Liana forgive me? Or did she gleefully wait until I joined her?

      Snow crunched underneath my feet as I walked. The scent of smoke drifted in the air from hearths in the distance.

      Did Liana watch me from one of the stars twinkling overhead? The wind bristled against me, I clutched my cloak tighter.

      My mind tired of the passing hours while I plagued myself with riddles of what if. What if I had stayed at home that day the vampire changed me? What if I had enlisted help from Nivel and my parents as soon as the vampire had bitten me?

      Would I have still been banished if Liana lived?

      Aye, I was the Vaer. No matter. I could not escape the fate which guffawed at me now.

      On the edge of the next village, I leaned against a crooked pine tree. The top of its trunk bent over, as if the spirit of the tree thought to take a seat.

      After not finding the witch in the first few villages, all seemed the same with their taverns, beggars, and filth. I didn’t even care what the name of this one was ahead over the next hill.

      Rather than spend Nivel’s money on an inn I didn’t need, I set my pack behind my head against the trunk of the pine tree.

      Even though I did not need sleep, I closed my eyes.

      These before me were just settling down for the night. It would be dawn before they awoke.

      In a few hours, I’d find a stream to bathe in, and some soapstone as well. In fleeing the last village as soon as I was done, didn’t take the time to buy soap.

      My thoughts drifted back to Liana and I whispered a prayer to the gods she forgave me for killing her.

      Now I needed one more murder to erase this taint upon me. This mounting hunger even now ached to feed.

      After I spilled the witch’s blood, perhaps I could drain her kajh—her life essence. Liana’s kept me content for weeks. Would the witch’s be the same?

      Part of me would miss this new power, but the other side of me feared who I’d kill next.
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      I don’t know how long I lingered in the dark, contemplating everything when the sun winked through the trees, bringing me back to the present.

      With a curse, I rose and snatched my pack. Jogging up the trail, I followed animal tracks through the forest.

      They led to the water where I’d bathe.

      Already, smells from the village of baking bread and porridge filtered through the woods.

      After tracking the animals’ footprints another half mile, I spotted cypress and willow trees hanging down in the distance. A creek of ice-coated water greeted me.

      “Thank you, friends.” I patted a cypress tree near me.

      After breaking up some of the ice with my boots, I tossed my clothes and boots onto the shore.

      The water set my teeth chattering. Soapstone would have to wait another day.

      I washed until I could no longer feel my legs and my fingers were blue and shriveled.

      Dashing out of the creek, I squeezed the extra water from my hair. The wet strands hit my back.

      After I dried, I dressed back in my tunic and trousers. Would be good to sit inside an inn and warm up before searching the village for the witch.

      After I put on my boots, I snatched up my pack.

      Just in case a human hunted in these woods, I did not use my Elvin speed to race through the trees.

      Empty nest abandoned in the trees above me. Where could birds fly to escape this long winter?

      Outside of the village, I tugged my cap lower. I went straight into the nearest inn and kept my head down to avoid anyone asking questions about my less than human features.

      The innkeeper, a reed of a man with no hair, gave the illusion of a Rubka, a sack man, who devours children. Even his head appeared larger than his body like them. “Don’t open any rooms till dusk.”

      “Thank you. But I don’t need a room.”

      His eyebrows shot up and resembled black caterpillars with gray wiry feelers.

      “Just like a cup of Kofrab.”

      With a snort, he poured the steaming black liquid into a cup and held out his hand.

      I dug into my boot for the coin pouch. After placing a copper coin in his palm, he handed me the steaming cup.

      The smell was not unpleasant, if the stench of burning pitch doesn’t affect you.

      In the corner next to a group of tables I noticed a hearth.

      “How much for a fire?”

      “Wood’s out back.” He rubbed his bald head and I had to strain not to stare at the motion. “Flintstone on the mantle. No charge if you start it yourself.”

      I gave him a nod, and left my cup of Kofrab on one of the tables. The heat from the Kofrab would have to wait to warm my hands.

      With his gesture, I pushed open the door to the right of the bar.

      Outside, I grabbed an armful of logs and stacked them inside beside the hearth. Though I kept my face neutral, I whispered a prayer of thanks to the oak who gave its life for my comfort.

      In my experience with humans, they seldom gathered twigs and branches for their fires. Nay, it was hacking down trees with their rusty axes giving them these large pieces.

      I dusted the debris from my clothes, then clutched the flintstones.

      If not for the cold coursing through my bones, then I would not add to the desecration of this oak by allowing flames to chew upon its chopped flesh.

      After the fourth strike against the flintstones, a spark fell on the kindling.

      I shifted the wood within the hearth, and the fire sprung to life. Flames danced upon the wood as if scathing my mournful thoughts.

      To my surprise, when I sat on the chair beside the hearth, the innkeeper handed me a new cup of Kofrab.

      “No charge. Your cup was getting cold.”

      I mumbled my thanks, then turned back to the fireplace. In my lands, a fire was sometimes necessary for rebirth.

      But none of us enjoyed the way it tore through our forest too often with a mind of its own.

      Once when I was a child, a human dwelling caught fire. With the wind escorting the flames, they soon spread from their woods, through the barrier, and into our land.

      It had taken all of us the night and into the day to smother the flames.

      I leaned forward in my chair in front of the fireplace. My hair soaked up the heat and began to dry. The steaming cup in my hands, I pretended to drink while my fingers thawed.

      After the innkeeper trudged outside with a barrel, I dumped the liquid from my cup out through a hole in the wall I guessed was supposed to be a window.

      I just flopped back in the chair when he came back inside.

      “Thank you for the warmth of your fire and Kofrab. I’ve never tasted better,” I lied.

      With a nod, I handed him the empty cup and adjusted my pack on my shoulder before leaving.

      Outside the sun blared overhead, and I sighed not feeling its heat in this winter wind.

      People bristled through the streets and gave me a wide berth.

      Some, at seeing me, crossed to the other side of the street. Instinctively, I reached a hand up to my cap.

      No, my ears were covered. What then about me ailed them?

      Hammers pounded away like they were building something, maybe a home or another inn.

      Around the corner, I found children playing with stones.

      Two girls and nine boys. One of the girls crawled on the ground. She had one arm which she used to stuff stones in her mouth. Didn’t need to ask to know she was too young to be the witch I sought.

      “I’ve another game.” I kept my voice light so as not to scare them.

      “Bother another,” a boy with rags for clothes said.

      “All right.” I clinked the silver coins in my hand. “Guess others will want to win my money.”

      As I spun on my heel to leave, the boy grasped my sleeve. “How much?”

      “Two
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