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Chapter 1

Nirevella smiled down at her son. Gonterill sat on his straw bed, playing with two of his older sister’s simple wood and straw dolls. Faint hunger pangs urged her back to work, and her gaze shifted to the small pile of firewood beside the hearth.

“Malpiek,” she said to her husband, “Gisealia is not yet back with more firewood. That girl, she is too easily distracted by her friends. It is late and dark, and the wind is getting stronger. You might need to find her and give her a good scolding about delaying our dinner.”

Malpiek nodded without looking up from the knife he was sharpening. “I will go in a moment, when I am done with this. She has been told before not to tarry so much. Perhaps a switch against her backside will be necessary to restore her focus on her duties.”

“Do not be too harsh,” Nirevella said gently. “She will soon be a young woman, and she also must hone her social skills with her peers.”

“A young woman,” Malpiek said with a soft snort, “still must attend to her duties, especially when others are relying on her. As for her peers, I hope she is not speaking with Rundarral again. That boy needs to stay away from our daughter, he is much too old to be drawing her attention.”

The corners of his wife’s mouth turned down. “Indeed, and they both should be very well aware of our thoughts on the matter by now.”

“Well,” Malpiek said, setting down the knife, “I suppose this will suffice for now. I shall seek out our errant daughter.”

“Take your cloak,” Nirevella suggested. “I expect rain will reach us soon.”

A smile eased Malpiek’s features. “Ever the worrier, my love.”

She laughed lightly. “That is my duty.”

He donned his cloak before giving her a quick kiss and heading out into the cold. Their small cottage stood on the north end of Seyelthe, a cozy hamlet perched on a wedge of land that jutted into a large lake. Dense forest surrounded the village as well as the lake, and on the far side of the lake stood tall forested hills where Malpiek and other men of the village often found good hunting.

“Malpiek!” a friendly male voice on his right caught his attention. “Did you see that beast of a fish Varrel caught today?”

Malpiek looked over at his neighbor, whose jovial grin was always a welcome sight. “No, Teslarkin,” he said, “I did not. Quite big, I take it?”

“Oh, indeed!” Teslarkin said with a laugh. “It must have been the great-grandfather of every fish of its kind in the lake!”

“Lucky for Varrel and his family,” Malpiek said. “Say, have you seen Gisealia? She was only to be gone for a short while collecting firewood, but once again appears to be dawdling, I suspect chatting with her friends instead of working.”

A slight frown darkened Teslarkin’s face. “I did see her leave your home,” he said, “but it looked to me as though she went straight toward the forest. I did not see any of her friends with her. I hope nothing is amiss.”

“I see,” Malpiek said, with only a slight hint of concern in his voice. “Well, I expect she is fine. She may have found some other thing of interest to take her mind off of her chore. If you are confident that she went straight into the woods, I will head that way myself and see if I can find her. If you see her here in the village, please tell her to go home and stay there until I return.”

“I will,” Teslarkin agreed with a nod.

Malpiek turned toward a path that would take him into the forest the same way that he assumed his daughter would have gone, since it was the most direct route. Gisealia had been told where to find some thick limbs that had been cut and stacked, so Malpiek strode in that direction first. The more he thought about how long she had been gone, with the weather growing worse, the longer and quicker his strides became.

“Gisealia!” he called out when he reached the first of the trees. “Gisealia!”

There was no answer, and he did not slow his pace. When he reached the pile of cut limbs and saw that none had been taken, his face darkened more. He looked about and called her name repeatedly, but he received no reply. Unsure at first whether to continue looking for her in the forest or return to the village, he decided it would be best to look nearby before returning to the village to see if she was visiting with her friends.

“Gisealia!” he yelled again as he followed the trail deeper into the forest. “Where are you, girl? Gisealia!”

He was about to turn back toward the village when a bit of color in the forest caught his eye. He peered at it a moment before pushing through the underbrush to see what it was. It only took him a few moments to reach Gisealia, who lay curled up on the ground.

“Gisealia!” Malpiek cried out when he saw her. “What is wrong?”

His daughter did not move or respond. He quickly crouched down beside her. A feeling of cold ran down his back when he saw her face. Her eyes were open, but she stared forward as if unaware of herself or her surroundings. One arm was twitching as if possessed, and Malpiek found himself staring at it with dread.

“I must get you home. I must get you back,” he said as he picked up his daughter. “I do not understand what has become of you, but I shall summon a healer.”

That she still felt warm in his arms eased his worries slightly, but he did not take great solace in it. After pushing his way through the undergrowth to the path, he turned and sprinted back toward his cottage.

“Nirevella!” he cried out. “Nirevella! There is something wrong with Gisealia!”

Teslarkin stepped out of his cottage as Malpiek hurried by. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Send for Mishreane, please!” Malpiek said without looking at his neighbor. “Have her come right away!”

“I will seek her myself,” Teslarkin said, quickly closing his door behind him. “I believe she is down by the water.”

Malpiek paid no further attention to his neighbor as Nirevella came out of their home with a panicked expression. They hurried inside, with Nirevella slamming the door against the cold as Malpiek moved to lay Gisealia on her bed.

“What is wrong with her?” Nirevella asked, rushing to her husband’s side.

He shook his head. “I cannot even guess,” he admitted as he looked down at his daughter. “Teslarkin told me she had gone straight to the forest, so I went straight there as well. When I saw that she had not touched the wood we stacked before, I looked further into the forest. I nearly missed her. She was off the trail. I was about to head back to look for her within the village. When I found her, she was on the ground just as she is now. Staring into nothing, one arm twitching.”

“What are we to do?”

Malpiek gave a weak shrug. “Again, I cannot even guess. Teslarkin is looking for Mishreane right now at my request. Her healing skills are great, she will
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