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A STEADY, LIGHT tapping like a woodpecker
drilling for bugs tugged at her senses.

“Kerana.” Dimna’s disembodied
voice drifted toward her.

“No, Baba.” She snuggled under the
covers, closer to a black cat. “I was floating on the breeze. It
was such a beautiful dream.”

“Get out of bed and dressed.” Her
grandmother rattled the doorknob. “We have to leave before the sun
rises.”

She groaned and set her bare feet on the clay
floor. Shivers rippled through her body. Kerana grabbed her cell
phone from the nightstand. A reminder she’d left for herself
flashed onto the screen: Happy Twelfth
Birthday. Maybe someone will like me this year.

She hoped her mother would at least call since
she couldn’t be here.

Why couldn’t she have let Kerana stay at home
instead of dumping her here for the summer—in this tiny village
away from everything? No, she was too busy with her big promotion
to bother taking care of her daughter, and nobody else wanted to
put up with a brooding child. Baba was the last resort, even though
Kerana’s mother didn’t like her own mother.

After deleting the message, she shuffled to
the door and flung it open, shoving the device close to her
grandmother’s face. “It’s almost three a.m. Why do I have to get up
in the middle of the night?”

Dimna skirted around her and stepped into the
room, placing a folded white garment on the bureau. “Wear this
dress.”

She curled her upper lip. “I’d rather wear
jeans and a T-shirt.”

“It’s tradition. Part of your
initiation.”

Kerana’s heart fluttered. “Initiation into
what? Mom says ...”

She studied her grandmother’s outfit: a
loose-fitting black dress flowed to her ankles, and a white
headscarf covered her yellow, thinning hair. For a moment, she
imagined flames licking a bubbling cauldron.

“You’re not really a ... witch,
are you?”

“Don’t speak such nonsense. Your
mother knows perfectly well that I’m a znahar, a healer. Get
dressed so we can begin. We have a lot to do today.” Dimna closed
the door behind her when she left.

Kerana waited until her grandmother’s slow,
heavy steps faded down the hallway. She snatched the dress and
hurled it onto the mattress. The black cat crawled from beneath the
covers and sniffed the garment, pushing the fabric with her
paw.

“Mira, stop that! Baba will
be angry if you rip it.” She nudged the cat away only to receive a
look that said, “You didn’t treat it any
better.”

She picked up the dress, rubbing her fingers
on the silky softness, and brought it close to her nose. “Mmm,
lavender.”

After slipping it on, she examined herself in
the mirror, admiring the colorful flowers and butterflies
embroidered around the edge of the sleeves and
V-neckline.

“Look at me.” She sighed as she
placed her hands against her flat chest. “A child’s body in a
woman’s dress.”

Mira’s yellow eyes blinked. The cat yawned
before jumping off the bed. Her tail flicking, she crouched and
slunk toward the curtains, where she pounced on a spider spinning
its web along the windowsill.

“You don’t care either!” Kerana
wiped away a tear. “I wish I had a friend to talk with, even a cat
would be better than nothing.”

“Kerana, hurry!” Dimna
yelled.

She smoothed the crinkles from the dress as
she stomped down the hallway.

 


KERANA TOSSED BACK her curly blond hair and
thrust her hands on her hips. “I’m here. Now what?”

Dimna stopped kneading bread and sucked in her
breath. “You look as wild and beautiful as a Samodiva.” After
wiping her floured hands on a cloth, she rose from the chair by the
fireplace and hugged her granddaughter.

Kerana shrugged her off. “I’m freezing. Let me
warm up a little.” She rubbed her hands above the
embers.

“It’s summer. If you ate more, you
wouldn’t be so cold. What are you going to do here during the
winter?”

She shrieked, “Mom’s going to take me out of
here before then!”
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Her grandmother turned away to arrange items
on the hearth. “She’s already kept you from me for too long. We
have to do this before you reach puberty.”

“Do what?” Kerana steeled her eyes
on her grandmother.

Dimna pointed toward the hearth. “Kneel on the
broom. It’s time to perform the ritual.”

“I’m not doing anything until you
tell me what you’re going to do.”

With sparkling eyes, Dimna said, “You’re going
to be my successor, the next znahar.”

She backed away, her eyes wide. “I won’t be
called a freaking witch. People at home already avoid me because
they think I’m strange. They’ll hate me even more if—”

“Shush, child.” Her grandmother
came closer and placed her hand on Kerana’s shoulder, rubbing it
with slow, gentle circles. “You’ll have power to heal and
more.”

“Power? That’s crazy.” Kerana
didn’t want power. She wanted to be loved.

“It’s not. You’re special. The
Samodivi told me.”

“You mentioned them before. Who
are they?”

“Kneel now. We have to hurry.”
Dimna again pointed to the hearth. “I’ll tell you that story
later.”

“I don’t—” Kerana
stopped.

The glare on her grandmother’s face scared
her. She kneeled on the broom, its bristles digging into her
knees.

Dimna placed a lid on the podnitza where bread
dough was rising. Using an iron poker, she cleared a crevice in the
middle of the ashes and placed the clay dish within it. She scooped
ashes over the covered bread with an iron shovel. Her scowl relaxed
when she glanced at Kerana’s pale face.

“Child, don’t fret. I’m not going
to hurt you. I’ll explain everything I do so you’ll
understand.”

“O-okay,” Kerana said without
taking her eyes off her grandmother.
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Dimna placed the shovel on one side of the
hearth and the poker on the other. “Iron tools have the power to
chase away evil, especially after fire has sterilized them. Even
the broom you’re kneeling on is for purification because it sweeps
away all unclean things.”

“Why—” She shifted her knees on
the broom. “Why are you doing this to me and not to
Mom?”

“I failed with her when she was a
child because it wasn’t their wish. I won’t fail with you,
too.”

“Their? The Samodivi?”

“Yes, now let me
continue.”

From a wicker basket to Kerana’s right, Dimna
removed three stalks of dry wheat. She plucked three grains from
one stalk and placed them on Kerana’s right knee, then picked three
grains from another stalk, placing them on the girl’s left knee.
From the final stalk, she removed another three grains and tossed
them into the fire.

“Wheat has been offered as a
sacrifice to the gods since ancient times,” Dimna said. “This will
purify you so you become a vessel divine power can flow
through.”

Warmth crept through Kerana’s body. She stared
transfixed at the embers glowing in the fireplace.

Her grandmother moved behind her and grasped
Kerana’s shoulders. “Now repeat the incantation after
me.”

“Yes, Baba,” Kerana
replied.

With clear, slow words, Dimna spoke and Kerana
echoed her response.

 


“From the first nymph Thrace, to
me, to you,

Health from me, from God, and from the Holy
Mother,

I vow to remain pure and holy, upholding the
creed of the znahar,

Never intentionally harming, never for
personal gain.

I will heal body, mind, and soul
...”

 


After a few lines, the words became a blur.
Although she repeated them twice more, Kerana’s mouth recited the
chant, but her mind drifted away to the time of their ancestors,
the Thracians. With each repetition, the world around her dissolved
a little more until she was afloat above the embers, radiating
their heat.

Dimna spoke from behind her. “Now make the
sign of the cross three times.”

“Like we do in church?”

“Yes, child, but this ritual
precedes Christianity. To our ancestors, it symbolized fullness in
life and a bountiful harvest. Now cross yourself.”

When Kerana did, Dimna removed a clay flower
from the basket and handed it to her. “Touch this to your forehead,
then your heart, and finally your knees, then make the sign of the
cross again.”

Kerana did as instructed and extended the
flower toward Dimna.

“No. Place it on your left side,”
Dimna said. She removed basil from the basket and stirred it in a
bowl of water, all the while reciting a blessing:

 


“God provides everything for
cures.

From me to you,

From you to others.

My hands will become your hands;

My mouth will become your mouth;

My heart will become your heart.

Forever together to bring a cure.

Your lifted hand will cure;

Your spoken word will cure;

Your gentle touch on stone will
cure;

Your gentle touch on fire will
cure;

Your gentle touch on water will
cure.

Everything you do will bring life and
health;

It will bring wellbeing to all
mankind.

God and His mother will help you,

All that you do will cure.

From me to you,

From you to others.

My hands will become your hands;

My mouth will become your mouth;

My heart will become your heart.

Forever together to bring a cure.

Your lifted hand will cure;

All that you do will cure.”

 


She sprinkled the basil water on Kerana and
placed the bowl at Kerana’s lips. “Drink. This will give you divine
power.”

After Kerana took a sip, Dimna turned the bowl
a third of the way around. “Drink again.”

Once more her grandmother moved the bowl, and
Kerana drank. “This will guide your mouth to speak, your hands to
do, and your heart to feel everything that brings health and life
to others.”

“How?” Kerana
whispered.

“Understanding will come in
time.”

Dimna brushed ashes off the clay dish and
removed it from the fire. As she lifted the cover, a tantalizing
aroma from the golden-crusted bread wafted around
Kerana.

“This is dobra dusha, kind soul,”
Dimna said as she broke off three pieces. “The first is the
mediator that transfers power from me to you.”

Her grandmother ate the piece, then handed a
second one to Kerana. “Eat this.”

The warm bread dissolved in her mouth, and her
mind exploded with thoughts and visions. She felt alive and
free.

Dimna placed the final piece of bread high in
the chimney. When done, she sat in the chair next to Kerana. “We
now share the power of healing. You will receive all my power when
I die, and you will continue the family tradition. You may now
rise, my heiress.”

She got up and stood in front of her
grandmother. Dimna tied a red thread around Kerana’s right wrist
and pinned a geranium onto her dress. “These will protect you when
we go out to collect herbs.”

 


KERANA SET HER willow basket on the ground so she
could yank a thorny vine from her sleeve. A full moon shone on the
bushes and other undergrowth crowding the forest path. “Baba, where
are we going? It feels like we’ve been walking for hours.”

“Hush, child. The forest is full
of eyes and ears. We’re almost to my secret herb
garden.”

Scooting closer, Kerana whispered, “Why couldn’t we
wait until it was light out?”

“Today is Eniovden, Midsummer’s
Day. Herbs collected close to dawn have magical power.”

Kerana twisted the red thread. “How will this and
the flower protect me?”

“Red is the sun’s strength.
They’ll protect you from the evil eye.” Dimna stopped and looked
among the trees. “And the Samodivi.”

Kerana shuddered. “Are you going to tell me who they
are now?”

“They’re nymphs who protect the
woods, fields, and waters.” Dimna crossed herself
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