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Earth, water, air and fire.

Blood, breath, flesh and bones.

Sun and shadow, soil and stone.

Earth to sifting dust, of which `twas shaped.

Water of brief life, to the stream belong.

Air to rushing winds, no breath to `scape.

Fire of bright spirit, the flame ever strong.

Return to the ether, no more to know strife.

Return to the gods, their gift of thy life.

Empty the vessel, out thy life pours.

Cross the great chasm, seal the last door.

Spirit to Neothera, to live nevermore.

Earth, water, air and fire.

Blood, breath, flesh and bones.

Sun and shadow, soil and stone.
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First Night / Moones / 32nd Night of Deep Winter

Leute climbed to the caves, praying the cold had delayed the decay of Harroth’s corpse.

Snowmelt slicked the path. Several times she slid backwards and saved her ascent only by clawing at the jagged rocks that bordered the path. She cared nothing for the mud, nothing for the scrapes and cuts on her hands. She cared only for the safety of the items in her scrip. She clutched it to her to prevent its knocking against rocks.

Deep caverns and shadowed crevasses pocked the mountain’s snow-smoothed face. In the caves lay death, ancient and new. Bones stacked upon bones filled the upper caves, disinterred for centuries from Alpage’s hallowed graveyard. The lower caves served the newly dead. When winter froze the church grounds and smothered the vale, the lower caves served as temporary resting places. She climbed to those caves and to a month-old corpse, tucked away for spring burial. In that place of death, she would evoke new life. Using Air and Water, Fire and Earth, she would call the dead Harroth back to life.

Leute gained the first ledges and headed for the cave which held Harroth’s shrouded body. He had died of a hidden infection one month ago. One month of the old calendar. Thirty-two days and thirty-two nights as the full moon waned to its death. Thirty-two days, and each day she induced Grisetta to drink a little tea to aid the delivery of her babe. Thirty-two nights, and each night she milked a newborn lamb of its rich blood. Thirty-two days and nights, while she distilled blood-based potions and practiced incantations to rouse the dead.

Today, with Dragon Moon the night before, Grisetta had delivered her son a month before his time, and Leute had sacrificed the weakening lamb for her spell. When Dragon again devoured the moon, thirty-two nights from now, her revenge would be complete.

Sheltered inside the cave, she lit a single candle. Snowmelt dripped off the lip of the entrance, trickled down the sides of the opening, and pooled on rock smoothed by centuries of passage. The cave smelled faintly of decay. Leute paused and looked down the steep slope. Twilight darkened the village far below. Lanterns bobbed along lanes and streets, like fireflies homing on a scent. In one of the houses with gleaming windows, Feldie and her apprentice Magretha helped Grisetta and her new baby. They wouldn’t look for her until long after her incantations were over, Harroth was re-born, and her revenge had begun.

She lifted her gaze to the snow-locked mountains on the far side of the valley. Alpenglow cast its pinkish taint on the white caps, while night already cloaked the western flanks. More than night would soon cloak Alpage.

The candle and her movement disturbed bats nesting in the cave’s maw. They swirled down. Instinctively she ducked, guarding the candle flame with a cupped hand as the bats swooped past. When the swarm had flooded out of the cave into the cold twilight, she straightened. Holding the flickering candle high, she ventured deeper, tracking the smell of old earth and slow decomposition. At a branching where the flame guttered in a wind, she bore right, toward the source. The walls verged closer. She followed the way into a cleft that funneled wind from the mountaintop. Three shrouded corpses lay one beside the other. Harroth’s would be the newest.

She put the candle in a niche then bent to tug the body away from the others. The waxed cerecloth slid easily across the slick rock. She sliced open the embroidered shroud then peeled back the protecting layers. White white skin, eyes closed, mouth bound shut, it was Harroth and not Harroth, a shell without a soul. The icy wind had kept his flesh from decaying.

Once she had the waxed bindings peeled away, she drug her scrip close and set out the essentials for her spell: her knife, the water distilled from the boiling of five herbs, a copper bowl with a stand, and the flask of lamb’s blood. She lit the candle beneath the stand and lay the knife in the bowl so the metals could heat. Last out of her scrip came the clay pot that contained the most crucial ingredient. She carefully placed it beside Harroth’s head. When she unsealed the lid, the blood-scent filled the cave. Afterbirth from Grisetta’s newborn. Called the second-birth. Blood-rich birth that contained new life.

With everything ready, Leute closed her eyes and breathed deeply to calm her jangling excitement. When her heart rate slowed, she concentrated on the candle flame and sank into meditation. Her voice no louder than her breath, she chanted a gathering spell. Here, surrounded by solid rock that didn’t drain energy from soil and air, she would gather the power needed for the five spells of the incantation. One spell for each element and the last for chaos, the chaos she would unloose on the village of Alpage.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Wrapped well against the evening’s cold, Magretha watched the first stars peeking out in the moonless Dragon night. Soon the bowl of sky would glitter with stars, twinkling jewels on a grand lady’s velvet gown, the way she imagined the gown her father had once described. A sight she would never see unless she ventured to the lowlands as he’d once done. No grand stranger would ever come to Alpage, and she had no desire to leave her mountains.

She sighed and massaged her back, aching from the day’s physical toil. Today, last day of Deep Winter, she and Feldie and Leute had fought for the lives of a mother and her too-early babe, fighting to snatch life from grasping death. She was awed anew by the tenuous chain that linked a soul to a fragile body. An apprentice only, this day she had wielded power that a year ago she would not have dreamed of wielding. For the past hour, exhilaration had fueled her. They had won their battle to save both mother and babe. The elation had now ebbed, leaving exhaustion in its wake. Feldie had sapped more than power from her in the battle against death. Magretha massaged the small of her back and wished for a steaming bath to ease her muscles.

“Tired, my almost-daughter?”

The older woman had shed her stained apron, but splotches of birth-blood flecked her sweat-damp blouse. Her tousled hair gleamed silver in the dying light. She came to Magretha and rested an arm around her waist.

“A good omen, this babe of Grisetta’s. Last child of Deep Winter. You did well tonight.”

“I was so afraid I would hurt Grisetta or the baby.”

“Yet you did not. `Tis glad I am that I took you to apprentice. This day’s work was proof of my choice. You did well with as a difficult a birth as you’ll ever encounter. A month early and the babe not turned; the mother exhausted long before the babe crowned. Without your younger power and stronger arms to do the work, I doubt that either would have lived.”

“Leute could have done as well, Feldie. Or Kortie.”

“Leute has not your gentle touch nor your power’s depth. She will never make the wise woman that you will. And Kortie is mewed up with grief for her husband Harroth. Besides, already you surpass both of my erstwhile apprentices. I fear you will soon surpass me.”

“Never, Feldie. You know so much.”

“Not as much as I should, almost-daughter.” She hugged the younger woman. “Come, Grisetta cuddles her new son close, and her family gather to celebrate. `Tis time we were on our way. You have your scrip?”

“Here. And yours.” She hoisted both packs onto her shoulder. “Thereiss said she would have hot soup and cold ale waiting for us when we finished.”

“I look forward to the ale.” Feldie looked back into the house. “Where is Leute?”

“She left quite a while ago. She said the after-birth must be buried within an hour of the babe’s birth.”

“Ah, that old superstition. The monstrous twin born with us all, buried before it saps life from the living.” Her raised eyebrows and creepy voice mocked the belief, a shocking reminder that she was an outlander. Feldie had been Alpage’s wise woman since before Magretha was born, but she had the non-native’s prejudice against certain village beliefs. “Leute is much for the superstitions, but it is as good a reason as any to dispose of the after-birth.” She wrapped her cloak tighter. “Lead on, almost-daughter. I would fill my belly before I sleep.”

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Chanting the first spell, Leute poured a circle around herself and Harroth’s body. At five equal points she dribbled candlewax. Dipping her finger in the herbed water, she wrote around each point, carefully forming the sigils of the five gods, the worshipped four and the forgotten fifth. Cold wind tinged with power swirled around her head. She used the rest of the water to write the sigils on the dead man’s skin. A sigil for each god, each god a base element. Fire signs traced over Harroth’s head, air signs over his lungs and torso, earth signs down the length of his arms and legs, water signs over his loins. Fifth god, vessel god, forgotten by all save those who needed its chaos, she traced that sign on his hands and feet and over his heart.

For the second spell, she cut her arm and dripped the new blood into the burnished copper bowl. It sizzled in the metal. An acrid tang replaced the smell of the placenta. Without cleaning the blade, she slit Harroth’s eyelids then cut two openings over his heart and two over his vitals. The fifth cut she made in his scrotum. When the heat had charred the blood, she lifted the bowl from the stand and spit on the black ash. She smeared this in each of the five cuts.

Then she took up the flask. She poured the infant lamb’s blood into each of the cuts, massaging the life-fluid into Harroth’s body, sharing the first cup between his eyes and his seed-sack before working the other four cups into the openings in his torso. With the last lines of the spell, she again wrote the sigils for the five gods over each of the blood-filled cuts.

After the third spell, the candle burned higher, feeding on the loosed energy. The grimoire from which she’d stolen the incantation had claimed the rampant power would turn smoke into a tangible wisp. Chanting, scarcely daring to believe, she reached for a trickle of smoke. At the touch of her bloody fingers, the smoke thickened and shifted to an ashy thread. Five times she worked the smoke thread into the cuts, five times she chanted the fourth spell, five times she traced power signs at the four points of his body, head and heart, scrotum and feet.

The charged air sparkled. Five times she traced the five gods’ sigils in the air, calling the winds of life, calling his spirit back to his body. The wind gushed down the cleft and howled into the room. It ripped through her hair and clothes, riming the sweat on her body. It gusted down on Harroth’s torso, filling his dead lungs with new air. His chest rose and fell, rose and fell, as if he breathed. The wind whooshed around the room, picking up particles of dust that stung her skin like nettles. At every place that it pricked his skin, droplets of blood beaded.

Fifth spell was strongest spell, the spell that re-woke life. Exhausted, sticky with ice-dried sweat, Leute trembled from her labor. The power had drained her, and still it drank more and more deeply. It sucked at her innards, sapping her life-force as it built the spark that would animate Harroth’s body. She inhaled the energy-charged air. Then she dipped her hands into the viscous after-birth and scooped out enough to spread over his chest. And she sang, words charged with power, words that broke the grave. “Earth and air, water and fire, blood and breath, flesh and bones, sun and shadow, soil and stone.”

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Kortie woke, shivering in her lonely bed. Cold tears wet her cheeks. She lay silent and still, but the dream had vanished like a bubble. Just as her dreams of a long future with Harroth had vanished when he died.

Tonight ended one month and started the next, a time when the four gods’ duality was greatest. Life and growth quickened in the duality, and so today she had prayed to learn that his child quickened in her womb. She dared cast no spell to find out, for just as life quickened, so too could evil be birthed. Feldie had warned her not to seed unlooked-for trouble with a thoughtless spell during the Dragon Moon. She had been tempted, but the woman’s age-old sign, more certain than any spell, thwarted her. Her courses came, killing her hope.

She curled onto her side and jerked the covers over her mouth to muffle her sobs, though there was no one in the house to hear. No one else, not since Harroth had died. No one ever, she vowed as grief wracked her. No one but Harroth, and he would never live again.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Alstera dreamed of water, a night swirling with water. Motes, elusive as a will o’wisp, danced above the waves, their sparks gleaming on the liquid darkness. Waves washed over and into each other, building and ebbing, surging and dissipating, a ceaseless rhythm. Like a mote, her dream self floated above the waters, but she was dark, the waters below her darker on this moon-dark night, lit only by the sparkling lights.

The swirling lake washed in and out, in and out, but as she drifted above the waves, she realized a steady flow drew her with it. The current rushed and swirled, billowed and sucked, thundering with power as it gathered speed. The waters flooded over a cliff, taking her with them. Spray splashed up to soak her. The cascade plunged down and down and down, deep as an abyss. Then the waters struck bottom and exploded up to capture her. Sucked under the dark liquid, she tumbled over and over. Her senses drowning, the blood in her veins surged with the waters’ power. Her blood, her breath, her flesh, her bones, everything sucked into the elemental energy, and in this dream only her magic held self and soul together. 

She plunged down another cliff. Inchoate creatures bowled in the waters with her. As powerless as she, they whorled, tossed and rolled, tumbled and twisted, shaping and losing shape, reaching and retreating, stretching and spiraling. Boulders loomed and receded as the waters rushed her along. Teeming energy gathered like a great wave, seeking an outlet.

Then the waters cascaded out of the mountains and surged into the lowlands. They broke the riverbanks and flooded outward. The wild power lost force, its thunder muted, its puissance seeped into the sleeping soil.

A dying wave cast the dreaming Alstera against an ancient oak. Its ridged bark offered a clinging hold as another wave washed over her. As it receded, the wave’s suction threatened to tow her back into the flood. Leafy branches dipped, became arms that held her against the trunk. She blinked. The bark she clung to reshaped into a face. An elemental with angled eyes and brows. He smiled, his eyes sparkling like the motes. Then the water seeped away. The bark re-arranged itself. When she blinked again, the oak was just an oak.

Still clutching the tree, she sat up and looked about. Hills rolled behind the great oak, lapping one behind the other, land waves that had stopped the flood’s force. Writhing runnelets snaked back to the flood. As the dark waters receded, the land glistened like polished silver, bright as a full moon on this moon-dead night. Motes exploded out of the water. They danced above the flood, circling and whirling together, the gold of their light glimmering on the waves.

Gasping for air, Alstera sagged against her rescuing tree. Waters lapped near her feet, and a waft of air rustled the winter-dried leaves above her head. A great wave surged out of the ebbing flood. The formless mass burst toward her. Between one breath and the next, it roared over her. The wave forced water into every orifice and penetrated her pores. Then it receded. Her dream-self gasped for life-giving air as the tree dribbled old leaves on her and the waters trickled away from her swamped body. When she looked down, she saw that the waters had stained her bloody.

She snapped awake. Her heartbeat drummed. The night looked black and flame-colored, like her dream-body. For several throbbing seconds, she couldn’t figure out where she was, who she was, what she was. Then her senses righted. She saw a man crouched beside a small fire. He dipped a stick against a charred log until fire licked over it then beat the flame out against a rock.

As she sat up, Raul turned and flashed his facile grin. “Not like you to wake before your watch, Alstera.”

“Bad dream,” she husked. She got to her feet, stumbling over the trailing end of her cloak. He rose lithely and steadied her.

“Looks like a real bad dream. Your eyes—.”

She looked down, willing the nightmare away. “Go to sleep, Raul. I have the watch.”

He peered at her, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze. In the months they had traveled together, he had learned not to question what she refused to share. All he said was “I won’t refuse that offer.” He wrapped his coat tightly then rolled into the blankets she had cast aside.

Alstera knelt beside the fire, knowing Raul would soon be snoring gently. Like a cat, nothing interfered with his sleep. She waited, trying to calm her jangling senses. The dream of overwhelming power troubled her. Not since Vaermonde had she sensed sorcery. The elemental that morphed out of the tree to save her from the flood only deepened her foreboding.

Why had an earth elemental blessed her dream? Elementals linked with wielders like Raul, Rhoghieri that shaped the elements, or like the Fae. Creatures of pure energy, the elementals did link with wizards. She was exiled and power-shackled, least among any ranking of wizards. If the dream were a message from her grandmother, the elemental would be water or air. So it was presage, and either she dreamed everything, or a wild one had sensed the chaotic sorcery pouring loose and had reached into her dream.

Alstera waited for Raul’s sleep to deepen before she evoked power. The tattooed bindings of the Wizard Enclave, shackling her wrists, prevented free use of four strands of her magic. Only water came freely. As she drew power to read the night’s loosed energy, the bindings heated. When she drew power too deeply, too fast for the trickle that seeped through the Enclave’s remaining four chains, the magicked tattoos seared with real fire. She had to learn to ignore the heat.

The sorcery was elusive, a threat that remained distant. The dream was as sticky with sorcery as Medreaux’s sleep-snare, the spell that had nearly killed Cherai, the comtesse Muiree. Yet her minor spell revealed nothing.

Needing information, she fetched the hand-sized book from her pouch. The cleric sorcerer had filled the journal with spells and drawings. Alstera felt a duty to read it before she destroyed it, but just touching the leather cover left a slimy taint on her hands. Hunkered beside the fire, she palmed the journal and evoked the magic she had carefully hoarded for days. The magic searched for any connection of old evil to new, hoping the cleric had recorded something. Then she flattened her hands. The book fell open. Quickly she skimmed glimmering fingertips down the page.

Medreaux had written of Cherai’s dead father, of his countless visits to the tomb to test diverse spells. In his quest to re-animate the corpse, he had discovered fragments of an incantation and its necessary potions. He failed, he wrote, because too much time had passed, because he had no access to the life born with a babe, but he noted the animal’s blood and new-killed flesh needed to strengthen the awakened corpse.

True evil, scribbled and crossed out then re-written, as if he had tried and given up then tried again, only to abandon that plan for the sleep-snare that had nearly killed Comtesse Cherai. Tonight’s nightmare reeked of a similar evil.

She set aside the journal, leaving it open to the page, and lifted her tattooed wrists to the light. The remaining bindings gleamed like shackles. Last autumn she had freed herself from the first binding. Now, after a long winter, came a second chance to pay penance for her crimes against wizardry’s five tenets. What should she do?

First choice was nothing. She was selfish enough to admit that. Fighting Medreaux had scared her. He worked a killing evil that could have destroyed her. Unable to protect herself with her bound power, she would have died, Cherai would have died, if Alstera hadn’t had the twin elements of surprise and desperation. She surprised Medreaux by countering his untutored sorcery with the forbidden blood magic. Only with that primitive power, forbidden by the Wizard Enclave, had she slipped her magic free of the bindings. In using blood magic, however, she committed a new crime that might shackle her forever.

So, first choice was to do nothing.

Her second choice was to seek out this sorcerer, foul his plans, and earn herself a second penance. The second choice would be as dangerous as helping Cherai. And it would free more of her magic. Did I think casting off these bindings would be easy?

Mordant humor twisted her mouth. She had to risk her life to win back her life. She had broken the five tenets of wizardry. She had to atone for each one of those. Stopping a sorcerer’s evil paid her first penance and released one binding sigil. Now, spilling out of the mountains, came her second opportunity.

She had no choice. A wizard dogged her trail, too far back to scent clearly but never shaken, like the dirt ground into the velvet of her once-fine gown. Whoever tracked her for Grandmère Letheina might accuse her of this evil.

To the mountains she had to go. Picking up Raul’s stick, she drew a rough map of the land—the Bowl of Selindrac which they had left behind at winter’s birth, the flat plains and rivers they had crossed for weeks, the still snowy mountains that loomed south and east, and the westward forests. She tore the damning page from Medreaux’s slowly dwindling journal, spindled it around the stick, and lit it with an arc of power. With that magicked flame, she traced over the map. The charred paper dropped south, making little humps of mountains over her tracings.

No, she thought, although her dream had prophesied mountains. Farther and farther from home. To double-check, she touched the tip of the stick to the dirt. It scored a path south. She dropped it. Like a sword it pointed the new direction.

South, into the mountains. And for Raul, she must devise a convincing reason to turn off their current direction and pursue this one. A reason that made no mention of the evil she aimed them toward.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Dawn, Second Day

When he awoke, he knew he was dead. 

He had dreamed a pleasant warmth, a light as brilliant as a summer sun, a free-ness of self, unhampered by bones and flesh, free as the wind, drifting like a leaf on water.

He woke to cold, dampness, and a light flickering against the pitmirk. His skin felt slick as a new-born babe’s. A rasping breath filled his ears. A woman, face haggard and hair wild, loomed over him.

She smiled when she saw his eyes open. She spoke, garbled words he didn’t understand, but when she pressed something to his lips, he recognized the offer to eat.

He opened his mouth. She pushed it past his teeth. He chewed. It was soft and slick. Liquid gushed from it into his mouth. He swallowed and felt the bite track its way to his stomach. More meat was offered. He took it, chewed, feeling strength return with the nourishment. He said nothing, asked nothing, not even how she had revived him. The last moments of his life had dragged him through pain and fever, unending heat as poison writhed through him and slowly killed him. That he remembered. He thought he knew her, but he couldn’t recall her name. He couldn’t remember how to form words. He could remember nothing but breathing and moving and ceaseless pain.

But he remembered his name. Harroth. That was who he was. What he was he no longer knew. Where he was he didn’t care.

She put her hands on both sides of his head. Her eyes closed, and she sang something. The wailing melody sucked his senses into a maelstrom of need and grief. Her hands felt like fire. The heat penetrated his skull, seeped into his veins, hardened his bones.

After more food, she levered him up and propped him against the wall. His eyes rolled back at the change of position, but gradually his awakened body steadied and he could look around without being swamped by dizziness. He saw a single candle, a shiny bowl made of a metal he had forgotten, a bottle on its side. She lifted a flask to his lips. A thick liquid filled his mouth, tasting strange, tasting rich, tasting like life. He swallowed. Twice more he drank. She offered more meat. Harroth stared at the raw flesh, dripping with what he remembered was blood. He opened his mouth and ate.

​
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Fourth Night / Eve of Worm Moon / Winter’s End

“This way,” Leute said. “At this cave.” She scrambled over the slick rock. She had timed their approach perfectly. Twilight had already descended. Karel would see an intruder’s muddy tracks but would not identify them as a woman’s, especially not as hers.

Karel stooped to examine the slicked mud that she had slipped and slid across for three nights. “You’re right, Leute. Someone’s been this way.” Scowling, he straightened. “Ain’t nobody got rights to be here.”

“Surely no one from the village—.”

“I wouldn’t say this person came from the village. Every jack of us knows to avoid the ancestral caves and the tombs for our waiting dead. Got to be an outsider.” He propped his gloved hands on his hips and surveyed the muddy path and dried splotches on the slick rock, black stains against the lighter rock that reflected the last of the evening light. “You were right to report it. Jaeger and Père Hals should see this. I just wish you hadn’t waited. Whoever it was could have desecrated the bodies in the meanwhile.”

Leute smiled secretly. Karel would never report to Alpage’s headman and its priest. He would not be leaving the cave. Tonight his human blood would complete her incantation.

On the second night, she had slit the throats of two cocks and drained their blood into a flask for Harroth to drink. He had eaten only a little of the raw flesh. When she knelt beside him and re-opened her arm to get blood to write sigils on the five points on his body, his eyes had avidly watched the red droplets beading and running down her pale skin.

Last night the lambs’ blood had not staved Harroth’s thirst, and he had refused the meat. When she slit her arm, he had reached for it, wanting to bring the flowing wound to his mouth. She controlled him with a sharp denial and a slap. He had subsided and let her write the spell-signs. Leute knew, however, that a slap would no longer subdue him. The incantation roiled in him, making him crave only the life-giving liquid that had revived him. If Karel’s blood did not flow tonight, then Harroth would die and her plans would come to naught.

To lure the man inside, she asked, “Do you think this stranger might have done that? Gone into the cave and violated our dead? I saw nothing of that when I came to bury the afterbirth. Perhaps we should look deeper inside.”

“Père Hals should be the only one to enter.”

“If the stranger only sought shelter from a storm, then we do our holy father a disservice in making him climb up here. He is so old—. We should investigate, Karel.”

He looked at the long trail they had climbed. “I think we should go back. The path will be dangerous after dark.” And he turned back.

Leute watched his first steps down. He couldn’t leave, not when he was so close. “What’s that? Did you hear that, Karel?” Desperation lent credence to her frantic whisper. 

He stopped and looked around. “What?”

“I heard something in the cave.” A lie, but Karel was far enough from the entrance that this ruse might work. It had to work. Once he got in the cave, he would hear the small rustlings as Harroth woke and his body re-acquainted itself with movement. “The intruder may be in there,” she hissed. “We must go inside.”

Without waiting, Leute ducked into the entrance. Karel was a man, defender of women, and her rash action seemed dangerous. He must follow me, but for an anxious moment she doubted. Then she heard his bootsteps on the slick rock, and she knew she had him. Beneath her cloak she slipped the boning knife free of its sheath and held it in the folds of her cloak.

Karel came through the entrance then into the cave proper. When he didn’t meet her at the branching, he stopped. “Leute?”

“Here,” she whispered from the cleft.

He came a few steps more. “It’s dark. I can’t see you.”

Her eyes had adjusted. She saw his dark shape in the last light shafting into the cave. She took his arm. He jumped then swore under his breath and willingly came into the cleft. “Look,” she said and sparked a globe of power.

He flinched at the sudden brightness. She stepped behind him, her hand still on his arm. Karel hissed when he saw Harroth leaning against the cleft’s dark wall. Streaked with the dried blood of her spells, his skin gleamed whitely in the magicked light.

“What the—?”

Her boning knife cut the words short. She hadn’t enough strength to cut deep, but the large vessel in his neck spurted richly. As Karel staggered, she pushed him toward the re-animated corpse. “Drink, Harroth. This is your proper sustenance.”

He caught Karel. The man flailed at him, but the blood was quickly draining from his head. As he sagged, Harroth lowered him to the ground. The iron tang of blood filled the cave. A shudder wracked Harroth. Then he bent his head over the dying man. Karel’s hands plucked feebly at his arms. Leute didn’t move, but she must have made a sound, for Harroth looked up. The light reflected oddly in his eyes, making them look like pewter. Then he pressed his mouth to the wound she had opened and began drinking.

Leute watched, watched Karel’s last attempts to free himself, watched Harroth slowly suck out his life, his corpse-white skin attaining a spirit-glow as he drank deeply. And she exulted at her success. I made him. I woke him from the dead. With my power. The very power Feldie had mocked and tried to crush by refusing to give her more training.

When Harroth was sated, she would take what blood remained from this man he had killed and use it to paint the sigils on his body for the last time.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Alstera hid a cough behind her hand then leaned over the table, watching the innkeeper sketch a map in the back of Leon Medreaux’s journal. He started with a straight road down the page to represent the traders’ route south. 

“Ain’t no road that straight,” Raul protested.

The innkeeper scowled and removed his pipe. “Ain’t no sense drawing all those twists and turns when all you need’s the route. Or do you want to draw this map?”

“Go flirt with that pretty girl over there, Raul.”

He left in a huff. The innkeeper eyed Raul’s retreating back then looked at Alstera. When she waited patiently, he replaced his pipe and returned to his map. Down the road he inked a series of boxes. Around the pipe stem he offered, “These `re inns. This here’s mine,” and he circled the second box on the route from the lowlands. He cast a swift glance around the taproom to check his business then dipped his quill in the inkwell and proceeded to draw squiggling lines across the road. One followed the road between boxes before it turned away, a couple of boxes down another crossed and re-crossed and crossed again. Far down the page a short sharp line crossed once.

“Rivers,” Alstera guessed.

His dark eyes twinkled. “If an inn ain’t got a river, it’s got a cistern or a well. You won’t lack for water, not till you get way down here. Couple of days between this inn and the town,” he scratched a lot of little boxes at the road’s end, “you’ll be out of the mountains then. Town’s Elambra. Trader-town, lots of strangers. You won’t be marked. You can get your bearings.”

She smiled at the freely offered information. Since leaving the lowlands, the people she’d met were welcoming and helpful, as if they’d learned long ago to cooperate in their struggle against the mountains that dominated their lives.

After scanning the room again, the innkeeper spiked mountains onto the page. This seemed tedious work, lots of little peaks he was careful to keep from blotting. He puffed studiously on his pipe. The smoke blew in Alstera’s face. She smothered a cough and looked for Raul. Sure enough, he had homed to the girl with braided hair and a laughing face. He had routed the other man who had rubbed elbows with her and now had her wedged between his body and the warm bricks of the inglenook. He whispered, and she giggled and shook her head. She giggled again when he touched his mouth to her ear. He caught the lobe with his lips, and the girl’s shiver was evident clear across the room.

Alstera looked back at the innkeeper. Peaky mountains surrounded the little boxes and empty pockets. Trader-routes were nestled against the squiggled rivers. “Villages?” she hazarded.

He took the pipe out of his mouth. “You get bad weather, you need to know where shelter is. I won’t mark the freeholds. Too hard to find. But these’ll keep you within a day or two of a roof over your head and a fire to warm you. I’ll write their names in for you. That way you can ask How far to Lepointe?”

“You are very kind.”

“Bah. This ain’t nothing. And if I’m going to do it, might as well do it right.” He frowned then added, “Stick to the roads, lady. There’s things in the mountains that’ll get you. And nobody’ll come looking to save you, not if you’re off the road.”

“I thank you for the warning.”

“Aye. Well then.” He looked at the bar, the door, the hearth, the couple kissing in the inglenook, then at her. A question lurked in his dark eyes, but he dammed it with the pipe and returned to his map.

Alstera watched him finish the map. On the hard road south, she had answered questions aplenty while Raul flirted and card-tricked with never a care. Usually she had laughed and lied, “He is my brother.” A weak lie, for they differed too obviously in looks and words and actions. Since her dream of the flood of sorcery, she was reluctant to lie. That vile power kept her too wary to open a door with lies.

He dropped the quill. Pursing his lips, he scanned his map then handed it to her.

Careful of the drying ink, Alstera studied it. Had he marked the village that contained the evil she hunted?

He stoppered the inkwell. “You two heading out in the morning? A mule-stringer is taking his trade south. He’ll get an early start `cause the road is still drifted in the heights. Be a few weeks yet before you got easy going.”

She lifted her eyes from the map. “That will be good. We need to get moving, and traveling with someone experienced on these mountain roads would be a boon.”

His gaze switched again to Raul, and she let the man make his own guess at her haste. She said nothing of their forced snail’s pace once they’d climbed from the lowlands. Although winter’s icy talons still gripped the mountain peaks, spring thaw made the road slippery with melt.

She needed to find the sorcery before her tracker found her. If he were mounted and made a serious push, he would catch to her. If he sought a bounty on her instead of just tracking her for Grandmère, she could forget serving her penance.

She folded the map and tucked it into her quilted doublet. “Would you introduce me to this mule-stringer?” The innkeeper nodded and gathered up the quill and inkwell. She hoisted their packs, heavy with winter gear, and followed him across the smoke-choked taproom. The heavily bearded trader had shoulders accustomed to burdens. He proved wary but agreed to the bargain. Lastly, Alstera asked the innkeeper for a quiet room where she wouldn’t be disturbed.

He scratched his head but again asked no question, and she knew why his inn was so successful. “This time of night, nobody’s in the kitchen. You can go there.”

The over-warm kitchen smelled of supper’s bean and trotters stew. A thick door muffled the taproom’s noise. Hearth embers cast the only light. She lit a lamp before placing the map on the scrubbed table.

For the past two nights she had caught only whiffs of the sorcery. Tonight, though, the very edginess of her perception caught a viscid thread of evil. Although not as potent as the first night, it still reeked of blood. And blood meant death.

Alstera raked ash from the corner of the hearth, far from the banked embers. Ash, old fire, dead fire, the element least likely to alert a sorcerer to her seeking. The bindings on her wrist warmed as she called power into the palm of her hand. Then, with a liquid-shimmering finger, she drew the sigils of the four elements.

Water first, for that one was free of the bindings. Then air, her second earliest element, and finally earth and fire.

The sigils tracked a silver after she lifted her finger. She studied the images, decided they needed strengthening. She had used blood to break her bindings when she helped the comtesse Cherai. Yet the unknown sorcerer wielded blood. She dared not risk blood magic. She cast the dual sigils of sun and shadow, heat and cold, and life and death to magnify her spell. When she drew the circle around the signs, they quickened like mercury, the ash stirring to life. The quicksilver quickly settled into small droplets, although it glowed with imbued energy.

She found a ladle and scooped up the ash. It was cold, like metal for it heated. Gently she poured it into her cupped palm. Then she blew on it, giving her living breath. That done, she slowly dribbled it onto the map. The silver droplets scattered over the drawing, dotted the road, the mountains, the little boxes. She flicked the last droplets onto the paper. Splaying her fingers, she held them inches above the map and let the power leech onto the droplets.

The mercury-bright ash swirled into a spiral, the symbol for chaos, the oldest element. The droplets skittered then poured, diverse floods, into the center of the spiral. They settled into a shimmering pool that gradually dissipated, leaving the ash to obscure the word beneath it. She picked up the map and blew the ash back into the hearth. Then she tilted the map to the light.

Alpage. The word had greyed from the ash. The village of Alpage. If she read the innkeeper’s map correctly, the village was several days along the road and then a day or two off to the west.

The kitchen door opened. Quickly she returned the map to the table and pretended to study it. The innkeeper came in. “Still here?”

“Just finishing.” She smiled at him and hoped he didn’t see her soot-grey hands. While he stomped over to the dry sink, she wiped her hands on her cloak and folded the map. She had it tucked away and was on her feet, the packstraps dragging on her shoulders, when he turned. He echoed her “Good night,” and she escaped.

Several people had already settled to sleep in the common room upstairs. By the faint light of a single sconce Alstera crept past snorers to find two mats side by side. She dropped the packs at the mats’ heads, dug out their blankets, then rolled into hers. Sleep was elusive. She shut her eyes, but the puzzling track of evil haunted her. The spell no longer gathered energy but was still forming. Whatever evil it evoked, the pattern was set. She would have to fight the consequences.

She rolled onto her side and tucked her head on her arm to sleep. With Grandmère’s bindings hampering her power, she needed to be well rested before she confronted this evil. She was dozing off when someone settled beside her. She lifted her head. Raul. She touched him so he’d know she was awake.

He finished loosening his bootstraps then lay back. Voice pitched for her ears, he asked, “Who was the man you talked to?”

“A mule-stringer. He agreed to let us tag along. We have to get up early.”

“Fair enough.” He sighed, flipped the blanket over his body, then crossed his arms behind his head. “That map give you an idea where you’re so all fired to go?”

“Yes. A village named Alpage. Off the main road, but I can find it.”

A laggard guest came up the steps. “Best get to sleep,” Raul said and closed his eyes. His breathing quickly deepened. Lucky Raul, with no troubles on his conscience. Alstera rolled to her back and stared at the half-darkness over her head.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Ninth Night, Knave Moon

The woman no longer came to Harroth.

The first night she did not come he had wakened and waited in the pitmirk. The body of the man she brought lay on the rock where it had fallen. Harroth ignored it. It no longer contained anything he wanted. With nothing to see, nothing to hear or taste, the cold of stone all around him, he focused inward, sensing something not right, some need twisting through him, pulling at him, pulling, until he got to his feet. He stumbled out of the cleft into the cave and from there to the maw.

Icy wind struck his exposed body, but it did not hurt him. He saw starlight. After a long while, the infant moon crept into the sky. Far below, far to one side of the cave, lights twinkled on the valley floor. Home, he remembered, the village that had been his home, but he did not leave the cave. When a faint increase of light bespoke night’s end, signaling his time to sleep, he slunk back to the cleft, past the body, to lie on the stone on which he had awakened, the stains of dropped blood glowing in the blackness.

When Harroth woke the second night, the craving had consumed him like the fiery infection that had killed him. It drew him back to the cave’s mouth. He waited while the stars came out and the moon rose, but again the woman did not come. He realized that the constant in his existence which she had represented had now changed. He waited longer.

Far along the valley came howling. Wolves. He remembered fear, but he did not retreat. A dog barked frantically. He listened hard, heard the barking again. Then, like a star on the valley floor, a light sparked, flickering and inconstant, a beacon just glimpsed through the trees. He remembered how fire blazed. He remembered that men sparked fire.

The fire drew him. He left the cave and angled his climb down the mountain, using rocks and trees to help him cross the snow and ice. Harroth’s gaze never left the shifting light. The wolves howled again, distantly. When he reached the mountain’s base and lost sight of the fire, he continued until he wound into a long valley far from his cave.

He heard sheep bleating, remembered the taste of that blood. It wasn’t what he wanted.

A dog came out to greet him. When it smelled the sorcery in him, it whimpered and crouched on the snow. He ignored it and continued into the circle of light.

A shepherd sat next to the fire, another dog at his feet. The dog saw him first and slunk away. When the man saw him, he surged to his feet. Then he hesitated, speaking words that had no sense, and in his hesitation, Harroth was on him.

He remembered the dogs barking, leaping on the edge of light. He remembered the man’s fists, pummeling as Harroth bore him to the snowy ground. He remembered the flash of the shepherd’s knife, the snap of bones breaking when he forced the man’s hand open. His hand remembered the heft of the knife and the way Leute had cut the first man’s throat. And he turned the knife on the shepherd.

He drank to satiation, his senses filled with the liquid-life and the cold and the fire and the sounds of the dogs and the sheep.

He didn’t remember getting back to the cave.

When he woke the third and fourth nights, he waited again for the woman, not expecting her but feeling he must wait, feeling a connection that bound him to her and required this of him. The body of the man she had brought smelled, so he dragged it out of the cleft and into the outer corridor. Then he sat and waited in the cave maw, watching the stars, watching the growing moon. The craving rewoke. He felt it grow the third night and strengthen on the fourth, but it did not yet entice him from the cave.

Fifth night, ninth night of his existence, the craving compelled him to leave the cave at moonrise. Knife in his hand, he found and followed a path down the mountain. He passed a shelter backed with drifted snow. He heard wolves distant, dogs barking near and far, but he didn’t turn toward the long valley and the flock of sheep. What he wanted was not there.

He reached a flat shelf with an old cairn and continued downward. The craving drove him now. He began to run. He passed a fenced clearing and a building and stopped, sniffing life—but it was old. He dropped further and reached the village. The houses were shut and shuttered. He smelled smoke but saw no glimmering light. Dogs began to bark, but no one stirred inside their shelters. Life’s blood was all around him, and he could not reach it. He ran through the village, but the walls defeated him.

The craving built, swelling in his chest and eating at his vitals until he wanted to scream. He whirled, seeking any light, any sign of entry. Then, high on a hill far from the village, he saw a distant light. He ran. Pine boughs tore at his body. As he climbed the scarp, icy snow crunched under his bare feet and rocks skittered down the steep flank. The craving crawled over him like a thousand writhing snakes.

Another fire, this time in the maw of a cave, making a misshapen circle of orange in the blackness of the hill. An innate hunter’s instinct slowed him. He crept to the mouth and looked in. He saw a man sleeping, a mule drowsing on its feet, nothing more. The craving shuddered through him. With a roar, he leaped over the fire and rushed upon the man. The mule wakened and brayed, but Harroth was on the man, slicing open his neck. The life-blood spurted into his mouth and he knew nothing except its taste, its energy.

When the craving edged back, he sensed the evil he had committed, not once but thrice, but he could neither name it nor form an image of it in his mind.

Sunrise lit the sky, warning him. He dragged the body past the mule, through the narrow cleft at the back of the cave, and down the passage until the cool of stone pressed closely around him. Then he lay over the body, tore clothing back, and slit an opening in the belly. He buried his mouth in the blood that had pooled there and lapped it up.

​
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Eleventh Night / Eve of Horn Moon / Winter’s End

The craving on him, Harroth returned to the village. There, he would find people and the blood he needed. The slim ox-horn moon lit his way down the mountains, but new clouds scurried over the jagged crests and flooded into the valley, promising snow and darkness to cover his tracks.

Lurking in the trees, he eyed the village with its impenetrable buildings. No lights peeked from doors or windows. He circled around, looking for someone outside shelter, looking for an open door or shutter. New snow began. He circled again, remembering things called latches and bolts, wondering how they worked, wondering how to get inside to slake his thirst. He heard animals, and they heard him and stirred restlessly. He circled again and again, and finally he saw a yellow light streaming across the snow. He crept toward it.

The light streamed from a golden square in an outbuilding. A cow lowed as it scented his approach. Standing in the opening, he listened while his gaze searched over the building. Barn, he remembered. The glow came from a lantern hanging on a post near the door. The snow on his body melted. He heard the cow, the fowl rustling on their roosts, the snorts of a pig family, other grunting sounds he couldn’t identify. Their heat warmed the building. The scent of the life-blood he craved filled the building.

He stole inside and walked softly between the stalls, sniffing to locate the blood. The cow crowded against the back of its stall. He passed the pigs, grunting in their sleep. At the last stall he saw a man, face down, covering a woman. The other sounds Harroth had heard came from them. The man grunted as his body worked in hers. She made the mewling noises. Her hands pulled restlessly at the man’s shirt, and her bared legs gleamed in the faint light. Harroth readied the shepherd’s knife.

The woman saw him first. Her eyes widened, then she screamed and pushed at the man. He continued thrusting. Harroth grabbed his sweaty hair and yanked to bare his throat. The woman screamed again as the knife flashed. Blood spurted over her. Harroth hoisted the man and sucked the crimson life pumping out, swallowing with each of the woman’s screams.

When the craving edged off, he lifted his head. The woman had stopped screaming. She lay as she’d been when he lifted the man from between her legs. Her eyes watched like a frozen rabbit’s. Her hoarse breathing filled his ears. He could smell her life-blood, ripe and heady, another feast for the need that the man’s blood had scarcely slaked. He almost dropped to her, to take new blood, but other sounds reached his ears, not the animals. From beyond the barn walls. He remembered the wolves and the caution they had reminded him of.

He hoisted the man over his shoulder and hurried to the door. When he first stepped into the darkness, his eyes were blind, but he headed for the trees. From their cover he watched the village. People had swarmed into the snow-blurred night. Their guttering torches bobbed without pattern. They shouted and shouted in their search. Before they neared the barn, Harroth had faded deeper into the trees. Recalled caution drove him further. The pine boughs scratched his body as he plunged through with his burden.

He walked until he heard the wolves howling. They were near. He could use them, he thought, use them to hide the body once he’d finished with it. He let the man slide from his shoulder to the white ground and dropped to his knees beside him. As he had with the third man, he gutted the soft belly then bent to drink.

Drawn by the smell of fresh kill, the wolves streamed through the trees. Whining to each other, they twined round and through the trees, waiting for him to finish. He stood. A wolf that had edged close jumped back. Not even winter starvation gave it courage to fight him.

Harroth walked away, and the wolves sprang out of his path. Several paces beyond their outer circle he stopped and looked back. They had closed on the body, tearing at the flesh he had no use for.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Early Evening of the Fourteenth Day / Eve of Maiden’s Night / First Day of Lady’s Moon

Jaeger stomped snow from his boots then shed his coat before joining the two women beside the fire. He crouched to warm his hands, and his daughter Magretha brought him a steaming mug of broth.

“Did you find any trace?” Feldie asked.

He shook his head, draining the mug to get the hot liquid in his belly so it would warm his insides. When he lowered it, his daughter took the mug from his cold-reddened hands and went to dip up more broth. Jaeger wiped his mouth then stared at the fire, avoiding the wise woman’s eyes as he could not avoid her question. “Nothing. No tracks. No blood. No trace. That heavy snowfall before dawn t’other day ruined the trail. We’ve got nothing to point us in any direction. Nothing at all.”

“Two days and nothing.” Feldie shook her head. “How could a man disappear into this valley, and we not find him?”

“A wounded man, at that,” Jaeger added. He scrubbed his sweat-slick head, making the short, dark hairs spike. “Evangel talk yet?”

“No. She sits and stares. She doesn’t move when I wave my hand before her eyes. She doesn’t jump when I stand behind her and clap my hands. The only sounds she makes are when she sleeps, and then she whimpers like a child in a nightmare. I’ve given her a sleeping draught to help her rest. Kortie stays with her tonight. We can do nothing else until her mind recovers.”

“I won’t get anything from her then. Not who did it or why. And not a chance of locating Ruod’s body.” Jaeger stood up and took a restless turn around the room. He stopped and kicked the hearth fender. “I’m stumped, Feldie. With that blood in the barn, Ruod couldn’t have walked himself any distance.”

“He could have been dragged, Papa.” Magretha handed him another steaming mug.

He sipped the hot broth then stood holding it, his scowling gaze on the fire. “No, not dragged. There weren’t any marks in the barn, just blood, and nothing like that outside. Even with the new snow, we would have seen furrows. I got no tracks anywhere around that barn. Which means whoever did it walked out of there and carried Ruod with him.” He looked at Feldie and voiced the sticking point he had not mentioned to the other searchers. “There’s no other creature but a man that can pick something up and carry it without leaving a trail.”

His daughter gasped, but the old woman met his clear gaze with the steadiness he needed. “Then you think someone here murdered him? And hid his body in their cold cellar?”

“I don’t know damn well what to think.”

“Who? Who would do such a thing, Jaeger?”

“Who would do murder? Evangel’s husband, for a start. Jors wouldn’t have liked finding his wife with Ruod. Or Archaim. We ain’t seen hide nor hair of him for more than a week, not since he took the flock to the lower pasture that was greening up. Karel’s missing, too, nigh on a fortnight. I’ve got my pick of murderers.”

“Archaim is nearly as old as I am. Could he carry Ruod? Or Karel, he’s not so old, but he’s also not a hale man like you. What reason would either of them have for killing Ruod? As for Jors, could he have carried the body to his house without being spotted? Nearly the whole village was out the other night. He surely would not have risked being seen.”

Jaeger didn’t take umbrage at her contradiction. His frustration propelled him again around the room. “You’ve hit my problem, Feldie. But who else have I got? If I could find Ruod, I might get something to go on, something to point me toward the murderer. His frigging body’s gone! We’ve searched the outbuildings, along the trails. I hiked up to the lower caves, but nobody’s been up there for days. If it ain’t Jors or Archaim or Karel, who else could it be? Every jack in the village was out that night, looking for who was screaming to wake the dead. And when we found Evangel—. I took a head-count, Feldie. There wasn’t a man that wasn’t helping. The only man that didn’t look for Ruod was Jors, and he was with Evangel and you.”

“Then it is someone not in the village,” Magretha whispered. “Someone lurking out there in the cold and dark. Someone who came in to kill Ruod. Who might have killed Archaim and Karel.” The young woman looked at the window over the dry sink. The glass pane gave no view of the darkening world outside. It reflected only the room and the three people in it.

“That’s my guess,” her father agreed. “Someone or something.”

“I did not intend to speak of this.”

The hesitation in Feldie’s voice—Feldie, who never wavered over word or deed—stopped Jaeger in his tracks. The wise woman looked at him rather than her apprentice. Her hands twisted in her lap. He thought at first she sought approval, then he realized that something stronger than mere worry rode her hard.

“For some few days now, for longer than I like, I have sensed a—a darkness over my shoulder. Nothing certain, nothing real, nothing I could point to and say, This shadows me. My power has never been strong, and it is so closely tied to the healing that anything else I try with it is chancy. But. I am haunted, Jaeger. Archaim and Karel missing, which could be mere accident. Ruod’s disappearance could be simple murder. Evangel’s shock is because he was killed in front of her. This is what I would like to think. This is what I want to believe. But. Three men gone and dread in my heart, these tell me otherwise. It is like—.” She hesitated, bit her lip, then said it. “Evil has shrouded our village.

“I have searched my books and the ones that Père Hals keeps in the church,” she continued, staring at her hands, the joints knotted, the flesh thin. She splayed her fingers and held them in the air—then shook her head and let her hands fall back to her lap. “Tonight is the third night since Ruod disappeared. Third night is a night that favors magic. So tonight I will take Evangel’s blood-stained clothes and climb to the first ledge where the mountain winds mingle with the airs of the valley. I will take holy water and warm earth, and I will kindle a fire. I will call up the four gods who watch over us, male and female, sun and shadow, life and death. And I will count the spirits unsung to their graves. I will go alone,” her raised hand forestalled Magretha’s offer, “and I will cast the few powers I have to discover what happened to Ruod and Evangel. By morning I will have some answer.”

“You can’t go alone,” Magretha protested. “You need me, Feldie. You’re old and frail. Papa, tell her she must let me go. I can help her. She can draw on my power to help her.”

“No, almost-daughter. If this is to work, you must let me do it my way. True, you have given me much help in the past. But not this time. This time I go alone. I will need all my strength and concentration for the casting. Anyone with me would be a distraction.”

“When will you leave?”

“Papa, you cannot let her go alone!”

“Hush, Magretha. Feldie knows what she’s about. I ask only that she takes a weapon.”

“Aye, I do know what I’m about, well enough to know I can no more use a weapon to defend myself than I can kill. It is the healing in me. Sometimes it is too strong.”

Jaeger met her eyes. Her determination was writ plainly in the steadiness of her dark gaze. He trusted the old healer knew what she was doing, but his blood beat ominously in his ears, echoing her dread. “Let me go with you. I can wait behind the standing rocks. You won’t know I’m there. I’ve hunted game long enough to know how to sit quiet for hours.”

“Yet I would know. My concentration would be divided. I cannot risk that.”

Magretha clasped the wise woman’s aged hands to her breast. “If there is a murderer, Feldie, you risk your life.”

“Aye, child, but how else will we find out what evil has befallen us?”

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Evangel jerked out of her uneasy sleep with a gurgled scream. Kortie quickly reached her and clasped her close, the only way she’d found to quiet the woman. “Hush, hush.” The shudders slowly ebbed. When Kortie eased her onto the mattress, Evangel clung, so she held her and whispered gently, rocking her as if she were the child Kortie would never have.

The curtain over the door rustled. Fireglow pushed back some of the dark. Although Kortie didn’t look, she knew Jors watched her soothe his wife. He no longer came into the room. His height and the breadth of his shoulders roused Evangel from her mute stupor to a screaming frenzy. After two days, he’d learned to stay back, but he didn’t stay away.

When the curtain didn’t drop back into place, she looked around. The fireglow at his back kept her from seeing anything except his glittering eyes. She wanted to go to him, answer the questions that must be spiraling through his mind. She, too, knew loss, hers more lasting. In some ways, her loss was easier. Evangel, though, needed attention more than her husband did.

She managed to get the woman to lie back, but Evangel clung to her hands, her grip nearly hurting. The woman’s eyes caught the red fire-glow, looking manic. Kortie sang softly until her eyes shut. Her grip didn’t slacken, though, and she knew Evangel remained in the talons of fear. Wishing she knew more, wishing she knew as much as Feldie did, she sat quiet, letting the room’s stillness work into the woman. Gradually her breath evened out; gradually her fingers lost their strength; gradually she eased back into her lightly drugged sleep.

Kortie tucked the blanket under the woman’s chin. She remained seated beside her, for Evangel’s sleep was only temporarily peaceful.

“She better?”

She didn’t look around. Evangel’s eyes darted behind her lids. “Jors, you should sleep.”

“Is she gonna get better?”

“She’s been badly frightened. Only rest and care and time will help her recover.”

“That what Feldie says?”

“Aye.” She looked around then, knowing her cat-like eyes would catch the fire-glow. In this darkness they would gleam yellow and eldritch, imbuing her answer with an assurance of magic that was far from truth. Her magic was weak. “Go on, Jors,” she urged softly.

He said nothing but remained in the doorway a while longer. Then he stepped away, and the curtain dropped, plunging the room into deeper darkness. She sat still, listening to the house creak in the late winter wind, listening to the woman’s breathing become faster. “Oh, Evangel,” she whispered, “what did you see? What so terrifies you?”

When she whimpered, Kortie shook her shoulder to jar her out of sleep. Instead, it seemed to catapult the woman further into the nightmare. She thrashed beneath the quilt as she relived her lover’s death.

Desperate to help, she knew Feldie’s drugs only delayed the pain. Yet she remembered what Leute had taught her in that wrought month when the old wise woman had first recognized Magretha’s greater power. In that month she’d left her first two apprentices to their own learning, and Leute had delved into the forbidden book.

Cupping her hand against Evangel’s temple, she sparked the power that came so easily to her but ran as shallowly as a summer stream. She rode the power into the woman’s mind, picking up the edges of the dream, pushing them aside as carelessly as a curtain. And she saw what Evangel saw.

A man. Ruod. His face taut with passion. Over his shoulder another man, hazy in the lantern-glow. His skin white. His eyes so dark, like they’d lost their whites. He reached. A knife flashed, and blood gushed over her. Kortie recoiled in horror. In the dream, Evangel screamed, though only a mewling whimper surfaced through her sleep. Ruod was lifted like a child’s rag doll. The man bent to the opened throat and drank. Evangel screamed again. The animals in the barn lowed distress at the tang of blood. Then the man lifted his head and looked at her.

Harroth. Her Harroth. And hers no longer, for he drank blood like a demon.

Kortie snatched her hand back, severing the dream connection. Power ran sharp and loose in the room until she snuffed it. She wanted to fold in on herself, but she heard the woman’s crying. Cringing from what she would see, she touched Evangel’s temple again, sparked power again, and turned the dream to sunshine and children playing, turned it to give Evangel the peace she needed
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