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	Introduction

	 

	 

	Throughout history, parts of Bohemia were considered cursed, uninhabitable, therefore hidden away and patrolled by the church and the egregore of the cross that concealed the abstruse landscapes. But in the pre-Christian era, those places were considered sacred and provided thresholds to other dimensions, the worlds of fairies, natural spirits and the dead.

	During the dark ages, when the outburst of witch hunts spread over central Europe, the places were more feared than ever and anyone who dared to explore them was ghastly punished. The spirits grew desperate, calling for the attention of those who could still hear them.

	Although this story is based on the latent history of the Bohemian lands; the plot and the characters are constructed, shedding light on the long-gone mysteries.
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	Chapter 1 – I, the Witch

	 

	Somewhere in South Bohemia, sometime in the 16th century

	 

	I'm running, remembering to breathe, struggling not to stop before I reach the ancient trees. I yearn to forget, but I keep recalling the humiliation, the curses, the pain, the fear, the embarrassment, the ridicule, the sticks and stones, my hurting bones, the painful bruises, the belligerent faces of the people who kicked and slapped me, the cloud of their hissing voices over me, and then my father’s hand lifting me up. The distance in his face! And the horrid realisation that he’s not going to stand up for me. He’s just going to silently drag me home because I’m an embarrassment. And then it stings me again – how they hate me. How they all hate me! I remember the apple that hit my head. A dark red one fully matured. It fell to the ground, got stomped on and crushed and I felt sorry for it, because it was also forsaken. Then the malicious face of the old woman who knew nothing about me, yet pronounced me to be a witch!

	I'm running along the harvested fields, desperately trying to shake off the feeling of inequity and let down, yet I know it will persevere. Flashes of yesterday’s horror keep drifting through my mind. Will those painful images torment me for the rest of my life? The sadness in my father’s eyes, my sister’s piercing judgemental expression, my mother’s disappointment. They all renounced me; they silently approved all the lies. How could they suddenly all become strangers? How could they turn into ice when they used to feel so warm? How could they suddenly call me a heretic! Have they already buried me in their minds or do they still want me dead? Their ashen motionless faces concealed the truth.

	I knew with incontrovertible certainty that they were going to bring me to the local court the next day, to satisfy the crowd that now knows and calls for justice. Justice. I used to believe in that word, I believed there was such virtue in people, but I have awakened from that naive delusion. There is no such thing as justice, there is only judgement. And I received far too much of that yesterday. But God knows that I have judged as well, many times in my life. I even judged my own grandmother when my mother told me she was a witch. I wanted to know her side of the story, but there was no time, she fled before we could talk properly. They were eventually going to stone her to death or burn her at the stake and so she had decided to take off before the hatred culminated. I knew where she was going to hide, but never told anyone. Her shelter lies in the land that everybody fears the most, the forested space that no sane man would ever dare to visit. The Cursed Lands. The lands I’m heading to. I have woken to that distant night, the one that I once shunned to the web of time. The night that my grandmother visited me for the last time.

	She came to the window of the room where my siblings and I rested, whispered a prayer and placed a white quartz stone that she had been wearing on her chest onto the small crack above the window sill, because she believed it would protect us. I couldn’t sleep that night and I noticed her standing there, her abundant silver white hair glistened in the moonlight. 

	She was glad that I was up and instead of placing the quartz above the window, she placed it into my palm. Then she locked her eyes with mine so intensely that I knew at once—she was trying to carve the message into my heart:

	“You know where I’m going. One day you will have to follow me. I will give you a sign when the time comes. Do not fear the Cursed Lands, because together we have the power to lift the burden of the curse and free our kin at last.”

	Then she walked away into the darkness and all that was left of her was the white quartz incised with a six-pointed star. It still held her warmth and that warmth spread over my skin and sunk into my veins, dissolved into my blood and concealed her strength within me. I’ve never worried about her since, I simply knew that she was going to be all right. Yet I was confused by the gossip and the harsh assumptions of other people, including my father. My mother never stood up for her, she was ashamed to be the daughter of the hated outcast, the wild woman that dared to enter the Cursed Lands and thus was swallowed up by infernal flames. Now I understand my mother more than ever. She was simply afraid. Afraid that one day she wouldn’t be able to hide her heritage. Was our family gifted or cursed? To her it certainly was more of a curse and she probably also feared that one of her daughters might awake that curse.

	I was just six years-old when my grandmother fled. I couldn’t understand why people thought it was strange that she used to go out into the woods at night to absorb the moonlight or that she walked barefoot over the meadows in the mornings to soak up the sunlight. I often accompanied her when she bathed naked in the remote river at sunset or when she would gather herbs during a full moon. I liked our secret trips; they always had the scent of a festive adventure.

	But ever since my grandmother fled, my mother warned me to forget about her and about everything that she had ever told me or taught me. She said that it was all wrong and encouraged me to be a humble, quiet girl, just as she was, to simply say my prayers every night and beg the Lord to cleanse my soul of her influence. She said that she had had to do the same when she met my father; she had to become a normal girl and banish all of her mother’s unwelcome teachings. I did what she told me without questioning it, because I was just as afraid as she was. And so I slowly buried all my memories deep down into those secret corners of my heart. I have always felt guilty about missing grandma, but not anymore. Now I desire to recall all of those memories, all of her precious teachings, for now I know that she was not a witch, she was just as misunderstood as I am. 

	 

	*

	 

	I stumble and stagger for a while, but manage to keep on running. I have never run so fast in my life. I keep turning back, still not fully grasping the reality of the moment. How hard it is to say goodbye to the life I used to live, although yesterday it felt as though I didn’t belong there anymore, like an unwelcome spirit, a demon who would eventually be brought to an exorcist and sent back to where he belonged— to hell. It felt like I had already entered hell, trapped in the dim corners of the house, the dismal corners of my soul, trying to find a way out, clinging to any sign of light. I kept assuring myself that love would conquer hatred and that the silly misunderstanding would be cleared up eventually. I was hoping that at least my mother would come to me and tell me that she trusted my side of the story. Trusted that I was really only trying to help and that help had simply failed. That I was going to bring life, not death, to my poor little brother, whom I had loved and cherished since the day he was born. Such a pure soul, little angel...I couldn’t just let him die! He had his whole life ahead of him. How could we just sit and wait for God to take him away, when help was right there within reach? I’ve tried to be like my mother until now, suppressing the urge that I was born with, the urge to help others, the urge to appreciate the knowledge of my grandmother and her ancestors, the lore that is inherent in our blood. I have tried hard to suppress it all, but love is stronger than fear. The little angel needed me and I had to help.

	My mother didn’t come to calm me down last night, neither did my sister, and so I struggled to fall asleep, hoping that the next morning I would awake and realise that it had all just been an awful nightmare. That my brother was still alive, that he had never been mauled by that wolf and that I’d never had to use the potion and the healing methods of my grandmother. But instead, I had a vision of a deer, a tall majestic deer in the middle of the beautifully colourful September forest, wooing me in the hope I’d follow him. I knew it was the deer my grandmother had once saved. He has been grateful to her since and whenever they met, he would look at her the way he had looked at me in that vision – wisely and amiably. Then I heard my grandmother’s anxious cry: 

	“Now is the time, Talitha! Run!”

	And so I keep on running and pass another field, the one not yet harvested. I still turn occasionally, haunted by a strange hunch that someone is following me. But if it is so, then it must be just a mirage, a lost spirit or a lurking demon waiting for an opportunity to enter my tortured mind, because I'm nearing the lands of the cursed. No living man would follow me all the way here, I refuse to believe that. As I glance back one last time, I try to inscribe the image of home into my mind. The dismal village covered in morning mist, still so quiet, only a few occasional roosters crowing. People are still asleep, peaceful in their dreams. What makes them awake from the wondrous dreamlands and start creating living nightmares? What makes them behave so cruelly when they seem so beautifully calm when they are asleep? Unstoppable tears start flowing down my cheeks until they reach my palms, my clothes, the ground.

	I cover myself in the dark brown cloak that I stole from my sister. I can’t help myself, I feel so lonely and disappointed. I used to think my family was my world, my haven, my joy. I used to admire my father and trust his opinions, decisions, and humbly obeyed his rules. Now I doubt everything he believes in. He claims it’s the only good, but why does it seem so ill to me? Why is it sinful to use healing herbs if one is sick? Why is it devious to use my hands if I know they have the power to transmit my love? Why was my grandmother a witch in his eyes if all she ever did was help others? And why was she considered ungrateful? She never took anything from nature without saying “thank you.”

	I used to look up to my mother, her peaceful and warm presence. I always thought her selflessness and submission were her virtues. I believed that every woman should be so modest. But now I'm not sure any more. For what do we have voices and tongues if we are not allowed to speak? For what do we have our hearts if we can’t even dare to feel? For what do we have our eyes if we are forbidden to see?

	Oh God, I can’t believe the time has come! My grandmother’s presage has really come true and I'm on the run, escaping all that I know to be secure, and the people that I used to love. I finally reach the hill where my grandmother and I used to pick herbs and behold a tall wooden cross – the silent guard that protects us and warns us about the Cursed Lands that spread beyond. The view overwhelms me; the murky valley of the bright yellow-green marshes and behind it the deep forests, my ghastly destination. I'm aware that once I cross this threshold, I will be forever lost. Only God-forsaken or completely desperate souls enter these lands. No one with a sane mind would dare to explore it, for it's haunted by the spirits of ancient warriors, my ancestors who died on the battlefield which now lies beneath the marshes. 

	I gaze upon the cross and hesitate. Shall I cross myself for protection? Will it help? Do I even believe that it helps? Am I a heretic if I question my belief?

	I wish I could go back to who I was - the chaste maiden who prayed to our Lord. Why do I feel as if the Lord has abandoned me? Or even worse, that he has never been at my side. That he has never really existed. Why is he, HE? Why is it all about the big and gracious HIM? HIM, the Holy Spirit, HIM, the Holy Father, HIM, the Holy Son.

	Who are you, God? Are you really just a strict wise father who judges me just like my own father does? If that is so, then give me a sign. Give me a sign that you exist and I will return and accept my blame, repent all my deeds and fade away. I will sacrifice my life in order to be cleansed and finally reunited with you. Father of the heavens, if YOU really ARE, then give me a sign! Please. Now. 

	Silence. 

	The sky turns grey. The sullen valley slowly fades into the growing mist. Oh, how poor this land is! It has experienced so many wars, its ground swallowed too much blood and too many tears. It's sadder than any cemetery, for the spirits of the warriors don’t rest here, they are hungry for attention. I'm aware that they have surrounded me now, humming to my death march:

	“Welcome, dear child, welcome into our realm,

	We've been waiting, waiting here to die.”

	My reason encourages me to pray, but my heart remains silent, dazed by the deep voices of the spirits. I can feel their guidance, there is no hatred, I can feel their warmth, there is no fear, I can feel their motion, there is no struggle. I let the stream take me to those deep forests where the dark ancient trees grow and black crows caw, and where the wind carries the lullabies of the dead. Very soon I sink into the dark mists of the valley and pass the first marsh. The lush green contrasts the dim sky. The chill of autumn has already filled the air. Through the wicked clouds I can see sparks of stars that resemble eyes. 

	Is this your answer, God? Or have you already sent me to hell? Am I to live here in the land of the cursed until the end of my days? Bitter tears start rolling down my cheeks and blind my sight. Only at the threshold of the forest do I find something that shines a light on the growing void in my heart. 

	The majestic deer. 

	He is so beautiful, as though he is not a common animal, but a graceful mythical creature. His kind, wise eyes encourage me on my path. The haze of the mist finally vanishes and the humming wanes. What is left is the voice of my grandmother awaking from the coffin of buried memories.

	“One experiences hell and the other experiences heaven in the Cursed Lands. You choose what you believe.”

	My feet are firm yet my hands shiver as I cross the threshold. Then, only one more though enters my mind: I'm forever lost or saved at last.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 2 – Cursed Lands

	 

	 

	The sun finds its way through the clouds and shines upon my crown. I finally calm down a bit and slow my pace. The sullen nooks of the deep forest turned out to be more hospitable than I would have thought. So far there is nothing evil about this place; on the contrary, it seems more welcoming than my home town. The spirits of the deceased warriors have disappeared and left me with no demonic impression. Perhaps grandmother was right—this place does not have to be hell. Her voice keeps speaking through my mind as I walk toward her secret shelter in the forest - the ancient cave of our ancestors. 

	“These lands are convoluted in realms which are invisible to our sight.

	Follow my guidance and welcome the one who hides in your heart.

	There are spirits in every plant, every river and every tree.

	If you listen, you will hear and if you open your eyes, you will see.

	Just try to keep yourself fully awake

	It takes a cautious soul to find our cave.”

	Now, as I pass the last marsh of the low lands, her voice becomes even clearer.

	“There are both kind and ill spirits,

	You attract the ones you feed.

	But it's not the demons you should fear.

	It's the latent darkness in our kin.

	Your soul will be tested in the Cursed Lands.

	But you will survive if you cling to our hands.”

	Finally, I step into the deepest part of the forest and to my surprise it isn’t dark and dismal – it’s a green labyrinth of exuberant autumn vegetation. Leafy trees are my walls now, the moss is my carpet and birds are my chirpy fellows. The sun rays dance across the branches and find their way to the old stones and rocks of unknown origins that spread around and whisper the quiet mystery tales of what they have witnessed throughout their long lives. Finally, my soul has been lulled.

	There is no more remorse and no more pain, just pure contentment in my newly found freedom. Nevertheless, grandmother’s warning still lies in the back of my mind, making me cautious. But it's not only her warning that I comprehend, it's far more than that. It is her and perhaps also my own awareness that starts bubbling up; the supposed boiling pot of treason.

	As I amble along the trunks of ancient oaks and beeches, I find myself remembering their wisdom. It's truly amazing how one can recall information that has been not only forgotten, but also forbidden and systematically suppressed for so many years. Now, when I look at a tree or a plant, I'm suddenly aware of its power. I gaze upon the beech and I know that it speaks the language of the elderly, that its bark heals wounds and rashes, not only those on the body but also those on the soul. I see an oak and I remember that its leaves are gentle nourishment for burns and injuries, and its acorns edible miracles that allow humans to survive in the wild. I notice dandelions and I see little suns that help with thirst and hunger and fulfil daily needs and nourishment.

	I look at the beautiful white branch of the birch tree and I behold that all that is ill disappears if one eases themselves beneath it. Then I spot nettle bushes and enthuse over the vision of a potent lunch, even more so if I boil it with nuts. Nuts, my favourite treat—food we share with squirrels. I also observe a few clovers and visualise the perfect bondage for injuries or scars. I pick one up and wrap it over my swollen finger. I fell on something sharp as I landed with my hands in the mud yesterday, during the horrid parade.

	I feel like I'm still being guided through those woods, although my deer has disappeared. I step into a small clearing and start nibbling on blueberries that I have found under the three intertwined oaks. And then I remember that I was here before. Oh yes, we used to come here with my grandmother to pick all kinds of berries that nobody ever finds, because they are too afraid to come here.

	I hope that my grandmother awaits me, still alive and healthy, because the image of me living here all alone, never being able to talk or communicate with any other human being again makes my heart ache. I shall miss my father, even with his unmerciful judgements and I'm going to miss my mother and her gentleness. I shall miss my sister too, and my dear brother who is in heaven now, if there is such a thing as heaven.

	It’s starting again. I remember it rained the day before yesterday, the first time since my grandmother’s heritage awoke in me. It was when my little brother got badly injured and everybody gathered by his bed waiting for him to pass away. As I gazed upon his pain-struck face, I suddenly knew that if an elder tree does not help, then nothing else will. I snuck out into the deep night and ran across the field to where the oldest elder tree grows tall. An elder tree lady is said to possess it, she is a goddess of harvest and potency that celebrates the abundance of any natural fruition. Only those who ask and those who are kind at heart may gather her fruits and use it for their purposes. If used without permission or for ill reasons, it loses magic power, lest the intentions were erring.

	I begged her to help my brother, relieve him of pain and the omen of death. I picked the luscious berries and prepared a dark red liquid. Then I poured it down his dry throat and all of a sudden my hand started involuntarily moving over his forehead, drawing symbols and shapes that I couldn’t recognise, yet still harbouring a feeling that I knew these symbols somehow.

	The next morning he was dead and they found me lying next to him, my hands still red from the elder tree juice. Only now can I finally mourn his death, the state of shock that followed afterwards choked me in a trauma of unspoken words and unspoilt tears.

	I allow myself to cry a whole river, but then anger spills over me. I'm angry with the elder tree lady and her deceit!

	Later, I fall asleep on the moss, resting my head on the comfortable green pillow. I dream of the elder tree lady. She rises from the strong old trunk and speaks softly:

	“It is not up to me, dear child,

	whether someone lives or dies.

	You were all granted with the greatest gift - free will. 

	No one can ever take it away if you don’t allow it. 

	We the spirits of the woods will guide you to the cave.

	Be aware of the harsh man who wears a dark cape

	And the woman with a big mole.

	These two will soon test your soul.”

	Her face is wrinkly, hair dark green, and her dress pale brown, however, it's clear that her frown is not devious, but wise.

	“Speak to the moon, listen to the sun,

	speak to the sun, listen to the moon.”

	Once the elder tree lady pronounces the words, she closes her eyes and becomes one with her tree again.

	 

	*

	 

	This morning I caught myself striding with vigour. After all,  there is a goal ahead of me - the cave that lies in the middle of this forest. Grandmother used to secretly go there and sometimes even stayed the night. I was the only one who knew about it. I used to beg her to take me with her, but she insisted that she would take me there only once I was ready.

	I believe I’m going to find it, because I still have my guide, the deer. Whenever I go astray, he appears and assures me I'm safe. The cave I'm looking for could be considered a mysterious castle of our ancestors. My grandmother said it's protected by the circle of the elders, the women sorceresses who used to nourish and take care of others, including animals and plants of these lands. They used to pray in there, rested when they were feeling down, prayed and performed divine rituals in harmony with nature and the guiding spirits of the previous sorceresses.

	Thank God I have opened my heart to my grandmother and the memories that have vivified since! It's my only salvation now.

	I open my heart to God a little more as well, but I'm still concerned as to if I perceive him in the right way and if he is really a HE or there is some heavenly mother as well. My mother used to say that I should pray to Virgin Mary every night and so I did, but I always found myself wondering how it is possible that she is a virgin. Why is she a virgin? Why is it heavenly to conceive immaculately? Is there something wrong with an ordinary conception, with the ordinary nature of women? I wish I could ask my grandmother now, but nothing related to this theme is stored in my library of memories. I suppose I never asked her about that. And I don’t have to worry about it anymore anyway. I will probably remain a virgin until the end of my life, live here as a chaste maiden with no husband and no children to nourish.  It’s not like there is a chance of marriage in the village. Although I turned sixteen last month, I have never really taken an interest in any boy and no boy has seemed to take an interest in me. I don’t know if it is because of my short, weak figure, unruly straw-coloured hair or deep black eyes that some find too intense, maybe it’s simply because I have always been considered a bit of an outcast. I used to play alone, or cling to animals more than to fellow children. 

	I remember that my father often warned me that I should not communicate with beasts because I could call their temptation upon me. I have never understood what he meant. I didn’t find sheep, goats, cows or wild cats scary. I used to fear wolves, though.  It was because the emaciated wolf packs often descended from the mountains and attacked our village. Whenever the time of the wolf attacks came upon us, we would close ourselves at home and lock all the doors. 

	One sullen afternoon, I witnessed a boy being attacked by one of those beasts. He was acting out a heroic scene in front of his brothers, showing off that he was not afraid to be outside during the wolf attacks, and so he ran away from home and kept running further away, giggling and fooling around. And then the pack crept into the village and the biggest male caught him in one bite. I’d witnessed creatures dying before, I’d seen my father killing farm animals a few times, but my father was skilled and quick. The animals would cry, but it lasted shorter than when that boy was eaten alive, crying out in an excruciating pain, until he gave in to the shock and fainted. After that, something changed in me, I realised that I couldn’t eat animals, just like I can’t eat a human. I couldn’t be like those wolves.

	People thought it was strange, my father forced me to eat meat many times, but my mother was more understanding and advised me to hide the meat in my apron when we dined together, and later she threw it to the pigs. Even now I have decided not to hunt, unless I'm starving during winter months. I altered my upper skirt and now use it as a sack, occasionally collecting nuts, acorns and any leaf that attracts me.

	 

	*

	 

	The moon has exchanged places with the sun and I’ve started roasting some acorns, in order to open them more easily and also to make some acorn flour for later. Now, as I eat this bitter food, I spot a light on the top of the ancient triangle-shaped forested mountain called the Cursed Mount. This whole so-called Cursed Land was sacred to my grandmother, but not that peak. She used to warn me not to go up, because of the latent danger which dwells there.

	She said that when our ancestral tribe migrated from the North and found a home in these lands, they also settled at the top of that mountain, but found something dark there, something that scared them off. Some decided to stay, including a very powerful sorceress, but they have been forsaken by the others since.

	I observe that the rest of the acorns are ready and so I take them out of the fire and when I peer back to the mount, the light is gone.

	As I'm waiting for my dinner to cool down, I notice that I have been sitting right next to a ring of my favourites – bolets! I pick a few and I remember what my grandmother used to say, that mushrooms harbour some secret knowledge, that they are like the veins of the forest, the secret guardians of the subterranean kingdom. 

	“If an ill person damages or eats us greedily

	Our feed will bring him nothing but a full belly

	Whereas if a person eats us with gratitude

	We will grant him, or her, the truth.”

	The verses flow through my mind without origin or end. I can’t recognise whether it's my mind or someone else’s. Is there a spirit in everything? Are those bolets actually communicating with me? Or am I going mad? I shake off all the worries, giving in to their rhymes. 

	“The root of our wisdom is underground,

	you can’t harm us once we sprout.

	Just please don’t damage our lair,

	For we will come up again one day

	When we know the grounds have been saved. 

	Our wisdom will transmit to your heart,

	So that you don’t ever have to starve.”

	The flow of information is unstoppable and I have finally become fully aware that these are not my thoughts, it’s some sacred knowledge from these sacred grounds that I hear.

	“Be aware of the two strong men, we hear their steps as they are near,

	they were sent to hunt you down, one is stuck in rage, the other one in fear.

	But do not lose your hope, for just like we thrive underground,

	you all thrive in the web of time.”

	If it's true and there is someone after me, then I should not linger, but find the cave as soon as possible. I know that there I will be safe, particularly if grandmother is still alive. I eat the bolets with deep gratitude, pack up and continue walking. It's dark, but the moon is full and shining brightly. I stride ahead until the dawn and then with the first clearing of the morning mist, I finally spot the deer standing right in front of me. He appears strong and wise as usual, only his eyes aren‘t calm, in fact he looks quite alarmed. He is clearly warning me about something. 

	I hear steps behind me and freeze. Before I manage to turn, I discover that the deer has set off and someone’s fist strikes the back of my head.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 3 – Captive 

	 

	 

	I stumble, fall and receive another kick to the stomach. It has been quite a while, simply walking in the dark. After the fist struck me, I recovered on the ground, cold and weak, my whole body in pain, mainly my head and my neck. I have never felt such a creepily dull ache in my life; I can’t seem to focus on anything else.

	My eyes have been tied with a piece of smelly cloth and so has my mouth. I have no idea who the two men are or why they did it. I can’t recognise their voices or see a thing through the cloth. I was hoping to find a place where the fabric was loose, but no luck. Each pull of the rope that cuts into my wrists sends a sharp pain through my body. 

	I have an inkling that they are taking me back home to face not only my beloved, but most probably, the so-called justice. What else would this be about? My captors are unmerciful, cruel, and each time I fall, they make me stand up by causing me even more pain. I can’t remember how many times they have slapped or kicked me. Actually, only one of them, the other one seems to keep to himself, striding slightly ahead of us.

	They have exchanged only a few words since I recovered, making it even harder for me to know what they are after, or if they were sent to hunt me down or perhaps have different intentions with me.

	The one leading me is rough, has a raucous deep voice, his grasp is harsh and hands ice cold, the other one has only touched me once, when helping me up, his hands warm and gentle. However, I'm not entirely sure he empathises with me.

	The coarse man hurries me by pulling on the rope and says the one thing he has been saying since we started this cruel march:

	“Get up, you stinky witch!”

	My feet can hardly keep up with him, clumsy because of the rocks and roots of trees that get in my way with each step I take. I have no choice but to obey that bastard who causes me even more suffering. Suddenly, the quiet one has stopped. For a while there is the same old silence between them, it seems as though the two are contemplating something, but then he speaks:

	“What do you think, Daniel, which way should we go now?”

	“How should I know? You’re the expert!”

	“I never said that.”

	“You said you used to come here.”

	“But that was years back and this forest is like a labyrinth, I told you I am not entirely sure where we are.” 

	Daniel sets off to face an unknown direction. 

	“That’s what one gets when he decides to rely on a beginner...”

	“Wait. That way is far too difficult for us, what about her?”

	“What about her?! Don’t tell me you sympathise with this witch!”

	Does he? My heart starts beating faster. He does not answer and that elevates my hope. Daniel’s pace gets faster and the path he has decided on is full of thorny bushes. My dress occasionally rips, ostensibly making Daniel amused, as he lets out a few derisive laughs. Once we have finally passed the worst part, Daniel stops abruptly and I accidentally crash into his back. He pushes me away and I fall again, this time on something sharp. A stinging pain runs through my arm. A deep cut. Never mind, still better than the headache that certainly surpasses everything, even the desperate need to urinate, that I have been experiencing for some time now.

	I can feel the warm hand of the less harsh man on my wrist. He rips my dress in the place of the injury and most probably examines the wound, because Daniel snarls at him: 

	“Leave it! She deserves it!”

	He does not listen to him and rips off the rest of my sleeve and wraps the wound. My heart starts beating again as a flood of warmth spreads over my chest. Any form of kindness makes me elated now. Could it be that this man has a good heart? Will he eventually take pity on me? Or am I completely foolish? If he was kind, he would not be assisting this Daniel individual in the first place, or if possible, he could have set me free already. No, he can’t be my saviour; it’s just my silly naive mind trying to hold on to an image of a male hero coming to my rescue. There is no hope for that to happen—maybe I really am cursed, like my father said. I still recall the first time he said the word “witch” to me.

	“How could you! Your own brother! How the hell could you—you witch!”

	I still can’t understand what the word “witch” really means.

	My mother used to tell us tales about evil witches that ride their magic canes and cast spells over the lands. Wild women dancing with devils every night, drinking the blood of men and waking up the dead, making them attack people they come to dislike. I used to have nightmares about such women and the word “witch” certainly sent chills down my spine. During my childhood and throughout my life, I’ve met many women, including my grandmother, who were called witches just for trying to heal an animal or a man, or for casting protective spells or prayers to assure harvest or potency.

	I once saw a woman, one of those so-called witches, being stoned to death on the main square and since then I have had nightmares, not about the witches from the tales, but about the people who created those tales. I have been trying to forget the incident, erase it from my memory once and for all, so that it does not come back to haunt me, but for some reason such memories hold on to one’s soul stronger than the pleasant ones.

	 

	*

	 

	I keep on walking, but my legs are growing weaker. The awful headache, the urge to urinate and the overall weariness keep turning on the wheel of my misfortune, making it impossible for me to decide which one is worse. Is it my lot to suffer so much? Is it ever going to stop? Do I really have to leave this world? Is that the only way to finally end it? Or am I destined to an endless hell? Headache stronger, urge to urinate becoming impossible to bear, the fatigue is inescapable. Is there anything, at least one part of the suffering that I could relieve myself of? At least one part of the suffering? Yes, there is. I squat down and start peeing, not worried about my dress getting wet; at least it's wide enough and long enough so that I'm completely covered. I don’t care if I receive another slap or kick, part of the pain simply has to stop. Daniel roars at me:

	“Learn to walk, scum!”

	He is quiet for a while as he has probably figured out what I'm doing. Normally, I would be embarrassed, but I don’t care about being a chaste girl at the moment. All I feel is a bit of relief and it is worth the shame.

	“Come on, how long do you have to take? You disgust me!”

	He drags me up before I can properly finish. Never mind, I'm already dirty and stinky anyway. I haven't found a river, stream or a pond to bathe in since I stepped into these woods. 

	 

	*

	 

	In the night they tie me to a tree near a river. I can hear the water crashing soporifically over the rocks, finding its way to keep flowing. How I wish I was the river, peacefully devoted to its destiny, free in its natural path. The sound makes me slightly calmer. Water always had that effect on me. It’s as if it has the power to wash away all my worries.

	My captors have made a fire and after some bustle that has passed, I hear them chewing and drinking. I do feel thirsty and hungry, but my throat is stuck in the drought and my stomach sick from emptiness. I hear footsteps. Someone is approaching me. 

	“I bet you're thirsty?”

	Could it be that Daniel is the one to show me kindness this time? No. He pours the cool stream water over my limp head, making me shiver even more. He laughs at me when he notices that I'm trying to swallow at least the drops that have reached my lips, to ease the dryness. I can sense that the quiet one is watching me as well, for I can hear that he has stopped chewing. He keeps to himself, completely unbiased, unreadable. Daniel leans closer to me and whispers:

	“And I bet you're hungry too.”

	He uncovers my mouth and stuffs it with mud. I spit it out, almost choking on it, but he ties my mouth, making it impossible for me to get it all out. I swallow the dirt and pray that it won’t come back up.

	“Daniel!”

	The quiet one gets angry now.

	Daniel laughs again. I turn away from him, letting him know how much I despise him and that I don’t care about his abuse. But I do, and each of his words stings me a little more. I dread giving him the pleasure of seeing me cry. He may have power over my body, but he has no power over my soul.

	“Was that necessary? Why do you have to be so mean to her?”

	“Stop being so wimpy, Nathaniel, I told you to just keep quiet and learn.”

	“Learn what? To humiliate and torment women?”

	“She is not a woman, she is our captive. And your captive is your property, until you place it in the hands of justice.”

	Silence. Daniel finally walks away from me and Nathaniel takes a deep breath. I blindly stare into the woods and find myself asking them for help. Please trees, bushes, plants, animals, my deer... I know you recognise the voice of my heart, please, please; I beg of you, help me! Everything turns deadly silent, even the river seems to have stopped flowing, the fire crackling, the owl hooting.

	How could it be all gone when there was so much noise before? Where are the mysterious voices of the wild? Where are the memories of my grandmother that came steaming up the lovely soup of ancient knowledge? Is it the pain that blocks it all away or is it the choking fear, or the hatred toward Daniel?

	I wish I could wake up from this nightmare. I can’t stand it any longer. And I dread the image of me dying in the hands of these two brutes. I haven’t even found the cave yet! I haven’t found out if my grandmother still awaits me there.

	Nathaniel’s voice breaks the horrid silence.

	“What if she is innocent?”

	“That’s nonsense. This witch is our key to freedom. She will save our father. So stop it!”

	Save their father? This makes them brothers, but their mission even more confusing. How could my misery help their father? My head aches even more, it has been stuck with me for too long...

	I cry to myself a little, hoping they won’t find out. I can’t give Daniel the pleasure of seeing me suffer. I can sense that Nathaniel has noticed me cry though, I always sense when he lays his eyes on me.

	 

	*

	 

	Later in the evening they both grow quiet. My pain eases again and so I finally rest and hope to have some peace and quiet. I know I won’t be able to sleep, but at least I don’t have to walk. I have been given the chance to just idly lie here and numbly rest my tortured body. One of the captors, probably Nathaniel, had been gone for some time now, but I can hear him coming back.

	He seats himself somewhere opposite to me and I can again sense his curious gaze. I turn my head as though to look at him. Daniel disturbs the strange connection.

	“Go on if you want to. I know you have desired it since we captured her.”

	I instinctively know what he implies and bring my knees up, curling up like an animal that seeks protection within itself. I have seen women and men becoming one when spying on some lovers, but I have also witnessed a girl being raped. The horrid experience made me feel grateful that no man in town was interested in me romantically.

	Daniel’s deep devious laughter intensifies the fear that has ensnared my heart.

	“I understand. She is too disgusting.”

	The fear exchanged with anguish as soon as he pronounced those words. Until now I have imagined Daniel to be a tall fat man with an evil grin, but now I imagine him as a demonic creature. If demons exist, he is surely their king. I urge myself to stop feeling so humiliated, because I know it would only make him happy. In fact, I will gladly be disgusting, if it keeps his sleazy hands off me.

	“Just go to sleep, Daniel.”

	I can hear the strain of irritation in Nathaniel’s voice.

	“I will keep guard tonight.”

	Good. I feel safer under his guard. I believe that he won’t hurt me, because contrary to his brute brother, he hasn’t been aggressive or abusive towards me.

	Daniel soon starts snoring and the tension in my body finally eases. I try to focus on Nathaniel through the rag, curious about how he looks and if I might know him. No luck. I can only hear him throwing more branches into the fire and then I hear some rustling on the ground, as if he was searching for something. Then I hear him gulping water. I urge a silent cry from my heart, begging him to help me. 

	He moves closer to me and I bring my knees once more to my face, since I can’t be sure if he was just waiting for Daniel to fall sleep and now, without being ridiculed by him, he will actually do what he pleases. I’m getting ready to fight, even though the fight would be just an act of pure despair. I feel his hand on my cheek and move away. He clasps my jaw and whispers:

	“Don’t worry, trust me.”

	Then he uncovers my mouth and I can feel the wineskin on my lips. He pours some water down my throat. I almost start coughing out of shock, but finally swallow it. He lets me drink some more, then quickly ties my mouth again. Before he moves away, he says softly:

	“I’m sorry.”

	I'm confused and surprised by the kind deed and honest words. Maybe he is, after all, the hero I have been waiting for my whole life? The sort of hero I know from tales and legends: A hero who saves women from danger, instead of causing it. There must be a man like that in the world, even though I haven’t stumbled upon one yet. Perhaps Nathaniel will be the one who saves me in the end. The quiet, mysterious man without a face. Before I can even finish the thought, exhausting fatigue comes over me and I drift off without even willing it.

	 

	*

	 

	In the morning the men caught a faster pace. My headache has been gone since I woke up, but my body still aches and is tired from all the stumbling, falling and crashing into trees, branches or the worst – into the back of my enemy. I feel like a rag doll, dragged around with no more will or power to fight. There is no way I could win anyway. Nothing will save me now, perhaps only a miracle. Nathaniel is not my hero and I won’t allow myself to ever be so foolish to think that again. His kick woke me up this morning and he said:

	“Get up, woman!”

	At least he didn’t call me a witch. I still don’t understand how my misery will help their father? Is it possible that they were promised a lot of money for me? It makes no sense. My family is poor and in no need to have me back. I doubt they would be so cruel as to pay a fortune only to see me suffer. And who else would pay the two men to hunt me down? The town? Why? They have plenty of other, and probably far worse, criminals on whom to satisfy their cruel desires. Daniel starts his verbal abuse again.

	“How do you think they will kill her, Nathaniel? Burn her, stone her, maybe even skin her? They can do whatever they want to witches these days and the more pain caused, the more of a spectacle it becomes.”

	If I'm to be tortured or burned at the stake, then I’d rather fight those two with all the power I have left, provoke them to kill me here and now, in the place where all the forest spirits soothe my soul and clear my mind.

	“And I'm sure they shall humiliate her before she admits all the repulsive things she has done with her Lord Lucifer.”

	It's obvious that he doesn’t know the truth about me and so he lets his mind fantasise whatever suits his twisted imagination.

	“That she danced naked on the graves and that she woke up the dead to ride them all night long? That she licked Lucifer’s arse? Nothing is vulgar enough for you, ha?”

	He harshly pokes my belly. The pain causes me to bend.

	“Let it be, brother! Let’s go, we don’t have much time.”

	There is a trace of nervousness in Nathaniel’s voice and I start to sense why. Daniel pokes me again as soon as I straighten up. I can’t take it anymore; his abuse is driving me mad. I despise him so much, I wish I could spit on him, smack him, twist his neck. If I was to ever truly harm someone, it would be him. The poke feels more like a punch the third time.

	“Stop it!”

	“But she enjoys it. She likes to be treated this way. I’m sure she begged Satan to do whatever he pleases with her, I’m sure she begged him to torture her, because that is the only way for her to feel something pleasant.”

	As he finishes the sentence, a realisation spreads over me. He’s ill. No sane man would come up with such notions. I was about to forgive him because he’s just an ill man, but he sweeps the thought from my mind by grabbing my arm and pushing me against the nearest tree. The sharp pain from the injury on my arm makes me utter a roar full of anguish.

	“Stop it!”

	Hate, pity and disgust make space only for fear now, because I feel the clutch of his hands on my neck and his breath on my face. He lifts up my skirt. The coolness of his skin feels extremely odious.

	“Get a hold of yourself, for Christ’s sake! You can’t do this!”

	Nathaniel’s anger gives me hope, but only for a while. Daniel’s voice shakes, caught up in the thrill of his devious excitement:

	“I know you enjoy pain and I hate giving you the pleasure, but I wouldn’t do it if I wasn’t so desperate.”

	The sudden proximity of his face to mine makes me nauseous. I start kicking him, screaming through the chewed up piece of cloth that chokes me now. He struggles, but manages to continue pulling up my skirt. I can’t believe this is happening. This is the highest form of humiliation I have ever experienced. My whole body starts to tremble, my head is spinning, I feel like vomiting and after a while I can hardly keep fighting him, because I know that I'm powerless and he won’t stop. 

	“No!” utters Nathaniel, even more fiercely now, but Daniel does not listen. ‘Help me,’ my heart calls to him. ‘You must help me!’ Some force finally yanks Daniel away from me. My head starts to spin as extreme anxiety pumps through my chest.

	I can hear punches. They are hitting hard. And at this very moment I can’t think of anything but that I need to run. My legs are shaking uncontrollably, still trapped with fear, yet feverishly eager to escape. I use my free fingers to uncover my eyes and seek the nearest path. Wherever, anywhere, I simply must run!

	Finally, I awake the power in me and set off, occasionally turning to see them fighting on the ground like two beasts, unmercifully fisting each other. It’s a mess, I cannot differentiate who is who, but I'm awfully glad that I finally got the chance to escape. My hands are still bound by the rope, my head is woozy, I pray not to fall.

	The cool breeze gets stuck in my throat and my heart becomes a church bell at noon, reverberating over the landscape. Oh deer, my dearest deer, please show up and tell me where to go now. Help me, please! In my despair I turn around only to find one of the men speeding after me. I quickly change my route, I don’t even know why, just to confuse him, I suppose. I cry to myself in distress, horrified by the vision of being ensnared again. I don’t even dare to turn any more, focused completely on my escape. Soon it begins to feel piercingly sharp when I inhale and the fear of suffocating causes me to run slower, panicking. In the last sharp exhale something crashes into me and I fall. I let out a pure beastly roar and dig my nails into the ground, trying to get back on my feet again, but the man pushes on my hands and his weight pulls down the rest of my body. I struggle to free myself, but I only manage to twist myself underneath him and his hands are quick to grab me again, making me fall on my back. I exhale. He lies over me, clutching my hands over my head and at that moment I realise I can finally see him. Our eyes meet in the wild fight and everything stops. 

	The maddening struggle, the terror, the animosity. His eyes are bright blue, hair dark and wavy, carelessly framing his face. I observe the big scar across his forehead and I recall that I have seen him before. He is from my town. Our eyes have met before as well, on the market square last summer. I remember I was thinking: that guy is much older than me so how come I like him? And then when he turned away from me, I came to the conclusion that I didn’t like him, I merely found him interesting.

	 I focus now on his touch. His hands are warm. This must be Nathaniel. He looks away, distressed by the intense connection we have experienced. He pulls me up and drags me back to where we separated. He does not peer back at me, yet I can’t stop watching him. I’m drawn to him, although he is my enemy. For some strange reason I resist believing that he would ever hurt me. He’s in a hurry and I soon understand why. We reach Daniel, who lies on the ground, unconscious. I was right to imagine him tall and chubby, but he does not seem devious now, he resembles a helpless child. One could hardly believe he pronounced such vulgar words and caused me so much pain. Nathaniel ties me to a nearby tree without even looking at me and walks over to him. He tries to wake Daniel up, but as soon as he lifts his head from the puddle of blood, he reveals a sharp stone underneath and we both realise that he must be dead. 

	The sky turns grey, sullen clouds of mist spread over the trees and everything becomes quiet. I can feel a cool breeze on my neck, but it is soon exchanged by a strong sensation of feverish warmth. I can sense that someone is near me, but see nothing but the shadow of my fear. My heart stops beating as the thought enters my mind. 

	Daniel. His spirit. 

	I discard the strange notion and allow my heartbeat to disturb the awful quiet. He is gone. Never coming back. Never going to hurt me again. In a faint tone, I can hear the march of the deceased again, the spirits of the warriors, my ancestors who fell on the fields by the forest. Are they coming to get him? No. It’s all nonsense! I have got to focus on what is real. Nathaniel. Ashen, dazed, the anguish in his face. He killed his brother. It strikes me now. We are in the same boat. Innocent brother killers. Panic pours over me and then is abruptly exchanged for the sensation of an odd contentment. My mind receives a few more words before I faint: He is my fate. 

	 


 

	Chapter 4 – Nathaniel 

	 

	 

	I find myself not pulled, but guided, yet still experiencing the painful tightness of the rope. Nathaniel has been subdued, obviously still in shock, trapped in guilt. He has left my eyes uncovered, but my mouth is still tied, probably because he needed some peace and quiet to compose himself. I bet there are too many voices in his head right now, I know the feeling myself. How unfortunate that I can’t express my compassion, tell him that I understand what he is going through and that I know he is not to be blamed, that he did not mean to kill his brother. I also wish I could express my gratitude to him for saving my dignity, my soul. It feels weird being his prisoner, because I feel as though he is not my enemy, but an accomplice in some way. 

	All of a sudden he stops and looks around confused. He seems even more troubled now. I’m trying to guess what is going on. He turns to me and for the first time since we left Daniel’s body buried under a pile of mud, leaves, and stones—adorned with a simple cross bound with a piece of leather on top—he speaks:

	“I suppose you won’t advise me which way leads back home?”

	He forces a wry smile. I can’t bring myself to react. He gets nervous, pacing back and forth, trying to decide on the right path. Then he squats and gazes at the ground. He remains there for some time, contemplating his options, I suppose. Then he pulls himself together and rises. He decides on a direction and I'm forced to follow quickly to avoid a painful tug. The rope has almost cut into my flesh by now, but I’m sure it's nothing compared to the pain in Nathaniel’s heart. I find myself confused by ambiguous thoughts that keep twisting and turning in my mind. Should I hate him or should I honour him? Should I forgive him or forsake him? I suppose it depends on the choices he makes from now on.

	After quite a while of tiresome walking, Nathaniel slows down again and skims the area with his eyes, most probably still not recognising it. I can’t tell where we are either, because since I lost my deer, I have lost my path as well. This forest is vast and wild, almost immaculate.

	Humans could hardly orientate themselves in this ancient kingdom. It's not a place one would visit for a Sunday walk, but a wonderful hideout for lost souls and outcasts like us. I watch the branches of oaks and birches creaking in the wind and I become aware of how the trees lead a quiet dialogue while we focus on our ridiculous problems, deaf to their wisdom. I wish I could understand them one day. I wish I could find my grandmother and learn about all the ancient mysteries of our ancestors. I wish I had more time to live and experience this exciting miraculous world that has finally opened up to me during my sixteenth, and most probably last, autumn.

	Nathaniel decides to follow the sun, but I get a hunch that this might not be the right way either. Good for me. Time is my only weapon, along with the only asset I have – my eyes. 

	My little brother used to say that he adored the depth of my eyes; one could drown in them he would say. One boy from my village told me he felt as though I had something very good and pure in my eyes, but then another used to say that my intense gaze bothered him. It's true that eyes have a certain power. Isn’t that why they say women bewitch men? I have witnessed it. My sister knows how to use her beautiful green eyes to attract men. That is why she has so many suitors. Now I need to know the secret of the eye connection more than ever, because I could use it to manipulate Nathaniel, make him rescue me. As soon as he turns my direction, I try to hold his attention, but he intentionally ignores me. He is certainly not mesmerised by me and I don’t blame him. I’m all dirty, dishevelled and most probably don’t smell very nice either. But still, I have decided not to give up, but wait until he checks on me again.

	After a long moment of my stubbornly concentrating on where his head turns, he finally looks my way and I again try to grab his attention. He does lock his eyes with mine eventually, but frowns. Perhaps not even my eyes could be considered an asset. Maybe I have no assets at all.

	 

	*

	 

	In the evening he makes a fire and ties me to a tree. I’ve already gotten used to it. I have even learned how to sit comfortably enough so that I can get a bit of light sleep. I understand that we are still lost, for he seems just as troubled as before. Also, his food supplies seem to be dwindling. He takes out only a few small pieces of bread and starts chewing on one. I watch him and keep thinking about who he really is. He seems like a good man, or at least far better than his lewd brother, that is why I cannot imagine him not feeling guilty about bringing me back to be tortured and killed. There must a good enough reason that has forced him to do this awful task.

	He finishes eating one of the pieces and hesitates as to what to do with the other two. I’ve already gotten used to hunger, in fact, I can’t imagine eating anything right now; I’m too worried it might cause me pain or that I would throw it up. I watch him decide between another good deed or perhaps the notion that he has done enough, maybe even too much for his captive. He gets up, approaches me and without really looking at me, he uncovers my mouth and places one piece on my lips. I accept it and start chewing. I realise that I have a unique opportunity to start reasoning with him, let him see that I'm innocent, that we are both victims of the same misapprehension. He splits the last bread piece and sticks half into my mouth and half into his. I keep on chewing in haste, contemplating what to say, how to start. I decide, quite abruptly, that it would probably be wisest to establish a connection first and so I say:

	“I’m sorry about your brother...”

	My voice sounds funny, because my mouth still struggles with the dry bread crumbs. He looks at me, but keeps on frowning.

	“I know you're not sorry.”

	He is right. I’m not. It was silly of me to say that. I can’t seem to get through to him no matter what connection I attempt to make. He ties my mouth before I come up with something better or worse to say. I’m angry with myself and murmur something through the cloth; he seems to be fed up with me though.

	He moves a few steps away, eases himself onto the ground and looks at the starry sky. I gaze upon it too and notice a half moon. Its pure white light reminds me of something, one of my earliest memories. It was during one summer night, I was about three years-old and I couldn’t fall asleep although it was already quite late. My mother also wasn’t able to rest and so she took me outside to get some fresh air. The moon shone bright, half full like tonight. My mother held me in her arms and we were both gazing up at the clear sky, admiring the beautiful images and shapes above us. I remember how intensely I heard and felt my mother’s heartbeat at that moment and recognised that it was actually in tune with mine. She kissed the top of my head, the place that used to be so soft, and I could feel the warmth of her love flowing through her chest into mine, and spilling all over my body until it covered me in the pure rapture of bliss. I knew at that moment I was fully aware that I had received the melody of her heart and transmitted mine right back to hers. In that short moment we exchanged a unique flow of unconditional love. It was all that I needed to feel peaceful again and so I finally fell asleep and dreamt comforting dreams.

	Now I feel cold and scared and anxious about my uncertain future and I would die for some comfort. I turn to my captor and realise that maybe it's not necessary to speak as long as my heart is still beating. Could I connect to the melody of his heart like I did with my mother’s? Then I could sing to it in tune with what is common to both of us – the tune of love that is inherent in our hearts, irrevocably. Would that perhaps be even more effective than any form of verbal expression, eye contact or conscious manipulation? Could his heart hear mine for a while? I suppose I won’t lose anything if I try. I concentrate on the warm vibration that has spread over my chest and try to aim this warmth at his. It's odd how easy it is to send love to my enemy, my captor. Shouldn’t I feel hatred, anger or disgust? Why do I feel bound to him? Why does he seem familiar, although he is a stranger? Is it because he saved me? Or is it because there is no one else around and I desperately cling to another human being for safety? I can’t tell. And perhaps it does not matter.

	 My heart beats faster as I'm urging my love out. He seems unaffected by it though, to the contrary - he turns away and closes his eyes, ready to go to sleep. Anxiety blocks the flow. I have got to stop being so naive. I'm all alone and I will be until the end of my miserable days. Nobody wants to help me. Most people despise me now. I feel accepted by this forest though, and by my grandmother. My eyelids feel heavy. Exhaustion and dejection have overwhelmed me. I give in to it and I dream only darkness, until I'm woken by a deep, raucous and terrifyingly familiar voice.

	“You won’t escape me.”

	Daniel is right in front of me. Not a mirage. He is real! I scream through the tight piece of cloth. He laughs at me mockingly and disappears. Nathaniel has woken up and is trying to focus his weary eyes in my direction. I can sense that now I have finally captured his attention. He gazes at me as if trying to read me, but then he turns away again, like he always does and I'm left alone with the fear that has trapped my soul in darkness. I look up at the moon, hungrily seeking light. It soothes me and in fact, it starts to feel like I'm connecting to a dear old friend. It brings tears to my eyes and I can’t seem to stop weeping until I fall asleep again.

	 

	*

	 

	A spark of light awakes me. As I'm recovering from the short loss of consciousness, I'm guessing it’s the sun, but find out that it’s actually still the moon. It shines so bright that it has woken me for a second time during this long night. I turn a bit, just as far as the rope allows and notice that Nathaniel lies very close to me, deep asleep. He is facing me with his characteristic serious frown. He looks like a child who clings to his mother for protection. He seems harmless, vulnerable, and peaceful. 

	If only we had connected before I became a criminal on the run. If only he knew who I really was. If only he would change his path and decide to help me. I find myself lost in the complicated shapes of his face for a while. Would we fancy each other if we were introduced under ordinary circumstances? Could I like him? I’ve never really been interested in any boy before. I have found a few handsome, but that was about it. This is different though, this man is different, I just can’t understand how. He remains unreadable, just like my odd feelings for him.

	 

	*

	 

	The cold morning sun fades into the mist and it starts to drizzle. I dread becoming wet and cold under these uncomfortable and painful conditions, but also appreciate the water on my lips and the cleansing streams that wash away all the dreadful dirt and sweat. I only wish it could also wash away my fear.

	Nathaniel has probably found the right path, because he strides more confidently, not halting any more. The rain is growing heavier and soon stops being soothing. I can hardly see through the pouring water and with each step I take, my feet get stuck in mud. Nathaniel finds an open rock slide and hides underneath it. I hurry to stand next to him and move a bit closer, drawn to his body heat. He moves away from me agilely as if I was some horrid creature. That causes me to lock my heart in an even deeper anxiety. I feel so unwanted, unappreciated, unneeded. Perhaps there is no reason for me to stay alive—I seem to make everyone uncomfortable anyway. In my lonely despair, I squat down with my back to the rock and start squeezing my skirt to drain out the rainwater. Nathaniel’s eyes lie upon me and linger. I look up surprised only to find that he is not interested in my face, but my chest. The water has revealed the outline of my breasts. I can feel the blood pumping into my cheeks and quickly hug my knees. Nathaniel turns away. He is apparently shy, which does not surprise me. I can’t imagine him being as sleazy as his brother. He is very different from that man, I could tell by the first touch and the first time I heard his voice. He has the gift of empathy and is far more sensitive. I continue wringing my skirt, when all of a sudden his cape lands over my shoulders. He adjusts it to my shoulders and then moves away, gazing out at the pouring rain. Was that another good deed or has he simply hidden the object of temptation?

	“I think I know the way now. We should be out of the forest in two days, at the most.”

	The words strike me. Just two more days to live. Or two days left to fight. Will I end up in a cold rotten vault for the rest of my life, or will I be tortured and killed? Both options make me sick to my stomach. I can tell that he has sensed the abrupt change in my mood, because in the corner of my eye I detect a sad face. He peeks in my direction, but it only infuriates me now and so this time it's me who turns away, morose and distant.

	 

	*

	 

	It has stopped raining and hunger forces Nathaniel to go hunting. He is prepared with his bow while I'm, as usual, tied to a tree. He has been hiding in the bushes for some time now, waiting for prey. It makes me anxious, because I feel like prey myself and already pity the poor rabbit, fox or doe that he is about to kill.

	I wish I could send a quiet warning through the ground. I remember what the bolets told me, how they live beneath the surface in various spreading roots that secretly rule everything above. I wish I could enter that realm and be aware of that amazing web of knowledge. Something awakes me from my daydream – my deer. Right in front of Nathaniel! I freeze. He seems very calm, looking right into my eyes with his wise, calm expression. I call out a warning through the already wet and chewed up rag in my mouth, but he keeps standing there and Nathaniel is utterly focused, not paying any attention to me. I'm terrified. I can’t lose my guide, my only friend here! But then a strange feeling of integrity spreads over me. Something tells me the deer has shown up on purpose, clearly aware of what he is doing. I focus on him, longing to read his mind. I can sense that he is trying to deliver some sort of a message or advice. Nathaniel rises and draws his bow, ready to attack. I stamp my feet to warn the deer, but he remains standing on the same spot, watching me persistently. He needs to get through to me, I feel, but I still can’t understand what it is that he wants to transmit. Nathaniel shoots an arrow, but misses. He draws the bow again and I stamp my feet even more vigorously. The deer finally sets off and the arrow narrowly misses him by an inch. Nathaniel turns to me, furious.

	“What the hell is wrong with you?!”

	He moves over to me in a rage.

	“You have destroyed our only chance of lunch today! You destroy everything! What are you after, huh? Is this some kind of a devious game? Have you really cast your spell?! Are you really that powerful? Go on then, you bloody witch! Cast a spell on me too!”

	He tears the chewed up rag from my mouth harshly.

	“Go on! I don’t care anymore! Whatever I do, I fail.”

	I finally have the chance to speak now, yet I'm speechless. His pain gushes from his heart straight into mine. I can’t help it; it’s spreading all over me uncontrollably, like an infection. I have always been like that, have always been easily affected by the emotions of others. And the pain I feel now is the sort of pain that eats you up alive, makes you a living corpse. I supposedly killed my brother while actually trying to save him, but Nathaniel killed his brother with his bare hands. His pain is worse.

	My foolishness makes me sick. How could I allow myself to think like that? He is a villain, he wants me dead. I should stop humanising him! He is the enemy! His eyes focus on my face. It sends chills up my spine, because it feels as though he is trying to read me. And he probably is, without necessarily being aware of it. He drops to the ground, lost in his mind. He doesn't seem to care whether my mouth is tied or not any more. I keep watching him, still speechless.

	Then I notice the deer standing in the bushes, not very far from us and as I lock my eyes with his, I become aware of why he has come here. I panic, realising I have even more power in my hands now – my eyes and my mouth – and I must use it, lest it will be taken from me again.

	“I’m truly sorry about the unfortunate accident, Nathaniel, for your sake. But I really meant no harm to anybody. I don’t even know how, nor if one can really cast a spell. I'm not a witch. I don’t blame you for not trusting me. I have also heard tales about witches and feared them since I was a child. But don’t you think it’s all nonsense? Aren’t we old enough to tell the difference between reality and our imaginations?”

	As soon as I pronounce it, I realise that I could believe in witches, sorceresses and magic. I have heard the spirits of these lands, that was not just my mind playing tricks on me, I'm absolutely certain that they were real. And also, all that strange knowledge that has been transmitted to my mind, all these things assured me that there was a very thin line between so-called reality and the worlds beyond it. I can’t imagine why I said those words; it feels as if someone else was speaking through me, someone with strong down-to earth thinking. Perhaps it was the survival instinct in me. Men are different than us women, it's common sense that usually gets to them.

	“I can understand why you hated my brother. And hate can be a powerful thing.”

	He turns to me, his expression dismal. He pulls himself together and takes control of his emotions, like a man. His suggestion that my hatred caused Daniel’s death makes me sick. The suffocating anxiety grabs my heart and holds on to it. And only then I understand. He just needs someone to blame so that he doesn’t have to deal with his own bad conscience. How dare he throw it right at me? I have been blamed for enough these days, I don’t need to take on his guilt too!

	“Perhaps you're right, I would have killed him if I could, but I didn’t.”

	The stupid highly emotional part of me took over this time and I fear that I have missed my only chance to get through to this man. I quickly try to save the situation.

	“Do you know why I'm to be brought back home and killed?”

	The answer is as hard as his expression.

	“You killed your brother.”

	”I was trying to save my brother’s life.”

	Another blazing leer in my direction.

	“With the help of a devil?”

	“The only devil I have ever encountered was your...”

	He ties my mouth again forcefully. I use the power of my eyes to drain at least a drop of empathy from him, but his face is rigid. The fury has clouded his previously kind eyes. He is colder than ever before and I suddenly understand why. He can’t forgive me and probably never will, because I'm the cause of his misery. I'm the reminder of his biggest sin. Sin—how absurd it is that the sin started off as a good deed.

	It dawns on me. The sin has sealed the deal. He won’t save me again because he thinks it was wrong to save me in the first place. He probably even trusts the cruel rumours like everybody else. He believes that I really am a witch and so nothing I say or do will change his mind. There really is no hope left for me.

	 

	*

	 

	The moon swaps places with the sun. Nathaniel makes a fire and looks around for something to eat; at least I suppose so, because I can hear his belly rumbling. I spot dandelions growing tall nearby and get an idea. I pick up a few, at least as many as my painful wrists allow, and offer them to him. He puts on a confused, almost ridiculing face. 

	I suppose he wouldn’t accept anything from me, not even if it was something he liked. I uncover my mouth and feed myself when he is not looking. But as soon as he looks my direction, I place the chewed up rag into my mouth again. I'm afraid of him, although he hasn’t been harsh with me. 

	He looks at my hurt wrists and I notice now that they are covered in blood. The rope has finally cut into my flesh. I suppose I’ve become immune to the pain, because I feel nothing, I just numbly watch the blood streaming down. Nathaniel reaches into his sack for something and I become cautious, when a strange sensation of fever overwhelms me. It's similar to the time when Daniel’s spirit left his body. The fever spreads over me and amplifies, until it feels like burning. Burning within. Then the burning sensation abruptly exchanges to one of freezing and it makes me shiver. I try to shake off the discomfort, but the chill comes crawling back like a procession of ants, covering me from head to toe. And then I feel a blunt ache in my stomach as if something invisible has just punched me, but couldn’t really get through to me completely. Is it Daniel? Is he not just a fearful phantom, but a spirit who stayed behind, because of his sick mind? My head hardens under the weight of that thought. I start to feel feeble and nauseous. If Daniel is still here, I will never find peace again; never, until I die; and maybe not even then. He will watch me dying with a pleased smile on his grim face and welcome me into the realm of the cursed.

	Involuntarily, I fall to the ground. I recognise Nathaniel’s face over me. He is saying something, but I can’t hear him and can’t bring myself to react. My thoughts become unreliable, it’s as though I have none. All I see are shadows dancing over me. Grey. Lost. I behold bright red eyes sparking through the dark, gleaming cruelly, and then devious grins in the bushes. It’s all him! His furious spirit is getting a hold of me, his burning touch on my neck makes me freeze and I start to tremble again. Freezing. Burning. Freezing. Burning. When is it going to stop?!Unbearable. Too long. Painful. Misery. Fear. Pain. And then the terrible void. God! Where are you? Help me! Silence. Darkness. Grandmother! Where are you? Help me, please!

	 

	*

	 

	A warm touch awakes me from the horrid delirium. Too soon it's exchanged for something cool. A wet rag on my forehead. Nathaniel’s hand is trying to rouse me; it’s shaking me, slapping me over my face gently. My eyelids still feel too heavy, but I’m feeling better. Oh, how nice it is to not be burning, freezing, to feel no pain!

	Nathaniel’s voice breaks the wall between us and I finally become conscious again.

	“Talitha?”

	Was that just part of the delirium or has he really pronounced my name this time? I blink my eyes, trying to shake off the terrible vision of Daniel’s spirit. Is it even possible that he was here? Why would he haunt me? Hasn’t he had enough of my fear, is he hungry for more?

	I notice that my wrists are free and Nathaniel has been tying them with clean pieces of cloth. He actually seems worried, probably not as much about me as about his soul. I can feel his guilt growing to an uncontrollable size and it hovers above us like a cloud of darkness. I know though that it's just waiting to be saved by a wind of change. 

	Thank God I'm feeling better now! Thank you, Grandmother! I have never been so aware of your presence as I am now. In my despair, God did not answer, but you did. However, if it was God, then I'm truly sorry. I just don’t know how to perceive him, her, it.

	I close my eyes and indulge in this moment of peace. I'm comfortably warm now, not burning nor freezing. Then I realise that an itchy textile has been spread over me. It smells familiar. Nathaniel’s cape. I curl up in it and inhale the smell. I feel safe, although I shouldn’t. In fact, I should shake it off and kick it back to him. But I know that I won’t.

	Nathaniel pulls a small pot out of his sack and hangs it on the branches over a fire that he has prepared. He reaches for the generous pile of acorns next to him, picks up a handful and throws it into the pot. I sit up. The vision of food makes me extremely hungry. He is startled by me and almost knocks over the pot. He fixes it again and turns back to me, almost shy. We gaze at each other for a while, too used to just looking, not speaking. 

	“Keep resting please. As soon as you feel better, we can continue walking.”

	The familiar stinging pain comes crawling back to me. It blocks my throat. I can’t say anything anymore, I have lost interest. I simply lie down and bluntly gaze upon the clear sky. For the first time this autumn, I appreciate how exceptionally nice the weather has been.

	 

	*

	 

	Later, he opens the acorns and serves me a generous portion. He still tries to keep the same old chasm between us, not comprehending that we are already intertwined. I suppose it's easier for him to ignore it, not having to deal with his conscience, but the survivor in me keeps trying to build a bridge over that imaginary chasm of his.

	“We have met before, back home, do you remember?”

	He hesitates and then shakes his head. It's obvious that he is lying. 

	“You come from the blacksmith family, don’t you?”

	He does not agree but neither does he object and so I continue speaking.

	“I remember your mother. She used to sell flowers and herbs on the market every Sunday.”

	“Until last winter. She passed away a day before Christmas Eve.” 

	“I'm sorry. I didn’t know that.”

	He faces me and for a while it makes me think that we have finally established some connection. But he tramples all over it again.

	“Do you think that I’m stupid?”

	I show him an honestly confused expression.

	“I know what you're doing, that you're trying to get to me, manipulate me to let you go. Don’t even bother, I'm more stubborn than you might think.”

	“No. You’ve got it all wrong. I just...”

	He interrupts me.

	“My mother gave me one piece of advice before she passed away – you can’t trust anyone but yourself. And she spoke from her own experience. My father used to go to brothels any time he could. He even brought those loose women home from time to time, when he got really drunk and threw away his mask of false virtue. One day he even brought back a baby boy. Whether or not he really was the father, God only knows...”

	He lets out a dry laugh and I retreat inward for a while. This would explain a lot—these two were so different, it was hard to believe they were brothers.

	“Therefore I never let people fool me, Talitha. I know I can only rely on myself.”

	He knows my name. So he had pronounced it before?! Had he known it even before he was sent to hunt me down? I don't care. It was a friendly gesture to call me by my name and so I instantly act on it.

	“I don’t like it when people play games with me either. But what is far worse is when they blame you for something you haven't done and even trump it up with ridiculously odious details.”

	He goes speechless. Is he so taken aback by my honesty or does he contemplate whether he can trust me or not? I have to keep talking, I urge myself again, I can’t afford to lose this rare opportunity to get through to him.

	“Who paid you to bring me back?”

	He answers curtly this time.

	“The city.”

	That’s not a good sign, if it was my family, I would still have a chance to survive.

	“Have they promised you a high reward?”

	“Not really.”

	“How could it save your father then?”

	He turns to me and this time his gaze lingers on my face. I dive into his penetrating blue eyes and nervousness overwhelms me when I comprehend that they are focused entirely on mine. 

	“My father got into some trouble in one of the brothels. It seems that he offended some authority, or someone of great importance, he did not remember exactly who it was, because the booze blinded his mind. However, they came to get him the next day and put him straight into prison. His health has been deteriorating since. He is dying of hunger as we speak. It’s your life for his, Talitha. We made a deal with the judge.”

	The blunt reality crushes me. He would not prefer me, a stranger charged for a murder, over his own father.

	“You see now? I couldn’t help you even if I believed that you were innocent, even if I wanted to help you, even if… I’m simply bound by something stronger than mercy.”

	I turn away from him and curl up into his cape again. There is nothing I could say that could surpass what he has just admitted. Am I really on my death march, God?

	 

	*

	 

	I do feel better since he took care of my wounds and fed me, yet I pretend to feel weak still. Just to spare time. Time is all that I have left. I'm certain now that Nathaniel will take me back and although he is a good man, he does not hold me dear and probably never would, even if we met under different circumstances. Time is all I have left. But what should I do with it? I can’t just idly lie here forever. Each time I ponder over the horrid uncertainty that awaits me, everything inside me tightens. I used to put others before me, often carried blame on my shoulders instead of letting them deal with it, but now, for the first time in my life I feel sorry for myself. Myself. Me. I'm also a person, a soul that deserves to live.

	Who is to say that it’s a virtue to be selfless? Who is to say that it's not a sin to disregard one’s self? Who could help me better? Who should care more? I ask my soul an honest question - what do you really want? The answer is simple - to live. But my body has to die; there is no option any longer. I still have the chance to decide how to die though. The plan of how to die overwhelms me. I know I must perish before the judges destroy my body and soul in their morbid ways. I want my body to remain here, buried beneath the beautiful autumn leaves, eaten by worms and raptors. That is how it’s supposed to be, not being torn apart and damaged by some vile executioners. But how do I proceed once I decide? 

	A scary thought awakens in me. A thought that I can’t believe I'm even capable of thinking. Could I provoke Nathaniel to kill me? I could try to run away from him again and be as aggressive as possible this time. Either I win or die. But could I make him become a true sinner after all? Let him experience even more guilt? Make him kill two people in a week? Well, most probably even three, for his father will be lost if he loses me. I suppose I could. I must put myself first this time, although there might be another way to fight...

	An impetuous rage gushes over me. I feel its heat pumping through my veins. Soon I get that tingling sensation in my feet - the desire to run away, to be untamed, wild, spontaneous, free, free! I'm done thinking straight. I give in to my passion completely. I use the fact that my hands have been freed, dig them into the mud, rise and speed off as fast as I can. Nathaniel is so taken aback that he trips before he gets up to follow me. I keep turning to him in a hectic rage. He is fast, but I have to be faster. So far I’m managing. The madness has given me more power than I would have thought, but soon my chest starts aching as the chilly wind reaches it. My frantic mind is scheming what to do next. I need some weapon, protection, in case he catches me. And so I pick up a solid rock. I'm ready to fight if I must. I'm aware that I'm not entirely myself now, this is the wild me taking over and it can’t be controlled any more. I’m too afraid to check how far ahead I am, for I sense that he is getting near. I hastily suppress the excruciating pain in my chest and decide I’d rather stop breathing, when suddenly his hands grope me. I start kicking, beating, biting, screaming, but he holds on too tight and squeezes my hand so that I release my poor weapon. I utter a raging cry and let go of the rock. His grasp becomes tighter as I desperately try to free myself. I must run! I must fight! I must run! If only that man wasn’t so strong, if only I could possess his strength instead. If only... I can feel his breath on my neck as he says in a shaky apologetic tone:

	“I’m sorry, Talitha, I really am, but I must do this.”

	He grabs my wrists and uses the end of the rope to tie my hands to my body. The sharp pain of the rope cutting again into my open wounds causes me to let out an even more tortured cry. He loosens the rope at my wrists and ties me tighter above the injury.

	I can’t fight him anymore. My dignity has been flushed down by the stream of tears. Unstoppable helplessness makes me weep as he leads me back to our camp. I’ve tried it twice already, how many times do I have to burn myself to finally realise that I just won’t be able to escape him? And now I'm bound to my destiny even stronger. All my chances have been swallowed by a monstrous urge for freedom.

	 

	*

	 

	With each and every step we get closer to the border between the forest and my village. He makes me walk ahead of him now, so that he can get a proper view of his prisoner, me, the living corpse. Only one thought possesses my mind right now – how to die. Or more precisely—how to kill myself before we reach home.

	From time to time my naivety takes over again, suggesting that perhaps I don’t have to give up? Perhaps my father will put in a good word for me and the judges won’t convict me to torment and death. Perhaps my family has already forgiven me and will take me back home? But the dark truth always captures the foolish vision of a bright future. There is no hope. There is no light at the end of the tunnel. In the eyes of others, I'm a witch that needs to be exterminated or cleansed by suffering, as they like to call it. And in my eyes? Who am I?

	I AM. What does it really mean to be? Is this body me? Is my mind me? Is my heart me? Why do I feel? Why the hell do I have to feel?!

	A sudden frenzy overwhelms me as I look down and notice we are walking up a steep hill and beneath us lays a rocky ravine. If I jump now, I could severely injure myself, I could even die. But it also means taking Nathaniel down with me. My enemy. The villain who is already part of me, no matter how much I desire to shake him off. I can’t believe that I’m seriously weighing up whether or not to risk someone’s life along with mine. I will be cursed with these Cursed Lands if I do commit suicide. Suicide is a sin! Well, in the eyes of others. What about in my eyes? Does it still matter? Strange how I have lost all of my previous beliefs during these past few days. I turn to the man behind me as I walk. I can tell that he is suspicious of me, yet he tries to remain focused on his goal without further delay. He watches me with more intensity though and for a while he seems rather gentle in his expression, but then he puts up that typical frown of his and I face my lonely path again. His cold attitude hurts me; nothing has changed between us so far, so how else does he expect me to behave but insane? Although he is dear to me in some strange, subtle and repressed way, I decide that I will risk our lives and jump down.

	The decision makes me walk with a precipitous verve until we finally reach the highest peak. Only a few more steps, I promise myself and then - one step into the air and it will all be gone—all the pain, the anxiety, the guilt, the shame, the helplessness, the misery and the horrifying possibilities of how they could end me. I can feel the ground beneath me sliding, as if it is fluid. I lose my sense of gravity and the mud makes it even easier for me.

	I’m falling. Flying down. Everything is upside down. The sky is ground, the ground is sky. Rocks, mud, trees, Nathaniel’s face.

	Blackout.

	I awake. Down, beneath the rocky slide. I can’t be dead, my body aches too much. I move my limbs and comprehend that I'm not severely injured, just hurt by crashing into so many rocks and tree trunks along the way. I turn and notice Nathaniel. His face lies in the mud, blood gushing from his forehead, ground hungrily swallowing it as it flows. He is unconscious. His forehead has probably hit a stone, because he has a deep cut there, right below his old scar. He is alive and he could stay alive if I did the right thing. I clumsily move closer to him and reach for the dagger tight to his belt. I can hardly grasp it, for almost half of my hands are tight to my body. I finally manage to bring the dagger to my knees and squeeze it tight in between, cutting the rope bit by bit. It takes forever, but I finally free myself. As I lay the dagger on the ground, I observe how it sparks in the daylight and a devious idea sneaks into my mind. What if he awakes? Should I just kill him? I can sense someone next to me and tilt my head up in a fright. I see no one, but hear a raucous laughter. I recognise that laughter. It’s the one I fear and dread the most – Daniel!

	Is he back? No, I can’t allow it. I can’t let him do this to me. I scream into the forest: 

	“Go away! Go back to hell or wherever you dwell! I won’t listen to this any longer!”

	I decide not to even think about that disgusting man and focus on helping Nathaniel, instead of harming him even more. Oak, where is oak? I spot an oak tree just a few steps away and hurry towards it. My knees hurt and it makes me limp, but I quickly pick a few leaves, then search through Nathaniel’s sack and take out a wineskin. I hurry to clean his wound. It’s scary how much blood covers his face now as the water flushes it down. I rip a part of my skirt to use as a bandage and start beating the oak leaves with a sharp stone. I move in haste and soon a green paste is ready to be used. I place it onto the wound and carefully tie it with another piece of fabric ripped from my skirt. I suddenly hate myself for doing this. I can’t believe I have risked his life. He is a good man, he did not deserve this. I realise that the oak won’t be enough. He won’t survive this way. Something is missing...

	Clover. I search the ground, no clover to be found. Moss! I need moss to stop the bleeding. No moss around. All that I can see is an army of oaks. Can I keep him alive only with their help? I feel the spontaneous urge to dip my finger into his blood and so I give in to it. Then it starts to feel as if my hands are not my own, for they start drawing shapes and symbols over his face. I recognise those shapes, but only on some very deep, long gone and buried level. I know though that they are the same shapes that I drew over my little brother’s forehead before he died. Some external force takes over completely and I become a puppet in the hands of an invisible, yet very real, puppet master. It feels safe and so I don’t resist it. My hands start moving faster and faster and then, an ecstatic loving feeling gushes from my heart and reaches his, at last.

	 

	*

	 

	I stayed by his side and waited for his fever to go down. He became overheated and in the shivers he softly mumbled something to me, but I could not understand a word. Sometimes he even half opened his eyes and leered at me. I was awake the whole night, worried that he might unexpectedly get better. At one point he moved his hand to touch mine, but I wasn’t sure if it was intentional or perhaps that he thought someone else was by his side. Still, it felt nice. 

	I was praying for him too, although I wasn’t sure to whom, it felt more like I sent a wish up to the heavens and hoped it would be heard. 

	Today he looks better. His cheeks are pink again, which certainly means that the inflammation has passed. It might have been a small cut after all, perhaps I was overly worried. He should return to consciousness very soon. How fortunate that I have really managed to save somebody’s life with the help of my grandmother’s heritage.

	I take a good look at him before I leave, taking in every feature, every wrinkle, just to keep the image in my mind. How odd... I will certainly miss that serious face of his. I can’t afford to explore the strangely warm and affectionate feelings that I'm experiencing. He could awake very soon and so I set off. Some part of me lingers though, to say a proper goodbye. It kisses him on the lips. I had to feel it at least once, the touch of a man’s lips, even if it happened just in my mind. And as that incomprehensible part of me rises to merge with my body again, I notice that fortune is still on my side. My deer awaits me, half hidden behind the trees and for the first time, his mind aligns with mine and I hear: 

	“Use me to keep you safe. Use my horns to keep all ill away.

	We were not born to be victims of the beast’s wicked game.

	We were only born to fully wake and be aware.

	Trust your soul, keep your head up high.

	Worship your inner will to fight.”

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 5 – Cave

	 

	 

	I have been walking for a long time now. I passed a few more marshes and a small pond, where I could finally take a short cooling swim and rinse off all the dirt that has been building up, both on my body and soul. My mood has been changing these days. Sometimes I feel incredibly happy to be finally free and most of all alive, but then again sometimes I miss Nathaniel. The smarter part of me insists that I’m a fool for missing him, yet my heart skips a beat each time I think of him. He has possessed it, no matter how much I have tried to take it back. Another thing has been worrying me. I keep getting a hunch that something or someone is after me. Sometimes it’s just the minuscule sensation of tickling on my shoulders, sometimes a feeling that my mind is occupied by someone else’s. I fear that he follows me on each step, although he seemingly left. He is like a spider slowly wrapping its victim into a web. Daniel. He comes and goes, but never really leaves.

	Strange how my captors stick with me, haunting me; although both in different ways. The two strange brothers that united on a journey to capture me. Take me home.

	My deer is with me all the time and although he keeps his distance, I can tell, whenever I allow myself to dissolve in his deep knowing eyes that he cares about me. I wish I could finally find the cave and hopefully my grandmother, if she is still alive. I have sensed her presence so strongly since I entered these lands that it worries me, makes me think she must be dead. Yet I keep my hopes up. If she was still alive, everything would be so much easier. I could tell her how sorry I have been feeling for ever doubting her, I could learn from her and most importantly, it would assure me that it's possible to survive here on my own. Sometimes, mainly when I forget about Daniel, I feel that I’m opening up to the sounds of the forest again. It's truly amazing how nature is, how it gives birth to so many various forms of life and spirits that possess those forms. Whenever I feel weak, I cling to one of the ancient trees for support. Sometimes I even feel that the tree actually protects me from Daniel’s sly intrusions. I have become aware that the trees are actually the secret guardians of the forest. After all, most of the other living beings come and go, but the trees remain in the same spots for hundreds of years. And while the roots intertwine in a game of splendid webs, moving deeper and deeper underground, the branches keep climbing up, up into the heavens. How amazing trees are! Such graceful beings. Oftentimes I tend to imagine faces in their bark and I even catch myself speaking to them in my mind. The replies come in the form of thoughts, but God only knows whether the thoughts are mine or theirs. These days I can’t tell if my mind is just my own or if other beings may perhaps use me as a bearer of their ideas and wishes.

	The other day I asked one of the oaks how come its leaves have such healing power and then a thought entered my mind:

	“We oaks are very strong and you may share our great gift,

	but remember, the kinder the will, the stronger you may take root within.”

	How grateful I am for these autumn days and the full harvest. I have been given various gifts in this Cursed, or more appropriately, Sacred Land, particularly fruits, but also leaves, dandelions, nuts, acorns and mushrooms. And each time I receive a part of them, I have an even stronger feeling that there is some magical exchange of information happening between us. I’ve been sensing that everything around me is much wiser than I could ever be. I have begun to learn from every leaf, every plant and every stone; basically every living being that I stumble upon.

	This morning I observed ants and their movement, or rather, their own little world. I wonder how they experience life and if it is easier or perhaps more complex than mine. I suppose I shall never feel alone here, if so many beings share these nooks with me. And although I’m still a stranger in the labyrinth of these amazing miniature and huge worlds, I’m also aware that I'm in some way inseparably part of it.

	The days have been sunny so far and I pray to the heavens not to start crying, for then I will be forced to remember the rainy day with Nathaniel. And I will hate myself for missing him. Again. At night I sometimes become afraid. Mainly because of the creaky sounds and the amplified wolf howls descending from the mounts. Wolves, the creatures I fear the most. The beasts that hurt my brother and caused all this misery in the first place. Fortunately, I witnessed only the injury they had done, not the actual attack, but God knows that I'm aware of how cruel they are to their prey. I sincerely hope that they come only once frost and snow has covered these lowlands. By then I may have found the cave to hide in, or will have frozen to death. The darkness of the night also triggers my inner sight and I tend to draw fearful phantoms onto it. Daniel, my father, our local judge and bishop... all the faces I dread to ever meet again.

	When I first entered these woods, I had no fear. I felt only a huge relief. I thought to myself that even being attacked by wolves would be better than to undergo the horrid torture methods that our cruel bishop schemes. Although dark forests tend to be the best hideouts for ousted individuals and ill minds, this one, contrary to its scary myth, may in fact be safe. 

	I used to think that people are to be feared far more than any spirit, but since Daniel’s presence sneaked back into my life, I have come to an understanding that it's far more chilling to be followed by a disembodied creature, because no one can protect me from it, no one but myself. 

	 

	*

	 

	I'm woken by sun rays. They dance across my face and suddenly I experience an inexplicable joy. It's as though I’m looking forward to something, although rationally there is nothing much to look forward to. Then I spot my deer lying next to me, watching me recovering. He is closer than ever and with the sun casting an aura around his beautifully shaped horns, he resembles an expression from a holy painting. I can’t help but smile and marvel over the unearthly beauty that he transmits at this very moment. I extend my hand to touch him, but he rises before I can get close enough and moves a few steps away, waiting for me to join him. He remains untameable, untouchable, as usual.

	I let the sun rays dance over me for a bit longer, for it feels so soothing on my cold skin. The nights are colder these days. That is perhaps why the deer lays so close to me tonight, we have been keeping each other warm. As I blindly stare at the sun, I can see it shining through my closed eyelids, expanding and withdrawing again and again. There is something sacred about the sun, I feel, yet I can’t tell what it is. Then the five, six and eight pointed stars pop up like thunderbolts in my inner vision. They appear and disappear over and over. I have the feeling that there is something sacred about those shapes, and then it feels as if my grandmother is speaking to me, I can recognise her voice in my inner hearing:

	“The stars, the keys to healing, keys to inner knowing, they have the power to lock and unlock the heavens. Surround yourself with it, for your soul needs healing, before the lady in the dark cape intrudes your haven. But be aware that even she and her guide have a purpose in this task, just remember to unlock the heavens when we align in the stars.” 

	The sudden restlessness of my deer disturbs the silent conversation between my grandmother, me, the sun and something in between. He walks around me in circles and summons me to the new journey. Is it because we are near the cave? An elevating notion runs through my mind and grows into a pure childlike excitement. Then fear strikes me, unmerciful as usual, and pulls me back to the ground. I turn around, aghast. Or could it be that there is someone near? Some latent peril nearby? The overwhelming anxiety forces me to rise. 

	As soon as I recover, I set off to follow the deer to thick walls of bushes, mainly blackberries. I'm about to go back, but he is already struggling through the branches and thorns, walking carefully yet persistently. I have no choice but to follow him and so I wrap myself in my cape and go. After a while, struggling, I see that a rock lies ahead of us. My heart skips a beat for a moment. The cave!

	I hurry to free myself from the thorny bushes and finally step out into a small clearing. The sun shines over the grey granite stones and my eyes eagerly search for a door. I notice a small crack on the right side of the rock wall, but it looks more like a fox hole. I hurry to explore it and notice that it is in fact bigger than it had seemed from afar! It’s half my size. Could this really be my grandmother’s cave? I detect that the hole probably used to be larger, for the stones around it are visibly not part of the rock—they were obviously piled up around the entrance for protection. 

	My heart starts beating faster as my eyes focus on the simple door-like shape lying close by. It is indeed an old door made of wooden sticks and hay, but it’s rotten, in a state of decay. If my grandmother was here, would she use such an old door? Cautious about who I might find in there, I peek inside. My eyes are getting used to the darkness and finally I see. I see a stone-like table with various sized furs on top of it, woollen sacks and a big locked wooden box underneath it. There are half-burned candles in the various-sized recesses in the walls, also a large stone that probably functioned as a chair with an animal skin on top. I marvel over the big sacks filled with a variety of dried food, the piles of wood and the stone bed with even more leather pieces, capes, furs and woollen blankets. I freeze when I behold that someone is lying there, covered in one of the capes. I'm short of breath as I whisper:

	“Grandmother?”

	I have a terrifying suspicion as I enter the cave. Carefully, I touch the overcoat that covers the silhouette and feel something hard beneath it. I jump away in a fright and cause the body to move, followed by a rustling sound. A skeleton. I utter an uncontrollable shriek. I start shaking as I notice the familiar dress, apron and a golden pendant on the skeleton’s chest – it reads the same symbol as the one that my grandmother left behind incised on the white quartz stone:

	The six-pointed star. 

	Grief takes hold of my heart as I stare into the empty, dark holes that used to be her eyes. After a moment of gazing into the two voids, I finally calm down. I'm not afraid of the skeleton anymore, the only thing I fear now is that I'm left here without her guidance. She was my only hope, my light at the end of the tunnel.

	I shiver as the grave-like silence and the chill of the cave gets to me. I need to get out and inhale some fresh air otherwise I’m sure I’ll faint. 

	When I step back into the sunlight, I notice that there is no sight of my deer. He has left me, most probably because his task had been completed. There was no reason for him to linger I suppose. And so I'm even more alone now. Lonelier than I have ever been before. As lonely as my grandmother used to be. I look back at the cave and it’s as if I’m looking into my future. Soon it will be my body lying there, new food for wolves, vultures and insects. I suddenly dread going back to the cave and exploring it any further, although I know I will eventually have to.

	I lay myself on the grass and turn away from the bright sun. Despair takes over and I can’t help crying. A river of unexplored emotions runs through me uncontrollably and I allow myself to flow with it.

	 

	*

	 

	I've been laying on the ground for a long time, watching the sky turn pinkish beige and the sun touch the peaks of the mountain range. I know that I have to pull myself together, stop grieving and simply be grateful for finding such a well-established shelter with such a good amount of stored food, goods and property that I would have never been able to find out here on my own.

	Before I make this cave my home, I need to say a proper goodbye to my grandmother.

	I get up woozily and enter the cave again. I walk over to my grandmother’s skeleton and draw a cross over her forehead. Then I ease next to her and allow myself to express the words I have been wishing to tell her, hoping that her spirit hears me out. I finally get to tell her how sorry I have been for ever doubting her. I know I'm aware now that she was someone special. Someone who had a big heart and a very wise soul, someone I wish to be like one day. I tell her about all the memories that I recall so vividly these days. I also let her know how much I wish to learn from her. And for a while I get the disturbing feeling that she is still alive and so I avoid a confrontation with her skeleton, so as not to be struck by the reality of time’s unmerciful passing. 

	I bury her under a pile of mud and leaves by the thick wall of blackberries. I place stones on top of it and also create a simple wooden cross to decorate it with. This time I make the cross double, because the plain one reminds me too much of human suffering. And thus the cross becomes a star, an eight pointed star. 

	I dread praying, because I still don’t understand to whom I should be praying and so I just send my love to her and hold on to a piece of bone that fell when I was moving her skeleton outside. It’s probably part of her little finger and I have decided to keep it. For some unexplainable reason I feel that it will transmit her strength to me and protect me before we reunite in heaven, or whatever realm exists there beyond our comprehension. And as I tuck the piece of bone into my cleavage, I notice for the first time a large symbol carved into the rock above the entrance. One line dividing into three, resembling a figure with arms spread upwards. Then a word enters my mind:

	Algíz.

	 

	*

	 

	The cave truly is a wonderful shelter. I have found a lot of hidden supplies, particularly leftovers of seeds and nuts. Some of it has been eaten up by worms and the ones left are hard and old, so I’m guessing that grandmother passed away a few years back. I wonder why. What happened to her? She was still quite young, she must have been ill or was it her spirit that simply decided to leave? I place the decaying wooden door over the entrance to keep myself warm and protected from predators. Then I light up all the candles in the nooks so that I can properly see the other gifts that were left here for me. I find a beautiful red woollen cape and a few more skirts under the pile of skins and fur on the bed. I also find a stock of extra candles and a wonderful collection of quartz stones. There are a few old wrought iron pots by the bed as well as a pile of wooden sticks and branches. Unfortunately, the box that I have found by the stone table remains a mystery to me, because I can’t seem to find the key.

	Now as I shine a light on all the dim corners, I observe the strange shapes and symbols on the ceiling. They are slightly faded, because most probably they were drawn a long time ago. Most of them are incomprehensible to me. They seem to portray some kind of alphabet, but not the sort that I have seen before. I recognise only a few of the symbols - the six and eight pointed stars, the moon and the sun, and then the same symbol that I spotted above the entrance.

	It must all have some meaning, but there is nobody to ask. Also, there is a small round hole in the back of the cave. I wonder if it leads anywhere, but I suppose that even if it does, I could hardly find out. It's way too small. 

	As soon as I thoroughly clean up and explore every last bit of the cave, exhaustion overwhelms me. I place new blankets over the stone bed and get rid of the ones on which my grandmother passed away. I shall burn them tomorrow. Not that I find them repulsive, it’s just that I don’t want to be reminded of the moments of her death, I’d rather remember the moments when she was still alive. I feel surprisingly safe on the bed. Maybe it's because she slept here for so many years and it soaked up her presence, which cradles me to sleep now, as all my senses leave my body.

	Am I dreaming? I see my grandmother in front of me. She’s smiling and her eyes sparkle.

	“I have been waiting for you here, dear child. I’m so glad that you have found me at last. And now it’s time to find yourself.”

	I rise from the bed, stunned by the image of her. She moves gracefully around the room and looks a bit blurry as though she is fluid, transparent, as though she is a spirit. Then she reaches up above the stone table and takes down a small key. She lifts her left eyebrow and her lips curl into a gentle smile. 

	Then she gets to her knees, lies down on her belly and disappears inside the small round hole in the back of the cave. I gasp for air as I…

	Probably wake up? I’m still not sure what has just happened. I get up and look around, confused. I notice I have left the candles burning. How silly of me! I need to start saving my supplies if I want to survive the whole winter here.

	I walk over to the table and grope around the small crack in the wall. My hand finds a piece of metal. I can’t believe it. It’s really the key! Without really willing it, an excited smile pops up on my face. I hurry to open the box and the excitement fully wakes me. I find different kinds of clothes, skirts, dresses, capes and also shoes, a few wooden bowls and spoons and a wrought iron bowl with strange decor. The decor reminds me of the symbol above the cave’s entrance, but it’s depicted both facing up and down.

	“Algíz.”

	The word enters my mind without my consent.

	Intuitively, I lean towards the dark hole in the back of the cave. I grab one of the candles and shine a light inside. It seems quite deep but I'm curious about it now as my grandmother disappeared in there during my dream. I lie on my belly, just as she did and dive into the tight hole. With some effort I finally manage to get inside. I keep pushing the candle ahead of me and crawling forward. The hole turns out to be a tunnel that meanders along the wall and appears to be endless. The fear of getting stuck in here causes me to hesitate as to whether I should return or not, but my curiosity wins in the end. However, after some time crawling, I start to doubt my mission again. What if the wall begins to crumble and I end up stuck under a pile of stones with no hope of rescue? Or what if there is a wolf or some other predator hidden deeper inside?

	The air starts to feel heavy and I can’t breathe properly. Is it the anxiety choking me or is there really such bad air in here? I start to panic. It’s a long way back if I decide to return. Also, it will take much more effort than moving forward.

	Why the hell did I willingly enter this hole? I’m angry with myself. What if there is nothing ahead of me and I will eventually just get trapped in an even smaller space? The candle will soon die out. In my haste I grabbed the tiniest one. I’m trying to gather up courage again, but then I spot a big black spider in front of me. Never in my life have I seen such a big spider! It’s almost the size of my palm. And it seems that I have frightened it as well, for it is alert. A shiver of disgust runs down my spine. It moves forward and I move back, keeping the candle as a wall between us. Then I accidentally hit my head and struggle to crawl backwards. I forget to move the candle with me, lost in my irrational rush to get out. The way back is awfully difficult, but I finally manage to crawl back to my grandmother’s haven. As soon as I calm down, I start to feel ashamed. How silly of me to give up because of a spider! Well, but then again, that creature might have given me a clear signal that perhaps there is nothing to seek in that infernal tunnel. I decide to let the candle burn out in there and hide the hole with some furs so that it does not tempt me again.

	 

	*

	 

	The crisp morning air caresses my face. Skies turn dim and grey. It will probably rain today. Luckily, I don't care about possible memories of Nathaniel now; it only makes me think of the upcoming winter months. I should start stocking up on food supplies in order to have enough stored in the cave when the snow falls and all life above ground fades away. When the sun reaches its highest point in the sky, trying to fight its way through the clouds, I make a fire and roast some acorns. I also pick a handful of blackberries to gain some power for the day and drink enough fresh water. I have found a small stream close by. It meanders along the rock and most probably springs from the Cursed Mount. The veil of clouds fades away right before the sun sets and thus reveals the heavenly spectacle. Amazed, I watch the sea of stars, astounded by those silent guardians above. The full moon brings tears of joy to my eyes, I don’t know why, but it seems to touch the depth of my heart. Is it perhaps because it proves that light breaks even through the seemingly endless darkness? I wish I had such a light inside of me.

	I touch the piece of my grandmother's bone and concentrate on the melodic hooting of the owls. Owls, my fellow friends of the night that always manage to make me feel better.

	Then I begin to contemplate on the word God again. If God was to be found in the sun or in the moon, I suppose I could make my peace with the word and let it shine through me, for those heavenly balls of light vibrate such comfort and love that I can’t even describe.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 6 – Temple of my Ancestors

	 

	 

	The forest ground rests beneath the clouds of snowflakes as I observe them falling down onto my palms. How amazingly shaped those snowflakes are! They are like little stars falling from heaven, untameable as they melt on the warmth of my skin. I spot a hedgehog family marching through the clearing and for a while I get caught up in the melancholy of my past, my family, the sense of belonging somewhere. My feeling of loneliness wanes as the lovely creatures disappear into the bushes. It’s refreshing being out here in the cold, although my shoes are not ideal for the weather and get soaking wet during each walk. I nibble on the dried blackberries that I keep in the cape's pocket and enjoy the sour sweetness. I have managed to store up full sacks of dried berries along with different kinds of herbs, mainly dandelions, nettle and other edible plants. So far I have managed to survive out here quite easily, sometimes I feel as if my grandmother never really passed away, but stays with me, guiding my every step. Perhaps it is so, for whenever I touch the part of her skeleton I have been wearing in my cleavage, I can feel her presence, it runs through me like a thunderbolt.

	I also keep thinking of Nathaniel these days. I wonder what he has been doing and if he has managed to save his father. I hope he does not hate me, I hope he understands that what I did was an act of pure despair. I know he survived the injury. I returned to the place where I left him and he was gone. Now he is probably back in town, waiting for Christmas. I have lost all sense of time, but the sun is at its lowest these days and so it must be Christmas soon. I wonder what my family thinks of me now that some time has passed. Are they happy I have stayed here and survived? Or has Nathaniel told everyone that I died? If he doesn’t hate me that much, then he probably has. Perhaps he had to blame me for Daniel’s death, just so as not to face the consequences himself. I don't care. I'm already damned in the eyes of the others anyway. Still, I believe that he does not see me that way anymore. Although I have risked his life, I have also saved it. He might assume that it was some kind of a dark magic act that saved him, but I believe that his heart knows the truth.

	My deer hasn’t come back since he left me. I wonder if he reunited with his herd. I hope he did, he deserves to be with his family throughout the winter. As soon as the thought leaves my mind, a howl possesses it, and soon after, even more howls vibrate through the air. I get caught up in the flashing images of a wolf pack speeding down the mountains, driven by hunger, driven by rage. I can’t be killed, not now, seeing as I have finally pulled myself together. I'm not going to be a victim any longer! The survival in me manages to lift my feet off the ground and I speed toward the cave. I pile up stones by the entrance and leave only a few small cracks to allow fresh air inside. I calm down once I sit on the stone bed. It almost feels as if my grandmother’s arms have embraced me through the borders of time. I have got to keep it dark in the cave tonight, though I shall keep a candle by my bed, just in case.

	 

	*

	 

	Someone’s hand takes out one of the piled up stones and peeks inside. I awake and light the candle to see…

	Nathaniel!

	I gasp for air. He is worried, unsure whether or not he is allowed to enter. He comes in peace, I'm certain of it, because his eyes blaze as they meet with mine. I want to let him inside and so I walk over to the stone wall and am about to take another stone away, when I notice that his face has changed. Changed into Daniel’s! I move away, aghast. He is about to get through to me, but as soon as he uncovers the entrance, some invisible force stops him. He attempts to enter, but can’t. He is confused, trying it over and over again with even more force, yet the latent power bounces him off each time. I calm down and realise that I'm smiling without willing to. It's me grinning at him this time. I'm the victor and he is just a desperate human worm unable to dig himself into the ground and protect himself from the wild beasts outside. The devious grin has been exchanged for a weary frown. His lips resemble the moon, turned downwards, watching over us poor sinners. His eyes meet with mine and beg for help.

	He now seems to resemble a little boy again, like the time I saw him dead. He resembles a child who has lost his path and longs to get back to his home town. My heart surprises me, for it suddenly does not feel hatred and disgust for this man, there is just pity and compassion left. I catch myself wishing I could help him, and in fact, I'm aware that if I helped him, I would also help myself. I could free myself from him once and for all and he could go home. Maybe he only seeks forgiveness. His eyes keep begging for help and then…

	I awake and instantly check the entrance. It hasn’t been destroyed, I’m safe. It must have been another of those real dreams of mine. Although, the candle is burning and I'm certain that I had fallen asleep in the dark. How odd. I have stopped being able to tell whether I'm dreaming or awake. My dreams have become reality these days. Howls disturb the owl’s midnight song. They are coming!

	I clumsily press a stone against the candle to snuff it out. My heart starts beating very fast; it reverberates all the way to my throat, my ears, my eyes. The beasts of the night are descending, emaciated, frenzied in their immense need for blood and flesh and bones. My childhood memory vivifies and I can see the horrid vision of the boy being eaten alive. And then, just like thunderbolts, the long gone images of my brother dying overwhelm my mind. The mortal injury, the pain, the piercing cry, the anguish in his face as he locked his eyes with mine. How cruel nature can be, I cry to myself inside. Why does it have to be so cruel? If God created it, then he must be the cruellest creator of all.

	I can hear them getting closer and quickly grab the dagger that I found under the bed a few days ago. I slowly move toward my stone wall of protection and peer through one of the cracks. Nothing. I see nothing but moonlight reflecting in the snow. It makes it seem almost blue. I remain cautious. My eyes travel back and forth, completely recovered from my light sleep. The rustling in the bushes makes me alert. I comprehend now why I have stopped breathing for a while; I wanted to hear it better. Menace is in the air, I can feel it coming. I clench the dagger in my palm, ready to fight if I must. Roars break the tense silence and then two wolves’ crash into the snow right in front of me. I instinctively move away but then I observe that they are fighting each other.

	It looks awful as they roll around, their teeth glistening in the moonlight each time they try to bite. Their bodies dance in a ceaseless motion of twists and turns. They fall and rise back up again and again. I stare at the horrid scene, hoping they won’t accidentally crash into my fragile wall of stones and reveal me in my pure helplessness. 

	Painful cry. The fighting stops. One of the wolves jumps away, leaving the other curled up in the snow. The aggressor seems almost human to me when he turns back to his enemy, or perhaps a long time fellow, with empathy. Then he disappears into the bushes and leaves the other wolf behind. I focus on the crying beast. He is rather small, it seems, it must be a puppy. He groans, struggling to stand up, but he can’t. I start to feel sorry for him and actually wish I could help him somehow, but my gut instinct tells me that it would be foolish. He is my enemy, the monster from my wildest nightmares. His kin is the cause of all my misery.

	And so I retreat deeper into the cave so that he does not catch my scent.

	 

	*

	 

	I have had a restless night. I was trying to sleep, but kept waking with a vision of the wolf cutting his teeth into my flesh. Each time I check on him through the crack in my stone entrance, I just see him lying there, dusted lightly with snow. Nonetheless, he must have been moving toward the cave in the night, since he seems to be closer to me now. 

	As the sunrise reveals traces of frozen blood that distorts the brilliant whiteness of the snow, I calm down a bit, because it makes me realise that he must have suffered a big bite and thus should be dead. However, to be completely sure, I take one of the longest branches that I keep inside the cave and reach it out to poke him. He tosses his head at me and menacingly reveals his sharp teeth. I put the stick down and back off. He calms down again, dozing off into unconsciousness. I hope that he will finally die, for my sake, but also for his, because then he will be relieved of the pain. I move back and rest my back on the cave wall, ready to fall into another light sleep, when a paw knocks down one of the stones.

	The wolf’s mouth gets inside and the fragile wall begins to tumble down, creating a pile of fallen rocks between me and him.

	I freeze in shock as he rests his head on top of the fallen stones. He looks straight at me. His eyes silently beg for help. Suddenly, I see no monster. I see a creature clinging to me like a child would for someone’s care. I'm both terrified and confused as I lay my eyes on that deep bite on his back. Then I remember – if a wolf stares right at you, it can’t be anything other than a threat. I clumsily reach for the dagger, ready to ease his suffering if I must. But then he lets out another painful howl and closes his eyes, drifting off. I can’t bring myself to kill him. An illogical empathy infuses my heart and allows the fear to vanish for a while. I hastily search for oak leaves and some dried clover, ready to take care of his wound. I'm being completely foolish, I'm aware of that, but something far beyond myself takes over me. 

	I unwrap the ribbon from my tangled hair, grasp his mouth between my palms and tie it as tightly as I can. Surprisingly, he does not fight back. He must be unconscious again and he remains so with each subsequent move I make. 

	 

	*

	 

	I can’t tell how long I have been watching the unconscious young wolf, which now has a generous amount of dry moss on top of the thick paste of oak and clover leafs covering his wound. I dip my finger in his blood and draw six-pointed stars on his head along with the moon and the sun. This time the drawing is deliberate, although I'm not really aware of why I’m doing it, or whether or not it helps at all. I notice how cute his puppy face looks and catch myself feeling warm in my heart. Involuntarily, I send a stream of love to him. I must be going mad. How silly of me that I keep feeling sorry for my enemies. I must have lost my survival instinct.

	This young beast will surely not be grateful to me when he awakes. He will most probably just feast on me. And what will happen if his pack returns? How would I escape them now if he blocked the entrance to my only safety zone? Well, there is one more place to hide in...

	I turn my head toward the hole that I have been dreading to explore – the secret tunnel which hides another monster in the dark.

	 

	*

	 

	I awake alert. It surprises me how quickly I have gotten used to the fear and the wolf’s companionship. I come back to my senses rather quickly, but then – his eyes open and lock with mine. He looks surprisingly cautious now and clearly confused. It’s time to enter the dark tunnel, I decide, and still facing him, I slowly move toward the hole. I'm about to get a candle, but then his paw stretches and starts groping around, exploring the nearest vicinity. That makes me panic.

	I quickly dive into the hole and face the darkness. As I'm crawling, I lower my head, dreading to meet the big black spider. I hope it will just run over me and take no interest in travelling with me in my hair or, God forbid, underneath my clothes. I try to focus on something that could elevate my spirit. Grandmother. The dream I had. She was brave, she entered this tunnel. But God knows what she found here. Just a dull void? Death? 

	I desperately cling to some brighter thought, though it seems like there are none left. And so I start humming a song that I like; the chirpy rhythm which used to make me want to dance and jump. Even now it manages to make my limbs move faster. But soon it gets harder to move forward and I notice that I have actually been climbing up. 

	The stones beneath me become more slippery with each and every movement and I struggle to keep crawling. After a while I spot a light ahead of me.

	I try hard to not slide back down, until I finally manage to crawl all the way to the end of the tunnel. I fall out, followed by crumbling pieces of granite rocks and mud. I bruise my knees and hands, but fortunately face safe ground. As soon as I catch my breath I lose it again over the splendour! I have reached another level of the cave.

	It’s a round-like chamber with a stone well in the middle. There is a small entrance as well, but I don't bother to check where it leads yet, because I behold the painted walls around and above me. With the help of the dim light coming from outside I detect the symbols and letters of the ancient alphabet, similar to the ones I have found in the cave below. My head starts spinning as I quietly marvel over the beauty. 

	I also observe that there are many unlit candles on the ground and variously shaped and coloured stones. Most of them are stones that I have never seen before and among them are pieces of bones and teeth. I pick a few of the teeth up and find out that some of them are carved with symbols identical to the ones above. I must have found a secret temple belonging to my ancestors! As I ponder it, I hear my grandmother’s voice in my mind, saying: 

	“As above, so below

	Learn the alphabet and behold

	As you think, so you act

	As you dream, so you live.”

	I find two pieces of quartz stone next to the tallest candle and light it. I warm my hands over the flame and wrap myself in my grandmother’s old woollen cape then move to the entrance and peek outside. Murky skies look back at me, frowning mysteriously. I must be somewhere in the middle of the rock, because I can see the wall of blackberries which separates the cave from the forest beyond.

	I spot the blood traces of the wolf puppy in the snow and bend forward slightly to check on the entrance to the level below. The wolf is still there, resting his head on the pile of stones. Poor thing. He seems so small from up here. I suppose it would be wisest if I wait for him to leave and only then climb back down. I can go without food for a few days and there is enough snow outside to ease my thirst. And so I return to my newly found haven and seek comfort in the heritage of my ancestors.

	 

	*

	 

	I have been sitting on the ground, huddled up against the stone wall, exploring the various symbols and the mysterious alphabet above. There is something sacred about it, I feel.

	I wonder if it contains a message. The dimming skies turn even darker. I shall see no stars tonight, only the dreadful dark veil that covers up the heavens and what they keep. I grow tired and so I decide to give my mind a rest from trying to decipher the symbols and allow myself to fall asleep.

	I dream that I stand below cloudy skies. I'm aware of being split into two women – me and one that looks like me, although her hair is not light brown, but raven black, and her eyes are not brown but bright green. We both look up and in the clouds we behold… 

	The giant faces of women who, as I understand, are a long time dead. They spread over the heavens and the letters of the secret alphabet cover their faces and their features eventually fade in a confusing web of shapes. They all begin to whisper, trying to penetrate my mind and deliver a message. One voice becomes clearer over the others and reaches my conscious mind – I see my grandmother’s face, coming to me through the heavy clouds, saying:

	“If you're still asleep, awake!

	If you're fully awake, be aware

	Not to fall asleep again.

	For we have a mission, we have joined to help

	Not only those who are, but those who were.

	If they can’t find the heavenly portal, open it for them.

	Follow your mission and shine a light into the darkness

	And draw the secret alphabet on their foreheads.”

	The giant female faces fall quiet and the atmosphere grows tense. We are all waiting for something, something that I don't understand. The woman who looks like me approaches me and says:

	“I am you and you are me.

	Can you see?

	Can you finally see me?”

	I get afraid and push her away with my hand so that she can’t come any closer, and then I awake. The skies have cleared up and I see the full moon in all its glory. I enthuse over the unique moment in time. It feels as though I was meant to come here at this time of the year, when the moon meets the shape of the entrance and shines down on me, through me, within me. I tilt my head up, yearning to understand the symbols. My eyes linger on the largest symbol painted in the middle of the ceiling.
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And it dawns on me then – this is the key to all the other letters in the secret alphabet! And as I come to that realisation, I recall precisely what the female faces in the skies were whispering:

	“Menaz

	The free will of choices, choices in our own hands.

	The free will of man equals the power of man.

	Uruz

	The healer of the dead and the living

	Heals one’s way of feeling and thinking.

	Fehu

	The guardian of wealth, harvest and property

	The one that you need to thrive properly.

	Ansuz

	The gifts of Mother Nature, the soil, the ground.

	The gifts that we need to comprehend within our hearts.

	Gebo

	Stand with your feet on the ground, hands to the skies.

	Let the powers of earth and heavens merge at last.

	Wend

	The inner joy, the child within your heart.

	The endlessly curious one, the true seeker of light.

	Isa

	I am you and you are me.

	The endless circle of I’s in the cycle of life. 

	I'm on your side when you're on mine.

	Perthro

	Be strong in your life and in the changes it shows

	For they might be necessary for your own growth

	Remember the perpetual chain of our hands

	For we can pull you up if you pull us up as well.

	Hagalaz

	Dance in the wheel of life, you have nothing to fear

	Because all ill passes in the rhythm of the spin.

	Sowilo

	Sun, our father and mother, the guard and the guide

	Without them we would not know how to shine. 

	Tyr

	Behold the warrior within.

	And know that if you're in need

	We will help you find the key.

	Here we come, can you hear?

	Hear us marching through the fields.

	You have the power and so do we

	But sometimes it is hard to see

	When we are blinded by fear.

	Raidho

	There are various roads, but only a few are worth the fight.

	Focus on the right ones and you will find truth in your heart.

	May it lead you astray, hold your ground

	And then eventually you will be found.

	Kenaz

	Embrace the power that shines so bright

	The princess within you and her fellow knight.

	We may all shine through the dark night.

	Torches we are and for torches we fight.

	Jera

	Creative powers that twist and turn in the motion of ceaseless wheels.

	Create and be created, be created to create, for creation equals true peace.

	Eihwaz

	Thunder that awakes you even from the deepest sleep.

	Awake and behold that we are still here!

	Naudhiz

	Balance your life, balance yourself,

	There are two sides of oneness in men.

	Honour your wife and honour your man.

	Become one with one another and with yourselves.

	For to marry each other means to marry yourself.

	Thurisaz 

	Listen child, listen very carefully.

	See within, hear within and think within.

	Break all curses with Thurisaz inscribed within.

	Othala

	Ease the shackles, for they are just in your mind.

	Unfetter yourself, experience the eternity of time.

	Dagaz

	A new sun rises after each night.

	Peer outside of your inner cave

	Look into the bright new day.

	The more stones you pile up, the less sun comes your way.

	Dream your dreams, but also remember how to wake.

	Ingwaz

	Please wake up, dear sister, wake up to see

	That we are all mirrors of each other’s dreams.

	Behold the truth when you tend to hate or judge.

	Do not fear darkness, for even there you may find light.

	We were all born to be the mirrors of the stars, the moons and the suns.

	Children of the heavens and the earth, the sacred day and the sacred night.

	ALGÍZ

	Embrace Algíz within to reunite our lost souls

	Make them open that hole in their ceilings

	For all that they think they know is deceiving

	There is no going down without going up

	And even at the lowest bottom of your soul

	You may eventually find a rope.

	 

	*

	 

	I stayed in the higher level of the cave for a few days, but as soon as the wolf got better and walked away, I climbed back down. I was glad that he survived, what scared me though was the possibility that he might be back, perhaps even with the whole pack. And so I decided to take some food supplies and other necessities and move to the safe temple above.

	I can’t tell how long I have been hiding up here. It feels like time has ceased to exist. I fall into strange deliriums from time to time and have had so many realistic dreams. Sometimes I can’t tell whether I'm sleeping or daydreaming. I live completely within myself, within my mind. If I died, I would probably not even notice, for it often feels as if the real me already hovers above the ground, while my body rests below.

	I've dreamed of the ancient Germanic tribes who approached these lands, deciding on places that they shall call home. They settled by the river streams, lakes and ponds. Water was probably an important element to them, because I've seen them praying to it. But they also prayed to various gods and goddesses whose names were strangely familiar to me.

	These human-like divinities often manifest in my dreams or visions that feel so real. They possess such wisdom and kindness. Sometimes I feel as though they are my parents, spiritual parents who would never let me down, never banish me or renounce their love. The goddesses have variously shaped moons imprinted on their foreheads and the gods have suns. They move in the motion of colourful lights that never disclose their true features. But each time these gods and goddesses leave, the mysterious, and most probably never to be answered question sneaks back to me:

	“But where is THE God?”

	The other dream I had featured a group of women in this cave. They were all dressed in long capes, their shoes, hair and wrists were decorated with almost transparent shiny strings, adorned with colourful bead-like stones. It resembled spider webs with trapped flies on top. Painted symbols, mainly the moon, the sun and the stars, decorated their foreheads and arms. They prayed together, holding hands, and then they danced around the well. For a while it felt like I was dancing with them. We were chanting the sacred syllables again and again, absorbing the light of the moon that fed us, comforted us, and most probably also enlightened us, for I have never felt such pure joy in my life.

	We also danced in the daylight, absorbing the warmth and comfort of the sun that shone onto and into us, soothing our bones, our blood, our spirits and souls. In the cheery motions I then recognised the woman from the first dream I dreamt here, the one who looks like me, but has sparkling green eyes and raven black hair. Her beauty dazzled me but scared me at the same time. For some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to move closer to her, although she was reaching out her hand to me.

	“Don’t be afraid. I’m back. Receive yourself. Let us not part again.”

	I refused her hand and so she dropped it down eventually. Then I heard her say:

	“Don’t let the sleeping minds fool your senses.

	For they will keep standing in the way

	Not perceiving that the sky is just a veil.

	Sunshine reflects in the Moon

	Just like the divine light reflects inside of you.

	We all have the power to shine and spark through the dark.

	Remember it; store these words in your body, soul and heart,

	Because just like the moon; we are the reflection of the sun.”

	Her words were confusing to me. I have always thought the moon has a light of its own and honestly, I don't understand how the sun could reflect off it. Perhaps it’s similar to the question of God. It simply can’t be understood, although in some way the answer has already reached my mind. The last vision that the sacred temple granted me was a sad one.

	I saw brave ancient warriors in battle on the grounds that later became the marshes by the forest I have been hiding in.

	Their enemies descended from the Cursed Mount and on top of the menacing peak I detected a figure in a long black gown, gazing down at the scene. Then a shrill voice spread over the horrid scene:

	“Damn you, damn all of you, men!

	You cause nothing but hell!

	May you dwell here even after you die!

	May you abandon your wives!

	May you be my slaves again!

	When our kin rises from the grave!”

	The battle continued nevertheless, but then the raven-haired woman emerged from the forest. She pointed her palms towards the figure on the formidable Cursed Mount, as if she was trying to stop her somehow. But soon after she was crushed to the ground by the impact of an invisible force and remained still, with no more power to fight. The dream made me cry, it seemed to have reached the bottom of my heart and it made me think that, in fact, I was travelling in the ceaseless web of time.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 7 – Invitation 

	 

	 

	I have slowly been recovering from the long deep winter sleep and feel the need to get back on my feet and walk the earth again. The snow has melted and washed away the blood of the young wolf. I don’t think he will be back any time soon. I know the pack dwells in the mountains during the springs and summers and he must have joined them, unless he has become an outcast, like me. As I squat by the stream to finally enjoy a sip of fresh water, instead of melted ice and snow, I see a thick cloud of smoke coming from the Cursed Mount. Whoever lives up there must have moved in quite recently, or I simply failed to notice that I have company. Who could seek a home on top of that God forsaken mount? I'm not eager to find out. Although I have found shelter in these so-called Cursed Lands, I have always feared that peak.

	 I let the water flow into my wrought iron bowl and observe how the sun’s rays dance over the surface. They seem to make the incised symbols move. I take a generous gulp and indulge in the freshness. The water tastes almost sweet, as if it already contained the scent of the upcoming spring. Then I behold the raven-haired woman, whom I have started to call Algíz, beside me. She’s not a phantom to me anymore, she actually seems strangely real. I’ve gotten used to her presence, because since my inner mind aligned with my cautious one, she comes to me from time to time. However, I tend to dislike her company, for she usually just stares at me. I can’t comprehend why she manifests when the rest of my ancestors, including my grandmother, have been covered up by a cloud of mystery since the time of dreams and visions ended for me. I’ve decided not to question my sanity. I don’t mind whether I'm going mad from the loneliness or not. I think I agree with what Algíz said - that I have just woken up from a very long sleep and I might finally start to see, properly.

	I drink some more stream water and Algíz meanwhile points at the two birches opposite us. I notice that they are intertwined into one of the symbolic shapes, or rather, one of the secret alphabet letters. 

	Ingwaz.

	It makes me think of a void and I feel the thrill of fear when I contemplate it. What if I'm about to face a void, or have I already passed through it?

	When I take a closer look at the tree, I detect that there are many letters of the secret alphabet already inherent in the bark and in the branches. It's truly amazing how nature repeats the same patterns over and over again. Circles and crosses, crosses and circles, and the perpetual variety of this utmost simplicity. I lie on the grass, although it’s soaking wet, as I simply crave a connection to the ground these days. I let the sun fill me with light and comfort, and the thought of God again takes a hold of my mind.

	I turn to Algíz, who is still by my side, and hope that perhaps she has something to say at last, but she just moves her finger to her lips and I notice how the two shapes merge into one - a cross. Then she blinks at me and disappears.

	I turn back to the sun and close my eyes, wondering if I will see something through the veil of my eyelids. Nothing but the single point of light, the centre that expands and withdraws as though it is breathing. Slightly disappointed, I turn to face the forest, when an idea crosses my mind. Perhaps the sun resembles God. One can never look directly into the glory for too long, and he might blind himself if he tried. Maybe one can only see God with an inner sight, or maybe it's all right if I don’t know who or what God is. After all, there are so many wonders to explore.

	 

	*

	 

	I went mushroom picking today and found a generous amount of bolets and shaggy parasols. Then, as I idly wondered about, I sensed Daniel’s presence again. His sneaky steps approached from behind, I turned and saw him standing there, his hungry eyes popping out of his invisible greyish face. He looked like a spider lurking in the dark, but I resisted becoming a fly trapped in his slimy poison. And so I snarled at him:

	“Go! Get the hell out of here! This is my home, you hear?”

	I have learned that such a persistent anger aimed towards him is the only thing that keeps him away, because he seems to be attracted to my fear. This time he turned to me before vanishing, as if he was saying goodbye. I got the feeling he wouldn’t come back, at least not for a while. I think I stopped feeding my hate and I might have even forgiven him in some way. Now, as I have made a fire and am about to pierce the first shaggy parasol with a branch, a small ball of light pops out, as if escaping the stinging impact. I try to focus on the odd vision more precisely and notice that it actually resembles a small creature, a fragile one with a hat similar to the top of the mushroom. Soon I behold there are more of them around and they assemble by the blackberry bushes. Could it be that they are mushroom gnomes? Before the thought leaves my mind, one of them looks at me, as if he has read my mind. His face is wrinkly and cute, but he says nothing and then follows the group that has disappeared into the bushes. How strange, I would never have thought that such beings could exist beyond the fairy tale realms. I suppose that more surprises like these are awaiting me.

	I start to roast the mushrooms and keep my mind open to their possible presages. After all, they were quite precise last time. Each bite is precious to me and as I'm chewing, I become aware of how much power I'm receiving. And then I hear them speak: 

	“We live in the mushrooms, we live in the trees

	We live in the moss and beneath the seas.

	You're welcome to see us for we may be of use

	When the horses gallop and send warning to the roots

	And the unliving/undead warriors march to the woods.

	Be aware for she is near

	And plays with the power we all fear.”

	“Who is?!”

	They say nothing more. I wonder who they mean. Instinctively, I peer toward the Cursed Mount and see a minuscule figure standing at its peak.

	 

	*

	 

	I'm resting on the stone bed underneath two woollen blankets, yet my teeth are chattering. The nights are still chilly, although the days already resemble the new birth of life. I think tomorrow I will be ready to take a longer walk and explore the more remote areas of this forest. I have been hiding here behind the wall of blackberries all winter long, it has been far too long. With the thought of tomorrow’s journey, I doze off...

	This time I'm aware that I'm dreaming, even though the dream seems terribly real. I'm tied to a tree, like I used to be when my captors needed to get rid of me. I can feel Daniel’s hands all over my body, although he is not there. I fight the invisible power in despair, trying to chase away those freezing cold hands. I feel sick to my stomach as he reaches my thigh and then; Nathaniel manifests in front of me and it is him now touching me. His hand is warm and I feel no shame or repulsion, I yearn for him as he does for me. He leans closer and presses his lips on mine, while his hand starts moving higher and higher up my thigh until I…

	Awake, enthused by the sudden thrill. It takes me some time to digest the strange dream. Never in my life have I experienced such excitement, particularly in my lower belly. It still tickles with the explosion of warmth. I touch it and feel the elevating yet unpleasant pressure, as though something is being repressed in there, but I don’t know what it is or how to free it.

	But one thing I know for sure. If Nathaniel came through that entrance hole right now, I would yield, completely.

	 

	*

	 

	Walking through the forest, I admire the chirpy bird songs that fill the air, and inhale the fresh sweetness that evaporates from the fertile grounds. As I silently admire the beauty of creation coming back to life, I get the feeling that I'm not alone. It's not an animal presence I sense, it’s human. During the few months of solitude my mind has become clearer and my senses have intensified. I also catch the scent of fire and follow it. Soon, I spot a small clearing ahead of me and a well-established fire pit. Nathaniel?!

	I'm surprised how thrilled I get when the vision comes to me. I approach the fire, and to my disappointment, I spot a female figure. I only see her back, since she is covered in a dark cape. She warms her hands over the flames and then freezes. She has sensed my presence too, I can tell.

	I hide behind one of the thick ash trees and watch her. She looks my way and her lips curl into a faint smile. It seems as though she silently summons me to accompany her. I discard my doubts and pass the trees.

	“Hello stranger.”

	She greets me, not at all surprised. As I approach, I observe that her eyes are coal black, her hair rather short and greyish blond. She has sharp features and I’m guessing she could be around forty years old. Her clothes are shabby and have ostensibly been altered too many times. She’s also wearing a belt with three daggers hanging from it. That makes me suspicious.

	“Who are you?” I ask her, not trying to cover up my distrust.

	“Someone like you, I suppose.”

	She squats and clears the nearest vicinity for me so that I can join her.

	“Have a seat if you like.”

	I do move closer, but retain the already established distance between us. 

	“I know how you feel. I used to be as distrustful. But then I met more women like myself and realised that we, the outcasts, the so-called witches or the devil brides, are like sisters joined in the same common misapprehension. That is why we should stick together.”

	She locks her blazing eyes with mine and I notice how intense they are, almost mad. My first impression of this woman is not very good. I remain alert; however, I also let her say what she must.

	“There are twelve of us. The youngest one has just turned fifteen and the oldest has reached eighty five. We live up there on the Cursed Mount. It’s getting better, we have gotten used to the solitude. Each of us had something to contribute, so we’ve managed to gather up lots of goods and food. We have made the cave up there liveable.

	We have all suffered, but decided to forget and start a new life. Life, where we are our own masters and where men can’t hold us down, tame us to be their slaves. Some of us know how to fight, some know how to heal and others are good at survival techniques. We all contribute to our society somehow and so far have managed to establish a peaceful settlement.

	We have also been trying to heal our hearts from the grief and strife that we have experienced. We have simply learned to survive with what nature grants us, but most importantly, we have learned to be ourselves on that mount.”

	Their way of living soothes my torn soul. She has proven to me that things can improve if one tries. Perhaps these women are to be trusted; after all, their destiny is similar to mine.

	“Aren’t you afraid of what the legends say though?”

	“What do they say?”

	“That nobody could ever really live up there, that it’s inhospitable.”

	“Oh. Well, it is hospitable.  I can tell you that there is nothing frightening about that place either. Not even wolves seek shelter up there, they dwell in the more remote, higher peaks.”

	She pauses for a while and peers at me.

	“You can come for a visit if you like?”

	Although I'm tempted, my distrust perseveres. Something tells me that it would not be wise to join them. I spot her smiling again.

	“I’m Edana. What’s your name?”

	I decide not to answer and to remain dubious.

	“You must have spent many days alone out here... it must be hard for you, never talking to anyone? But I believe you will warm up eventually. We are all very keen to get to know you. If you decide to visit us, you will receive a truly warm welcome.”

	That makes me alert.

	“You all? But how would the others know that I live here? I haven’t stumbled upon any of you before.”

	She answers with another inquisitive question.

	“Where do you live?”

	I can’t bring myself to tell her and so I use her technique instead.

	“Why do you care?”

	She smiles again.

	“I know, we hardly know each other, but still, I hope that we will be friends. We have managed in our group of twelve, but we could use a thirteenth companion.”

	“Thank you, but I prefer solitude.”

	I can tell that she is not very pleased with my reaction.

	“If you ever feel like you could use some company, you're very welcome to visit our camp.”

	“Why do you trust me? You don’t know me.”

	She is obviously amused by my reaction, for she lets out a hoarse laugh.

	“Oh Talitha, I know more about you than you think!”

	Then I spot the big mole on her neck.

	 

	*

	 

	Since meeting Edana, I have been curious about the Cursed Mount. From the second level of my cave I have a better view of the peak and often catch myself trying to find the best way to get up there. But whenever I think of actually going, I postpone it and so I wait, and wait, in my solitude, occasionally visited by Algíz, who tends to join me when I watch the starry sky, the patterns and symbols under the secret disguise. She usually keeps quiet and speaks only when necessary and only when asked. I have also decided to repaint the symbols in the cave. Algíz advised me to use a mixture of my menstrual blood and water, and led my hand while chanting the names of each shape. She told me that when the time comes and I finally accept her, I will know all of the chants by heart.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 8 – Cursed Mount

	 

	 

	The sun has veiled the forest in a blissful heat wave. Each day something new is being born, revealing its greatest potential. I marvel over the beauty as I amble through the forest. Eventually, I take my worn-out shoes off and walk barefoot over the lush green moss and enjoy the grandeur of the blooming trees. The bumblebees’ buzz has interrupted the singing of the birds, and I behold the spring flowers, white and blue. They cling to one another, leading their quiet dialogues as they rise to bathe in the sun rays.

	I pass my favourite ash tree grove and feel the immense thrill of the magnificent old beings. When I listen cautiously, it sounds like they are sighing in the sweet rapture of delight. I lay myself over their massive roots and inhale the elevating smell of the white florets. Even when I close my eyes, I see the intense green they radiate. I acquire more and more knowledge from these lands. They make me comprehend that everything, everything around me, is alive and spirited. There are so many intricate worlds and these latent realms become more apparent during this time of the year. I desire to find the connection to these lands, to truly become one with this splendid web of life.

	I walk all the way to the river which separates this side of the forest from the one further on the east. Although the water is still quite cool, I decide to take a swim. My body needs to cleanse off all the piled up dirt and sweat. I let go of all my clothes and jump into the cold water. I move swiftly to warm up and remember to breathe properly so that I don’t get caught up in the shock of the chill. After a moment of peaceful swimming, the previously calm stream starts flowing more rapidly. I panic when I realise that my cave is south and the stream moves me toward the north and so I frantically crash through the waves and reach the shore.

	At that moment I behold Algíz floating above the river, laughing at me. I read her mind and understand what she implies. I dive into the water again and let the stream take me. Eventually I calm down and swim along with it. Soon, I detect that I can reach the bottom with my feet and so I stand and let the waves crash into me as they unmercifully struggle forward. I watch the sun with my eyes closed and absorb its heat. I can hear the river singing. It sings in its own language, incomprehensible and distant to my ears, yet the core of the melody seems somehow familiar.

	When I open my eyes, I notice the sparks of light on the water surface, the endless variety of little stars. They remain on the spot despite the stream that tries to carry them onward.

	Then, to my surprise, various faces emerge from the depths of the water. It reminds me of the faces in the clouds that I have seen in my dream, when I was introduced to Algíz for the first time. I ask the faces, in my mind; why are they are here and who they are.

	“If one loves a place so much and wishes to stay behind

	He might decide to protect it, even in the afterlife.

	But the faces from your dream?

	Soon you will see.”

	When I reach the shore, a trodden steep path comes into the view. I look at the daunting mount above me and realise that I'm right below the Cursed Mount. Its presence is magnetic. The forested labyrinth woos me into its untamed kingdom and my head spins when I try to focus on the top. I become aware that the Mount has its own strong persona and the ancient spirit that possesses it, whispers to me in a deep mysterious tone:

	“Talitha....Talitha...

	Do not be afraid

	I’m showing you the way

	Do not hesitate

	Your life will never be the same again.”

	I'm pulled in, but my fear keeps my feet stuck to the ground.

	“Talitha....Talitha....

	I have been waiting for you...”

	I shake off the overpowering voice in my head and run off to the place where I left my clothes. I don't dare to look back at that God-forsaken mount, I decide that I shall keep my distance and never let it tempt me again. My pace slows as I struggle to make my way back home. Life and all its magnificence does not tend to amaze me now. The child-like excitement seems to have vanished with the bleak mood that has taken over me since I stumbled upon the path to the Cursed Mount.

	I linger before I enter my haven, the familiar surroundings of the cave. I know that it is safe there, but I also wish I could explore the enigma of these lands some more. I catch myself wishing that I could undergo a real adventure. The vital power of new beginnings that has begun with the first scent of spring now awakes in me as well. Perhaps it's time to let go of the fear which imprisons me in my temple of solitude. The women up there can’t be dangerous. They must be nice if they have managed to establish such a harmonic unity. I pull myself together and decide to go to the mount.

	 

	*

	 

	The way to the top is rocky and the forest here is dim and quiet. The melodies of life’s diversity vanished as soon as I passed the old ruins, which most probably used to be part of the ancient village. Algíz is not by my side and neither is the voice of this mount that lured me to come here. Maybe I shouldn’t have decided on this, God knows what awaits me on the peak. I keep my pace slow, dubious, and confused by my scattered mind, when the sound of fast running shatters the tense quiet. I can’t tell whether it was an animal or a person. I linger before I set off again. Then, in a dazing hurry, someone dashes out of the bushes next to me and falls to the ground. A young girl. She could be fourteen or fifteen years-old, slender, tall, dark haired. She gets up instantly and sets off without noticing me. I remain standing on the spot, still in shock, when another woman darts out and crashes into me. I stagger and finally fall. She looks worried and as soon as she catches her breath, she says: 

	“I’m sorry.”

	The young girl starts giggling. They seem to have been just playing, chasing each other I suppose. The woman next to me could be around thirty years old, much thinner than the girl, almost too thin I think. She has a small pointed nose, her eyes are grey and her reddish hair tied up in a roguish knot. Her head bends towards me on her emaciated neck as she helps me stand up.

	“Talitha?”

	I’m even more baffled.

	“Yes? Hello.”

	All of a sudden she hugs me, as though we were old friends. I freeze, still as a rock, taken aback by her warm-heartedness.

	“We were hoping you’d come! My name is Otama and this is Rita.”

	The young girl catches up with us. 

	“Is this the sorceress?”

	Even more bemused now, I turn to the older woman with an unspoken question in my eyes. She puts up an affable smile.

	“Let’s take Talitha to our camp, Rita.”

	Rita grabs my hand and starts pulling me forward. I finally recover a bit and manage to shake off the awkward bashfulness. It's easy to get used to the two, for their company is naturally friendly. I come to the conclusion that these women are not to be feared and allow myself to speak.

	“What were you doing before?”

	“Just fooling around, Rita tends to provoke me a lot these days.”

	Rita pokes me in a friendly way.

	“You came at the right time, Talitha. Edana has finally found the magical mushrooms that I long to try since I have learned about their miraculous power. We have prepared a feast for tonight!”

	I like that they are also interested in mushrooms. These women and I have more in common than I thought.

	After a long difficult hike we finally reach the small camp that the twelve women built by the ancient cave. The dominant fire ring is surrounded by four tall pillars made of tree trunks that have been inscribed with symbols, similar to those in my cave, only the ones that are supposed to be facing up are facing down. There are many carved wood blocks as well, and other wood and rock-like seats around the fire, and variously sized wrought iron pots, bowls and spoons, and piles of branches and bark. The cave is different to mine, the stone is darker and the entrance stretches up, pointing sharply to the symbol carved above. The shape is authentic to the one above my cave, but it's facing down.

	Otama guides me, explaining in a quiet, secretive tone:

	“Edana told us that her ancestors used to inhabit this cave. It’s sacred to her way beyond measure. She said she has found guidance since she entered these walls.”

	Rita summons us to the cave and so we follow her, although if it was up to me, I wouldn't dare, for I have a hunch that something dreadful awaits me there.

	I behold a group of ten women seated around a big stone table. They are withdrawn, silently holding hands. Edana is the only one standing and the natural respect she radiates, and her concentrated stone-like face, makes me wonder whether she in fact conducts this strange contemplation, prayer or perhaps some kind of a ritual.

	There are twelve simple stone-like beds along the walls, similar to the one in my cave, only they are covered with a generous layer of hay acting as blankets. The cave truly has a very strange atmosphere; it is dark, chilly and seems barren in some way, although many people live here.

	Far back in the dim nooks, in the recess of the humid wall, I behold an altar-like shape. It’s empty, yet I feel that a latent presence dwells there. It has a magnetic pull and for a while it feels as if it is tempting me to come over. I would not give in to the lure though, because I sense that something repulsive and ill possesses it. I get scared. The void. It is near, I feel. Edana abruptly breaks the silence.

	“Talitha! What a nice surprise!”

	All the women instantly recover and scrutinise me. I become too self-aware and thus also anxious. I don’t like this cave and I don’t like these gaping faces. There is something perturbing about all this. I start to feel weak in my knees. My hands harden. Discomfort spreads all over my body. I must go outside otherwise I'm certain I will faint. And so I dash out, inhale the fresh air. As I exhale, I start to shake. I sit on the grass and cling to a nearby birch for support. It welcomes me in its comforting arms, calm, majestic and strong. My limbs feel heavy and I start to shake even more now. It’s uncontrollable, way beyond my power. Although I can’t perceive why, every part of me seems to have utterly disagreed with that cave and what lingers inside. I gaze at my hands, it feels as if they aren’t part of me anymore, they feel hard like stones. And as I keep my eyes focused on my skin, I start to comprehend the convoluted shapes it shows.

	I detect the secret alphabet letters among the web of crossing lines and curves. The symbols seem to be inherent in every part of it. For some inexplicable reason, this realisation actually calms me down, and as I focus on those token marks on my body, my hands ease and become part of me again. Only now I notice that the women have assembled at my side and hover over me like birds that search through the ground. My distrust perseveres even after some of the faces smile at me. Edana touches my forehead with an amiable concern.

	“Are you all right, Talitha?”

	I dread telling them the truth, for it might offend them, and so I remain quiet.

	“You must be overwhelmed. You’ve become too used to being alone and suddenly there are so many people around you. Do not worry, just take your time and get used to us. Whenever you feel ready and comfortable, you may come and join us.”

	Edana squeezes my hand encouragingly and summons the women to their duties. Rita lingers, but finally leaves as well. I remain sitting on the ground and as I continue breathing deeply, I finally find myself adapting to the new environment. I wonder why such an uncomfortable weakness has overpowered me. Was Edana right? Am I really in shock because of the human company? I move closer to the birch trunk and settle down, seating myself in the safe, comfortable space. Then I start to observe the bustle around me. Some of the women are preparing the fire, others food. Edana and Otama meanwhile discuss something, and Rita has been talking to a woman that I haven't noticed before – she is the oldest of the group, she could be around eighty to ninety years-old and she wears a dark rag over her eyes. I suppose that she is blind.

	I take an interest in a young woman who keeps to herself, like me. She is sullen, lost in her own world. Her eyes are wide open and she rocks herself back and forth, as if lulling herself to sleep. I can’t tell whether she is mad or in some sort of a trance, but she makes me both curious and nervous. I tilt my head up to the various tree crowns above me. Some of the branches have been decorated with ribbons. A festive night. I wonder why and what they are about to celebrate. Could it be just the fact that they are going to eat the magical mushrooms?

	The blind woman looks in my direction and smiles. Could she also be using her inner sight, like I do sometimes? Her innocent, genuine face lures me over to talk to her and I obey. She senses me approaching and frees a space for me on the carved trunk that she has been sitting on. I notice the symbols – moons facing down, five pointed stars facing down, and again the token that protects my cave, facing down.

	“Are you feeling better, child?”

	“Yes, thank you.”

	“Are you going to dine with us?”

	“I think so. I'm wondering about the effect of the mushrooms.”

	“Oh yes, the mushrooms!”

	She laughs.

	“Have you ever had them? ”

	She touches the basket by her feet and I notice that it’s full with red and white mushrooms. She grazes at the tops lovingly as though they were her pets. Are all these women insane? These mushrooms are poisonous! Are they planning to commit a group suicide tonight? 

	“You're planning to eat THESE?”

	“No, just have a small bite. For desert.”

	She laughs again and her deep rough laughter soon becomes a cough. I comprehend that she suffers some disease. 

	“These red beauties are great medicine. For the mind. If used wisely. They give you lucid dreams and visions into the future.”

	She starts coughing again and the cough becomes severely dry. I pat her back instinctively, without the intention. The blind lady wheezes, exhausted, and most likely also in pain.

	“Oh thank you, child, thank you, but this won’t help.”

	She gratefully squeezes my hand.

	“You're still not used to this, are you? Don’t worry, you will learn to embrace the gifts you were born with, eventually.”

	Before I even manage to ask, she answers.

	“I was born with a gift too. I see into the future. At least the imminent future, the future that one has already decided on. And I envisioned that you would come here and illuminate this Mount. Like the sun. You had to go through a long sleep before you woke. And now you can see - no, almost see. There is something or someone you fear, but before you accept her, you won’t become what you're meant to be.”

	She caresses my face.

	“And the one that we need...”

	I remain speechless, too taken aback by what she has just told me.

	“...a sorceress.”

	“No. You must be mistaken. I'm no sorceress.” 

	She just laughs again and pats my hand.

	“We will see about that.”

	Her last word wanes into a cough. I intend to pat her back again, but she stops my hand persistently.

	“No child, I have tried everything. Otama has a healing gift as well. Nothing has helped so far. And it is because I want to keep this disease. It will allow me to pass sooner. I don't enjoy living this life any more, you see? I have witnessed enough, suffered enough. I just want to join the goddesses and gods in their eternal realms.”

	I watch her with empathy, but then I notice Algíz standing close by. She looks indifferent, she appeared just to calm me down I suppose, but still, she keeps giving me the chills. 

	“You have powerful guides. I used to be in touch with mine, but I have lost the ability a long time ago.”

	“How come?”

	“Too much has happened in my life. I got bitter and angry with certain people - with the whole world. I've been trying to connect with them again, but without luck. I have been retaining my gifts though and I do feel the guardians next to me, I just can’t see them with my inner sight any longer. That is why I want to leave this world, to re-join with them fully.”

	“Were you born this way?”

	“Oh no, I was able to see until I was forty years-old.”

	She un-wraps the cloth and reveals – two dark voids. Pain squeezes my heart, it aches to realise that she must have suffered through some horrid torture that caused her to lose her eyes. 

	“Let’s not talk about how it happened, dear child, each time I talk about it, I vivify the memory. And believe me, nothing hurts more than the memory.”

	I spot Edana smiling at me. She seems glad that I have finally joined their company. The blind woman eventually introduces me to the twelve women and their sad stories. 

	The youngest, Rita and her aunt Otama escaped home after being charged with witchcraft. Otama has a healing gift and Rita has been her scholar since she turned six years-old. Otama had foreseen the danger and escaped, along with Rita who was to be condemned as well.

	The two middle aged women, Libi and Brigita are childhood friends who had grown fond of each other with age, and their friendship turned into a romance. They are the only two of the group who willingly decided to leave society and live freely together as a couple.

	Then there are the three young sisters who joined the group only recently – Myrun, Aesa and Yrsa. They are refugees from far north. They were pronounced “The Devil Brides” for their wild sensual behaviour. They still like to use their beatific beauty and excessive appetite for physical love to manipulate men. They were forced to become nomads after their family banished them. 

	Halla is the twenty year-old with one arm missing. She was pronounced a witch because of the disfigurement of the fingers on her right hand. They cut off her hand and sentenced her to death, but she managed to escape the day before her execution with the help of her brave lover, who was killed by some vicious thief while on the run. She was saved by a merchant, who advised her to hide in the Cursed Lands.

	The twenty five year old Valdís also comes from a difficult background. She was married to a brutal man and after two years of both emotional and physical abuse, she gave birth to a mutilated child. Her husband killed the son and she ran away from him. She sought help in the nearest town, where she aligned with Sorcha, the old blind woman.

	On their way to the north they met Edana and her sister Geira. Nobody really knows what happened to those two, they never speak of their past. Geira had most probably suffered some severe trauma and therefore stopped communicating to others. Edana has been keeping their story a secret and all that the women know of her is that she is the one who established this camp and has been very helpful in sustaining the group. She could be considered a leader, for she has also introduced the women to the skills of fighting and self-sustainable living.

	I asked Sorcha several times if she wanted some peace, because her cough was getting worse with each word, but she was insistent that I stay and listen, because, as she claimed, she would cough either way. There certainly is something peculiar about Edana and Geira, but Sorcha told me not to ask, because they would not talk; although she told me Edana is very fond of me.

	“But why? She doesn’t even know me.”

	“She knows that only you can help her.”

	“With what?”

	Sorcha muses for a while and finally decides to answer, although in a lower tone than before.

	“I’m worried about Edana these days. Her temper flares erratically sometimes. She has been taking her leader role too seriously. Sometimes I have the feeling that she has become overly proud and confident. Also, she has been praying to that black old altar. I don’t like that altar, although I have never really seen it, it gives me chills each time I get close to it.”

	I'm glad that I'm not the only one who feels that way and since Sorcha shared my distrust, I have decided not to enter that cave again.

	 

	*

	 

	We started to dine during the sunset. I got to know the women better and I told them my story as well, finally not too shy to share what I have been through, because they have all experienced far worse than me. Besides the distant Geira, all the women have been very welcoming and friendly. Rita and Otama shared their knowledge of herbal medicine with me. We seem to agree on almost everything, the only thing that was new to me was the sacred mixture of plants, which is said to heal potency problems, and also behaves as a natural stimulant for men and women to increase their appetite for physical love. The three women with increased sensuality— Myrun, Aesa and Yrsa—have expressed interest in it, but Otama extinguished their curiosity by confronting them with the tough reality; there are no men around and we would not appreciate it if they got too wild. One of the three is eager to know if I have had some intimate experiences with men, and it makes me blush. Then they decided that Rita and I should lose our virginity soon. Rita told me that the three women are the most reckless of the group and Edana has been thinking of banishing them.

	Oftentimes they would escape to the towns nearby to satisfy their overwhelming lust.

	 

	*

	 

	The moon takes over the skies and covers us in its mysterious light. Edana festively brings the basket of mushrooms to the fire and cuts them into thin small pieces. I notice the familiar flickering lights leaving the mushrooms right before she slides her dagger into them. I follow it with my eyes and notice the small child-like beings escaping, giggling as they dash off into the dark. I was hesitant at first, worried about the deadly poison, but then Edana explained the secret of this miraculous mushroom and I actually became curious.

	“Our ancestors, particularly the sorceresses, knew the secret of these magical red beauties. The warriors of the old days used to eat them before battle, because these mushrooms made them frantic. It helped them to lose the fear of death and thus provided them with more power. Another effect of the mushroom was to penetrate the flux of time and allow people to see into the future. And so the warriors could foresee the plans of their enemies, and become almost indestructible.” 

	Now, as I have accepted one into my mouth, and started chewing on it, a wave of thrill runs through me. If I will be able to see into my future, everything will change for me, I won’t have to fear the uncertainty of life any more... but do I want to see? Isn’t it better to remain blind? It is too late to contemplate and so I lay myself on the grass and close my eyes to accelerate the magic of the mushroom guides. I forget about the women around me and retreat into my own inner world to seek advice. At first I experience a state of utmost peace, which tires my sense and soon I'm swallowed up by extreme fatigue. Although I try not to, I doze off into the dreamlands and sooner or later...

	I dream in very bright intensified colours. It is uncomfortable yet fascinating at the same time. First, I behold Nathaniel’s face. He is in the cave with me and he touches my face gently. I kiss his hand. It’s as if we were lovers, he is very dear to me in this elusive passage of time and I'm certain that he holds me dear as well.

	The beautiful moment vanishes into an empty void where I appear alone, breathing heavily. It seems as if I have just come to a tunnel, struggling through, trying to reach something or someone, but all I see is an empty dark space ahead of me – a void.

	Then I see the altar, the dark, strange altar in the cave on the Cursed Mount. Someone passes the dark veil of time, or how I perceive it, and approaches it. It’s a woman in a black cape. I see her only from behind, her face remains neutral to my perception, yet I don’t like her, she makes me uncomfortable. She starts to pray over the altar and at one point it dawns on me – she has been pronouncing the solemn oaths! Familiar oaths...

	But the language is undetectable, incomprehensible to my ears. Then she reaches into the basket that she is holding and takes out a pale, newly born, dead child.

	I want to scream, but something blocks my throat. I try it again, nothing comes out. I touch my neck in despair, comforting myself as it has become too tense. I stare at that cloaked woman as she cradles the child, still praying to that empty cold altar. Then she starts humming a familiar and unfamiliar lullaby. I want to move but can’t. My feet seem to have grown into the ground, rooted in the filthy humid stone. I attempt to move my hand - it freezes in the movement. My whole body becomes rigid, I become a living statue! And in that horror I watch the woman place the child onto the altar and pronounce:

	“When the sacrifice has been made

	When the five men have been slain

	The sorceress will be forced to wake

	And raise my slaves from their graves.”

	The vision changes into another one where I see myself standing beneath the cloudy grey sky. Dry storms run through the clouds and shatter the intense silence. Then Algíz appears in front of me. She is not as calm as usual, she is frightened. She stands with her fist on the left side of her waist, as if her body is forming the letter Thurisaz. Then she reaches her right hand to me and says:

	“I'm sorry I let us down. Please give me another chance. Please take me back.”

	Although I feel sorry for her, she also repulses me in some way. I resist taking her hand and as she keeps stretching her hand to me, I notice that there’s an old scar on her palm, a scar that vivifies into a token shape, the symbol carved above our cave. Some latent force takes over my hand and in the frenzy I start drawing something into the air, not aware of what it is, but sensing that I'm unlocking or releasing something or someone.

	My own cry awakes me. I realise I have been screaming and quiet myself instantly. Sorcha, the only one who hasn’t accepted the mushroom—thus the only one who is in her right mind—approaches me and calms me down. I feel as if I have a high fever and intense shivers are trying to win over it. My body trembles uncontrollably. Sorcha spreads her cape over me and caresses me, but I decline her help, for I start to feel sick in my stomach. I get up and dart to the bushes, throwing up violently, emptying my tortured belly. Only then I start to feel better and my mind clears. Sorcha hurries after me and pats my head.

	“I'm not sure if this was a good idea, child. You have got to be careful. You have got to be very careful...”

	I suppose she refers to the mushrooms, but I sense a double meaning in her words. She is warning me about something else as well.

	I fall asleep in her arms. She takes good care of me and even sings me a lullaby, cradling me to sleep like a child. I can hear her heartbeat and it calms me down, it reminds me of the time my mother cradled me to sleep, that time when we were watching the full moon shining so brightly. I gaze up at the moon and then fatigue blocks my sight. 

	I awake before the sunrise, my head resting on Sorcha’s lap. Her hand feels heavy and cold on my forehead and as soon as I focus on her face, I see that she is dead. I stare at her in disbelief and perceive that her lovely innocent wrinkly face resembles that of a newly born child. 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 9 – Midsummer Nights

	 

	 

	We buried Sorcha under a pile of rocks and mud and placed fresh moss over it so that it covered up the sad mound eventually. We decorated it with flowers as well and I made a simple wooden cross into which I carved the symbols I hold dear. Then we pronounced our silent prayers and Edana expressed her gratitude to mother earth, the mother of darkness, which I found rather strange, and also to her spirit guides. Most of the women later moved to the cave to pray some more, but I decided to stay outside and enjoy the fresh breeze and the joyful summer sun. I peeked into the cave though, only once, and noticed that Edana had placed Sorcha’s scarf and her pendant onto the altar. She has been distant today, more taken by Sorcha’s death than the others I suppose.

	Now, as I wander around the camp, I notice that Valdís has been standing over Sorcha’s grave, absorbed in her thoughts. I join her, although quite grudgingly, and attempt to express my condolences.

	“Sorcha told me how you two met, I’m sincerely sorry that you have lost her.”

	Without looking at me, she starts to speak.

	“You know how Sorcha lost her eyes? She willingly let them do it. There were more women like her, women who could foresee the future, including common incidents and the misfortune of others. The other people misunderstood them completely, they thought that they could not foresee, but actually cast spells that later become real.

	Eventually, the local justice gave them a horrid choice – to die, or to lose their sight. Only one decided to die, the rest of them complied. They performed the blinding ritual in the forest by her home town. The women stood in rows and the tormentors kept saying that the upcoming suffering would cleanse their souls.”

	I shiver at the thought of it. Valdís contemplates something before she continues speaking.

	“Why do I now get the feeling that we are like those foolish women who willingly lost their eyes? Isn’t it better to die, than to be blind?”

	Then she turns to me, her expression hard and cold. She remains quiet for a while.

	“I was surprised by how well she accepted you. She didn’t like to talk much, you know? She usually kept to herself. You seem to make a good impression on everyone, but I will be honest with you, Talitha, I haven’t liked you from the start, since I overheard Sorcha’s presage. And I can tell, even more clearly now, that nothing good awaits us in your company.”

	Her words pierce my heart. I'm speechless. My honest desire to get closer to her wanes, abruptly replaced with irritation. 

	How could she speak of me like that? She doesn’t even know me! I have had it with people who blindly condemn me before even taking the time to understand me. Valdís scrutinises me and then narrows her eyes.

	“I'm not even sure that you are a sorceress. At least not the kind I could respect. What sorceress would impart herself in such a vile act? Sorcha was not sure whether this would be an act of good or evil, but with her death everything has cleared up for me. This IS pure evil.”

	My irritation succumbs to confusion. She must be losing her mind. I'm not aware of pledging myself to anything guile. Edana disturbs us. Valdís turns to her in a frenzy and snarls: 

	“I was a fool for ever listening to you!”

	She spits to the ground and sets off. Only now I notice that she has been holding a rather big leather sack which, most probably, contains her humble belongings. She must have been saying goodbye to Sorcha in her own way and now she is leaving. I turn to Edana, perplexed. Her face is unreadable, she shows no emotion, just lets out a sharp exhale of air. A cloud of mystery has surrounded this woman since the beginning, and even more now, since Valdís has confronted her and decided to leave so hastily.

	Some of the women attempt to stop her, but she is persistent and goes nevertheless. They keep pace with her, trying to reason with her, but she does not listen.

	Then, at the edge of the camp, she stops, probes something and finally turns to all of us in a rage. 

	“God help you if you take part in this!”

	And with the last word she speeds down the mount with no one trying to stop her. I shudder, shocked by the rapid change of atmosphere. I thought that all of these women had lived here in harmony and were on friendly terms? Edana notices my distress and touches my arm comfortingly.

	“Don’t be worried, whatever she told you she said in anger. She has set her mind on the notion that you and I have caused Sorcha’s death.”

	“But how---that’s absurd!”

	“I know. She has been through too much in her life, her lot has made her hot-headed; she has always been rather theatrical. I suppose it is for the best that she has decided to leave. I would have had to banish her eventually anyway.”

	“Banish her? I thought that you help these women, that you give them a chance to live.”

	“Of course I do, Talitha, but not everybody can live in harmony. One must believe that all that has happened was for the best.”

	Edana becomes distant, within her own world for a while.

	“Sorcha wanted to die. And her wish came true. She is back with her guardians, her eternal friends...”

	An almost undetectable spark of insanity flashes through Edana’s eyes. I discard the chill that climbs up my spine and focus on the strange misunderstanding.

	“Let’s not think of it any more. Let’s focus on the brightness of the day, the warmth, the gifts of nature! Just inhale the beauty!”

	Her mood changes once she takes a deep breath and closes her eyes to absorb the sunlight. 

	“Sorcha wanted us to go on with gratitude.”

	I gaze at her peaceful face and suddenly can’t comprehend why I ever doubted her. She must be a good woman. She has managed to establish a new home for all those lost souls. I don’t know why the sly voice in the back of my head causes me to be so distrustful. I decide that from now on I shall trust people more, give them a chance before I judge them and try to see the good in them. After all, I have been misunderstood as well and clearly still am by some. Edana opens her eyes and turns to me.

	“Now tell me, would you like to stay with us tonight?”

	I muse for a while. I like their company, but I dread the cave and the spirit it keeps. 

	“Maybe I should go and come back some other time. I'm quite tired.”

	“But it would be so lovely if you stayed!”

	She vigorously clutches my arm and her eyes plead me to surrender. She has a strong persona, a persona which is similar to this mount. I can’t refuse her offer just as much as I can’t accept it.

	“I think I wouldn’t be good company tonight. Yesterday was tough.”

	“Oh...”

	She turns away, slightly angry with me. 

	“I just thought that you would stay for the bonfire. We have been planning a celebration. To honour Sorcha’s memory.”

	I ponder how to get it across that I don’t mean to be disrespectful, that I'm really just tired and long to retreat to my solitude again for some time.

	“I’m sorry, I can’t.”

	She becomes even more offended.

	“Well, it’s about Sorcha anyway, not about me.”

	The words strike me. I can’t help but feel guilty and so I finally succumb.

	“All right. I’ll stay one more night.”

	She finally smiles again and joyfully walks me over to the back side of the cave, where one gets the best view over the landscapes below. I watch the river that meanders through the forested valleys, trying to see where my cave is located. I'm relieved when I detect that it can’t be seen from up here, for it is well hidden by the rocks. I think it’s for the best that I keep the cave of my ancestors a secret. It’s simply too sacred to me to share.

	“Where does your home village lie?” Edana asks. I point toward the opposite side, the south, and am irrevocably swallowed up by nostalgia when I think of my home. Edana points the other direction, straight ahead of us. 

	“My village lies there on the north. Can you see it?”

	The village she has been pointing to is actually quite near to these lands, certainly much closer than my home. Also, it is close to the largest settlement in the neighbourhood, the town which is famous for its lively pubs and brothels. I notice that Edana has been consumed by hatred and I become curious about her story, particularly after Sorcha told me that nobody knows what really happened to her and Geira in the past. I don't attempt to ask her though, because I doubt she would confide in me, the newest member of the group.

	“I have never been vengeful, but whenever I lay my eyes on those houses, I wish I could shatter them into pieces.”

	She clasps her fist as if she has just done it. I notice that her lips start to tremble as she says:

	“Those people don't deserve my forgiveness.”

	I'm taken aback by the menacing expression that possesses her face. My curiosity diminishes in an instant. Suddenly I dread and fear the story behind her, because judging from her reaction; it withholds something horrid, something beyond my worst imagination. She turns to me abruptly, searching my face.

	“Have you forgiven your people?”

	“I suppose. Because I believe that they regret it now. That they wish to take it all back.”

	She smirks and looks back at the village where roofs glisten in the sun.

	“I doubt that those down there regret what they have done. It would take some very strong magic to bring them to their knees.”

	Her words remind me of the confusion that has been on my mind since I came up here.

	“Edana? May I ask you about something?”

	Her instant attention frightens me a bit. I tend to forget how deep her eyes are and whenever they meet mine, I shiver a little bit.

	“Both Valdís and Rita mentioned something about me being a sorceress. Why is that? I'm no sorceress, I can assure you.”

	I let out a faint laugh when I pronounce the last two words. Edana turns to me, deadly serious.

	“You are. You just don’t know it yet. Sorcha was never mistaken, Talitha. If she said that you're a sorceress, you're one. Trust me.”

	I notice a spark of naive hope in her widened pupils and it makes me wonder – was Sorcha perhaps mad? Was she feeding these women false promises just to make them feel better?

	“What for would you need a sorceress though?”

	Edana looks around, ostensibly anxious about something.

	“This is not the right time or place, Talitha. But we will talk about it very soon, don’t worry.”

	 

	*

	 

	The fire releases wondrous flames. Dark red meets orange and yellow and creates a spectacle of flaring lights. Occasionally it spits out a cloud of golden dust that resembles stars when it falls to the ground. It makes me think of my grandmother and the six-pointed star inscribed in her pendant, the two triangles intertwined. My eyes follow the smoke and linger upon the heavens above. Like the smoke, I wish to rise to that kingdom and meet with her. She must be an angel now, looking over us, the small burned out stars that desire to shine.

	We have been drinking herbal tea that Otama prepared. It's supposed to evoke an effect similar to being drunk. I don't feel particularly affected, though, but rather I remain timid and restrained, quietly watching the lively women around me.

	The three wild sisters - Myrun, Aesa and Yrsa keep to themselves this time, talking in secrecy, as if concocting something. Halla and Otama discuss different ways to spice food, while Rita keeps to herself, like me. She has been watching Geira and Edana who have distanced themselves from us and are nearer to the cave. Geira is undressing and Edana meanwhile dips a piece of cloth in a bowl which most probably contains a healing potion then starts to wash her back with it. And only then I detect a long, vicious scar that runs from her neck all the way to her tailbone. 

	“Oh God, what is that...”

	As soon as I pronounce it, I realise that I have unwillingly shared my thoughts with Rita. 

	“It looks awful, I know. I wonder what happened to that poor soul.”

	“You have never tried to ask her?”

	“No. Edana becomes agitated whenever we try to talk to Geira. She claims that we need to give her space so that she is able to restore herself.”

	We both turn our attention to Libi and Brigita who have started to kiss passionately. I look away instantly. They sense my nervousness and decide to set off, in privacy. Aesa is ostensibly aware of that we have noticed them, because she leans towards us and smiles roguishly:

	“Tell me, beauties, which one of us would you pick if you were to experiment with a woman?”

	I blush and Rita just throws her hand.

	“Stop it, Aesa.”

	Aesa locks her eyes with mine and winks at me.

	“I’d pick you, Talitha.”

	I smile, flattered, but timid at the same time and hope that she will return to her sisters, but unfortunately she enjoys making me nervous.

	“Tell me, wouldn’t you rather find pleasure in the arms of a woman than to restrain from your passion for the rest of your life?”

	I want to get rid of her and so I answer curtly.

	“No.”

	“And you, Rita?”

	“You know my opinion already.”

	“Rita is a desperate fool. She claims to be in love with some boy from her past and insists that if she can’t have him, she will remain a virgin.”

	I smile at Rita, impressed by her venerable intentions.

	“What about you, Talitha? Has there been some particular someone?”

	I instantly think of Nathaniel, but can’t bring myself to mention him. I suppose that I can’t hide the thought, Aesa seems to be a mind reader when it comes to romancing someone. 

	“Oh... I can see there has been! Who is he?”

	I suppose it would seem weird if I told her that he used to be my enemy, my captor and so I decide to leave that out.

	“Just someone from my village who gave me that strange feeling of...well, some sort of fondness I suppose.”

	“Fondness?”

	She laughs and pokes me.

	“You and Rita are the same. You two are in need of a reckless trip!”

	“What do you mean?”

	She leans closer to me and whispers:

	“Edana is not very fond of these trips, but we do it anyway. We walk to the nearest town, the one with the famous brothels and we pretend to be whores. That’s how we get both satisfaction and a reward.”

	I wonder how come these sisters were all born with the same incessant sexual appetite. There must have been something wrong with their parents. 

	“You should join us soon. I would pick some decent man for you, my dear.”

	“Thank you, but my virginity does not seem to be a problem so far.”

	“Nonsense. You simply must get a taste of a man! You're far too prudish. It’s not healthy for a woman your age to restrain from the most natural desires!”

	“But I can assure you that I have no such desires.”

	“Oh, stop fooling yourself!”

	She rises and starts to take her clothes off. I instantly turn away from her, hesitating whether she is just too warm or is actually doing it on purpose? She laughs at me again, grabs my hands and lifts me up. She starts undressing me too. I try to stop her.

	“What are you doing?!”

	Her childlike eyes lure me into the game. I remain persistent though, having decided not to succumb. With a joyful smile on her face, she continues undressing herself and theatrically throws her clothes off as she starts to dance around the fire.

	“Join me, sisters! Come and join me!”

	To my surprise, nobody else is surprised by her behaviour. In fact, they all seem to be fond of the idea and I realise that they must have done it many times before. Aesa’s sisters follow her lead immediately, jumping and dancing around the fire like mad. Soon, even seemingly shy Rita and Otama with Halla join them. Only Geira and Edana refrain from the madness, obviously not at all concerned about what is going on outside. I squat and hug my knees, deciding not to join them, but Aesa continues teasing me:

	“Have some more tea, Talitha! Get into the mood, sitting can become exhausting!”

	Aesa and Rita reach for one another and once their hands finally clasp, they start dancing together. Myrun jumps around like a spider, more comic than her sister Yrsa, who moves her hips sensually and narrows her eyes in the pleasurable motion. Otama follows the silent rhythm of her mind, calmer than the others, while Halla is the most frantic and welcomes the fire into her arms like a long gone lover.

	I notice how happy they all are and for a while I lose myself in their blissful faces. They don’t care about me sitting there alone anymore; in fact, they couldn’t care less, for they allow themselves to disappear in the trance of their inner fire. It’s as if they were simultaneously accepting and ridding themselves of the blazing power. I watch their unruly hair flowing in the air and notice how it creates ceaseless waves of colours. I start to pity myself for being so held back, for disallowing myself to experience such a freedom. Their joy is infectious and soon I grow envious, longing to lose myself in the same rapture, but I simply can’t get up and do it.

	Aesa locks her eyes with mine again. She moves over to me in a slow, dance-like motion and lures me to join her. I finally accept her hand and let her pull me up. She leads me to the fire and continues dancing with her eyes closed. I notice that the others have closed their eyes as well and so I finally lose my shyness and take off my dress. My long hair covers my breasts and my bottom is none of my concern, for I leave my underskirt on, so as not be too daring at once. I join Aesa, imitating her moves and she opens her eyes again. She smiles, nodding approvingly. Slowly, I tune into the silent rhythm, for I start to hear music in my inner ears, deep drums aligned with the softest melody of flute. I allow myself to dive into the imaginary song and start dancing freely, just like I used to when I was a child. I close my eyes as well and let the motion carry me, not forcing anything, just being present in the sweet moment. When I open my eyes again, I behold the fire and observe faces in the flames, faces of women with symbols imprinted in their features, token shapes similar to those in my cave, yet also somehow different. Am I dancing with my ancestors again? They also have their eyes closed, their hands flare up with the flames and I become aware that it has some meaning. I turn to the real women around me and back to the dancers in the fire, dazzled by the vision.

	“Dance, sister, dance with us!

	We help you and you help us.

	Dance in the motion, dance with us all night.

	Just dance, dear daughter of the moon and the sun.

	You shall reunite with your man and so will we

	Once you open the gate and restore our peace.

	Just give in to the ghastly task

	For we will lift them up at last.”

	My head starts spinning. I'm about to fall, when I crash into Aesa. She enthuses over my changed mood and clutches my hands. We start to dance together and I can feel her joy streaming through her hands straight into mine. She moves faster and faster and soon we all begin to dance in a circle, holding each other’s hands, receiving the vital power of the fire. The motion becomes too fast for me, I can hardly keep up and finally fall to the ground in exhaustion. Aesa leans over me and says something, but I can hardly hear her voice over my fast heartbeat and loud breathing, I only catch the last words:

	“... soon you will.”

	Then she joins the others and lets me rest on the ground. I look up at the moon and gaze at it persistently, wishing it would gaze back at me. Perhaps it already does, for my eyes fill with tears, as they tend to do each time I behold that marvellous ball of white light. 

	I stretch my arms up and create a bowl-like shape with my palms, fitting the moon right in the middle, cradling it. Then I bring my palms to my lips and kiss the moon. Once I set it free again, I turn to see - 

	The flaring red flames and naked bodies moving on the wheels of their wild fortune.

	 

	*

	 

	Later, as I drift off into dream land, I appear in a strange moment in time that is long gone, but has been revived. I'm standing below the familiar cloudy skies, but look like Algíz more than myself. Using a holy dagger I carve a symbol into my palm. It's the symbol from my cave. It does not hurt and I'm being precise, trying to remember, trying to transmit a message through the passage of time. And meanwhile, I hum to myself over and over again:

	“As above, so below

	Never again will I be alone.”

	 

	*

	 

	I don’t know how Edana does it, but I can never bring myself to say no to her. She has that persistent yet sweet persuasive method that slowly wraps you in her wondrous webs.

	The day before yesterday I was about to retreat back to my cave, but she talked me into staying again, this time luring me to a festive dinner she has planned for me, during which I will taste her speciality – fresh fish from the river, grilled on dandelion leafs and sprinkled with thyme. When I exposed my decision not to eat animals, she tempted me with a different treat - oak flower bread with last year’s hazelnuts baked underneath the hot coals. I have tasted the delicacies and admitted that they serve a much better food than I'm used to lately, but I insisted that I shall leave the next day.

	However, yesterday morning she begged me to help them build a boat they have been working on. She explained that it will be their only salvation in case great danger descends and they would have to sail down the river to some more remote areas. And today she has decided that I must stay, because we haven’t finished the boat yet. She explained that she senses danger since the three wild sisters disappeared. They left at dawn, right after our bonfire dance and haven’t returned since, which means they must be on one of their, as they like to call it, reckless trips. Edana has decided that she will banish them for their erratic behaviour and so the mood in the camp has changed. We all became sad and worried that Edana’s decision might provoke the temper of the three sisters. I keep promising myself that tomorrow I will leave, no matter how hard Edana tries to break me. I'm exhausted after the three days of never ending hustle and bustle. After all, I have gotten used to my private little haven of peace during the past few months, and both my body and spirit yearn to rest. I also begin to realise though, how lonely it is down there and that I must return to the Cursed Mount very soon anyway.

	Rita, Otama and Hanah took me to the river today. We swam and also washed our clothes and laid them in the sun to let them absorb the elevating smell of the forest and fresh grass. I talked to the women about Edana and what they think of her decision to oust Yrsa, Myrun and Aoise. Otama shared my concerns.

	“Edana has to be tough because her strongest intention is to protect us and so I understand her decision, but I'm certain that the stubborn minds of those three won’t let her get away with it. They have helped us build this camp with an honest interest, and they also have the equal right to the cave.”

	That made me alert. I wanted to know more.

	“Haven’t you heard the story? Edana and the three sisters are blood related, although their ancestors were not from the same clan. Legend has it that a long time ago, when the ancient tribes started to build their settlements in these lands, they split into two camps and inhabited the two sacred caves – one that lies here on the Cursed Mount and another one that lies in the valley, which we haven’t found yet. Both the caves were told to be inhabited by powerful sorceresses and legends say the two clans had many disagreements, which later resulted in a battle - that famous battle on the fields where the marshes are now. Many warriors died that day and the sorceress from the Cursed Mount cast a spell on the spirits of the enemy clan. The sorceress from the valley cave attempted to save the poor warriors and their cursed souls, but the sorceress from the Cursed Mount stopped her. And thus the curse was retained and the warrior spirits keep waiting to be lifted one day. Sorcha told us that due to the prophecy, only when the sorceresses return to these lands, will the curse be finally fulfilled, or lifted.”

	Her words surprised me. My grandmother never told me the details of the legend. If this is true and Edana’s kin is related to mine, then I'm not only bound to her, but also to the three untameable souls. And if I found Algíz in my cave, who has Edana found by that menacing altar?

	 

	*

	 

	We returned to the camp after dusk and now as we start preparing the fire, we notice that the three sisters are back. I can’t believe my eyes when I spot five figures walking behind them. The figures soon become more visible and I observe that they are five men! We are all shocked, but they don't seem surprised at all. For what cunning reason has the three lunatics brought them here?! Aesa locks her eyes with mine and winks, which only proves my ghastly notion – their silly talk has become a reality. They have actually brought the men here for us. Perhaps Edana was right, they are far too reckless, they put us all in danger!

	Edana explodes as soon as she sees the five men and although they seem to have come with no bad intentions, and in fact seem friendly and cheery so far, her glaring face instantly makes them alert. Yrsa and Myrun calm the men down while Aoise takes Edana aside. She starts to explain something to her and although I stand fairly close to them, I overhear only bits of their secretive conversation:

	“Do you remember the prophecy? We only decided to speed things up. They are safe with us, don’t worry...”

	Then I stop paying attention to them, because I notice that one of the men has been watching me with vivid curiosity. He could be just a few years older than me, quite handsome, strong, his light hair falls down to his shoulders, and he has a captivating roguish smile and eyes that dazzle me. He is obviously used to attracting women, for he scrutinises me expertly. I turn away and the heat wave in my cheeks discloses my nervousness. I admit to myself that this is the second time in my life that I feel drawn to a man, but I discard the feeling before it consumes me. Edana’s mood surprisingly changes once she has talked to Aesa and she actually welcomes the men to the bonfire and provides them with water and food. The men have brought a generous amount of red wine, which she is pleased with and instantly pushes Rita to bring some ceramic cups for us. Meanwhile, she also whispers something to Otama, who just nods and distances herself to prepare some herbal tea. I wonder if she is actually going to serve them the herbs which are said to increase sensuality. God only knows what these women are after now.

	 I chose to sit a bit further away from the group, lest I witness something shameful and decide to leave. Brigita and Libi appear to be affected by what Aesa has just whispered to them and they decide to leave. Before they set off into the dark bushes, I detect a disapproving frown on Libi’s face. I become even more baffled and start to sense that something malicious hovers over us. The amiable mood increases once the men and some of the women, excluding me, Otama, Edana and Halla, start sipping on the herbal potion. Aesa and Yrsa have been buzzing around the men like flies, whetting them in their unabashed alluring manner. They feed them with disturbing information and at one point even claim that when they can’t get a hold of a man, they simply satisfy each other. Luckily, Otama and Edana soon cease their prattling and introduce the rest of us. They make up a lie that we are refugees from a village that burned to the ground last summer. I'm surprised to see how cunning all these women are and am particularly taken by Edana, who is most convincing in her lies. Had I not known the truth, I would have believed every word she has said.

	The man that captured my attention before occasionally leers my way, but I pretend not to notice. Rita has struck up a conversation with the youngest man in the group, one that could in fact be even younger than she is, and they seem to be very taken by one another. I wonder whether it will be her chaste intention or curiosity that wins tonight.

	Eventually the company starts to break off into smaller groups as Edana retreats to the cave, where Geira has been resting. Otama and Halla soon join them and I become restless. I feel like I should leave as well, but am also tempted to stay, eager to find out more about the mysterious roguish man. I'm too shy to strike up a conversation though, and so I just hope that he will be the one to start. The three wild sisters soon begin to talk about their past love-making experiences and the atmosphere becomes more intimate. I wonder if they have already lain with the men before or if they have been simply, slowly, increasing their desire?

	At one point, Rita and the young boy disappear into the bushes. Shame spills over me when I think of what they are about to do. The situation worsens when the three women become loose, not afraid to express what they seek. I turn my attention to the roguish man, for he has been rather distant since the scent of lust filled the air. The three men and the three sisters start kissing and touching and I decide that it’s time to leave. And that’s when he lays his eyes on me again. I'm flattered that I have his attention, but also utterly humiliated, because Aesa has just finished undressing herself and the man she has been entertaining has as well.

	I set off, although I do turn and check on him, wondering if he is still watching me. His smile and the hidden intentions behind it make me nervous. I hope he did not mistake my curiosity for an open invitation. I can’t think straight at the moment and find myself confused about where to go. I make up my mind in haste and hurry toward the road that leads down to the river. Moonlight still shines on my path, but I'm aware that once I dive into the forest, I won’t be able to see very well. I could return and join the women who have decided to withdraw from the craziness, but I dread that dark cave and the thread that it keeps.

	I soon reach the forested road. Through the darkness I detect a comfortable space where I could rest - a bed of moss. As I descend into my well picked hideout, I notice that the man is after me! I change my path and start walking deeper into the woods to hint to him that I want to be alone. He does not seem to understand though, and so I cry out: 

	“I hope you haven't misread me, mister. I’m just going to rest!”

	He doesn’t seem to care, as his pace actually becomes more vigorous. His eyes are hungry, focused entirely on me—the prey that won his lust and that he now wishes to ensnare. I start running away, he speeds after me. I remember the two times I tried to escape from Nathaniel. If he is as fast as him, I have no chance, particularly in the dark of night. I can hardly see where I'm going and so I decide to just stop, face him and explain myself. He moves toward me rather slowly now and seizes me shamelessly. His irresistibly kind, yet provocative, expression makes me shiver with sudden excitement. I inhale, preparing to speak, but he places his palm over my mouth, gently pulls me closer and I freeze with a thrilling fright. My eyes focus entirely on his face, which is now moving closer to mine and I don’t resist, I actually welcome his lips with an unexpected enthusiasm. The yet unreleased energy that dwells in my lower belly runs through me like a thunderbolt as we kiss, shattering me from head to toe. I feel his desire in every part of my body. He wants me and I enjoy being wanted. He does not repulse me at all. It’s not like with Daniel, I actually liked this man from the start, I was simply too afraid to express it.

	The restless spontaneity that he has awakened in me scares me, but I don't push him away, I simply give in to the burning passion. I had never imagined before that a kiss could feel so nice. As soon as he stops, I lean in for more. He presses me against the nearest tree and starts to undress me. I let him do whatever he likes, captivated by the spark in his eyes and the alluring smile. This is all so new to me, I can’t even understand why, but I yearn for him just as much as he yearns for me, although just a while ago I wanted to escape him. A sensation of warmth increases and amazing waves of bliss spill over me. I embrace him and pull him closer, just to feel his body close to mine.

	He eventually lifts me up and carries me to the soft moss I have been planning to rest upon. As he lies on top of me, I suddenly feel that the warmth in my lower belly has gotten even stronger. I desperately yearn for something, but can’t tell what it is. I focus on his eyes, dark like the sky above. He holds my hands in his, but releases his grasp a little as his hand travels down to my belly. He lingers there, as if he can feel the warmth and wants to grasp it. His eyes lock with mine again, sensing the consuming nervousness. I'm surprised that it does not hurt when he enters me, it seems so natural. Our bodies were simply meant to intertwine, just like the trees that have grown into one. I feel no guilt, no shame, I simply give in to our sacred dance.

	 

	*

	 

	I wake up before the dawn, lying in a strange position. My legs have created a diamond-like shape and so do my hands that rest upon my lower abdomen. It reminds me of one of the sacred letters - the void. I yearn for my newly found lover. We made love three times before I fell asleep, but I keep craving more, whetted by the explosion of my previously suppressed desires. He is nowhere near me though, and I catch myself feeling jealous when I think of the possibility that I was not good enough for him, that he went to seek another woman’s body. I observe that he has left his cape here for me to use as a blanket. I inhale his smell and it makes me remember the moments of last night. I dress up, cover myself in the cape and set off to look for my man, but can’t find him anywhere. He must be back at the camp or on his way back home. That would break my heart, if he left me behind without even saying goodbye.

	I reach the cave and realise how dreadfully silent and dull the area is, compared to when I left. I think to myself that everyone must be still sleeping, resting after the exhausting night. But as soon as I have a better view of the camp, I notice that almost all the women stand over the four naked men, watching them sleep. An odd atmosphere fills the air and I don't comprehend why they are so concerned with them. I can’t see my man anywhere; he must have gone home after all. A sharp pain clasps my heart and cannot be suppressed. I walk closer to Halla and am about to ask her what is going on. When I catch the expression on her face, she looks completely aghast. I look back at the four men and realise that they are not asleep; their faces are rigid and pale. As soon as the shock eases, I look around for my man once more, sensing that this was not just an unfortunate mistake. Edana’s left brow furrows when she spots my frightened face.

	“Where is your man, Talitha?”

	I can’t bring myself to answer or react in any way, I'm completely numb.

	“You let him go?!”

	Rita stands up for me. 

	“None of you told us what this was about! You have tricked us!”

	Aesa kneels before Edana, pleading for mercy.

	“I’m so sorry! It’s my fault! I should have checked on them, it’s just that... I thought he would come back for more himself, I assumed that Talitha would not handle more than one round...”

	Aesa is disturbed by Yrsa’s feverish behaviour.

	“This is not your fault, sister, so don't blame yourself! He simply didn’t drink enough of that potion!”

	Otama takes it as a personal attack.

	“Don’t try to put this on me. I told you to let them drink enough, you claim to be the experts on men!”

	And soon they all start quarrelling. I stand in the middle of the madness, completely stern. Edana’s rigid voice overpowers them all.

	“Stop it! All of you!”

	They calm down instantly and Edana continues in a lower tone.

	“Let us just hope that he did not witness anything and left simply because he wanted to.”

	She turns my way.

	“Did he say anything before he left?”

	I shake my head. I’ve become speechless, not fully comprehending the situation in which I have found myself. I stare at the dead naked bodies, which were so full of life before, and start to feel sick. I'm not able to digest the notion that hovers over me. They killed them. They actually brought them here to be killed! Their bodies are not hurt, so this could not have been just an ordinary murder. The potion they mentioned. Oh yes, I remember now. Otama precisely warned us that the herbs may easily provoke an extreme passion. She said that men in particular should be aware when they drink it. And now I can understand why. I noticed that my man was tired after the second time we made love and could hardly handle the third time. We both agreed that we hadn’t had a sip of the tea and were just taken with each other naturally. There was no need for a potion; we were each other’s potion. Is it awful of me to feel relieved in this horrid situation? Relieved that he is alive, although he is far away and his four friends became the innocent victims of… I look at the faces that surround me, the cruel selfish faces. I can tell that they are ashamed, because they avoid my gaze, only Edana does not seem to care. Her eyes flare up as she pronounces:

	“We have failed, dear sisters!”

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 10 – I, the Sorceress

	 

	 

	I've been dreading to even look towards the Cursed Mount since I returned to my cave. It only makes me remember the shock, the heartbreak, the anger. I have forsaken any minuscule connection I’d had to those women. I despise their ways, although they have tried to explain their intentions to me, blaming their behaviour on some prophecy which shall bring them salvation one day. I simply could not forgive and forget that they willingly killed four men and attempted to kill the one I had laid with. The disappointment in people that I have faced this year slowly spins me in its bitter web.

	I have withdrawn to the well-known solitude of my cave. I feel safer hidden between the walls, trying to make peace with all that happened. I'm trying to rid myself of anger at Edana and the man who seduced me and then abandoned me without even letting me explain myself. But mostly, I have been trying to make peace with myself. I need to forgive myself for ever accepting Edana’s invitations. I should have known she was the spider lurking in the dark.

	When I woke up this morning, I started to contemplate the token pendant that my grandmother used to wear. I wonder why each time I think of it, I receive the word “key” or “lock and unlock” in my inner mind. I’ve decided that I shall carve the symbol into the small piece of bone I have been wearing around my neck. Now, as I'm finishing the second triangle and thus make the two equal yet opposing shapes merge into one, I remember how my body became one with my lover’s. Could it perhaps mean that this star symbolises the unity of the two opposites?

	“That and much more, dear child.”

	I can hear my grandmother’s voice through the thin wall that separates us from the world beyond and I listen, fully aware. 

	“Contemplate some more about this heavenly star,

	For it truly is the key to all the other sacred letters around.

	It may unlock your fears and unlock your heart

	But it may also lock up anything you do not wish to be found.

	Use it when the darkness descends upon your soul

	For it will defeat the menace of the woman with the mole.

	The triangles and their kin will unlock heaven’s door

	And as they coalesce, they finally free us once and for all.”

	 

	*

	 

	“Talitha!”

	I turn, still busy washing my clothes in the river.

	“Here! I’m here, Talitha!”

	I spot Rita waving at me from the opposite side of the river. She looks terrified. 

	“I must talk to you!”

	I turn away from her and keep on washing my dress. There is nothing I have to talk about with her and so I pretend not to care about her pleas.

	“Talitha, listen to me! Don’t you think that I also feel awfully guilty about what we have done? I was not aware of that horrid plan, I promise you! I had nothing to do with it. Yrsa was the one who lay with my man after I fell asleep. I wish we had gone further away into the forest, like you did. I’m so sorry about it all.”

	The despair in her voice stings my heart. She is being honest, I can feel it.

	“Please come with me to the mount! Otherwise, they will kill another man.”

	That captures my attention utterly. I look up with a warning glance. 

	“Who would they kill?”

	“I don’t know. Edana has stumbled upon a man below the mount this morning. He claimed that he came for you. She wanted to kill him nonetheless, but I begged her to spare his life and let him talk to you first. He refuses to talk to anyone but you. He’d rather die than disclose why he has come.”

	Nathaniel! A thrill of joy and fear runs through me. Nathaniel, in Edana’s hands. I panic. I hesitate over what to do with the dress and in the end I decide to leave it on the shore beneath the heavy stones that I've hastily picked, and stay dressed in my underskirt and vest. I follow Rita’s pace and align with her at a place where the stream can be easily crossed. I jump onto the big rock that separates the two shores and hurry towards the Cursed Mount.

	 

	*

	 

	All sweaty and distressed, I reach the mount to find…

	Nathaniel, tied to a tree the same way he had tied me before. His eyes eagerly lock with mine and for some incomprehensible reason I can sense that he actually trusts me. The shock from seeing him again makes me speechless. Edana presses a dagger against his neck and judging from his bleeding forehead; he has most probably been assaulted and ensnared by her. 

	“Do you know this man, sister?”

	Her voice is menacing. I turn to her and my worried expression wanes. I want her to see that I still disagree with her ways. That I have disentangled her manipulative games and am not going to let her wrap me into her sweet webs any more. 

	“Who gave you permission to call me sister?”

	The roughness in my voice surprises me, but Nathaniel seems elated by it, for a faint smile has crossed his face. 

	“Why have you captured this man?”

	She hisses at me.

	“Who is he?”

	I turn back to Nathaniel, unsure what to say. Now he is the frightened victim depending solely on my choice. How odd. We have exchanged our roles, the parts we play, and the dark side of me actually enjoys the moment. However, I like him too much to see him suffer the same lot as the men before him.

	“He is from my village. We hardly know each other.”

	I suppose that I'm not lying - only withdrawing some parts of our back story. His eyes show me gratitude.

	“So, you don’t know why he has come?”

	“I honestly have no idea and even if I knew, it would be none of your concern.  If I'm not mistaken, I'm not part of this group. I never have been.”

	I remain firm. I'm done being the naive girl who lets others trample all over her. I'm strong in my position and won’t fear someone like Edana, a woman who finds pleasure in manipulating others. I have no respect for her. Not anymore. Edana senses my animosity and seems to be amused by it.

	“Alright, have your talk.”

	She tickles Nathaniel’s throat with the dagger threateningly.

	“But be aware that whatever you have to say will not spare your life.”

	Finally, she waves at the other women to come along with her and thus gives us some privacy. I notice that even Geira has joined us this time, and seems to be fully aware of what is going on around her. Perhaps she has finally recovered from the trauma? Nonetheless, her strained face still withholds a terrible grief, a grief that I have never encountered in my life. As soon as they all leave, I become more timid, and turn to Nathaniel rather hesitantly. After all, I'm not sure why he has come or if I can trust him. The first thing that comes to mind is how he found us. Luckily he starts talking without me having to ask anything first.

	“I know what you have done, Talitha. Our village is familiar with the rumour that goes around, the one about the devious rituals. The survivor is outraged; he wants to see you dead.”

	I can’t force a word out, although I wish to vindicate myself. I feel both ashamed and furious. I don’t understand why I'm repeatedly being misunderstood. And mainly by people I care about...

	“Listen to me, Talitha, I don't care about these women, I care only about you.”

	His words make me recover from the shock, but then distrust washes over me. I'm not going to let anyone fool me again, not even him.

	“Why? Why would you care about me?”

	He takes a deep breath and seems disappointed as he contemplates his answer.

	“I owe you a life. Not only because I have done you so much harm and misread you so severely, but also... if I were in your shoes, I would have never spared the life of my captor.”

	He sounds guileless, yet I remain cautious, lest he has some devious plan after all. 

	“You don’t owe me anything, Nathaniel. We all do what we have to do.”

	I sound very cold, I'm aware of it, but I simply can’t help myself. I have felt cold inside since the incident with the men, and even more so now, knowing that everybody blames me for it. I pause for a while, contemplating whether or not to ask what I dread the most. 

	“Is there still a price on my neck?”

	“Yes, but don’t worry about that. I couldn’t care less. My father is dead and the promise I was given was fraud anyway. I can’t explain how sorry I am for what I have done to you and how I have behaved…“

	I don't wish to reconcile, the memories cause me only pain.

	“What is it you wanted to tell me?”

	“I came to warn you. The man you lay with believes that you attempted to murder him, but did not succeed like the other women. He described you in detail and now they know that you're still alive and even worse – they think that YOU established this camp on this mount, or as they call it: “The Camp of the Cursed Witches.”

	“You see, I lied about what happened here in the forest to save myself. I lied that you killed Daniel and I killed you instead. They don't care about my life though; I mean nothing to them, although they might plot how to get rid of me later. What I'm trying to say is that there is a price for all of you. They are going to arrest or slay you all very soon, most likely tomorrow morning.”

	He pauses before he continues speaking. It seems that he needs to gather up some courage first. He looks down and the scar on his forehead wrinkles.

	“I have a horse, some savings too. We could escape together, somewhere far, far away from this God-forsaken land.”

	I can tell that he is nervous.

	“I would like to repay you, somehow...”

	I'm touched by his offer, but can’t be sure if he is being sincere.

	“How can I trust you after all that has happened?”

	“I suppose you can’t. At least not until they arrive.”

	The last words he utters make my heart ache. I touch my chest, since it starts to harden, not only because of the ghastly news, but also because I have just pictured the face of the man to whom I gave my virginity just a few days ago, the man who wants me dead now. I lock my eyes with Nathaniel’s and give him a quiet warning:

	“If you betray me, may God forgive your soul, for it would be the most vile betrayal of all.”

	His face seems innocent and I can sense that he did mean what he has just said, yet I retain my distrust and block away the fervour that he has awakened in me. Edana disturbs us.

	“Are you two love birds finished?”

	She turns to me with an arrogant grin. Quite a change after the affable smiles that she has been fooling me with for so long. She probably expects me to inform her about what we have spoken about, but I have decided not to say a word. Her grin wanes as her lips drop. For a while it looks like she is about to start crying, but she actually bursts into laughter.

	“Do you think I'm so foolish, Talitha? Of course I overheard you talking!”

	I give her an angry frown. She scrutinizes me. 

	“And I'm not at all pleased by what you have caused us!”

	“Even though it may cost my life, I could never regret that you didn’t kill that man.” 

	She reaches for her dagger and the silent threat in her face makes me frantic. I stop her hand mid-motion and give her a persistent look.

	“If you still need my help, you will let him live.”

	Edana hesitates, but finally tucks the dagger back into her belt.

	“Then you must be ready to face our Mother of Darkness.”

	I freeze as my vow dawns on me. What have I done? Have I just risked my soul for the life of a man I hardly know? The man who wanted me dead some time ago? I must follow her nevertheless. There is no other choice, because for some strange reason that man is rooted in me. No matter where he goes or what he does from now on, I know that I will never be able to get rid of him. Our souls must have quietly made an oath in some other lifetime or in a world beyond.

	 

	*

	 

	I stand by the dark altar and draw my breath. I’m afraid to speak, I’m afraid to react in any way. I can only focus on the devious presence that is emerging from the dark.

	“Although our clans have shared animosity, identical blood runs through our veins, Talitha. We arose from the same stream of life. There is no reason for us to dwell in the rooted hatred; we must restore peace within our kin. And the Mother of Darkness is the bridge.”

	“I have no idea what you're talking about.”

	“Oh you do, you know you do. We have all buried her in our hearts, under that pile of filth and dirt men have been feeding us. She’s the primordial goddess, the one who doesn’t fear darkness. She gave me strength to start a new life, to build this camp and now she will help me get my revenge on those who caused the horrid lot I and my sister had to bear.”

	Her words make me hesitate, whether the Mother of Darkness isn’t just the danger that Edana can’t yet face, or if she could really be the one we all emanated from. If it is so, though, then how could she support Edana in her madness? If she’s the real mother to us, she can’t let Edana’s power spread beyond her control.

	“The Mother of Darkness, our only goddess is the real God, Talitha. My guardian has accepted her, and so have I. Now you must do the same.”

	The thought of such forceful belief aches and hardens my heart. Had she answered the questions about God that I dared asking before, would it feel so wrong? Had there been no Holy Father, but only Holy Mother, then what would be the point? Isn’t the world made of the ever struggling dualities that ultimately learn to become one? I sense Algíz’s voice trying to reach my inner hearing. It whispers quiet, unclear answers to my questions, yet it can’t seem to reach my cautious mind. Something has been blocking it. 

	Edana gently lays her fingers on Sorcha’s scarf that still decorates the altar.

	“Sorcha has predicted that I will align with my power here on the mount. Now, her presage is finally coming to life. All the sacrifices have been made and the men have been slain, now it’s time to summon the dead slaves.”

	I shiver as I realise how similar her words are to those in one of my dreams.

	“Sorcha told me that in order to re-join our kin, one must release the hatred and animosity that keeps our spirits in the darkness. And I understand now what I must do. I'm aware that only revenge will ease the pain, only revenge will chase all the demons away.”

	I watch her frenzied face and worry that the revenge might in fact release the demons she fears.

	“What part do I play in this madness?”

	She turns to me, her eyes flaming through the humid chill.

	“You remember the marshes attached to this forest on the north side? I know you have been there, where the brave warriors, our fallen ancestors, wait.”

	I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. Fear has blocked my throat. Edana continues.

	“The restless undead/unliving army waiting to be resurrected. Waiting for revenge, just like me. Together we shall wake them and let them haunt the minds of all the men who have ruined our lives and banished our spirits into the dark! And now is the perfect timing, now when they could also help us stop the filth that plans to attack us. If there is any justice in this world, then this prophecy must unfold. And that’s where you come along, sister. I can’t open the gate alone.”

	She walks closer to me and her sweaty palms tightly squeeze mine. 

	“Only a sorceress can awake the spirit warriors.”

	My laughter shatters the quiet. I can’t help it; the distress has been released uncontrollably.

	“Don’t be silly, Edana. I can’t wake the dead!”

	Her face is stern as her hands let go of mine.

	“Then your friend dies.”

	The dreadful fear comes crawling up my spine again. I must save Nathaniel, but I simply can’t do what she asks of me. Not only because I don't know how to, also because I would never consent to such insanity. I weigh my words this time. There must be a way to reason with this woman. She must have a weak spot. 

	“Why would you want this, Edana? What have they done to you to make you hate them so much? I know, you don’t want to talk about your past, but I think that I have the right to know, and even more so now.”

	Edana paces back and forth nervously and finally makes a decision.

	“Alright. I will share my story with you, but on our way, we don’t have much time, we can’t afford to hesitate.”

	She throws a dark cape over her head, such that I have never seen her wearing before. I recall the dream I had where a woman in a dark cape prayed over this altar and placed a dead newborn onto it. I don’t have time to disentangle it. I must follow her, because I can’t be sure what she would do if I didn’t succumb to her disturbing plan.

	 

	*

	 

	As we walk past the camp, I notice that Nathaniel has been surrounded by the three licentious sisters, confronted by their vile voracity. They touch him all over his body and kiss him, although he doesn’t cooperate. I catch his eye. I can tell that he is tempted by the lust that fills the air, although he despises their nasty ways. I'm trying to deliver a silent warning and can only hope that he receives it: That he will restrain himself, and in the case that he cannot, that he at least survives the infernal game. I then turn to Rita, who has been watching me. I think she understands the plea in my face. Not all these women are forsaken to me; I know that some of them are just like me – flies trapped in the web of a sly beast. I send them a quiet forgiveness, aiming it to their minds and hearts as I lock my eyes with each one of them. Somewhere deep inside it feels like a goodbye.

	 

	*

	 

	Edana and I have been walking for two days now. We passed some familiar places, but also corners of these lands that I’ve never seen before. Edana has been the leader, because she claims to know a shortcut to the ancient battle fields. 

	She has been trying to convince me that the Mother of Darkness is the key to the true belief, but the more she insists, the more I’ve withdrawn. One would think that we could have established some deeper connection on the way. I felt quite the opposite though. She claimed that she’s my friend, but I sensed that she was rather my enemy, and though she tried to be nice to me, she established only more repulsion between us. 

	I wished to hear her true story the whole time, but only now, at the end of our sullen journey, she has finally begun to sincerely open up.

	“Geira and I have been very close since I witnessed her birth. Our mother almost died that day and so did Geira. She was always so fragile, not only physically, but mentally as well, far too sensitive for this cruel world. I have always looked after her, helping her whenever I could. As we were growing up, the village leader’s son grew fond of Geira. She despised him, but was afraid to tell him how she really felt and so with time, she had unwillingly lead him on. Nonetheless, his father considered our family too poor and insufficient for his son and so he had him married to another girl. Geira also got married relatively young, even sooner than I.

	I was not able to conceive a child, but Geira gave birth to a son. Her fragile body could hardly handle one child and she almost passed away while giving birth. From then on, she and her husband had to withdraw from pleasure. The village leader soon died and his son took over. He had set his mind on Geira again and had grown sly in his attempts to get her. Geira’s husband was too afraid of him and so they suffered the intruder for many years. One day, a day after Geira’s son turned five years-old, the locals prepared a big celebration to welcome a newborn into the world– the village leader’s first born son. Strangely, his baby boy died during the celebration. The village leader got mad and very drunk. At one point he attempted to rape Geira. And that’s when she finally burst out and claimed that under no condition she would ever want to be his! A tense atmosphere filled the room at that moment. Everything fell silent and then the village leader uttered:

	'How dare you insult me in front of everybody like this you ugly scum! Watch carefully, for I will kill you twice!'

	None of us could have imagined the hell that would ensue. Geira’s body weakened due to the growing fear. She fell to her knees and begged her husband and the men in the room:

	'Stand up for me, for Christ’s sake! Someone stand up for me! I have a son to raise!'

	“And that beast brought three weapons and encouraged her to choose one. She could not react, struck by a suffocating fear, and so he chose one for her. I was frozen to the ground. I simply could not comprehend the frightful reality. He chose a piercingly sharp hook as a weapon and used it to beat her five year old son, that poor innocent child, until he died. Blood gushed all over the room and screams filled the air. Geira has never uttered a word since; for that was really the first time she was killed. The second death awaited her the next morning. They cut her back open the previous night and were going to skin her alive the next day. No one, no one dared to kill that devil! Only I have...I made sure that he suffered a long and painful death.

	And then I managed to free Geira from the dark vault that he locked her in and we ran away together. I eventually learned how to fight and promised myself that I would never forgive and never forget the let-down of our men.”

	The story makes me feel sick and no matter how hard I try to shake it off, the bitter aftertaste keeps crawling back. Although my body and soul utterly disagree with Edana and her loathsome plans, I understand why she is so bitter and hateful. I can’t find a way to reason with her, her past has no weak spots, it holds only grief and pain. 

	“God knows that we have suffered too much, but we still have our army of slaves and will finally get our sweet revenge.”

	Since Edana pronounced those lines, we have remained quiet. Neither of us dares to disturb the tense silence that keeps spreading around with each and every step we make. Too long, far too long is the road into the dark.

	 

	*

	 

	I stand at the threshold of the forest, facing the murky valley of the yellow green marshes, the long gone battle fields. I notice that the two beeches nearby are intertwined and resemble the letter Thurisaz. I know what it means. I recall it precisely. It's time. 

	I sense creeping steps approaching me from behind and turn to see something invisible in the dark, something that is slowly manifesting into form and light. I feed the vision with my fear and therefore I'm aware that it's becoming real. I wince when I sense someone’s cold sweaty fingers climbing up my spine, but then they clutch me tight and freeze me to the ground. Edana festively opens her arms, as if calling upon some distant realms:

	“We have to stop the danger that marches towards our sacred mount! We have to stop them all. Their minds must become possessed by the spirits of these restless warriors and cause them to become their own murderers! Then all others will follow. Awake our warrior slaves, sister. Open the curse!”

	She turns to me, flames in her eyes; she has become completely mad now. For a while she just silently gapes at me, but then a creepy bliss takes over her face and she whispers:

	“She is here.”

	I want to object, but am muted. Another voice starts speaking through me without my consent and the piercing sharp voice grows louder with each word it says: 

	“Come, my warrior slaves, your time has come!

	March out of the shadows, let me hear you hum.”

	Every part of me resists the power that has banished me from my own body. The dark force rapidly takes over me. I perceive that the hands that clutched my shoulders now forcefully spread my arms. I gaze at the bleak landscape as a dark cloud spreads over my mind hastily. Through the haze I detect grinning faces coming at me from all the directions. Their glaring eyes seek a path in the mist. I've seen them before. They guided me to these lands, when all my hopes failed, and now again, the undead/unliving warriors march forward at the end of the day, humming in a familiar way:

	“Why, dear child, why have you opened our realm?

	We have been waiting, waiting here to die.”

	I gaze at the faces, speechless, horrified. What have I done? Grandmother! Please don’t let me pass on to the dark side! Let there be guidance, let there be light! As soon as my mind utters the desperate plea, I start sensing that Algíz is near. She breaks through the mist, her face aghast. I urge her to help me, but the dark force draws its sharp nails into my arms. My limbs become heavy, like the first time I entered Edana’s cave. I'm not my own any more. I'm helpless in her freezing cold hands.

	Algíz screams at me mutely, I can’t hear, my mind has been dazed.

	She points her hand toward me and I notice the old scar that reads the symbol carved above our cave. I look at my own palm as it rises and behold that the same symbol, but pointing down, has appeared on it, faded, yet revived. In my inner mind, the two symbols merge into one and become the six-pointed star.

	It dawns on me finally. The lines I've heard over and over again, being spoken in the common or the secret alphabet, finally reach my heart.

	We are the same. We are one!

	The realisation seems to have elevated my spirit, for I suddenly recall the dream I had during the first bonfire night—Algíz, her face aghast, emanating regret and despair. And so with all the verve I have left, I speak into the spreading mists:

	“You are me and I am you

	Come to me, I welcome you!”

	Bliss veils Algíz’s previously abashed face. She disappears, or to say, she finally truly appears. Another force takes over me. Something that is familiar yet completely new to me. My arms are now lead by another invisible force, but it seems rather natural, as if it were my own power that has willed it. I spread my arms open once more, my body now resembling the symbol carved above our cave and into my hand, and with a graceful motion I reveal the dim clouds which precede the upcoming dusk. I'm stunned as I behold… 

	The giant female faces gazing down, each of them seeking someone on the ground. Their eyes spark as they lock with the eyes of the unliving/undead warriors, their long-lost men. And I know now, I'm aware, that they have saved each other in the end. 

	I start to pronounce words and lines, unfamiliar yet familiar at last. The words flow through me, deep and precise, ending with the word Thurisaz. Once all the sacred letters have been pronounced and my body has been filled with light, the faces below and above are swallowed up by the heavens. And with the spreading haze, it begins to rain. The gates have been locked and concealed, and the rain starts washing away my fear. It's finally over.

	Now it's only me and Edana who stay behind. I feel at peace, whereas Edana is forlorn. She obviously cannot fully grasp what has just happened.

	“What have you done, sister?”

	I feel too weak to speak and so I leave her in her confusion and set off to walk among the ancient trees. I feel no remorse, no pain, only a profound relief. But Edana has not set me free. She runs me down, clutches her hands around my neck and starts to choke me. Her strength is way beyond me, I can’t shake her off, no matter how hard I try and her eyes won’t listen to me. Her hatred holds me tightly, dumping me in the mist of misery. I can think of nothing else but the fear of dying now, dying at dusk, before the soothing night welcomes the new dawn. I see the void. The void I had feared before. Dark and ceaseless as it opens up and shows that I'm not ready to die, that I must fight once more! And in this horrid moment, something emerges through the dim wall of trees. Another beast that has been waiting on me. The young wolf. His teeth glisten in the dark and his eyes focus entirely on mine. Edana spots him and lets go of me in shock. I fall to the ground and inhale the soothing air, trying to breathe properly again, hoping that I still know how to. The wolf does not hesitate any longer and at an incredible speed he jumps towards us and cuts his teeth into Edana’s neck.

	The short, loud shriek breaks the intense quiet. I cover my ears and close my eyes, trying to outlive the dry storm of my mind. And then only one thought enters my mind: Run!

	 

	*

	 

	I'm running, remembering to breathe, struggling not to stop at any cost before I reach the peak. I yearn to forget, but keep recalling the shrieks, the fear, the wolf’s sharp teeth, the blood and my speeding feet. I realise I have been running the whole night, hitting into branches, struggling through the bushes and overcoming the inner fright.

	I keep promising myself that I shall never abandon Algíz again, hungrily seeking the light of the new day and then… 

	I fall into someone’s arms. I recognise the face. Nathaniel. My enemy, my destiny, my man. I can’t believe he would betray me now; he must have been honest when he promised to rescue me. He holds me tight for a while and then he grabs my hand. We speed toward the dawn of the new day that hovers beneath the ground, waiting to finally rise. We reach his horse and get up with no further delay. I feel an extreme need to disappear from these lands, before light fills all the dark nooks. I can smell the scent of danger in the air, but I’m afraid to ask and afraid to tell, I only know that I need to get away.

	 

	*

	We’ve been storming through the woods for a long time, but now the horse has finally slowed down. I ease my hands that have been clutched to Nathaniel’s waist and rest my head on his shoulder. Never in my life have I felt so safe, though I can’t comprehend why. Could it really be that my enemy becomes my saviour at last? 

	 “Where are we going?”

	I ask him, unsure whether I can really let go of all my fears. He replies with a calm soothing voice.

	“Somewhere safe.”

	I ponder whether I should navigate him to my cave, but then again, it might not be wise. Danger looms above these lands now and will probably keep spreading. I dare ask him the question I’ve been dreading to express, because I have a strong inkling that I already know the answer.

	“How have you managed to escape?”

	“The men sneaked into the camp the same day you left. They murdered the three sisters, but luckily the rest of the women and I managed to escape. Since I got on my horse and started riding away, only one thought has been hovering over my mind.”

	He turns to me, yet remains cautious about the way ahead. 

	“The thought of you, trapped in the ancient battle fields.”

	He then leans closer to my face and his eyes find mine. 

	“You know that this is not just about my guilt, Talitha, don’t you?”

	I can’t bring myself to answer. Warm sensation spreads over my chest and in a while I can hear his heartbeat aligning with mine. We drum an identical song and finally allow it to chime.

	As we pass the blueberry wall that surrounds my ancestral cave, I notice my deer standing along our path. His wise eyes meet mine and I can tell that he’s encouraging me on my new journey, but in a way also saying goodbye. 

	 


 

	*

	 

	I have not abandoned Algíz since

	For I was her and she was me

	I do not fear looking into the dark

	For I have become a sorceress of light

	 

	 

	 

	The End
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