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Of course she exists.What a question! Loo\atthe woods! So

dangerous! Poisonous smo\e and sin\holes and boiling geysers

andterrible dangers euery whichway.Do Jouthin\itis soby ac

cidentT Rubbish! lt was theWitch, and if we don't do as she says,

whatwillbecome of us?

Toureall.y needme to explainit?

I'd rather not.

Oh,hush now, don't cry. lt's not as though the Council of El.

ders is comingfor yoq now is it. You're far too old.

From our famil,y?

Yes, dearest. Euer so long ago. Before Jou were born. He was

abeautifulboy.

}\ow finish your supper and see to your chores.We'll allbe

up early tomorrow. The Day of Sacrifice waits for no one, and

we nlLLSt ollbe presentto than\the child who will save us for one

more jear.

Tourbrother? How could I fightforhim? lf lhad, theWitch

w ouldhave fulled us all and then where w ould w e b e? S a cr ifi ce one

or sacrifice all. That is the way of the world.We couldn't change

itif we tried"

Enough questions. Off withyou.Fool child.
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In Which an Unfortunate

Woman Goes Quite Mad

rand Elder Gherland took his time tha

Day of Sacrifrce onlY came once a Yea

he liked to look his best during the sober pr

cursed house, and during the somber retreat'

the other Elders to do the same' It was impor

populace a show.

He carefully dabbed rouge on his sagging r

his eyes with thick streaks of kohl' He checket

mirror, ensuring they were free of debris or

that mirror. It was the only one in the Protet

gave Ghedand more pleasure than the possr

that was unique unto him' He liked being spe



€*

'lpl',adsErJJagpa{l] aH'urq olun anbrun s?^\leql

3un1r e Jo uolssassod agr uerlr arnseald arou pu"lJaqg arreB

Surqrolq 'altJotcatoJd ar{l ur auo dluo ar{l sE^\ tI 'JorJrru }eql

pa^ol aH 'doo8 ro srJqap Jo "e4 
a-rarn dagt Surrnsua '.roJJrur

aql ur qtaat sry pa{caqr aH 'lr{o{Jo slearts lcrgr qtrrn sada srrl

paurl pue s>laar{o 8ur8fus srg uo a8nor paggrp d11rya.rpf, aH

.&\oqs 
" 

acelndod

aql ar\IS ol tuetroduu se.4(\ U 'au?s aql oP ot srapla Jar{to aql

paBr.rnocua a111.'teatlar Jaqruos agt Sur.rnp pue 'asnoq pasrnf,

aqt ot uorssaco:d ragos aqt Bur.rnp lsag sq {ool ot pa>lll aq

pue 'lle ;;tle'ma[, e aouo aureo .(1uo aogr]oes Jo de(-11
ag1 '8uru.roru t€ql arurt srq {oot pu"paqg raplg pu", J

PEI I a]po saoc ueruo^[
eleunuoJun ue qcFIlA uI

?5'...:--.: -I1.. -:r.

,U.0 r-14i-{_r :S.ei ; 1.: !jr: :, 1.. ?t. 2 ) i-. .-...., 
: :..,: . I, . l

1.P1!,\\ eqr 
; 

\DLI I jI iu+q t oj *B g 1 r ;,: _ _- .:, _

auo to! sn eaDS 
U.!m o1.lm pyp aqt.,a.,_,.:..,._ 

- - . 
_

PUD 'euo ou .toJ s1!Dm a){u:rq -: ..:- .- _

Eqlp llal\\.sa.Lotl) tno,i ol rir r:., . :_j-j

'Plo oo1 to] atno-1 .t: _.: ,: :

'\gJo ptunoS arqt rlBnotlt sD lou s,jl .., _ _._ .: 
.

llt utolJx; .: ..^ : : t.

r'l :

's(rs aqs sD op J,uop amlt puo ,tp jry\rr, :. ,, , _

ao (.qos st tl\uttljno| oq.tom 1trym t.,.a,ia i,;:._ :._
st as(,aB Butpoq puo sa1orq\uts puo a\ow,^ Sii,r r.. _ : : . .

oS isPoom eLFw\oo.I iuottsanb D pL,l ..s?s!.x; :._: ,:



The Grand Elder had ever so many possessions that were

unique in the Protectorate. It was one of the perks of the

job'

The Protectorate-called the Cattail Kingdom by some

and the City of Sorrows by others-was sandwiched between

a treacherous forest on one side and an enormous bog on the

other. Most people in the Protectorate drew their livelihoods

from the Bog. There was a future in bogwalking, mothers told

their children. Not much of a future, you understand, but it

was better than nothing. The Bog was f:uJl of Zrrirr shoots in

the spring andZirnflowers in the summer and Zirin bulbs in

the fall-in addition to a wide arcay of medicinal and border-

line magical plants that could be harvested, prepared, treated,

and sold to the Traders from the other side of the forest, who

in turn transported the fruits of the Bog to the Free Cities, far

away. The forest itself was terribly dangerous, and navigable

only by the Road.

And the Elders owned the Road.

Which is to say that Grand Elder Gherland owned the

Road, and the other Elders had their cut. The Elders owned

the Bog, too. And the orchards. And the houses. And the mar-

ket squares. Even the garden plots.

This was why the families of the Protectorate made their

shoes out of reeds. This was why, in lean times, they fed their

children the thick, rich broth of the Bog, hoping that the Bog

would make them strong.
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This was why the Elders and their fami[es '

strong and rosy-cheeked on beef and butter and b

The door knocked'

"Enter," GrandElder Gherlandmumbled as h<

drape ofhis robe'

It was Antain' His nephew' An Elder-iniTr aL:

ness for the boY'

But.

Antain had big ideas' Grand notions'

a stone.

"UNCLE GHERLAND!" Antain nearh-

over with his insufferable enthusiasm'

"Ca1myourself' boyl" the Elder snapped'

occasion!"

The boy calmed visibly' his eager' dogl:

ward the ground' Ghedand resisted the urge
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on the head. "I have been sent,"Antain continued in a mostly

soft voice, "to tell you that the other Elders ate ready. And all

the populace waits along the route. Everyone is accounted

for."

"Each one? There are no shirkers?"

'After last year, I doubt there ever will be again," Antain

saidwith a shudder.

"Pity." Gherland checked his mirror again, touching up his

rouge. He rather enjoyed teaching the occasional lesson to the

citizens of the Protectorate.It clarified things. He tapped the

saggrng folds under his chin and frowned. "We11, Nephew," he

saidwith an artful swish of his robes, one that had taken him

over a decade to perfect. "Let us be off. That baby isnt going

to sacrifice itself, after all." And he flowed into the street with
Antain stumbling at his heels.

#
Normally, the Day of Sacrifice came and went with all the

pomp and gravity that it ought. The children were given over

without protest. Their numb families mourrled in silence, with

pots ofstew and nourishing foods heaped into their kitchens,

while the comforLing arms of neighbors circled around them to

ease their bereavement.

Normally, no one broke the rules.

But not this time.

Grand Elder Gherland pressed his lips into a frown. He

could hear the mother's howling before the procession turned
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onto the final street' The citizens began to shiil

ablywhere theY stood'

When they arrived at the family's house' an

sight met the Council of Elders' A man u'ith a '

f*" 
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a swollen lower lip and bloody baid spc

skull where his hair had been torn out in clump'

the door' He tried to smile' but his tongue \r-enl

to the gap where a tooth had just recently been'

From the rafters above them' a woman :

howled as the Elders entered the house' Her sr

flew about her head like a nest of long' writhi:

hissed and spat like a cornered animal' She clun

beams with one arm and one leg' while holdini

against her breastwith the other arm'

*GET OUT!" she screamed' "You canrrot ha

your faces and curse your names' Leave my ho

shall tear outyour eyes and throw them to the

The Elders stared at her' openmouthed

belieueit. No one fought for a doomed child'

d,one.

(Antain alone began to cry' He did his be

the adults in the room)

Gherland, thinking fas L affixeda kindiv t
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craggy face. He turned his palms toward the mother to show

her that he meant no harm. He gritted his teeth behind his

smile. All this kindness was nearly killing him.

"We are not taking her at all, my poor, misguided girl,"

Gherland said in his most patient voice. "The Witch is taking

her. We are simply doing as we're told."

The mother made a guttural sound, deep in her chest, like

an angry bear.

Gherland laid his hand on the shoulder of the perplexed

husband and gave a gentle squeeze. "It appears, my good fel-

low, that you are right: your wife has gone mad." He did his

best to cover his rage with a fagade of concern. 'A rare case,

of course, but not without precedent. We must respond with
compassion. She needs care, not blame."

"LIAR," the woman spat. The child began to cry, and the

woman climbed even higher, putting each foot on parallel raf-

ters and bracing her back against the slope ofthe roof, trying

to position herself in such a way that she could remain out of
reach while she nursed the baby. The child calmed instantly.

"If you take her," she said with a growl, "I will find her. I will
find her and take her back. You see if I won't."

'And face the Witch?" Gherland laughed. 'All on your

own? Oh, you pathetic, lost soul." His voice was honey, but

his face was a glowing ember. "Grief has made you lose your

senses. The shock has shattered your poor mind. No matter.

We shall heal you, dear, as best we can. Guards!"
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He snappedhis fingers' and armed guards pou

room. They were a speclal unit' provided as alwas

ters of the Star' Theyworebows and arrows sluns

backs and short, sharp swords sheathed at ther

long braided hair looped around their waists' r'

cinched tight-a testament to their years of cc

and combat training at the top of the Tower' The

implacable as stones, and the Elders' despite the

stature, edged away from them' The Sisters were

force. Not to be trifledwith'

"Remove the child from the lunatic's clutch

the poor dear to the Tower"' Gherland ordered

the mother in the rafters' who had gone sudde

"The Sisters of the Star know what to do with'

my dear. I'm sure it hardly hurts at all'"

The Guard was efficient' calm' and utterl)

mother didnt stand a chance''Within mom

bound, hobbled, and carried away' Her howls e

the silent town, ending suddenly when the

wooden doors slammed shut' lockingher insid

The baby, on the other hand' once trans

arms of the Grand Elder' whimpered briefly a

her attention to the sagging face in front of

and creases and folds' She had a solemn loo

skeptical, and intense' making it difficult for (

away. She had black curls and black eyes' Lur
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polished amber. In the center ofher forehead, she had a birth-

mark in the shape of a crescent moon. The mother had a simi-

lar mark. Common lore insisted that such people were special.

Gherland disliked lore, as a general rule, and he certainly dis-

liked it when citizens of the Protectorate got it in their heads

to think themselves better than they were. He deepened his

frown and leaned in close, wrinkling his brow. The baby stuck

out her tongue.

Horrible child, Gherland thought.

"Gentlemen," he said with all the ceremony he could mus-

ter,"rt is time." The baby chose this particular moment to let

loose a large, warm, wet stain across the front of Gherland's

robes. He pretended not to notice, but inwardly he fumed.

She had done it on purpose. He was sure of it. What a

revolting baby.

The procession was, as usual, somber, slow, and insuffer-

ably plodding. Gherland felt he might go mad with impatience.

Once the Protectorate's gates closed behind them, though, and

the citizens returnedwith their melancholybroods of children

to their drab little homes, the Elders quickened their pace.

"But why are we running, Uncle?" Antain asked.

"Hush, boy!" Gherland hissed.'And keep upl"

No one liked being in the forest, away from the Road. Not

even the Elders. Not even Gherland. The area just outside the

Protectorate walls was safe enough. In theory. But everyone

10:

were almost as old as the world' after all'

The space inside of the ring of trees was m(

and the Elders laid the child upon it' doing the

look at her' They had turned their backs on

started to hurry away when their youngest m'

his throat.

"So' $/e just leave her here?" Antain aske<

it's done?"

"Yes,Nephew" Ghedand said' "That is hor

felt a sudden wave of fatigue settling on his sh

ox s yoke. He felt his spine start to sag'

Antain pinched his neck-a nervous habLt

break. "shouldnt we wait for the $/itch to arr

The other Elders fell into an uncomfortab

"Come again?" Elder Raspin' the most de

ders, asked'
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