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Chapter 1

 


 


 


Princess Ilsa Yvayne Margra Isgul, former
heir to the throne of Wyrekia,was the first candidate to arrive at
the 473rd Annual Witch Trials, and she arrived so early that the
sunrise reflected off the golden breastplates of her armored escort
to form an ironic halo around her head. The soldiers lead Ilsa past
rows and rows of gray female faces, waiting in the predawn along
the narrow dirt track that led to the Trials Arena from the capital
city. Most of these women had been waiting in the dark for the past
three hours or more, hoping for the chance to enter the Trials and
become Candidates, but Ilsa had a way cleared for her by the
soldiers straight through the middle of the crowds. Princess Ilsa
didn’t have to wait like any ordinary woman to enter the
Trials.

Of course, unlike any ordinary woman, Ilsa
didn’t really want to attend the Trials at all.

The soldiers led Ilsa all the way up to the
barred gates of the Trials Arena before stopping. Although the
Witch Trials were rotated from nation to nation each year, every
country had at least one permanent Arena: a vast, tall, thick stone
wall easily twenty meters tall and over five hundred meters in
diameter, enclosing a circle of trees, with a single gate leading
in and out. Arenas were generally built close to large cities, but
not too close — rulers had discovered a long time ago that the
screams of Candidates in the Witch Trials coming from an Arena
tended to make people uncomfortable. Wyrekia’s Arena was
particularly well-built, with a special warren-like collection of
rooms set into the walls to room and board the Witch Hunters.
Wyrekia’s rulers wanted to be nice to Hunters, because Wyrekia had
an awful lot of Witches.

The soldiers formed a tight six-man
semicircle behind Ilsa, standing so close that even if Ilsa had
been stupid enough to think escaping would improve her situation,
she wouldn’t have been able to run away. Not that the soldiers
would have done any good whatsoever, if Ilsa really did have
witchcraft. No mere man could stand in the way of a Witch who
wanted something — no man except a Hunter.

The other women stared at Ilsa as she stepped
reluctantly up to the great stone gates. Ilsa could feel the
resentment in their tight, hunger-drawn faces, the raw jealousy and
desire bubbling darkly beneath the surface. After all, Candidates
for witchcraft were only allowed to enter the Arena from dawn until
dusk, one day’s worth of light, before both the Arena gates and the
Trials would be closed for another year. Most of these women had
sold their shoes, their cows, their children’s and sisters’ and
parents’ dinners, or used the money for next year’s crops to get to
the Trials that day, and most of the women, one way or another,
would not be going back home. All these women had ever wanted, all
they had ever hoped for, was waiting for them behind those gates if
they became Witches. A little pain — just a few minutes of pain,
and you would be a Witch forever; envied, respected, rich beyond
most Candidates’ wildest dreams, sought after and paid
extravagantly by Princes and Kings. The Trials was the be-all and
end-all of their hopes and ambitions. They wanted to be
Witches.

Ilsa stuck both hands deep into the pockets
of her ermine-lined robe, and fought to keep her face blank as she
stared past the lines of women, and promised herself that she would
never, ever be like them.

 


~ * ~

 


The sixtieth Candidate to sign up for the
Trials that day was also the first to come into mortal danger.

Elizabeth was unusual, because she was the
fourth in her family to become a Witch. One aunt and two sisters
had preceded her to the Trials, and been lucky enough to become
Witches, and while Elizabeth knew she should be happy for her aunt
and sisters, she was mostly just grateful that she was lucky enough
to have parents who already understood what was happening when the
ground started shaking at dinnertime, and the torches started
flaring a little too brightly whenever Elizabeth walked past.

The crowd of women waiting outside the Arena
blocked the road for almost half a mile, and was visible from over
a mile away. When Elizabeth finally came into sight of it, she was
thinking a little about her good luck, and a little more about how
much money four Witches would be able to send back to her parents,
and a lot about a sandy-haired boy from back home who had kissed
her the night before she left and promised her, sweetly but
unrealistically, that he would wait for her until her work as a
Witch took her back through their village again (the Guild almost
never sent Witches back near their home countries, much less their
hometowns). She was busy half remembering and half trying not to
choke on the dust thrown back from the cart in the road ahead of
her when the cart toppled over with a violent crash, and green
light flared out over the road.

Elizabeth had just enough time to glimpse the
cart’s horse galloping towards her and throw herself sideways
before a giant hoof came down inches from her ankle, and the horse
careened on past.

“Out of the way!” a man’s voice called back
belatedly. Elizabeth hacked out a mouthful of dust, and pushed
herself up.

Ahead of her, a group of men were wrestling a
mud-caked woman out from the back of the cart. Green flashing
lights flared out from the woman's arms, hovering and twisting over
the woman’s matted hair, making Elizabeth’s stomach swim. The men
were fighting the remaining horse back into its place between the
cart shafts, and trying to fight the woman back into the cart, and
obviously fighting their own fear of the green flames. Just in
front of Elizabeth, another girl with blue-black hair turned around
and lifted her arms at the cart, and with a last defiant billow,
the flames went out.

The dirty woman screamed.

“Are you all right?” one of the men yelled
over. Elizabeth nodded, and walked closer, until she could see the
dirty woman they were wrestling down.

Elizabeth prided herself on the cleanliness
of her own long brown curly hair (so long it reached the small of
her back now, and hadn’t her sisters been jealous), but this
woman’s hair was so knotted and caked with thick filth that it was
almost impossible to make out the curly dark hair underneath. The
men managed to secure ropes around her waist, hips, and arms. Her
face already swelled with red lumpy blotches that soon would be
bruises.

“Untried Witch,” one of the men grunted to
Elizabeth. “We caught her in a town only half a mile outside the
capital, but it’s been hell getting her to the Trials. She brought
some trees down on a pub full of men back in Grigstown — it was
lucky no one died — and that’s the fourth horse she’s driven mad
this trip. Sorry about that. That horse didn’t hurt you, did
he?”

Elizabeth opened her mouth to answer, but
before she could, the untried Witch caught sight of Elizabeth and
the woman with gleaming black hair standing beside her.

“Shame on you both, for putting your neck
under their chains — you’re free, and you willingly walk into the
Trials — you give up your power, when you could own them — I’ll
kill you, I’ll kill everyone like you-” The untried Witch screamed
only half-coherently, raving, lunging at the end of her rope
towards them. Elizabeth felt her heart racing, and wasn’t aware
that she was backing up until one of the men threw another rope
around the woman’s neck and she broke off with a screech that
gurgled into rasping gasps.

“It’s for your own good,” the black-haired
girl said to the untried Witch. “They’ll teach you how to control
yourself after the Trials.”

The untried Witch bared her teeth and hissed
at them.

“Come on,” said one of the men. “Let’s get
her away before she tries anything else.”

“Thank you for stopping that fire,” said
Elizabeth to the black-haired girl, because the men seemed too busy
to say it. To Elizabeth’s surprise, the black-haired girl glared at
her in response, and her beak-like nose wrinkled and lifted up into
the air.

“Didn’t your parents ever tell you not to
talk to strange Witches?”

“Well, yes,” said Elizabeth, blushing in
front of the woman’s brown-eyed glare. “But you’re not a dangerous
Witch — I mean, you stopped that woman.”

“I did magic in front of you. That makes me
dangerous. You see me in the Arena, you better run the other way.
I’m not safe until I’m Tried, and neither are you. Don’t let
appearances fool you,” she said, watching two of the men pick up
their wounded comrade, who seemed to have broken his leg when the
cart overturned. She leaned in, her face too close. Elizabeth saw a
glimmer of blue and purplish streak the sunlit highlight of her
glossy black hair, colors like the sheen of oozing black oil. “At
some level, all Witches are the same.”

Elizabeth stood, feeling her heart thump in
her chest like a horse rearing and lunging, trying to gallop free.
She didn’t realize she had half-turned, as if to walk away from the
Arena, until a leather-gloved hand gripped her upper arm.

A woman, wearing the thick leather coverings
of the men, wrenched Elizabeth’s arm, half dragging Elizabeth
toward the gate, Elizabeth’s ankle twisting as she stumbled and
tried to regain her footing.

“Stop,” Elizabeth said, staring plaintively
back towards the men, “you’re hurting me.”

The woman let go, and Elizabeth fell
sideways, scraping a thick layer of skin off her knees, pebbles
sticking in the open flesh. Elizabeth’s dress had bunched up above
her thighs from the fall and the top of her dress had been yanked
downward. She gripped the bodice with both hands, aware of the men
watching.

“She’s right,” the leather-clad woman said,
standing above Elizabeth with her arms crossed, her voice venomous.
“Chained beast, ice queen, or slut.” She nodded at Elizabeth’s
bleeding knees, a cold half smile on her face. “Scratch the surface
and you’re all the same. Hard to know which of you is more
dangerous.” She gave a sharp jerk of her head toward the entrance.
“Get inside before we make you.”

In that moment, with all those eyes on her,
Elizabeth wanted her mother, and her home, and the sandy-haired
boy. She thought of her sisters and her aunt and wondered why they
had never told her it would be like this. Elizabeth wanted things
back the way they had been so strongly that she felt her throat and
her eyes burn with barely choked-back tears. But she had no choice
now. She could either walk in or be dragged in.

So she stared firmly away from the men around
her as she smoothed her dress down her legs, shifted her bodice up
and stood as tall as she could and walked, with shaking kneecaps
and blood trickling down her shins, into the arched entrance. She
wondered how long she could keep walking before the tears broke
through.

 


~ * ~

 


The last girl to arrive at the 473rd Annual
Witch Trials was barefoot, and had been walking without a break for
the past four days. She was so ashen from dust and exhaustion that
she seemed to fade into the twilight, the only color coming from
the blood that pooled in the footprints behind her.

Unlike the other Candidates, she had not come
to the Trials that day looking to make her fortune. She had come to
the Trials to find out whether or not she had killed her
family.

The interviewer, an ancient, grizzled old man
in a hard iron breastplate, didn’t spare her more than a cursory
glance. Admittedly, this could be because he couldn’t quite focus
on her — his eyes were a wrinkly faded blue, as pale as his endless
lists of parchment, and they pointed in slightly different
directions as they wobbled down the paper.

“Name?”

The girl paused — not, as the past twelve
candidates had done, for dramatic effect, and not to catch her
breath, but to think up a name that she was reasonably sure she
would remember later.

“J-Jamie. Jamie Ware.” She was uncertain
whether or not he had heard her, but whatever he scrawled on the
paper was illegible anyway. His hands were covered with scars.


“Age-come-this-July-the-first-year-of-the-reign-of-our-gracious-King-Hugh?”

“Sixteen.”

Jamie crossed her fingers and waited, breath
bated. “Jamie” was a believable name, if not a very Wyrekian one,
but even she had to admit that, for a particularly skinny
almost-fourteen-year old, sixteen was pushing it.

The interviewer, however, was obviously as
near-sighted as he looked — that, or too old and worn down to care
about age regulations any longer. He fumbled among the papers
again, nearly dropping the one with her name on it as he extracted
yet another sheet.

“Do you-” (papers rustled briefly, as he
found the copy of the oath) “-Jamie Ware, swear honestly and
solemnly and of thy own volition that if the power of Witchcraft
should be found within thee during this the four hundred and
seventy-third Grand International Witch Trials, that thou wilt
devote and submit thy Arts and Powers, and thy person entirely, to
the service of the International Guild of Witches, to take upon
thee the title of ‘Witch’ for as long as thy life shall last?”

“Yes.”

And suddenly there was a solid, stinking mass
of metal-and-leather armor standing behind the interviewer, so tall
Jamie had to twist her head back, back, back to make out a face. He
was covered in armor, the famous magic-proof armor provided for
Hunters by the Witches’ Guild. It didn’t cover all of his body, but
it came close. A leather mask half obscured his face, making the
two brown eyes above it glitter alarmingly large. Rough hands
reached forward and clamped down on her wrist. She felt a brief,
cold gasp against her fingertips, so fast she didn’t even have time
to wonder “was that-” before there was a cut on her hand, welling
up blood, and her arm was thrust roughly forward to drip blood down
on the waiting paper: the copy of the Witches’ Oath, with her name
written at the top.

Pain blossomed up from Jamie’s injured
fingers, followed almost immediately by a tingling golden buzz, but
neither the unnatural feeling in her arm nor the fact that she had
just sworn an unbreakable blood bond registered. Jamie stared,
dumbstruck, at the gray edge of the man’s knife, dripping harsh red
reality out onto the dirt below. He had sliced the skin clean off
the tip of her finger.

He was a Hunter. She hadn’t expected to meet
a Hunter so soon — not out here, outside the Arena, with her feet
resting solidly on the plain old normal dirt track. Her eyes were
drawn, irresistibly, back to the knife blade (now being busily
wiped and stored in an impersonal, businesslike fashion).

 


~ * ~

 


Witches were powerful. In the tangled bloody
mess of the Highland kingdoms, where borders were what you and your
army made of them, there were few people more feared and respected
than a woman who could take out an entire platoon of soldiers
without even lifting a finger.

There were very few who could fight a witch.
Those few people were Hunters. Because Hunters, and only Hunters,
were trained to fight witches, and unlike other men (and other
women) they were trained to always win.

A Hunter.

The interviewer had already turned away,
packing up his papers, but he glanced back at Jamie with an
irritated expression. “Well, girl? Go on.”

Jamie took a deep breath, and stepped forward
through the gateway, into the corridor leading into the Arena.

 


~ * ~

 


The Hunters knew how to be businesslike
too.

Jamie was robbed of her clothes in a small
dark room and thrust, swimmingly, into a vast gray-robed uniform,
only slightly less ragged than the filthy mess that she’d worn on
the journey. They patted her down for hidden possessions, checked
her nose, mouth, and breathing for signs of health, and finally,
with the last second of sunlight hanging fragile over the horizon,
thrust her stumbling down a short ten-foot passage out another set
of gates and into the Arena.

The stumbling dark, the shock of nakedness at
rough, impersonal hands, the rank unwashed smell of the gray robe
she wore — none of it seemed to matter. There was only one thing
that mattered. By the time Jamie was allowed to leave these walls
again, she would know whether or not she had magic. And one way or
another, she would learn the truth about whether she had killed her
family.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


 


Jamie’s first impression of the Arena was
darkness — a vastness stretching out farther than the breadth of a
village, filled with unseeable sounds. She stood at the edge of a
hundred-meter clearing, lined by pillar-like trunks, beyond which
the forest of the Arena truly began. The trees were thick and tall,
and old, old wood, branches clustered so close overhead that she
couldn’t see ten feet in front of her. They made a maze out of the
Arena, filled it with hiding places. Jamie had grown up in large,
shadowy, lonely rooms, and she was used to darkness. But this
darkness didn’t feel like the darkness back home. This darkness
felt alive. Tree branches scratched a slow breath-like rustle
against the wind, closing in thick around and above her. She wasn’t
alone here. If you closed your eyes, you could almost hear the
sounds of the Candidates, rustling and whispering; a thousand
gray-robed women, moving invisibly in the shadows of more than a
thousand trees.

The farther in Jamie wandered, the more
terrible the numbers grew — thousands of pairs of silent eyes,
glittering orange out of the darkness. People were dangerous right
now. People were dangerous, because they could know what she’d
done.

Eventually, Jamie came across a trunk empty
of all but a single woman and collapsed against the trunk in relief
and exhaustion and the safety of secret anonymity.

 


~ * ~

 


Jamie woke up the next morning an hour before
dawn when the Hunters blew their bugles — woken not so much by the
noise as by the teeming activity of women everywhere around her.
They were moving away through the trees towards the east in
response to some internal signal, Jamie trailing uncertainly
behind. The Arena looked much larger, eerier and emptier, than it
had the night before. People might be dangerous right now, but the
idea of being left alone in this fear-filled forest, with nothing
but her memories, was far more frightening.

The crowd got closer and closer together as
they approached their destination, gray robes pressing in until
Jamie could hear the other candidates’ heartbeats racing, feel
their breaths hitch unevenly and smell, in painful detail, the
effects of a night spent without baths on hard soil.

And everybody was much larger than her.

They came to the edge of the Arena
eventually, next to the gates where Jamie had come in. There was
some sort of clearing there, between the gates and the forest —
Jamie could sense open space in front of her, and the sky ahead was
free of branches — but she couldn’t see more than a few feet beyond
the crush of the crowd. How many Candidates were there? Last night
it had felt like thousands. Now, in the light of day, she could see
there were several hundred women, at the least — a vast, rustling,
feminine sea of rough robes and tense frightened undercurrents.
Jamie felt tendrils of their fear curling into her stomach, no
matter how much she tried to block them out. Murmurs of chatter
were rustling around the clearing.

From somewhere beyond the tall shoulders and
backs, she heard the gates opening. Jamie pushed her way forward,
twisting sideways and craning her neck up until she could see past
the woman in front of her.

Hunter after Hunter was walking through the
gateway, about twenty of them; an endless blur of black leather and
brown leather and knives. From between the shoulders of the witches
in front of her, they looked like a forest all by themselves;
weapons branching and bristling, and every one of them clad from
head to toe in metal-plated leather armor. And then the last of the
Hunters filed through the gates, and Jamie froze.

There was a woman standing among the
Hunters.

Jamie’s stomach lurched. Only men were
allowed to wield weapons. It was more than taboo; it was a law
ingrained almost in the womb, drunk in with mothers’ milk, as
inviolable as gravity. Only men were allowed to use weapons. Only
women had the power to use magic. It was simply a fact of nature. A
woman with a sword was worse than taboo, it was unnatural.

You didn’t necessarily have to wield weapons
to be a Hunter. There were female Hunters, Jamie knew, much as she
knew there were slave traders down in some of the the Southern
lands. But the things a person would have to do to Hunt Witches, to
torture another human — another woman — without weapons, using just
your bare hands, didn’t bear thinking about too closely. The sight
of a woman’s face among the rows of spears, soft hair curling
gently behind the ragged axes and rusty swords, seemed somehow
obscene.

Jamie wasn’t the only one who had noticed.
All around her, the whispers started up, gradually crescendoing
into a rushing babble of chatter, then yells. One of the Candidates
screamed, a girl with a headful of long shiny dark brown curls that
whipped as her head jerked from side to side. Some of the people in
front of Jamie had started shoving, and then, with an uncomfortable
bubbling tremor in her gut, Jamie saw sparks flare from the front
of the crowd. There was only one thing those sparks could mean.

One of the Candidates was doing magic.
Someone was angry enough, or frightened enough, to try magic
without having been trained, and Jamie felt a wave of an entirely
different kind of fear. Female Huntresses were nothing compared to
what might happen if someone’s magic got out of control.

Beyond the crowds, one of the Hunters lashed
forward, flashing in and out of Jamie’s field of vision like a whip
uncoiling. When he came back into view, he had a candidate — the
one who screamed, a short, sturdy girl, at most five years older
than Jamie, with beautiful brown hair stretching down her back. He
had her elbow clutched in his right hand, and a blunt knife bare in
his left hand, and the entire upper half of the girl’s arm was a
mess of blood and gore.

The clearing went absolutely silent.

“Ready to behave yourselves, now?”

He spoke casually — softly, even — and he was
over a hundred yards and fifty terrified bodies away from Jamie,
but she could hear every word as clearly as if he were speaking in
her ear. His eyes swept, shadowed, across the crowds, and the girl
he held trembled. No one looked back.

“That’s right,” the Hunter said. “You aren’t
Witches. You aren’t none of you Witches, not yet.” He hurled the
word ‘witch’ forward as if it were a curse, a challenge. Jamie
swallowed, and tasted cold air. “It may be the Witches’ Guild that
holds these Trials, but in here, inside this Arena, we are in
charge. Hunters are in charge. And it doesn’t matter who those
Hunters might be.” He tossed the girl’s arm aside, carelessly, and
she shrank, clutching her arm, back into the crowd.

“Anyone feel like trying something? Go ahead.
Anything you’d like to do to us — any magic you’d like to try — is
fair game. Our armor is spell-proof, just like the Arena here. If
you do magic, it won't be you getting hurt.” He tilted the knife
gently back and forth. It just caught the first ray of sunlight,
slanting gold and green across the gray haze of morning, and the
blood running down it glittered black.

“You remember all the stories you’ve heard
about what Hunters do to Candidates during the Trials? Well, all of
those stories were true.

“We’ll hurt you exactly as much as we need to
during the Trials. Just a few seconds of pain, to see whether or
not you've got magic. Once you’ve been Tried, we’ll let you out of
the Arena, but not until then. This year there are going to be
guards on the gate.”

From the rustling going on around her, Jamie
reckoned this was not a usual occurrence. One girl in front of her
whispered something about King Hugh and a princess, but the Hunter
was still speaking.

“Trials go on from dawn to dusk every day for
as long as it takes us to catch everyone. Last Witch caught gets
appointed Head of the Wyrekian Witches’ Guild.”

Jamie heard drawn-in breaths all around her.
Head of the Guild — this was the reason these other women had come
to the Trials — why they had sacrificed jobs, left families, sold
cows and chickens and walked for weeks, sometimes months, to get
here. It was power beyond most Candidates’ wildest dreams.

The Hunter looked around at them.

“I’d advise not getting too close, once a
Trial starts. Our armor may be fireproof, but your pretty little
skins sure aren’t. Any Hunter performing a Trial will shout ‘Ware’
before it starts, so everyone nearby will know to clear back.
Generally, if you’re close enough to hear the shout, you’re close
enough to die.”

Jamie trembled. She didn’t want to set people
on fire. She didn’t want to think about burning people. She could
still almost taste the fury and the pain she’d felt just before the
fire started, feel the searing heat on her skin as the fortress
burned, smell the bodies that had burned behind her as she ran away
into the shocking cool of the night air. She still didn’t know if
it was her magic that started the fire that night, or a dropped
torch or candle or one of a thousand natural causes. She didn’t
know if she could start fire like that — she didn’t know if she
even had magic. But she was the only one who had survived.

And if it was true, if she were really a
witch, they would torture the magic out of her, force her to live
through it all over again.

“They go easier on you the first day, you
know.”

Jamie turned around and was confronted with a
pair of wide blue eyes blinking down at her.

“W-what?”

The girl belonging to the eyes smiled
condescendingly, gaze fixed just over Jamie’s left shoulder.

“If you’re frightened. The Hunters usually
make the Trials a little easier, if you’re one of the first ones
caught. What’s your name?”

“J-Jamie,” Jamie stuttered, tongue tripping
over the unfamiliar pseudonym.

“I’m Erin,” the girl said, and then, from
behind her, the trumpet blew.

Jamie saw the movement through the arms and
shoulders and legs in front of her; as one, the Hunters faded
backwards, blending predator-soft into shadows in the darkness,
visible only by the deadly quick flashes of swords and pikes and
long spears.

The Candidates ran.

It was bedlam. Everywhere were bodies,
bodies, bodies, so large Jamie couldn’t get through them, couldn’t
shove past the crush of the crowd, everyone running running running
and gasping with fear, and then from behind her the Hunters started
coming.

Jamie first became aware of them as screams
sounding somewhere at the periphery of her vision, and she felt a
trail of cold sweat running down her back when she realized what
was going on. She remembered hearing stories, back home.

Home. Her home had been burned, and it might
be her fault.

There was no space to think about it, here
and now over the pounding of her heartbeat and her oozing bare feet
as she stumbled on. There was no space for memory, and so Jamie put
her head down and ran.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


 


“I took this job to meet girls,” complained
Jessaum Operessi, member of the King’s Guard and current watchman
stationed alone in front of the towering gate of the 473rd Trials
Arena. He squinted up at the depressingly gray, depressingly rainy
(and depressingly female-free) forest around him and, after a bit
of contemplation, added, “Damn it.”

He was not allowed to move away from the
gateway, in case someone attacked it. He was not allowed to walk
into the Arena, where over four hundred (four hundred and
seventeen, at the last count) nubile young females were waiting to
be caught and turned into Witches. He had so far been waiting —
without the slightest sign of either a female or an attack on the
gateway he was supposed to be guarding — for the past five
hours.

He managed another twenty minutes, before he
heard screaming in the Arena in front of him, and then a faint
voice shouted, “Help!”

Jessaum’s ears perked up. Wasn’t that a
female? More specifically, a Female In Danger? Jessaum was not very
clear on the specifics of what went on during the Witch Trials,
being neither female nor very well acquainted with Witches or
Hunters, but he was very well-versed on the various types of
gratitude exhibited by Females In Danger who were rescued by
dashing young guards.

It was, after all, his job to guard these
women. Well, technically not the women, but the Arena entrance, but
still, didn’t it come to about the same thing?

Barely five seconds after the girl screamed,
the gate was left standing empty.

Jessaum Operessi had a woman to find.

 


~ * ~

 


Jessaum had been lost for several minutes
wandering in different directions before he came across the most
ravishing creature he had ever seen, lying sprawled in the dust and
swearing.

When Ochiba fell and heard crashing in the
trees behind her, she didn’t even bother standing up to run away,
because no Hunter could possibly make that much noise moving
through a forest. She assumed it was yet another young woman.
Ochiba had already been knocked over by that idiot brown-haired
Candidate who'd screamed in the clearing earlier, and her backside
was still sore from the fall. But when the clanking figure actually
entered the clearing, Ochiba’s eyebrows shot up in astonishment. It
was not, she was unsurprised to discover, a Hunter. It was not even
a Candidate.

“Who the hell are you?”

And then, to Ochiba’s absolute shock, he
dropped forward into the first genuine courtly bow anyone had ever
addressed to her.

“Jessaum Operessi, King’s Guardsman, at your
service. Entirely at your service,” (delivered with a little too
much enthusiasm for Ochiba’s comfort) “I’m here to rescue you.”

“Rescue me?”

Silence stretched between them. “Wasn’t — was
that you who screamed. Earlier?”

“Scream?” her voice was rich with scorn.
“Me?”

It suddenly struck Jessaum just how
preposterous the idea of her — of anybody screaming, was. The
forest was quiet. Probably it had been quiet all along. Probably it
had only ever been a bird or an animal or something like that —
there were animals in forests, weren’t there? And birds sounded
sort of screechy, like screams. Of course it had been a bird. There
was no need for Jessaum to leave this vision of loveliness,
certainly not to search out an imagined, probably feathered,
screamer. “Well, is there anything I can do to help you — er — Ms.
Witch?”

Ochiba scowled.

“You can go away. I’m in a competition here,
and I’m trying to hide from the Hunters-”

“I can protect you from Hunters!”

Her eyes narrowed.

“You can protect me from Hunters? Have you
even heard of Hunters? Do you know what they do for a living? I’m a
Candidate. I’m supposed to be here. This is a competition, and —
hang on a minute. I recognize your armor. You’re one of the guards
the king sent in. Aren’t you supposed to be guarding the
Arena?”

“And so I am, by protecting the lovely ladies
inside it. And you are , if you’ll forgive me for saying so, one of
the most attractive examples of womankind I have had the good
fortune to meet. If I might inquire, what is your name?”

“Holga the Unsightly, Destroyer of Men.”

“Oh.” He gulped. “Really?”

“No.”

He grinned.

Ochiba sighed.

“Look, it’s not that I don’t appreciate the
thought, but if you could really just go away.”

“Oh, but I couldn’t do that! I couldn’t
possibly leave you alone in here, if it’s as dangerous as you say
it is.”

Ochiba gave up, turned around and walked
away. He followed her.

“And there is no need to fear that I’ll leave
you. I am on shift for the next seven and a half hours, and I can
be constantly vigilant.”

He tripped over a tree root with an enormous
crash.

Ochiba closed her eyes, and despaired.

 


 


Before this morning, Ochiba would have said
she was good at Not Getting Caught. Not Getting Caught while
followed by Jessaum, on the other hand, was turning out to be very
hard indeed.

Jessaum tripped over tree branches, and
roots, and rocks. He tripped over things when there wasn’t anything
to trip over. He smashed blindly though bushes, and he never
stopped talking. He clanked. He seemed completely oblivious to any
and all Hunters no matter how close they passed by them. He was, on
the other hand, very good at noticing the Candidates.

And, because he wouldn’t go away, ignoring
him was simply not an option. Even leading him back to the wild
brambly areas in the back of the Arena hadn’t helped. It just
supplied him with more things to crash into.

“Would you stop that?” Ochiba hissed finally,
as Jessaum turned his head to follow a vanishing figure and ran
into a tree.

He flung himself up with a sheepish grin.

“Don’t worry, my lady. No matter how many
women I may inadvertantly catch sight of in this delightful forest,
I assure you my attention is thoroughly on you.”

He took a step forward and tripped again,
falling over into a bush with another enormous crash.

“Look,” she said. “If you insist on following
me, could you at least do something about that armor?”

“But of course. And if there’s any other
clothing you’d like me to take off, just say the word.”

Ochiba drew in a deep breath to remind
herself of all the reasons why killing an officer of the Wyrekian
king’s guard would be a very bad idea.

For all his fumbling, Jessaum was awfully
persistent at keeping up. Despite all her experience with escaping,
it took Ochiba a surprising 90 minutes to lose him.

 


~ * ~

 


Jamie, it turned out, was good at
escaping.

She ran with the others, sprinting in
terrified gasps from shadow to shadow, losing herself among the
crowds of Candidates, and somehow, no Hunters looked her way. None
of the Candidates spoke to each other — Jamie guessed this was
because it made it easier, in the half-light of the forest, to
pretend everything wasn’t real — but they communicated terror
merely by moving, by breathing, until Jamie began to forget why she
was running away, and why she had come here in the first place: to
be caught.

This is what you came for, she told herself,
as she weaved through trees, feet pounding, breath rough and
ragged. She thought for one wild instant she could feel her guilt
throbbing, huge and ugly inside her with every shuddering thock of
her feet.

The back of her throat burned, and she tasted
smoke. She remembered smoke, mingling with the taste of guilt and
terror, as she ran and ran while the fortress and all her family
burned behind her.

The forest got thicker as she ran and the sun
climbed higher in the sky. There was underbrush, clawing at her
with thorns, and not so many bodies pressed around her running, and
the trees stretched thicker and higher above her in the growing
light. She lost all sense of direction, as the sky beyond the
branches lightened and her legs started to seize up with pain,
chest clenched between terror and the swelling pain of her lungs,
but every time she stopped to breathe, the sounds of screams hung
fainter and fainter in the air behind her, and so she ran on.

She plunged into the midst of a tangle nearly
taller than her, thorns as large as roses studding every branch,
but then a pair of hands shot out and seized Jamie by the
throat.

She looked up to find the Huntress smiling
down at her.

 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


 


Almost before Jamie had the chance to move,
she felt the Huntress's hands tighten around her neck and shove her
backwards. Jamie kicked out, desperately, and her back hit a tree
trunk.

“There’s no point in trying to run.” The
hands tightened.

The Huntress didn’t look like the other
Hunters had looked — professional, impassive, cold hard faces
behind cold hard knives. She looked as if she wanted to hurt Jamie
— like she was going to enjoy hurting Jamie. And for all her
struggling, Jamie couldn’t get away.

Jamie screamed.

A thumb found the hollow between her
collarbones and pushed, and Jamie’s eyes swam helplessly across the
suddenly empty trees, suddenly empty forest, and she remembered how
she herself had shied away from all the other screams.

No one was coming. No one was coming, and she
couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t feel, and this wasn’t pain, this was
dangerous, this was death…

Then a rock came sailing by to hit the
Huntress in the shoulder, and a voice called out from behind her,
“Run!” The Huntress staggered sideways, but didn’t let go; she
looked shocked, furious, and she redoubled her grip on Jamie’s
throat. Jamie thought dimly through the airlessness filling her
brain, she looks like she’s expecting me to hurt her.

And then a second rock hit the back of the
Huntress’s head, and the hands loosened reflexively from Jamie’s
neck. The Huntress slumped backward, eyes unfocused, and Jamie
stood frozen for a heartbeat, maybe two, before all the blood
rushed back into her body and her legs took off running without
her.

Jamie heard footsteps pounding behind her,
and her throat nearly stopped up again, this time in fear, until
another Candidate — her rescuer — caught up beside her.

“Run,” the woman repeated, but Jamie was
already running, heart pounding in her ears, blind fear driving
her. This was nothing to the fear that she had felt before. There
was no room for guilt anymore, or cowardice, or rational thought —
just the awful knowledge that she didn’t want to be caught, not by
that woman, not again, not now. She could no longer hear the
Huntress, and she was convinced that every bramble, every branch
they pushed past would reveal her jumping out at them.

There was not even room in her brain to
register fear when an explosion of green light rocked the trees to
the left of them — they were running past a Trial, and Jamie knew
if you were ever close enough to see a witch do magic, you were
close enough to die.

The woman caught up and grabbed Jamie’s hand,
and pulled. She was fast — so fast that Jamie was dragged into a
weightless sprint, falling forward headlong with each footstep.
After the first few, terrifying moments, Jamie no longer had the
strength to even try to avoid the branches they went crashing
through and she was just wondering what might happen if she fell
when suddenly the close trees opened and she and her rescuer
stumbled headlong into the tallest, most intimidating woman she had
ever seen in her life.

 


~ * ~

 


“What in Hecate’s name do you think you’re
doing?” the woman snarled. She looked furious. From behind her,
Jamie heard the sounds of her rescuer groaning and the shifting of
limbs on the underbrush. Jamie seemed to have lost a few moments of
time. Her head throbbed where it had hit the dirt.

“R-r-running,” Jamie stuttered, picking
herself unsteadily off the ground. Blood trickled down her left
ankle. “The Huntress-”

“Quiet,” the tall woman hissed. If Jamie
concentrated hard enough, she could almost see the air behind her
steaming, sparks popping off her shoulders. “They’ll hear you if
you talk, although I suppose I shouldn’t worry about that when
people keep crashing through bushes right on top of me.”

Jamie’s rescuer stepped out from a holly
bush, brushing a spiked leaf out of her hair. She was several years
older than Jamie, and looking at her, Jamie could tell why she’d
had a hard time keeping up. Her rescuer was short, and stocky, and
absolutely covered with muscles. In fact, strong was probably the
most charitable adjective that could be applied to her. She smiled
up amiably at the angry woman.

“Hello. I’m Bea.”

The other woman only glowered. Jamie gulped,
wishing she could fade back into the prickly underbrush, but forced
herself to step forward towards Bea.

“Hello,” Jamie said.

A broad grin spread across Bea’s homely face
like sunshine.

“You’re the first person to say that back to
me all day.”

The tall woman glared down at them.

“Bloody Hecate. This was the only quiet spot
in the forest.”

“I think she’s stopped following us,” said
Bea, peering around behind them. Jamie turned to look. The Huntress
did, indeed, seem to have stopped following them. More unusually,
the woods around them were quiet — the crowds of the surrounding
Candidates seemed to have vanished. The thorny holly bushes behind
Jamie made a semicircle, cupping a tiny circle of yellow-leaved
oaks up against the stone wall. They had reached the other end of
the vast circle of the Arena. In the daylight, Jamie could see the
wall was at least twice as tall as the treetops.

“I wonder where everyone is?” Bea said,
glancing around. They seemed to be standing in the middle of some
sort of clearing, lined with golden oaks. “Should we go somewhere
else? I didn’t mean to intrude on your hiding place.”

“No, 'we' should not go somewhere else. I
should stay here, and you two imbeciles should get somewhere far,
far away from me and concentrate on not getting yourselves caught
so you can preserve the illusion that you might be Witches
someday.”

“But Jamie was caught,” Bea started to
explain, when another wash of colored light flared up the air
behind them, much closer this time. Jamie flinched, but neither of
the other two moved.

“Th-there’s a Trial back there. They’re doing
magic-” Jamie said.

“Huh,” said Bea, looking unconcernedly at the
glow of orange light flaring up above the treetops. “I guess
they’re getting closer.”

The tall woman whistled, eyes on the
flames.

“Quite the show. Some Hunter’s not being very
careful.”

Jamie shivered, and looked up to find Bea
watching her.

“You remind me of someone. Not what she looks
like now — but what she might have looked like, at your age. A
couple of years ago,” Bea said. Her eyes went hollow. “I hope you
don’t mind my interrupting your Trial, but she hadn’t shouted
‘Ware’ yet, so I suppose it hadn’t really started, and you were
shouting for help, so I thought-” The tall woman reeled back in
shock.

“You interrupted a Trial? What kind of idiot
are you? Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?”

“No one had shouted ‘Ware’ yet! I thought-”
Bea broke off, staring at Jamie. “It is all right, isn’t it?”

“All right,” Jamie said, trying to stop
herself from trembling. Her muscles had cramped up, after the
running, and with every breath, her throat scratched raw at the
air, sore from the Huntress and a tangible memory of the smoke of
the fire when her family died.

From somewhere behind them came the crackling
puff of an explosion. Jamie swallowed, trying to work some moisture
into her throat.

“I thought they were supposed to go easier on
you the first day.”

“Who told you that?” said the tall woman,
looking alarmed. “The first couple of days is when Hunters get
sloppy — trying to weed out the weak ones. You don’t want anybody
going too fast on your Trial, because the faster the Hunters go,
the more mistakes they make-”

“It was-” Jamie paused. “I don’t know. Erin,
her name was. She was standing next to me, at the start of the
Trials-”

“She was probably just trying to help,” said
Bea.

The tall woman snorted.

“Yeah, right. This is a contest. No Candidate
in her right mind’s going to help out the competition.”

Jamie blinked.

“Then why are you telling us this?”

“You aren’t competition. You’re a
liability.”

Jamie opened her mouth to apologize, then
stopped in shock because the very same blue-eyed Erin burst into
the clearing, gasping as if she’d been running for her life.

“For Hecate’s sake-” the tall woman said,
“not another-”

“Are you okay?” Bea said, starting
forward.

Erin slowed to a stop, staring at them, and
blinked.

“Who are you?”

This prompted yet another huge smile from Bea
— Jamie wondered if she was always this happy about meeting people.
“I’m Bea, and this is Jamie-”

Erin smiled, sparing Jamie barely a glance,
and looked politely towards the tall woman. The tall woman glared
around at them all, and shifted uneasily.

“Ochiba Aa,” she finally grunted. It was a
foreign name, but Jamie couldn’t tell where from — somewhere far
outside any of the Highland kingdoms, far away from Wyrekia.

“What are you doing here?” she asked
Erin.

“She was running,” Bea said. “She was
scared-” Ochiba scowled.

“If any of you bring Hunters down on me, I
swear I will-”

“I wasn’t running away,” said Erin
indignantly.

They stared at Erin.

Jamie swallowed, and said,“She’s the one who
told me about the Trials being easier today.”

Bea stepped forward, watching Erin.

“Then what were you running away from?”

“There’s nothing there!” said Erin, voice
rising wildly. “Really! I don’t want to-”

“She’s crazy,” said Ochiba.

“No,” said Bea, eyes glued on Erin. “No, I
think she’s scared.”

Ochiba’s eyes narrowed. Bea stepped forward.
Erin’s eyes darted here and there across the clearing, looking
everywhere but at the them.

“I think you’d better show us what you
found,” said Bea.

 


 


 



Chapter 5

 


 


 


Rex was good at his job. He wasn’t distracted
by the power of it — of being one of only thirty-four men in all
the forty-three kingdoms able to fight and control Witches — and he
sure as hell wasn’t one of those Hunters who got off on hurting the
Candidates. He had a job, and he did it. Most days, he tried to do
it well. Good Hunters were impersonal. They were detached, and
professional, and above all, they did not feel sorry for pretty
little girls. Hunters spent their days working with pretty girls
who could quite easily blow someone’s head off without so much as
batting an eyelash, and the Hunters’ job was to hurt them really
really badly before they got the chance.
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