
Copyright December 2022 by Sipora Coffelt. All rights reserved.  

 

 

The Book of Light 

by 

Sipora Coffelt 

 

The Winter King, wrapped in a cloak of fox fur, his hands tied together, came forward, 

prodded by three pregnant women. He looked frightened, and well he should. I’d heard 

the plan for his demise, and I shuddered, even knowing the King must die. It was Samhain 

of 1877, and the merest crescent moon lit the sky like a portent of evil. 

Fiona Deshaye, the only elder in attendance, leaned toward me and whispered, 

“She wants him to suffer.” 

 “She does.” And how much of what Merline Clarke had in store for this benighted 

witch could be laid at my door? After all, my mother started the yearly sacrifices back in 

1800 and, when I grew old enough to have a voice, I agreed. Now? At eighty-six, having 

lived most of those years in Holiday, hidden away in the rolling hills of Nebraska, I’m not 

so sure.  

The Winter King’s screams filled the sacred circle for hours. He pleaded for death 

long before Merline let him die. When it was done, I turned away with disgust for what 

my mother had created.  
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The next day dawned cold and overcast. Fiona Deshaye waited for me at the sacred circle, 

her face stern, her gaze skittering to check on the bevy of young girls scrubbing blood from 

the circle of stones. The Winter King had died the three-fold death, and Holiday still 

echoed with his pain. The multiple knife wounds, the burns, the deliberately broken limbs 

hadn’t satisfied Merline. She’d insisted on tying heavy rocks to his waist, and when 

hanged, his head ripped right off his body. In all my eighty-six years, I’d never seen a more 

gruesome death. 

Afterwards, Merline had danced with her trio of girls around the mutilated body, 

while I silently begged the Lady of the Summerland to open her door wide to let this male’s 

spirit enter. Holiday did not need a vengeful haunting.  

“It’s finally over,” said Fiona, whispering. “What do you think, Prudence?” 

What I thought was not important. Any fool could see that Merline Clarke, elected 

Summer Queen, had failed miserably in her choice of male to be the Winter King sacrifice. 

Merline’s task was to find a male of character, charisma, courage, and of magic powerful 

enough to be a worthy father of the next generation. And then to die, resignedly if not 

willingly. Merline had seriously missed the mark.  

I used to be an elder. I used to have a voice. At my age, though, I had no role in 

leading and no wish to lead. I had only opinions, and these I tended to keep to myself. 

Merline’s grotesquerie called me to speak. “The girl needs consequences.” I didn’t bother 

to keep my voice either sweet or soft. “Severe consequences. How did her mother—any of 

the Clarkes—agree to this?”  
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“There’s a problem, though.” 

A problem not Merline? I waited a beat, then asked, “Beyond what happened here 

last night?” I’d said my piece and now needed to listen with my mouth shut.  

“No. Not that. While he was here, eight girls agreed to pregnancy.” Fiona lowered 

her voice even more, then said, “Only three caught.”   

I stared, shocked. “What?” 

Fiona nodded, her head moving up and down rapidly, like a puppet gone wild. “Yes, 

that’s the reason for the tortuous—frightful—death. He failed. He wasn’t right for us.” 

I took a minute to let this sink in. “That’s not his fault. Put the blame where it 

belongs, on the Summer Queen. She chose him.”  

  “The Clarkes will never allow her to be punished. We need better blood.  I’ve heard 

of a witch recently moved to Lincoln. Name of Kendrick West, a widower. He married a 

human and childbirth killed her. The babe—a girl—lives, and we’ve decided to welcome 

her if we take the father. The Proctors have room for another infant.”  

As the oldest living witch in Holiday, living long past anyone’s expectation 

including my own, the village honored my longevity by making me part of all 

deliberations. The Elders called on me to offer a crone’s advice.  

But did I want to have a say? I did not.  

“Sounds to me like you’ve made your decisions.” I worked at keeping my tone 

gentle, my words circumspect. “Consider, though, how a second sacrifice in a single year 

might well rebound on us. Evil is sometimes necessary and as long as we exercise 

forbearance, the Lords of the Akashic Record may overlook it.” 

Fiona cleared her throat. “Wise words, but as you said, we’ve decided.  A necessity. 
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I knew better than to argue the point. The Elders were wrong, and I’d said so in my 

roundabout way.  

“Other decisions were made. We want—no—need something from you.” 

By all the many gods, what now? All I needed was to sit in my rocking chair and 

look out the cottage window at oncoming winter, with my granddaughter fetching me tea 

at regular intervals. But I took a breath for patience and said, “And that is?”  

Fiona’s eyes filled with such a strange look as she gathered the courage to speak. 

As if what she was about to ask was all but impossible—but imperative. “We need a Book 

of Shadows, Granny. A guide from you to our generation and those that follow. To avoid 

what was done here from happening again.” 

Startled, I scoffed before thinking. “A book? How would that help? “Easy enough 

to disregard and go your own way.” 

“Absolutely not.” Fiona wiped sweat from her forehead despite the chill in the air. 

Her blonde curls fluttered in the north breeze. “You give us the path and we’ll teach the 

girls. We don’t teach enough about—well—karma. Consequences for the living and the 

dead.”  

I crossed my arms. What she said was true. The Clarkes’ belief in their 

imperviousness to consequences explained Merline. But was I willing to even consider 

this immense task? The Elders planned to frighten the girls with words. Would that scare 

Merline down to her boots? Surely not.  The girl needed a whipping—a public whipping—

to straighten her crooked spirit. 

“Let me think on it,” I said, and before Fiona importuned or counseled me, I walked 

off without waiting—or wanting—to hear the plan for the unlucky witch, Kendrick West, 

doomed for sacrifice at Beltane.  
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That afternoon, I considered what might be written as I tamped soil around the thirteenth 

sycamore sapling and watered all thirteen from the two buckets of water hauled from the 

nearby lake. The task of planting the circle had taken most of the morning, never mind 

that my granddaughter had offered to help.  

“If you can wait till Monday, I’ll dig the holes,” Priscilla had said during breakfast.   

But the smell of snow was in the air and the hand-drawn calendar hanging on the 

kitchen wall showed the date. Saturday, November 3, 1877. I didn’t need to say that I’d 

left the planting till almost too late.  

I grunted as I rose to go to the back door where lay my muddy boots.   

“Evangeline Clarke owes us labor,” Priscilla said. 

I shuddered. Evangeline was Merline’s mother, just as grasping as her daughter. 

Just as wicked, too. Yet in part thanks to them, this tiny slice of Nebraska territory stayed 

safe from the world at large. The Clarkes had introduced the blood magic that created and 

strengthened our wards. Their blood magic kept us hidden from the turbulence of the 

country’s wars and sheltered us from the crime of human men with guns and murderous 

greed.  

Except now our witchery had grown darker each year and the witches themselves 

no longer bothered to weigh good and evil.  

These sycamores would be my final addition to the trees of the forest that my 

mother had designed. The sapling circle complete, I stood upright, knees cracking, and 



Coffelt/The Book of Light/6 
 

breathed a spell to force sentience into the roots. As they grew, the trees would learn to 

speak at least enough to keep strangers away from Holiday. 

Twigs snapped and leaves rustled as Merline came grinning up the forest path.   

“A good morn to you, Granny Parker. Up to your old tricks?” Merline stretched her 

petite body, arms skyward, and long, ginger hair swaying. “Mam says those trees’ll never 

learn to cast a no-see-um spell. Soon enough, folks’ll find us, and we’ll kill ‘em. Mam says.” 

My head beat with a thrum of fury. Merline must know I could hurt her. Did I worry 

about karma? Did I hang back to ensure my spirit’s journey to the Summerland? I did not. 

Pretty, petite Merline had evil buried deep inside. She’d wanted to tear that male apart 

with her bare hands, eat his flesh, devour the magic of his dying. No one and nothing 

would ever change her. I’d be doing everyone a favor by killing her.  

But. Merline was the best argument against the effort of writing a handbook for 

good. Although, laying out the consequences for infractions, large and small, might 

dissuade her from acting on her worst impulses, she might just as easily believe that no 

one would dare punish her. The Elders must enforce the consequences consistently, 

timely, evenly for good to prevail, and that was on them.  

Maybe I should have taken her to task, but instead said, “As for the forest, it will 

learn, or it won’t. Time will tell.”     

“But you won’t be here to suss what happens, will you, Granny? Mam sent me to 

find you and tell you that lotsa girls didn’t take. That male was a weakling.” 

“Why tell me this?” Merline’s mother never did anything without reason. Did the 

Clarkes think I’d excuse these crimes? Did they care? Merline didn’t unless … Maybe it 

was time for me to extend a chastisement of my own. “You chose that weakling, then 

tortured him for your mistake. Go tell your mam I said that.”  
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But Merline’s face lit up like stars on a moonless night, her eyes reptilian cold. 

“Hear tell the Elders have found another.” 

I swallowed my disgust. “Imagining another sacrifice? The Elders will do what they 

must, but you tell your mam I spoke against it.” 

Merline frowned. “That’s an old way of thinking, Granny.” 

“Right and wrong doesn’t get old, girl. As you’ll discover to your pain.”  

She snorted and kicked the ground like a toddler stamping its foot.  

“Go on then,” I said, and shooed her off.  

Merline backed away, but had to have the last word. “I’ll be here long after you’re 

gone, and then we’ll see what happens. Males deserve it, you know.” 

She scampered off, and at the last possible moment I called down lightning to 

tweak her. She jumped at the sting, then turned and stuck her tongue out at me.  

“There’s more where that came from,” I called, but it was an empty threat. That 

single pinch took whatever power I had left for the morning. And Merline was right about 

men. Every male I’d ever known but one had earned the worst of fates, and even that one—

my father—hadn’t done right by his women. 

 

In 1795 it was, Da gambled away what little inheritance he had and ran afoul of the 

witchcraft laws by naming himself the seventh son of a seventh son. All a lie and his words 

easy enough to disprove given his many failed gambles. But offered the choice between 

transportation or hanging, we left England and sailed to St. Vincent Island. Da was 

indentured to help run a sugar plantation, Ma to keep house for the plantation owner.      
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My brother, John, my senior by three years, worked mornings in the sugar groves 

and spent afternoons in lessons with the plantation owner’s son. Ma claimed she taught 

me the ins and outs of plantation housekeeping, but that I don’t recall. 

I remember most how the sky and ocean merged together in one blue mass edged 

in white clouds and foamy waves. My clearest memory was of the day they tied Da to a 

stake surrounded by straw and wood, then set all ablaze. And the streams of magic that 

poured out of Ma as she stopped his heart to save him from suffering the flames. 

How often I’ve wished to have Ma’s Reaper power, the mercy killing magic to give 

the grace of a painless death. I wanted it last night while Merline and her friends toyed 

with that hapless male until the gods let him die. But no. I have a plain gardener’s talent 

to coax a seed into plantlet, then to leaf and flower and fruit.  

Maybe that talent is enough, though, to pen this book the Elders want. Like finding 

the right place for a plant to root and thrive, I may find the right words to turn Holiday 

away from wickedness.  

 

I asked for two quires of foolscap, thinking that one hundred pages in my smallest hand 

would suffice. Priscilla set up a place for me to write near the parlor window where I 

watched the first November snowfall while staring at my blank pages, inkwell and pen 

untouched. What words would turn evil to good? 

Meanwhile, the Elders decided to break tradition. Fiona Deshaye herself—still 

beautiful at fifty-three—seduced Kendrick West. He followed her to Holiday, carrying his 
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little daughter in his arms. He was so taken up with caring for the motherless babe, he 

didn’t notice Fiona’s spell until it blocked his powers and prevented him from leaving. 

He was a handsome fellow, tall with long chestnut hair and a sun roughened face. 

Fiona took and hid the gun he wore at his waist, then blunted the spurs on his boots. 

Someone took the baby. Someone explained Holiday’s Winter King ways. Time 

passed and I wrote not a single word. Then came the morning he arrived on my doorstep. 

Priscilla showed him into the tiny parlor where I sat drinking tea. 

“They say you’re the chief.” He loomed over me as if to intimidate, reminding me 

instead of my tall, doomed Da. 

I put up a hand and touched his whiskers, soft like bunny fur, and wondered just 

how much magic he had before the wards of Holiday blocked him. 

“You have to stop this madness,” he said. “I haven’t any intention of being worm 

food for you … ladies.” 

I had no desire for this conversation. He talked of how his time in Holiday would 

end, but the gossip already whispered that he’d lain with two of the Proctor girls and 

kissed Janine Good.  

“You’ll be treated like a king until the end,” I said. 

“Until the king must die.” He straightened up as if affronted. “And what about my 

daughter?” 

I smiled at his question. “Trust me. She’s better off with us than anywhere else. 

And yes, the King must die, but we all die.” Such a cliché, but true, nonetheless.  “Answer 

me this. Can you strengthen our wards without blood?” 
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He sank onto Priscilla’s wooden armchair. “No. I’ve thought on it and there’s no 

way to work that much magic without blood. But it’s evil for you women to hide yourselves 

here.” 

Was it? The Elders wanted my writings to allow for a yearly human sacrifice 

without falling into deepest black. “A necessary evil to keep us safe. Witchcraft isn’t a 

crime, but its effects are. Our way is a form of self-defense.”  

Gods, did I believe that? Witches could sicken others, cause crops to fail, dry up 

milk cows, gather pests to spoil stored grain, sell potions to make an unwilling lover 

willing.  But we didn’t deserve to die just because we could do all these things. Through 

the centuries, we’d been blamed, maimed and killed for misfortunes that happened by 

chance. 

Holiday was the solution. Warded to keep the humans out. Warded against men 

especially. If other women—human or magic-kind—agreed to live as a man’s possession,  

fine. We refused. This man, begging me for life, was a casualty in a war of his own sex’s 

making. 

It finally came to me, the inspiration I’d sought since that morning after Samhain. 

The evil must be done. But no one need suffer.  

“I can promise you,” I told him with great certainty, “a painless death.” And then, 

my caveat. “As long as I’m alive next Beltane.” 

He snorted, his spit landing on my arm, wet sadness, as if tears came from his 

mouth. “But I don’t want to die.” 

“Of course you don’t,” I said. “No one wants to die, not the young, not the middle 

aged, and surely not the old woman I am. At eighty-six all I know is I won’t live much 
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longer. But think. To die in wretchedness and torment is a great ill. To die in peace, to 

drift easy from life is the greatest blessing of all.” I could give him no better gift. 

“And my daughter raised by those who killed her father?” 

I shrugged. “Your daughter will become one of the family that’s taken her in. She 

won’t know anything about you.” 

He ranted and argued, and at some point, Kendrick West left to enjoy his months 

as Holiday’s King. At noon, Priscilla brought me sassafras tea sweetened with honey and 

a bite of molasses cake. 

Snow fell, wet flakes that turned to ice on the path leading back to the village 

center. The sun played hide-and-seek with the clouds, glimmering in the naked trees for 

a few moments, then disappearing. 

I picked up my pen and wrote: The Book of Light. 

Priscilla removed my teacup and plate, peeking over my shoulder. “You mean Book 

of Shadows, Granny.” 

“No, dear. Book of Light. Witches have stayed too long in the shadows. It’s time we 

learned about the light.” 

“Huh,” she said, and went away. 

And then I wrote the words to retain goodness despite the needed sacrifices. The 

words to keep Holiday alive until the world changed into something unrecognizable.  

I began, Above all else, secure the next generation. 

 

END 

   


