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All know that acceptable sexual attraction walks in twain 
with romantic love and intimate partnership. Sorcerers’ wives know 
that their daughters must marry to further power’s cause. Royals 
know that a kingdom’s prosperity demands the happily-ever-after 
of monogamous marriage and future heirs ... and if romance here 
cannot be found, it must at least be feigned. In a world so constrained, 
where can a princess give language to her aromanticism? Where can 
a baker avoid his mother’s insistance that he love and wed? Where 
can a villager celebrate that dreaded, threatening possession of desire 
untethered from love?

Where else but in a witch’s company?
Witches of Fruit and Forest collects all Nine Laws short stories: 

tales of magic and fantasy exploring aromantic identity.
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Even ze doesn’t fancy hirself that accomplished a liar.
Isn’t that, however, the problem? Last night, Ponder crept into 

the hayloft, shucked hir nightgown and arranged hirself—atop a 
blanket, of course—over the bales so that when Faith climbed the 
ladder, he’d first see hir legs spread, hir fingers lazily teasing hir sex. 
Nor did ze suffer awkwardness over the actions that followed, save 
for the need to keep quiet. Faith makes hir feel pleasure; ze makes 
him feel pleasure. Nothing about interactions they enjoy should 
cause consternation, even when inappropriate for public display, but 
such experience leaves hir struggling to ignore the priest’s lingering 
eyes. Ze well knows what men look like when they appreciate hir 
naked body!

Perhaps things would have gone better if Father did catch hir and 
Faith. True, the worst would have occurred … but hir stomach won’t 
then know dread’s nauseating knot.

Hope is a vicious, perilous disease.
The priest’s droning words skip past hir ears. Ze watches his 

hands, hir own tensed for fear he touches something he oughtn’t 
and ze must wield hir nails in defence. Fortunately, he doesn’t idle; 
after dabbing oil between Ponder’s toes, he wipes his hands on an 
embroidered cloth and permits the waiting matrons—hir sister 
amongst them—to hustle forwards. Like ants swarming a corpse, 
they guide hir arms into a gauzy robe and hir feet into white satin 

Ze trembles as the priest’s fingers glide over hir 
skin, leaving an oily sheen in their wake. After the 

scrubbing given hir by the village matrons, in which no part 
of hir body escaped the attentions of soap and brush, Ponder 
should feel inured to touch. Good girls have no reason to 

think suggestively of a ritual cleansing, after all … but isn’t the act of 
smearing sacred oils over bare breasts the reason some young men 
join the priesthood? Ze can’t say that ze wouldn’t be intrigued by the 
opportunity, were circumstances reversed—although hir attempts at 
unquestioning devotion to the ways of most gods can only result in 
futility and disaster.
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slippers. Ze stares down at the robe, biting hir tongue against a rude 
snicker: what purpose has a garment so sheer that hir nipples show 
through the fabric? What function have slippers set to be soiled the 
instant ze steps outside?

Aren’t good girls models of decorum, clad in clothing sufficient to 
conceal necks and ankles? Or, at least, undergarments?

Forget decorum: if ze must spend the night in vigil by a lonely 
pond, shouldn’t ze wear something warm?

Hir sister releases hir long hair from beneath the collar and drapes 
it down hir back, squeezing Ponder’s hip before retreating with the 
other neck-covered women. She clasps her hands before her rounded 
belly, her expression less solemn than rigid. Ponder knows her too 
well to see those twitching fingers signalling anything but terror.

She has reason to doubt the village’s accepted truth: that Ponder 
Sheafed, unwed and decent if too forthright to be wholly respectable, 
owns the last quality required of someone purified, sanctified and 
sent to petition a unicorn.

Ze draws a shaking breath and considers, again, the perils of 
honesty.

“Ponder! Move!”
Hir sister’s harsh whisper brings hir to hirself. The priest, his 

eyebrows raised, gestures at the door—in a robe of opaque red 
damask!—with the impatience of a man who has done so more than 
once.

“Sorry,” ze murmurs, hitching up the robe in one hand and 
walking—as best ze can in those silly, ribbon-tied slippers—through 
the atrium towards the temple entrance.

Outside, fading orange streaks to the west farewell the sun. The 
other villagers—men, youths, maidens, children—form two lines 
separated by the path leading from temple doorstep to dark forest. 
Candles and lanterns illuminate serious expressions in fire’s warm, 
ordinary light; witch stones, chunks of veined quartz the size of 
Ponder’s fist, cast an eerie green glow along the path before vanishing 
into the forest’s depthless dark.
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Hir teeth chatter. No, the trees shouldn’t harm hir if ze keeps to 
the path, but the requirement that ze stumble through the night, 
worse than barefoot, no longer seems an abstract cruelty. How many 
girls vanish during their sacred quests, devoured by feeders, mists 
or magic? How many return, scratched and limping, because the 
priests object to sensible footwear? Will these people, pinning their 
hopes upon hir trembling shoulders, brave the forest to find hir? Or 
will they deem hir faithless and unworthy, reckoning hir fate well-
deserved?

“Mortal eyes and mortal ears deem her pure,” the priest announces, 
standing beside Ponder atop the step, “but mortals are infallible. 
Only the gods will truly perceive another’s heart.” He nods at the 
crowd, and Father, holding a lamp in both hands, approaches as the 
matrons fan out behind. “May their regard do our desires justice.”

Her. Ze shudders.
Father hands Ponder the lamp, leaning forwards to kiss hir upon 

the cheek. “Save her,” he whispers. “It’s the least that you owe us.”
Ponder nods and steps onto the path, obediently silent. Only 

one villager has kept at home; all others watch as ze walks, clad 
in garments that in any other circumstance provoke all manner of 
scorn. Ze holds hir head high, fixing hir eyes upon the treeline lest 
ze mark any unforgettable, unforgivable glances from neighbours, 
cousins and customers. The wrought-iron and glass lantern, the 
flame flickering as ze moves, at least prevents hir from crossing hir 
arms over hir chest—for ze refuses to succumb to further shame.

These robes already mark hir pitiful surrender to cowardice.
“Save her!” they cry as ze passes, their voices demanding and 

desperate. “Save her!”
Faith stands at the end of the line, a gap of several paces left 

between him and his brother. He too wears his holiday finest, his 
boots polished to a gleam, his candle held in unsteady hands. In 
the twisting, shifting firelight, his freckles appear as vivid splotches 
on an unnaturally-pale, ancient-seeming face—a world away from 
the gap-toothed boy with carroty hair ze calls friend. He casts his 
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hazel eyes downwards, the only witness to offer hir such respect … 
and ze wonders, again, if ze can’t learn to love him. Can’t ze exist 
companionably with a young man who always smells of horse, 
stammers his own name in Father’s presence and captures creatures 
in wood with his clever knife?

What if ze stops, here and now, to announce both hir crimes 
and hir intent to wed hir co-conspirator in lust? Will a marriage, a 
husband and children earn hir respectability enough that Father can 
condone hir failures?

Ponder and Faith expressed their attraction for one another in 
the way shy young folks do: awkward salutations and remarks about 
the weather, making excuse to cross each other’s paths, less-awkward 
exchanges about horses, family and the weather. Quiet smiles and 
lingering glances grew into blushing compliments and hesitant 
touches, until the summer day they not-at-all-coincidentally met 
beneath the forest’s sheltering fringes… and had their fumbling, 
frantic way with the other. What lessons Faith gained ze doesn’t know, 
but for Ponder sex was a revelation: a body, hir body, could exist for 
giving and receiving pleasure. Touch—his touch, hir touch—awoke 
a slumbering piece of hir soul, a piece that found no just reason to 
deny hirself glorious hedonism.

In his presence ze revels, momentarily freed from its many agonies, 
in hir suit of flesh.

Faith’s words, after that first coupling, were far less enthused: “I 
suppose that we have to marry now, don’t we?”

Ze could have—should have—agreed. A wedding after an 
untimely bedding was, after all, expected. Hir sister, possessed of the 
worldliness granted by her marriage band and a babe at breast, had 
noticed the way Ponder looked at the innkeeper’s youngest son; she 
brought up the subject one morning as they washed and wiped the 
breakfast dishes. “Have you bedded him yet?”

“No!” ze cried, hir cheeks warming … for, as ze lay in bed at night 
with a body that ached for release, such pursuits had often crossed 
hir mind. “Of course not!”
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Ponder knew in the deepest stirrings of hir heart that ze wasn’t 
a boy and couldn’t be a girl … but ze laced hir corset, donned hir 
petticoats and pinned hir hair, for while ze helped in both smithy and 
stableyard, ze wasn’t permitted to be anything less than respectable. 
Engaging in needful hard labour, Mama insisted, doesn’t excuse a 
woman in neglecting her femininity. 

In those days ze tried, despite a tongue prone to asking “why”, to 
obey hir parents, priests and gods.

Even if obedience required an inordinate amount of time spent 
biting hir lip.

“Mama will never admit to it, but most girls have her man before 
the wedding. Who buys a horse without first riding him to learn his 
nature? Or, if you’re sure you want his hand, wait upon ceremony? 
Most men don’t want to wait, and it’s easy to lose a man to a girl 
who won’t. And … well, some of us don’t want to wait, either.” Hir 
sister laughed, winking at Ponder, before glancing pointedly at her 
again-growing belly. “If you set a date the moment you miss your 
blood, the wives won’t gossip too loudly. Not when they know they 
did the same.”

Ponder, accepting hir sister’s words as permission, believed in the 
expectations laid in age-old tales until the moment “yes” withered 
upon hir lips.

“Do we,” ze said in response to Faith’s unromantic proposal, “even 
have to?”

No language known to Ponder encompasses the friendship they 
forged as secret lovers, but they need no such words to celebrate its 
rightness. By day, they shared their lives with their families, dodging 
expectation to wed via Faith’s stammering shyness and Ponder’s 
increasing bluntness; by night, they came together in search of 
intimacy’s heady joys. This, they agreed, is perfection: all the pleasures 
of the bed and all the independence of youth, free of household, 
spouse and obligate children. For Ponder, their agreement meant 
escaping wifehood—in which the rules of femininity seemed yet 



11

more onerous, even if honouring them earnt one more respect than 
hir threatening spinsterhood.

Whatever pull to shared love and partnership a person should 
have, Faith possesses it no more than ze—and ze no more than Faith.

“Save hir,” he whispers, his voice all but inaudible.
Ze shakes hir head and continues along the path. No, Faith doesn’t 

desire marriage. While he will obligingly wed hir should ze need him 
to, ze can’t bear the thought of their friendship crumbling beneath 
the weight of their days and nights crafted around each other.

Ponder knows that consequences must someday claim hir.
Ze just didn’t expect Mama to have to pay the price.
By the time ze passes beneath the forest’s fringes, hir eyes have 

grown accustomed to the dark. No longer simply a shapeless mass, 
the trees form tall, twisted shadows—hiding the cause of animal cries, 
squeaks and barks—before fading into the black night. The witch 
stones, placed in pairs every few yards, lead onwards in a winding, 
broken line, appearing and vanishing after ze rounds another boulder 
or stumbles down a muddy slope. Leaves and twigs crack beneath 
hir feet, and ze keeps stubbing hir toes on myriad rocks, roots and 
saplings revealed, an instant too late, by the lantern’s orange light. 
The robe, long enough to tangle at hir ankles, little protects hir from 
scratches, scrapes and the breeze’s chill fingers. Ponder swears under 
hir breath, hir gait now less a steady stride than a halting limp. How 
do the priests expect a girl in useless garments to traverse a path 
not used enough to be anything but overgrown? Ze ought to thank 
the gods that Father at least conjured this terrible idea during late 
spring!

Is unneedful difficulty the purpose? Must ze, for reasons 
unmentioned, suffer every step on hir way to beg for a unicorn’s 
magic?

The joke, then, lies upon the gods: not since Father roused hir 
from bed and demanded ze submit hirself has Ponder done anything 
but suffer.
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Every maiden, and those presumed to be one, knows what may be 
asked of her if horror befalls her house, kin or village. A girl of good 
name must venture into the forest upon a moon-dark night. She, with 
but a lantern to assist her, follows the witch-marked path towards a 
deep, black pond. On its sandy shores, she takes her lonely night’s 
vigil—and if the gods below deem her pure of heart and spirit, she 
may be graced upon the sun’s rise with the sight of a unicorn supping 
at bewitched waters. With all praise to its eldritch beneficence, she 
must offer her life in service. If the gods deem her pure of intent 
and deed, she will win the use of the unicorn’s power, for magic lies 
within every silvery filament of its hair and hide.

No rope, chain or shackle can hold a unicorn. Only girls, maiden 
and unwed, may barter themselves for rain, plague-cures or protection 
from marauders. No village priest commits the blasphemy of sending 
a girl believed to be anything but virginal.

Ponder isn’t unskilled in the art of deception.
Hir right slipper snags on a protruding branch; only a frantic 

waving of hir arm keeps hir from tipping over. Ze halts, panting, 
and rests the lantern on the ground to reclaim hir slipper—the satin 
upper stained, the ribbon torn, the shoe as ruined as ze. Tomorrow, 
ze’ll return along this cursed path, for no unicorn will come … 
and the village will alight upon all possible reasons for hir failure. 
Perhaps hir sister will voice hir suspicions. Perhaps hir neighbours 
will remember that ze has rejected every last proposal, and why refuse 
marriage if not for already having put hirself in a man’s way?

When folks speak of unicorns, only one reason matters.
People will mutter harshness behind hir back: fallen, bitch, slut. 

Father will speak it to hir face … and if such words be his only 
response, Ponder must account hirself fortunate. Hir only grace is 
the knowledge that Faith’s name shapes his truest nature; he won’t 
betray hir. Unless someone observed hir with him and kept this 
scandalous secret for future revelation, nobody owns proof. They may 
assume the maiden they sent to treat with a unicorn isn’t one, but 
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they can’t claim that the unicorn didn’t reject hir for another quality 
… like hir not being a girl. Or hir tendency to the outspoken!

That alone saves hir from conviction, even if ze will never again 
enjoy the villagers’ respect.

“Slut,” ze whispers, knotting the longest piece of ribbon about 
hir ankle. Why did ze choose selfishness and self-indulgence? Why 
did ze revel in hir certain belief that Ponder and Faith’s exchange 
of pleasures doesn’t merit condemnation—that hir kinsfolk bind 
themselves to restrictions unable to offer all true happiness? Why 
didn’t ze ignore the feeling that wifehood must become hir prison 
sentence, so that Father has no cause to think hir the family’s 
salvation?

“Let this be the reason you insist on being a husbandless plague 
upon my house!” Father pushed hir, still shift-clad, towards the door 
as if set on enforcing hir compliance. Even his loud slurring couldn’t 
smother the gasps and grunts echoing from his bedchamber—the 
gasps and grunts of a woman in too much pain to rest. A woman 
dying from the illness still devouring the remnants of her wasted 
body. Mama. “Put your empty cunt to use tonight and bring her the 
unicorn’s magic!”

What can ze say to a man, drowning his grief in drink and rage, 
who sees in hir the last chance to save his wife—hir mother?

So ze, coward, endured the farce of ritual bathing and ceremonial 
blessing. Ze let hir family bear undeserved hope, for a cold night 
outdoors offers fewer dangers than speaking hir truths.

No unicorn will come for hir, because Ponder is something worse 
than a slut or not-girl: a pathetic, craven liar.

After hours of trudging and tripping, the trees open onto a 
pond so still that stars glisten within its waters. Ponder steps onto a 
narrow beach framed by reeds, hir fear and loathing forgotten as ze 
gazes upon the sky’s mirror. Surely, ze looks upon a portal leading 
to the gods below? How else can the wind tease hir hair and stir the 
canopy but leave the pond’s surface unmarred?
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Can a person plummet through its depths to find a world where 
freely bedding a man brings no disdain and unicorns share their gifts 
with all in need?

Hir slippers sink into silvery-grey sand, the damp grains sticking 
to hir oil-tacky skin. Here, not even a chirping insect breaks the quiet; 
no animals howl, no birds call. Only Ponder intrudes, swearing as ze 
sets down the lantern and pulls free hir bruised toes. The matrons 
who washed and dressed hir must have spent hours agonising over 
the stitches fastening satin to leather, but for what? Perhaps the soles 
can be repurposed, but no amount of fat and lye will restore the rent, 
fraying upper to function.

Hir robe’s condition is little better. Fastened only by ties wrought 
of the same flimsy fabric, it billows open at the top to bare both 
breasts. From the knees down it has become naught but hanging 
tatters, dirty and leaf-entangled. Ponder laughs, shaking hir head. 
Aren’t hir clothes as much a farce as hir pretence at purity? If people 
who aren’t Ponder insist upon expectations from which ze derives 
only degradation, what is this garb but dignity’s dishonest mimicry?

Anger, the red-tinged wildness ze must forever restrain, surges 
through hir limbs. Alone by a sacred pond, with nobody to pay witness 
but earth and sky, ze screams hir pain. Why must ze pretend to be 
good while Mama sickens, Father sees hir as either a problem or a 
solution, hir body chains hir to girlhood’s spectre and the best thing 
in hir life—a friendship in which ze feels seen—must be deemed 
amoral? Why must ze always be less than hirself ? Why must ze 
preserve hir virginity when ze doesn’t wish to wed—or even if ze 
someday does? Why must Mama so slowly fade, leaving her family 
caught in a prolonged, grieving helplessness?

Ze rages: pummelling hir fists against the closest tree, kicking up 
sand, wrenching that ridiculous robe from hir body. The fabric tears, 
leaving hir to clasp aching fingers around a wad of rent uselessness. 
Dignity? Ze owns more dignity when as naked as a newborn babe 
than ze does clad in that insulting costume! Ze owns more dignity 
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should the neighbours catch hir on hir back in the village square at 
noon, grunting and squirming as Faith’s tongue consumes hir cunny!

Good girls, innocent and pure, recognise the garb as marking 
sacred purpose … or so the priests teach, but surely those who came 
before hir knew humiliation enough to doubt?

“Isn’t this about some sordid look at a girl who’ll never become a 
woman if the unicorn accepts her—and will be loathed by all if not?”

Ze balls the robe in hir hands, raises hir arm and hurls it into the 
pond.

The slippers, their ribbons trailing, create two satisfying splashes 
shortly afterwards.

“And your sacred pond deserves my piss if that’s what unicorns do 
expect!”

If the gods object to such blasphemies, they don’t show it. The 
water stills, the stars shine, the breeze ruffles Ponder’s hanging curls. 
Ze kicks at the sand again, hir breaths easing, before dropping to 
hir knees beside the lantern. Hir beaten knuckles flare to aching as 
hir fury ebbs … enough to realise hir fit an exercise in pointlessness. 
Mustn’t ze still wait out hir vigil for a unicorn that won’t come? How 
will returning home in hir skin help people consider reasons beyond 
virginity for a unicorn’s denial? 

Ze laughs again. Fool! Sensible girls who don’t treat with a unicorn 
take care to return home with their clothing intact. Nudity may be 
more truthful a state, but it won’t help hir quest to remain unwed 
beneath Father’s roof when fate’s offerings are limited to marriage 
and exile.

Like hir sister, girls become women by standing with a man 
before a god’s altar and surrendering her life to their union. A 
married woman cannot quest in search of a unicorn, for she serves 
her husband and children; how can a god or spirit have her when her 
first loyalty is given to a mortal? No, good women die, rewarded with 
all the homely things she should ever desire, as grandmothers and 
great-grandmothers. Womanhood is an endless road, a duty without 
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variation, a dance to an ancient tune—the fate Ponder successfully 
avoided before Father demanded ze walk the moon-dark path. 

“If you can’t learn to contain your moods,” Mama said after Ponder 
complained that Father’s anger never rendered him unbecoming, 
“they will then be your undoing.”

If only injustice never stirred hir soul and loosened hir tongue!
What, then, awaits hir tomorrow? Never was hir maidenhood 

idle: Ponder keeps Father’s books, runs his errands, cleans his house. 
Ze owns a neat hand with pen and needle alike, and while pastry 
frustrates hir, nobody need starve at hir hearth. When small children 
occupy hir sister’s hands and the smithy occupies hir brother-by-
law’s, the household relies on hir and Mama’s labour in the kitchen 
and garden—Father’s lack of acknowledgement notwithstanding. 
When Mama dies, Father will still need hir. Can he appreciate that?

Or will he deem hir ruined? Too tainted to be welcome beneath 
his roof, no matter how useful hir labour? Too deceptive to be trusted, 
no matter hir honesty with his coin?

Hir many falsehoods rest heavy on hir bones … but why must 
it be wrongdoing to avoid others’ cruel judgement when ze cannot 
approve of their expectations?

Sighing, ze rests hir head upon hir knees and wraps hir arms 
about hir shins. Damp sand and cool air leech the warmth from hir 
flesh, cursing hir body with convulsive shivers. No, if ze walks home 
tomorrow without magic or robe, Ponder may become irredeemable 
… and Mama will still mount death’s horse.

Hir cowardice, hir pain, hir fury—what are they but nothing? To 
dwell on them is to adopt falsehood, a distraction from the grief ze 
so thoroughly avoids. Mama, hir illness beyond the aid of doctors 
and witches alike, needs a magic only the gods may grant … and 
Ponder can’t help her.

As the night wends closer to dawn, the truth becomes ever clearer: 
in the greatest task ever asked of hir, ze is useless.

No slur, no matter how much scorn it bears, hurts as much as that 
cruel word.



17

Useless.
“I’m so sorry,” ze croaks. No longer does ze fight to endure the 

bruising ache in hir hands and feet; pain feels as natural as hir chest’s 
rise and fall. Ze shut hir eyes after hir last bout of tears: too tired to 
hold them open, too cold to fall into more than a brief, fitful doze. 
That, doubtlessly, voids hir vigil! “I’m sorry, Mama. I’m sorry that, 
when I chose Faith, I didn’t think of anyone but myself. I’m sorry I 
can’t save you.”

A soft, breathy snort startles hir into silence.
Slowly, Ponder raises hir head. Streaks of pink and orange turn 

the eastern sky to cobalt, providing light enough to see a white, 
four-legged shape standing at the pond’s edge. Ze stares with blurry 
eyes, hoping against all reason that the gods have delivered hir an 
undeserved, unlooked-for miracle…

… but a clear gaze reveals a small, swaybacked mare.
A horse. Giggles, mad and broken, tickle hir throat. Of course! 

What more can ze expect? No unicorn, no salvation: just a mare 
so old that her once-fleabitten coat has faded, like paper bared to 
the sun, to a shaggy yellow-white. Swollen fetlocks, cracked hooves, 
hollow flanks and a mane festooned with burrs suggest a horse 
grown too infirm to work and turned out in favour of one younger 
and stronger. Another useless creature, set adrift in a world scorning 
those who won’t or can’t serve as required.

Ponder sighs, rubbing life into unwilling legs with protesting 
hands so that ze can rise without falling. “I don’t know how I’ll get 
you home without belt or rope, but once you’ve had your fill, can I 
try? Someone must see to those poor feet.”

The mare’s ears twitch, but she doesn’t cease her drinking.
“Lovely girl.” Crooning, Ponder staggers upright. Pins and needles 

sting hir feet, and ze bites hir lip as ze walks at an angle towards the 
pond. Only when ze too stands at the water’s edge, within the mare’s 
line of sight, does ze move towards her. “Pretty girl. I won’t hurt you. 
I just want to pat you, give you a scratch, make friends so you’ll let 
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me take you by your mane. Then when we’re home, I’ll give you a 
brushing. We have hay and chaff and a bed of straw…”

The mare lifts her head, watching Ponder approach with eyes as 
dark as the pond lapping at her front hooves.

“I’ll even steal you an apple from the cellar, if Father doesn’t ban 
me from the house.” Ponder extends hir left hand, hir palm flat; 
the mare, likely hoping for a treat, brushes wet, velvety lips over hir 
fingers. “I’m sorry. They didn’t give me anything to eat or anything for 
a unicorn to eat. Wouldn’t someone with a basket of carrots, apples 
and peppermints be more enticing than a girl with ... well, nothing 
but virginity? I suppose that’s one of the many reasons why I’m not 
a priest…”

The mare snorts, bobbing her head, before rubbing her muzzle 
against the flat of Ponder’s hand—her dusty coat warm against hir 
frigid fingers.

“I’m glad we agree. I like your being sensible about these things.” 
Ponder works hir hand over the mare’s cheek, yearning to press hir 
shivering body against her flanks and back. “Can I touch your mane? 
Pick out those burrs?”

Her ears remain forwards, alert but relaxed, so Ponder rests hir 
right hand on her withers before running hir fingers over the coarse, 
tangled strands.

“I don’t know what unicorns want. Grooming seems logical, 
because unicorns don’t have fingers to hold brushes. But I don’t 
think, somehow, that the girls become grooms when they offer 
up their lives. They say that a chosen girl comes home for a day, 
with the unicorn’s magic, but then she vanishes at sunset. Why…” 
Ponder sighs, fighting stiff, fingers to prise a burr from the mare’s 
thick mane. Ze knows hir rambling to be all but nonsensical, but 
what ze says is less important than how … and who wants to be 
pushed, bitten or kicked by a nervous horse who sees hir, rightly, as 
a threatening stranger? Not when ze has naught but hir voice and 
hands to tame her! “Thank you for standing so nicely. I don’t know 
why they abandoned a mare as sweet as you—I mean, I know why, 
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but they shouldn’t have! You don’t turn someone out after years of 
working for you, trying your best—”

Tears, sudden and unexpected, burn hir eyes.
“It isn’t right. Family should reward your work. Take care of you, 

appreciate you, because you take care of them … even if you aren’t 
properly good. Or you’re a slut like me. But I still want to care for my 
family, even when Father just sees a girl who won’t become a woman. 
But what I think is right … well, it isn’t. And that doesn’t matter 
anyway, because Mama still…”

Ze works free a bleached stem, hir arm trembling. If only ze 
can see those waters shift and ripple, the gods’ ordered world again 
rendered as volatile as hir own! If only ze can freely indulge an anger 
that doesn’t serve hir … and ze sighs, dropping the twig onto the 
sand. Why must ze learn hir lesson only after ze has been ordained 
to uselessness?

The mare swishes her tail, whipping coarse strands across Ponder’s 
shoulder. Ze cries out, startled, but she doesn’t shy; she thrusts her 
head against hir left hand, pushing downwards until hir fingers reach 
her forelock.

“I’m sorry. That just hurt. Are you itchy? Do you—”
Hir fingertips brush something hard and sleek, like mother of 

pearl inlays or wood lacquered to evenness. Something smooth 
and rounded like the curve of the nail finishing hir pointer finger. 
Something coiled and twisted like the white seashells Mama’s 
grandfather brought home from his many travels, cherished as an 
oddity atop the kitchen mantelpiece. Something so impossible that 
Ponder stumbles backwards, certain hir desperation has become 
insanity—for a swaybacked mare cannot own a spiral horn.

Ze sees a horse, thin and dirty, the days in which she can be called 
grey long past.

Ze sees a unicorn, cloven-hoofed and silver-dappled, her moon-
coloured forelock draped around a translucent horn.

Is this a madness brought on by exhaustion and grief ? Is ze ill 
after a night clad in nothing warmer than hir own skin? Have the 
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scrapes battering hir toes become infected—or was ze bitten by a 
poisonous creature while ze dozed? Or does ze see what ze so yearns 
to see, delusion the result of a deep-buried hope Ponder couldn’t 
survive acknowledging?

“No. You don’t … don’t tease me!”
An eye as dark and deep as night rests upon Ponder’s face. A mane 

of iridescent silk, shining beneath the lightening sky, spills over the 
crest of the unicorn’s neck to rest upon a coat of mottled frost and 
metal. Plumes of feather, the strands as fine as that of her mane and 
tail, cloak hooves of crystal. Cat-like ears, long legs, slender quarters 
and a foreshortened muzzle mark her as indisputably not equine, an 
alien creature untouched by mortal harness.

She, godly and magical, shakes her head.
“You don’t come to people like me! So why, if not to tease?”
The unicorn brushes the base of her horn against Ponder’s left 

hand.
A flood of images tumble through hir mind. Girls—bathed, 

anointed and clad in fabric so thin as to be laughable—enter the 
forest. Some are nearly babes, scarce old enough to relinquish a 
parent’s hand; most walk upon the path towards adulthood. Others, 
like Ponder, possess years enough to be reckoned grown but have 
yet to exchange the hopeful “maiden” for respected “woman” or 
condemnatory “spinster”. Girls, with faces contorted by fear and 
determination and hatred, travel by night and lamplight to wait 
by the sacred pond. Girls sit vigil—slumbering, weeping, shaking, 
cursing—only to be greeted upon the sun’s rise by a plain, elderly 
mare.

Some ignore her, expecting a spiral horn: the mare leaves after 
drinking her fill, and the girls leave after the climbing sun confirms 
their failure. Others approach the mare, but impatient hands and 
commanding words send her wheeling into the forest. A few seek to 
pet her, gentle and kind, but they see only a horse and leave the pond, 
bereft, after sunup.

Only rare souls perceive the unicorn.
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“I know this—or can guess at it, I think. But why me?”
The unicorn’s snort showers Ponder’s chest and arms with grass-

green saliva. Another selection of memories parades over hir thoughts: 
moon-dark nights waiting by the pond, its banks undisturbed by 
petitioners. Leaving the forest come the dawning to spend her days 
cantering through icy streams and grazing upon mountain meadows. 
Descending from the high peaks to pay her own vigil every time the 
moon fades from the sky. The priest and Father, standing side by side 
to watch Ponder walk towards the edge of the forest.

“You always come, but people choose who comes to see you. 
People…”

A wave of nauseating giddiness washes across Ponder’s belly. A 
deception, older and deeper than any ze can conjure, shapes the 
stories Mama heard as a child from her great-grandmother and the 
solemn words generations of priests deliver onto the villagers. A 
deception, as ancient and unquestioned as the direction in which the 
sun sets and the moon rises, shapes their very lives.

“Would you show yourself to anyone? Young and old? Wed and 
unwed? Boy, girl, neither, both? Would you…?”

The unicorn nods, snorting, before resting her soft muzzle upon 
Ponder’s shoulder—her breath scented by grass, dew and starlight.

How many lies, lurking in songs and lessons, has ze accepted 
as simple, indisputable fact? How many years has ze felt hirself 
floundering in quicksand only to now learn that the ground beneath 
hir feet was always sound?

How many times has ze been the recipient of falsehoods such that 
believing in them required hir to craft hir own?

Ze stares, speechless and bewildered, into the unicorn’s dark 
eyes. The world halts, as still as the pond beneath the ever-brightening 
sky, while Ponder’s mind races through a chaos of cradle stories and 
priestly sermons. Do gods punish wrongdoers by denying them long-
wished-for children? Does human worship ensure their provision of 
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gentle weather and healthy crops? Do they watch mortals through 
crows’ eyes? Do the unicorns serve the gods? What even is a god…?

Only a nauseating wave of giddiness brings hir back to hirself—to 
hir shivering body, aching head and throbbing feet.

“Sorry,” ze whispers, stepping backwards. The sandy beach 
hurriedly greets hir descending rump, and Ponder flops onto hir 
back, resting hir palms atop a forehead pulled as tight as Mama’s 
bedstrings. “Sorry. I just…”

Nobody reckoned Mama a great beauty, but she was almost as 
strong as Father and owned as little patience for “willowy” women 
as he for shy men. As a child, Ponder thought her uncaring: Mama’s 
pragmatism didn’t permit words of warmth, understanding or comfort. 
She had no tolerance for a misery unsolvable by something done, 
made or given. If she thought someone wronged, however, nothing 
halted her quest for retribution. She just stood so disconnected from 
others’ feelings that even Father’s mercurial moods didn’t touch her; 
Ponder’s frustrations were but an inconvenience best left unvoiced. 
The world is what it is. Rules must be obeyed. What purpose lies in 
complaint?

The wasted woman in her sickbed looks little like the Mama of 
Ponder’s childhood ... and ze yearns to hear hir mother of old scorn 
hir aching head after a cold, restless night.

What did you expect? Rise, wash and dress, for your moaning won’t 
chop the vegetables.

Such indifference at least meant Mama saw no reason to hurry 
her unwed offspring into marriage while ze scrubbed carrots, peeled 
potatoes and, after dinner, wiped the dishes.

“Let me help. I remember that human shapes don’t bear such 
sharing. I … forget that, sometimes.”

Ponder starts and lowers hir hands, blinking at … not a unicorn, 
not a human. Something both, in-between, elsewise and impossible. 
She sits with her feather-clad hooves tucked below skirts woven 
from spidersilk and thread-of-gold, a translucent mane of curls 
spilling down her back and over her bare shoulders. Freckles of grey 
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and silver pepper her cheeks, forehead and arms like the dapples of 
the unicorn’s hide. Cat’s ears, furry and protruding from her hair, 
turn towards Ponder; round eyes, the sable irises rippled with streaks 
of gold, sit unnaturally high in an elongated, eyebrow-less face.

No jewellery—nothing that may appear mortal-crafted, save her 
skirts and bodice—weighs down her slender wrists and overlong 
fingers. Ponder finds hirself in mind of a dandelion seed: delicate 
and insubstantial, crafted only to be carried on by the next wind.

Beautiful? Why should an immortal creature concern herself with 
such mortal reckoning?

“Let me,” she repeats, her voice slow and breathy.
Ponder nods, and cool, nail-less fingertips cradle hir right hand. A 

violent shiver races down hir spine.
“Better?”
Headache, stiffness, exhaustion, hunger: all such pains melt away, 

leaving Ponder possessed only of an incredulous wonder. Ze sits 
up, staring first at hir feet—as hale as if ze hadn’t yet departed the 
temple—and then at the unicorn-girl, who returns hir glance with 
expressionless indifference. “What are you—who? How? What…?”

Never before has Ponder so lacked the ability to voice a coherent 
question.

“Kestrel. Kestrel Soulspire—the Soulspire remade. Or reborn. 
Maybe.” The unicorn-girl’s brow creases. “I know my name is Kestrel.”

“That…” Ponder releases a long, shuddering breath. Which should 
feel the most unsettling: the name or her uncertainty? How can she 
not know whom she is? “That’s a god’s name. One said to be … 
vanished, or dead, or dying, or elsewhere, or … well, all the priests 
I asked, because I asked about everything, shrugged and spoke of 
other things as if it weren’t to be bothered about. Or secret. Old, old 
history. You. The Soulspire. A ... god. Above.”

Village priests keep, in Ponder’s experience, to honouring weather 
and hearth gods: those who need placating and those who need 
obeying.
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Kestrel crooks her head, studying hir with wide, unmoving eyes. 
“We are all borne of the same decayed star, so what does a word 
matter?”

Ponder offers only a bewildered shrug in reply. As much as ze 
may rage against most rules, at least ze knows what they are. In 
knowing their expectations, those people who hew to normality 
become comprehendible—and a person inclined to observation can 
see how to navigate something closer to honest existence. Now, ze 
looks upon an alien vastness, not knowing which ze fears most: a 
world built upon unknowable rules or a world unable to conceive of 
their existence.

Nothing here meets expectation … but wouldn’t ze, otherwise, 
have to confess to a unicorn’s absence?

A wild, brilliant hope flares within Ponder’s chest. Ze has a 
chance! The unicorn—the girl—Kestrel, the Soulspire—knows why 
ze spent the night shivering by a preternaturally still pool. If she 
weren’t willing to help, why would she have revealed herself ?

“Mama is dying,” ze says, pretending that ze talks to a swaybacked 
mare with brambles tangled in her mane. In that way, horses make for 
easier conversationalists than people: ze doesn’t have to hold hirself 
on edge, wary against revealing hir many secrets. Ze can, as when ze 
lies with Faith, freely talk. “Doctors and witches can’t do anything. 
She has days left, and they’d all be cruel ones. Father thought … 
well, he’d give me up for the magic to make Mama well. And I’ll give 
myself up. Please. If you want a servant or a groom or … well, I don’t 
know what you want of those who ask your aid. Nobody does...”

The breeze stirs Kestrel’s mane, and while the sun climbs and 
the stars fade, a remnant of their light remains trapped in those 
luminescent, ice-like strands.

“Give,” she murmurs, her eyes blank and brow stiff. “How kind 
one must be to offer what they can’t own!” She releases Ponder’s 
fingers, her grey ears flattened against her skull. “For your sake I offer 
this: I can strip the magic from your bones and blood to maintain 
your mother’s being. You may survive, if you carry power enough, 
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and continue your life with your family.” She hesitates. “Most don’t 
… but maybe you aren’t most people.”

For but heartbeats, ze dared believe in an ending where Mama 
survives and Ponder returns to hir bookkeeping, cooking and trysts—
an imperfect life, yes, but familiar. Navigable.

Ze laughs and nods.
“Or,” Kestrel says, her expression softening, “I can awaken your 

magic from slumber and guide you to the way of being for which 
your soul cries. Then you may join me as kindred and together build 
a place where you needn’t weave lies and keep secrets to possess 
family.”

Ponder rests hir hands upon hir thighs, staring at the narrow 
white crescents framing hir nails. How can the pink and orange 
sky betoken an ordinary day to come when hir world hasn’t been 
upended as much as dissolved—torn apart, crumbled, destroyed? 
Rent and shattered by a mare, a unicorn, a god, a girl?

Fury tightens hir limbs and tenses hir hands. Hir skin demands 
the pain of battering rain and the shock of lightning touching earth, 
to endure a pummelling maelstrom as devastating as Kestrel’s quiet 
words. When wind howls and thunder crashes, a not-boy, seen-as-
girl person can scream out the pain burdening hir mind and body. 
When hail smashes rooftops and people cower indoors, Ponder races 
outside to vent hir rage—the weather’s cruelty unleashing hir from 
the chains binding good girls to sociable meekness.

Ze feels most like hirself within a storm’s sharp embrace.
“Is that … negotiable, somehow?”
“You may accept one or decline both.” The corners of Kestrel’s pale 

lips, framed by a cluster of silver dapples, curve upwards. “Contrary 
to human beliefs, I don’t embody goodness.”

Ponder shakes hir head. “That isn’t how folks tell it. You’re just 
expected to…” Fulfil others’ wants and needs, like the girls submitting 
to ceremony before walking through the moon-dark forest. Nobody 
asked hir if ze wanted to! The villagers assumed ... just like they assume 
unicorns submit their magic to human need if one sufficiently pure 
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of mind and deed posits the request. Did anyone ask Kestrel if ze 
wishes such a trade? Did ze? “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t ... I should have 
asked you first.” Ze draws a gulping breath. “What … what do you 
embody?”

“Self.” Kestrel answers without hesitation, tapping her hand 
against the sand. “Nothing more or less.”

“Why do you come each time? Why should you?”
“I’m looking for you,” she breathes, her right ear twitching. Her 

dark eyes, struck with golden flecks like stars upon night’s canvas, 
catch Ponder’s own—and for a moment ze feels hirself tumbling 
into their depths, plummeting through space to arrive at worlds 
beyond knowing. “For you! I was demanded also to follow the 
dance of lovers, marriage, children. For the sake of the world, for 
all others’ existence, I was to be lover, wife and mother. A lover, I 
am … but in dances of the chance-met, the friendly and comradely, 
the intermittent crossings of two paths. My heart doesn’t pull me 
to partner those who call me lover.” She leans forwards, the crystal 
beads on her bodice glinting in dawn’s weak light. “I eschewed other 
dances, and in choosing self, I found more than a human girl could 
ever have thought for her life.”

“I … I like men, I think,” Ponder stammers, too astounded to 
utter anything sensible: were gods once human? How? Why? “At 
least, uh … all the people I wanted to bed are men, so...”

“Not a lover. Kindred.” Kestrel jerks her chin, ringlets of hair 
spilling over her chest. “For a sibling on a path not yet cut, family in 
a dance to which there is yet no common song.” Her face stills. A 
touch of humanity—a desperate, mortal sadness—lurks within her 
strange eyes. “I had a sister, once. I lost her, to fate and entropy, when 
she walked the obligate road. I have lovers. I want kin of our heart, 
to make together our own place.”

How can a god-creature share the pain of eschewing partners 
but craving family? Even Father, whose grief provokes him to 
drunken cruelty. Even Mama, whose kindness doesn’t always equal 
her dismissiveness. Even hir sister, whose road leads away from their 
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shared childhood. They give hir name and home, even if they failed 
to create a space where ze can safely relinquish dishonesty. They 
cause hir pain and grief, but they’re hirs. They’re family, sheltered and 
clothed by Ponder’s hands as much as ze is by theirs. They’re family, 
bound by history, stories and countless meals shared at Mama’s table.

And Faith…
“You’re waiting for me. And those like me—us.”
Ze stands before a locked door, knowing miracles lie upon the 

other side. To gain the key, one offered by a god like hir—something 
no priest ever mentioned!—ze must permit Mama’s death.

How Ponder wants to fling hirself onto the ground, hammering 
hir fists in impotent rage! Why can’t ze live in a world free of illness 
and injury? Why can’t ze declare Mama and Father cruel beyond 
salvaging and therefore justifiable sacrifices to hir own wants, even 
though Father has so sacrificed hir? Why can’t gods offer miraculous 
solutions to all hir pains so ze needn’t be burdened by guilt or grief ? 
Why can’t ze choose hirself without drowning in the harm such a 
decision inflicts upon those Ponder cares about?

Secrets let hir live—almost—as hirself without distressing all 
those who won’t accept a different dance.

Lies permit hir to unthinkingly obey the highest rule of all: be 
good.

Mama spoke of selfishness as a state requiring intentional, 
purposeful avoidance: as easy to fall into as envy or anger, a seducing 
compulsion one must fight. True in some ways, but what if one learns 
to first act in and for the best interests—or presumptions—of others? 
What if goodness, a quality encompassing selflessness, becomes the 
default such that ze must surrender hir needs for another’s desires? 
Is it so unreasonable to choose hir life, a life valued only for hir 
usefulness to husband or unicorn, over one possessed of husband, 
children and womanhood? Does Father need Mama as much as 
Ponder needs the mysteries Kestrel offers?

Save hir, Faith said.
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“How do you learn,” ze whispers, “to carry the guilt for not being 
good?”

Kestrel shifts one dappled shoulder, her ears pricked forwards. 
“You may learn, given time, that ‘good’ is but sunlight and seafoam 
… and all else is sapience.”

Ponder shakes hir head, biting back laughter. “At least that’s 
honest, even if absurd. Everything I know says this is wrong … so 
that’s why. Because it’s hard. Because different can’t not be. But it’d 
be easier to choose the other way.” Ze swallows, sweat moistening 
hir palms, tears clouding hir eyes. “Mama lived the life she chose. 
I haven’t. I want to go with you—but please, please look to Faith, 
someday. Because he’s like us. And less prone to guilt.”

Hir heart thrums. The sun ascends, unperturbed by momentous 
decisions.

“Yes. I see that.” Kestrel extends her hands, her palms facing 
upwards. Freckles stipple even her fingers, forming strange 
constellations over her bloodless skin. “Please. I need touch.”

Hir every hair aquiver, Ponder places hir brown fingers atop 
Kestrel’s—and a once unrecognised part of hir, now as vital as hir 
very heart and lungs, explodes into being. For one wild and wondrous 
moment everything is all of hir and ze is all of everything—the 
mountains’ roots, the trees’ leaves, the rivers’ waters. Ze becomes 
flowers blooming at night, frost weathering rocky tors, worms 
wriggling through loam. Why, oh why, did ze agonise over the fate of 
meat and bones in their interactions with other beings of bones and 
meat, all iotas of insignificance amidst the vastness that is existence? 
To think of all ze could have heard and seen and felt, creation’s 
glorious abundance offered up to hir perusal ... but ze wasted hir 
precious senses on fearing what mere iotas think? Shame!

Hir tears rain upon the land, swelling rivers, washing bones 
downstream until they reach the moon-tugged crash of waves upon 
a beach with no beginning nor end.

Never does the world halt for the sake of lives ended.
“Tempest.”
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Two cool palms upon hir cheeks draw hir back to smallness—to 
eyes looking upon sand, to lungs inhaling air, to senses limited by 
flesh. A force that can only be magic pulses within hir, rendering 
all sharper, bolder, brighter than ze recollects: why didn’t ze revel in 
inhaling the richness of leaf and soil? How did ze ignore the pond’s 
intoxicating perfume, its water all but begging to moisten a parched 
throat? Why didn’t ze mark the wind’s stirring kiss in every hair of 
hir hide?

“You are Tempest Soulspire,” Kestrel murmurs, running her 
fingertips down hir nose, “and may you never again know your 
village’s bridle.”

Ze tosses hir head and frees hirself from Kestrel’s hands, set on 
answering the pond’s beckoning call.

Kestrel laughs as ze thrusts hir tongue into sacred waters. “See? 
Do you see?”

Even the pool’s sweetness can’t distract hir from its revelation, 
and ze raises hir head, staring in wonder. The mirror ripples beneath 
the droplets falling from hir lips, but it can’t hide the midnight 
mane cloaking muscled neck or a dark brown, bronze-dappled coat. 
Cloven hooves peep out beneath the silky feather adorning strong, 
sturdy legs. Tempest, crowned with a horn of ebony and onyx, nods 
before returning hir velvet muzzle to the pond, drinking as the last 
star fades from morning’s sky. Only then, the sun glittering upon the 
strands of gold and copper threaded through a cascade of black, does 
ze swish hir tail hard enough to catch the god-girl on her forearm.

All that came before, the truth that people denied based on their 
expectations of hir body, feels like nothing more than an ancient 
nightmare.

Hir name is Tempest, a god-transformed unicorn of the family 
named Soulspire.

Kestrel rests an arm over hir back, and an image of green meadows, 
rocky pinnacles and gushing rivers slips into hir mind. “Will you 
come with me, now?”
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Ze stamps hir near fore in agreement before following the girl away 
from the pond, a burnt-out lantern and a score of sandy footprints. 
Some remnant cluttering hir soul, human and guilt-ridden, whispers 
that ze should look back, farewell the family that named and raised 
hir, consider hir dying mother. Shouldn’t ze, first and foremost, dwell 
upon hir sorrow—not hir joy?

Tempest shakes hir head and breaks into a canter, eager to see 
Kestrel’s world. 

Ze doesn’t, after all, exist to embody goodness.
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splotched slate and a robe of beanstalks, the leaves so thick that 
only slivers of granite peek through their green lushness. Coiling 
tendrils obscure most of the third-floor balcony from below, but 
the tortoiseshell cat perched upon the crumbling wall suggests hir 
lover yet slumbers: Dog only allows Thorn the grace of revealing his 
existence.

“Good,” ze whispers, turning to yank a dewy tuft of grass from hir 
bed of beets. The sun isn’t yet high enough that ze expects Fortitude 
to awaken, but caution is never unwarranted. While curious folks 
soon realise that ze tends the garden’s neat rows of lush crops and 
brown loam, amongst other chores concerning the tower and its 
grounds, Thorn doesn’t care to explain everything about hir life or 
hir abilities.

Like the vine coiled around hir ankles, throwing out bright yellow 
flowers that bloom for mere breaths before swelling into green-
striped fruits—one pumpkin already as large as Thorn’s fist.

“Let go, you!” Ze grabs at the vine, flooding power into the tendrils 
weaving themselves about hir knee. “She mustn’t see this, so behave 
yourself !”

The vine withers and browns; Thorn pulls hirself free in a mess 
of crumbling leaves. Bloody pumpkins! Ze snatches up the basket, 
shaking hir head, and runs for the garden gate lest ze be caught 
again. Given the opportunity, any plant will feed upon hir magic, 
flourishing in hir presence as though ze is bright sunshine following 
great rain. Squashes, however, run amok given the slightest contact. 
As for beans … well, ze didn’t mean to live in a tower supporting a 
score of gargantuan beanstalks!

Better to pretend it a demonstration of a witch’s fearsome powers, 
even if only Thorn risks entanglement via enthusiastic vegetables.

Thorn Bloodvine drops the last potato into hir 
basket, brushing clods of damp earth from hir fingers. 

Only the omnipresent thrum of insects—bees, attracted by 
pots of pungent basil—reaches hirears, but ze again cranes hir 
head to look above. The squat tower wears a crown of lichen-
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Not that such magical displays keep out the villagers. Even 
the wall of blackberry brambles surrounding tower and garden—
as thick as ze is tall, albeit not very—serves more as enticement 
than barrier, ending hir dream of keeping meat on Dog’s plate by 
marketing berries. Unlike birds and insects, eager youths resist the 
usual discouragements of chimes, scarecrows, companion herbs, 
dusting and netting. Some even bypass hir warding spells wrought 
of coloured threads and painted stakes!

Sure, ze shares the spoils from voracious growers like zucchini, a 
plant requiring only moderate weather and general apathy to feed 
an army. But hir tomatoes? The strawberries ze lets feed upon hir 
magic out-of-season, so their sweet, red flesh blesses hir tongue year-
round? Gods below, can’t they cut some overgrown spinach instead 
of ravaging hir late-season sugar peas?

I was caught stealing from the witch’s garden, ze says when asked 
the reason for hir bondage, hoping the chance of a similar fate 
discourages the pea thieves.

So far, ze reckons this no more effective than the netting.
A short stretch of gravelled path divides garden from tower. 

A heavy door breaks the northern wall, but Thorn heads for the 
thickest beanstalk, growing in a bed edged by clumps of onions 
and chives. White flowers bloom as ze closes hir hand about the 
central stalk and, more hindered than helped by its coils, steps onto 
the iron staple hammered into the tower wall. Slender green spears 
thicken into ripe pods as ze climbs past the shuttered first floor 
window, moving from staple to vine and vine to staple. Hir power 
thrums through hir skin, permitting the leaves’ touch but delivering 
withering spikes to any offshoot snagging hir limbs or hair. After 
a year of such climbing, feeding and pruning, stalks of unnatural 
thickness and longevity twist their way up the wall, anchored by 
staples, brickwork and instinct.

A crumbling stone lip, mostly cloaked by leaves, surrounds 
the narrow balcony. Thorn heaves hirself and the basket over the 
stonework, startling hir wide-eyed cat. Pots and a wooden chair 
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occupy the rest of the space—enough for a few strawberry plants, a 
turned-over tub for bathing and an early-morning cup of tea, sipped 
while ze watches dawn’s mist retreat over the fields.

“Sorry,” ze murmurs, scrambling to hir feet.
A rag rug hangs in the doorway between interior and balcony. 

Inside lies hir room, its rounded walls housing riotous clutter. 
Objects ordinary, like a four-poster bed with a clothes chest at its 
foot, and objects extraordinary, like a shelf of narrow boxes holding 
cotton skeins in hundreds of shades. Bundles of herbs dangle above 
the table where ze prepares hir meals; bolts of linen, wrapped in 
paper against dust, lean against the sideboard. Another metal tub, 
the inside stained red-purple after a dye experiment ventured in 
unexpected—and unrepeatable—directions, sits beside an armchair 
holding an empty scroll frame and a pillow in a polka-dot slip. A 
standing frame, positioned in the centre of the room beside a stool 
holding hir workbasket, displays hir tapestry in progress: short-and-
long-stitches worked in variegated browns, soon to become tree 
trunks. Despite Thorn’s lavender-scented soaps and hir liking for 
mint tea, everything smells annoyingly of onion.

Ze knows ze dwells in a chaos of chipped mugs and worn 
furnishings. It is, however, hirs. A sanctuary from a world dangerous 
and unpredictable, where most days possess a rhythm around chores 
and work as regular as the sunrise. If ze knows where to find hir 
needles and passes most evenings with a cat-warmed lap, Thorn can 
claim security.

Even happiness, these last months.
Ze sets the basket on hir table, blinking as hir eyes adjust to 

dimness from sunlight, before crossing to the washbasin to scrub 
clean hir hands. If Fortitude agrees, they may have just enough time 
for another go in bed…

“You rise early, lover.”
Thorn startles, knocking hir bar of soap into the water.
“And you jump!” Fortitude raises her head, grinning. Sprawled 

naked across rucked sheets, the blacksmith is all strength and muscle: 
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broad shoulders, wide hips, powerful thighs. Forearm calluses and 
scars, rough and raised, signal adventures with hammers, pincers and 
blades. Copper hair, seldom let down, falls into loose ropes over the 
small of Fortitude’s back and Thorn’s white sheets. Dark eyes dance 
above dimpled cheeks and cream skin quick to redness, but never has 
ze seen shyness touch those rosy lips. 

Thorn yields to those craft-clever hands as readily as does glowing 
metal, all ordinary dignities abandoned along with hir undergarments.

“Didn’t I please you into deep sleep?” Fortitude sits, stretching 
her arms above her head before twisting her hair into a loose knot. 
“Crime! Were you too polite to mention my failure? Come, I’ll try 
again!”

Dog’s demand that ze fill his knocked-over water bowl—by 
batting at Thorn’s feet—seems too mundane an explanation for 
return utterance. “Yes—no, I mean, yes, of course you weren’t—ah, 
yes…? Yes!”

“You know I tease!” Fortitude, laughing, walks around the bathtub 
and past two crates—a bowed board placed between—holding 
papers and pencils. Her brown eyes rest upon Thorn’s face, her lips 
curved upwards. “But even if you don’t, I adore you. Although I hope 
you’ll forgo your more, ah, creative furnishings after we free you from 
this tower. Will you, my love? For me?”

She drapes her arm over Thorn’s shoulder, belly brushing rib, hand 
cupping breast, lip touching lip. Ze shivers, hir body stirring, before 
leaning into the kiss—the comforting, exciting, easing goodness of 
another’s touch. How simple will it be to melt into a woman’s embrace, 
to surrender to her closeness—a love outside the world’s expectations, 
yes, but scarce different in feeling from that concerning men and 
women? What if ze submits in pursuit of affection’s bewildering 
wonderment, passion’s joys told in story and song, a road to happily-
ever-after? Contentment lurks in the salt taste of Fortitude’s lips, 
two new-spoken words and the stalk of a red geranium she now 
tucks behind Thorn’s ear, gifted by a blacksmith after she climbed 
magic-twisted beanstalks for a night spent in glorious nudity.
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For a hundred years, ze said, back when Thorn only imagined how 
Fortitude’s skin must feel beneath hir fingertips, I am bound to this 
tower, bound to a witch’s servitude.

Love promises a lifetime’s indulgence, if ze only entwines hir vines 
about the staples of Fortitude’s world—their lives’ merging marked 
by a marriage band, a cottage, a bed with space enough for two. Why 
not, when here stands the marvel of a woman who even understands 
that ze isn’t one, expressing her desires in a way that doesn’t leave hir 
playacting at hir own genderlessness?

Why not … and Thorn’s stomach surges towards hir throat.
The northern window, facing pastures of tan cattle, reveals a black-

clad figure striding along the hedgerow.
“She comes! Across the cow fields. The witch!”
Fortitude bolts for the bed as if fleeing a gaggle of sour-tongued 

sisters armed with normality’s judgemental scorn. No married lord 
caught in his stablemaster’s bed ever snatched up his floor-abandoned 
tunic and trousers with such freneticism! Nervousness makes Thorn 
drop hir stockings and weep over buttons, but Fortitude’s hands 
never quiver as she tucks underthings into her belt pouch and laces 
into her boots. By the time Thorn, hir heart a moth beating at its 
cage of bone, palms the now-rooting stem and reaches the hanging 
rug-door, even discriminating matrons may reckon Fortitude dressed 
tolerably for out-of-doors.

“Am I safe to go out this side?”
Dry-mouthed, Thorn nods. “Yes. If you wait by the shutters, she 

won’t see you as she enters. Then you can take the gate. Lock it after!”
Fortitude, her lips crooked into a half-smile, sweeps a bow. “Of 

course. I must leave, but I’ll return tomorrow.” She leans forwards, 
grasping Thorn’s smaller hands in her larger ones. Her hoarse voice 
softens. “I’ll free you. I’ll find a way. We’ll take a home somewhere 
far from here. Together. I’ll make you all the needles you’ll ever 
want and a door that always opens. You’ll be free and we can love. I 
promise.”

What does one say to such a valiant, heartfelt declaration?
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“I know,” ze croaks. Fortitude’s slow kiss, her soft lips brushing 
Thorn’s earth-scented knuckles, brings tears to hir eyes. “Please go!” 
Ze gathers the rug with hir free hand, sunlight’s bright shaft leading 
the way outside. “She must be at the door—go, go!”

With agonising slowness, Fortitude raises her head, blows Thorn 
another kiss and darts onto the balcony. Dog hides behind two pots, 
only the tip of his twitching tail visible; Fortitude takes a running 
stride and leaps onto the tower wall. Leaves rustle and beans scatter 
as she descends, hand over hand down the beanstalk, to land with a 
thud atop an unlucky patch of purple-flowering chives.

Below, the click of a turning key precedes a second set of feet 
pattering up stone stairs.

Thorn lets the rug fall closed, hir fingers trembling about the 
geranium’s stem. Now what? Ze can’t let Fortitude embark upon a 
doomed quest for hir freedom, but that leaves one other solution—
the sort of conversation that shatters relationships upon hate’s rocky 
reef. Why, oh gods, why? Ze sucks in a shuddering breath, unable to 
do anything more than fight hir tears and wait for the door set into 
hir tower room floor—a creaking hatch of studded wood and rusty 
hinges—to admit the witch.

“Did she make it out safely? With all the rushing and climbing, I 
worry she’ll turn an ankle. I would, although I don’t know why I’d be 
fleeing someone else’s bed…”

A lanky, cherry-haired woman in clunky boots, wide skirts and 
a faded-to-dark-grey cloak places a large basket on the floor before 
untying said cloak and hanging it from a hook Thorn more often 
uses for hanks of undyed cotton.

Ze slumps to the floor, a torrent pouring down hir cheeks as the 
moth inside hir ribs expands to a body-cramping, breath-stealing 
monster.

“Oh, no. Did she…?” Ember hurries over, her brow furrowed. 
Tall and delicate, with long eyelashes and high cheekbones of the 
sort Thorn’s sisters tried to emulate with cosmetics, to hir eye she 
never quite manages fearsome. Her velvet bodice, bone pendant 
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and phial-adorned belt look more fanciful than threatening. Even 
boots burdened with an array of chains and buckles beneath a skull-
embroidered cloak fail to reinforce illusion, for beneath the costume 
a middle-aged woman with crinkly umber skin and a halo of cloud-
soft hair possesses readily-smiling lips. A woman, more comfortable 
in a patchwork apron and knitted shawl, who forever smells like 
cloves and favours pastry over potions. “She didn’t say she…?”

In other circumstances, the truth needs no embellishing: Ember 
Fireheart owns power enough to horrify those who don’t quail at 
bones and chains.

Magic is a poor tool for anything short of enforcing dominion.
Alas, lies seldom work better.
“L—loves?” Thorn nods, hir throat too tight for easy speech.
Ember sinks into a pool of black linen and clinking chains, leaning 

her head against Thorn’s shoulder. “I’m sorry,” she says, tugging a 
handkerchief from her bodice and pressing the scalloped cloth into 
hir hand. “I’m so sorry. I hoped, this time, this way, it would work 
out. I hoped…”

So did Thorn.
“She … she looked at me. Like she was building her world around 

me, her future, her everything…” Ze raises the handkerchief to catch 
an unfortunate glob of snot, shuddering. So simple a phrase! A look, 
ineffable and indefinable—yet capable of stripping Thorn of hir very 
self, leaving hir with naught to do but ghost someone else’s story or 
shatter the contentment ze thought they had wrought. “That’s worse 
than the words! I told her at the beginning that we can’t court, live 
together, wed … but no, no. All this didn’t keep her from falling in 
love! She’s making promises to someone trapped by a witch!”

For a hundred years, ze said to Fortitude in the wake of too many 
bed-venturing friendships shattering beneath the weight of caught 
feelings and blooming anticipations. I’ll risk a lover, but having a wife, 
sharing my life with you, is impossible. I’m not free to be in love. I can’t 
love you. Will you accept this?



39

Only after Fortitude’s agreement did Thorn give her the key to 
the blackberry gate.

Parts of hir tale aren’t falsehoods as much as the careful twisting 
of words. Ember, truly a witch, is first a friend willing to masquerade 
as villainess upon her visits. Thorn considers hirself beholden to a 
witch’s bidding—hirs—even if hir trips to local villages to buy thread 
and meet people don’t merit the word “escape”. Nor can ze become 
the partner Fortitude desires! The rest, though? Lies mimicking tales 
of dangerous women in the hope such threats prove a wall too steep 
for love to climb.

Few people accept hir word when ze says that ze cannot live 
beneath a shared roof.

Romance. Naught to Thorn but fanciful stories told to children so 
they learn to want the well-travelled path—a narrative at odds with 
the ways that people demanded hir relationships bow to communal 
and familial expectations, romance’s trappings becoming nothing 
more than surface pleasantries. Love feels no different: an ill-
defined word used to pressure and obligate, one shoehorned into any 
circumstance but honoured above all despite—or because of—its 
vagueness. Together, they threaten any chance at intimacy, because ze 
needs a lover with a life and space remaining their own—a necessary 
sanctuary, at least for Thorn, from a loud world where other people’s 
needs are reckoned more vital than hirs.

Oh, ze knows hirself selfish! But no matter hir honest explanations, 
Thorn’s lovers come to expect something hir barren heart can’t feel 
and hir straightforward mind can’t mimic … and now even tales of 
a formidable witch garbed in black and wearing bone don’t dissuade 
them otherwise.

Mayhap hir relationships wouldn’t require deceit if ze knew 
a polite word for someone’s connecting with another for a sexual 
friendship, a word that—unlike “lover”—isn’t clad in romantic 
assumptions. A word making hir desires normal and ordinary. Can 
ze rightly condemn Fortitude for falling in love, two words used 
to mean the hope for a lifetime’s happy togetherness, when lover 
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renders their sex less shameful? Coin seems to dirty such pursuits, 
to the point of offering insult, justifying scorn or devaluing labour, 
but isn’t the simplicity of a transactional approach cleaner than this 
tangle of invention?

Love.
A hundred tower-trapped years, betimes, seems a kinder curse.
“I wish,” Ember murmurs, squeezing Thorn’s hand, “that I could 

be that kind of woman for you. Someone who wants and doesn’t 
want.”

Thorn, struggling to halt hir sobs, shakes hir head. It’s kind of 
Ember to say as such, albeit in that absurd double-talk people do where 
voicing a wish for the impossible serves as polite commiseration, but 
ze knows it untrue. “No. You don’t have to lie. You don’t wish to be 
anyone’s bed-partner. You don’t look upon people that way—don’t 
even want to want to. You shouldn’t have to.”

Ember sighs, her face stiffening. “It would be less awful, I think, 
than to watch someone I love hurt. Wouldn’t it have to be?” She 
swallows. “I—this is all pointless, words chasing words and leading 
nowhere. I just wish I knew of some way to help. Something better 
than to say, again, that I’m sorry. Because it feels so useless.”

Thorn looks down at hir damp-kneed trousers, hating the terror 
provoked by that one powerful word. Ze knows Ember doesn’t love 
hir in any way suggestive of romance or partnership! Ze knows love 
encompasses a wealth of feelings that don’t always promise a life 
subordinate to its expectations! Fear grips hir muscles nonetheless, 
for even non-romantic love oft demands reciprocation. Love? How 
can Thorn parse the mystery of what ze feels or why if applying 
a word possessed of countless contexts? One may as well say that 
they like colour—which? Bright or dark? In what combinations? 
How does ze use a term cursed with myriad interpretations when 
ze too often misinterprets others? Or witnesses it used to paper 
over cruelties, rendering them justifiable in the name of that which 
purifies indecency?
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This discomfort makes hir heartless or unkind—even cruel—to 
those who love and believe themselves owed love. While hir lips 
speak untruths about witches, towers and bondage without more 
than internal unease, that incomprehensible word dissolves into 
stuttering syllables whenever forced to hir tongue.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”
“I’m grateful,” Thorn says slowly, “for your many kindnesses to me, 

and I’m glad that you’re my friend and let me be yours. And I feel 
… happy-sad...? That someone cares about my being happy … and 
I don’t want you as my lover. Your being you, someone with whom I 
can be honest, is more important. So much more.” Ze blows hir nose, 
afraid to meet Ember’s eyes. “And I … I thank the gods below that 
you like to bake pies, because I have so many pumpkins…”

Ember laughs and shifts her arm, tugging Thorn into a gingerbread-
scented embrace.

“Is that enough? Even though it isn’t…?”
“You don’t have to feel as I do,” Ember says, her voice unaccountably 

solemn. “And I like that you’re precise in how you name your feelings. 
I know where I stand with you.” She laughs again. “Do you have 
pumpkins? I brought you coin from your sales, yesterday’s bread and 
my last pie, so I’ll take anything you have—and on the subject, will 
you send for me when the blackberries ripen? Everyone wants my 
berry tarts!”

Why can’t this be enough? A home of hir own, a friend who 
ferries Thorn’s tapestries to city vendors so ze needn’t be plagued by 
noise, more vegetables than any one person can eat, space enough 
to organise hir threads, a view over the valley? Here, ze possesses 
privacy, connection, understanding and peace. Ember even shares 
the pain of the world’s pressure to partner and wed, romantic love 
the shape granted highest value—and the strangeness bestowed 
upon them by others from their inability or unwillingness to oblige.

It isn’t, though, because Thorn’s fantasies of contentment include 
one thing more.



42

A lover who, knowing a romantic partnership outside of 
possibility, won’t delude herself that time turns green love’s fallow 
field. A lover who, like Thorn, doesn’t love or wish to be loved, but 
wants companionship in bed—even a bed-friendship, as long as they 
needn’t entwine their lives wholly about the other. A lover of a kind 
for whom Thorn has no simple word, a phantasm existent only in hir 
dreams.

Why must ze fixate on the vanishingly rare? Easier to be a princess 
in a tower, grateful for a suitor’s valiant rescue; easier to deem the 
wonders ze owns enough to reckon hir ending a happy one. Easier, 
as Ember said, to want hirself to desire outside hir nature than to 
sit with the helplessness of a problem without solution—but Thorn 
can’t make hirself keep house with Fortitude any more than Ember 
can make herself become anyone’s lover.

They possess only cruel honesty … and a life waiting to be lived 
after ze picks hirself up off the floor, washes hir face and puts the 
kettle on the hob.

What then?
Thorn looks down at the geranium flower, half a dozen white roots 

protruding from its stem. Fortitude sees two people stitching their 
lives together until their tapestry cannot be unpicked without cut 
threads and hole-riddled fabric, once-intact materials rent through 
separation. Perhaps Thorn can pretend away Fortitude’s hopes, but 
will ze overlook the disregard for hir claim that ze won’t be her 
partner? Can ze ignore Fortitude’s pretending away of Thorn’s clear 
wishes as unimportant?

Another dreadful conversation, then.
Another lover lost.
So be it.
Ze draws a shuddering breath, sets the flower on the floor and 

blows hir nose on the sodden handkerchief. “I picked you a basket this 
morning, but I’ll go down and get you pumpkins—and the barrow 
to take them home.” While Thorn owns no great skill in reading the 
meaning behind expressions, ze sees nothing in Ember’s crinkly eyes 
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but kindness. “Thank you, always. Have you tried making a pie with 
beans? Or anything with beans…?”

This isn’t enough.
It is, though, all Thorn has … that and hope’s comforting lies.
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Sorcerers live by their Nine Laws.
A greater number, albeit unspoken, constrains their wives and 

daughters.
The thinning trees reveal a slab-shingled cottage and lean-to, plots 

for herbs and vegetables, a slip-rail yard, outhouse and well. Beans, 
thick with white flowers, climb trellises abutting east-facing walls; 
a vine, leaden with purple fruits, blankets the lean-to. Brown hens 
wander, pecking and clucking, beneath a washing line. An insect-
borne hum—bees, perhaps?—suffuses the clearing and a gentle 
breeze teases Prue’s hair. Can one here idle away the sweltering 
summer afternoons, sheltered by leaf ’s shadow and soothed by loam’s 
scent?

Nothing here recalls the Citadel’s brutal walls of glass and stone.
“Hello?” A figure rises from behind several zucchini plants, the 

stems of primordial-sized spinach leaves clasped in one hand. A 
straw hat shrouds a large-eared, heavily-freckled face, a shock of 
blond hair falling over one eye. An untucked olive shirt, sleeves rolled 
to the elbow, sits beneath an unbuttoned waistcoat and atop muddy-
kneed trousers—all three garments cut to emphasise the pillowy, 
dimpled curves of thigh, belly and chest. Bare toes, their nails in 
need of cutting, sink into the damp soil. “What are you wanting?”

Ze fits the villagers’ descriptions … and Prue’s fantasies.
Even if the attraction in no small part concerns the garden.
“Are you the witch?”
“That word suits as well as many.” Ze emerges from the zucchini 

with a basket of spinach, squash and tomatoes, hir lips pursed and 
brow furrowed. “What are you wanting?”

When her grey gelding slows to a plodding 
walk, Prue brushes dust from her britches and navy-

trimmed-with-lavender coat. Still ahorse, she removes her 
cap, feeling about her crown for loose pins and wayward curls. 
The Citadel’s colours don’t require accompanying tidiness to

receive respect, but even fourteen years’ adulthood can’t lessen her 
childish need to perform neatness.
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Hir slow cadence and husky growl send an unexpected shiver 
down Prue’s spine. She replaces her cap and straightens her back. 
“I’m Sci—Prudence Revered. Prue. Just Prue.” She swallows. “Ah … 
by the Citadel’s writ, I conduct a census of the Ring’s witches.”

Old titles still come too readily to tongue, even though barren 
daughters returned to blood-families by marriage-families are 
granted the same honours as curseborn sons: none.

“About what is this…” The witch sets down the basket before 
folding hir muscled arms, hir unwavering gaze as hard as hir words. 
“Census?”

Her cheeks smouldering, Prue draws her notebook and pencil 
from oversized pockets. “Are … are you Luck Vaunted, the Sorcerer 
Potentate’s missing twin? I must bid all witches to answer: yes or no.”

Ze blinks. “No.”
“Ex—excellent.” Prue notes this in near-illegible writing, scant 

record made lest she happen upon an obstreperous sorcerer or official 
questioning her drawing of pay: Fern Hill witch isn’t sister. She dates 
and signs the page before returning both items to her coat pocket. 
“Thank you. For your time. Sorry.”

“One question? You ask nothing more?”
Some witches forgo inquiry, perhaps relieved to avoid further 

hassle; Prue leaves thereafter, heading for the closest settlement after 
the tale that will direct her in the search for another. Some voice the 
obvious, provoking conversation; often, these witches become more 
than a scrawled name or once-visited destination. More, too, than 
the curse of bewildering intimacies needed by suitors or her once-
husband—as the Citadel expects even of women not sorcerer-sired.

“You say that you aren’t the missing sister. I recorded this.” Prue 
shrugs. “What more shall I do?”

The witch crooks hir head. Tan freckles run down hir neck, 
vanishing beneath hir floppy collar. “I can think of askings and doings 
that officials may, should make. Are you wishing to truly carry out 
your duty?”
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Prue breaks into her broadest smile, hoping that the villagers’ 
warnings lie in truth more than the scorn oft directed at witches. 
Oft directed at women like Prue—at anyone who defies expectations 
spoken and unspoken in pursuit of the unconventional. “I gladly travel 
the Ring,” she says, meaning every word. “I gladly see new places, 
meet new people, share a hearth or bed with new-made friends—
and old ones.” She considers winking before deciding that this 
pleasingly-straightforward witch won’t appreciate suggestiveness. “I 
revere this hunt, this office, this duty ... and I trust in your honesty.”

She could have remained at home, given to her brothers’ daughters 
as companion, chaperone or governess. She could have lingered on 
her family’s fringes, embodying the isolation awaiting the powerless 
and undesirable. The Sorcerer Potentate’s widening search for his 
runaway twin, however, gave Prue an unlooked-for chance to escape 
the Citadel’s cruel pity … and never has she looked back. Armed with 
horse, purse and uniform, she discovered masculinity an optional 
attribute in her lovers and femininity an equally-pleasing one. She 
discovered the want to amass partners of any gender, cherishing 
their differences with a librarian’s lust to own numerous books. She 
discovered the road.

Only then did Prue know herself as destined to wither inside 
stone and melt beneath glass, and few appreciate such rebellion more 
than a witch.

How better to meet like-minded companions than to obey the 
Citadel’s writ?

“I see.” The witch lowers hir chin, a crooked smile creasing hir 
cheeks … and is it just Prue’s hope that the shift in posture better 
displays hir hips and chest? “You see with unwonted clarity.”

“I learnt my truths from the mutinous.” Prue looks up at the 
cloudless sky, the sun approaching its zenith, before glancing back 
to the witch. “Given the late hour and abominable weather, may I 
tonight shelter at your hearth? I’ll warm your bed for any care you 
offer. Gladly.”

Romance’s bemusing intricacies and divisions never served her.
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Now she casts them aside, pursuing only what does.
“You can help me wipe dishes and shell peas.” The witch grasps 

the basket before gesturing Prue down from her horse. “After, we 
shall see … but I do share my bed with old lovers.” Ze chuckles. 
“And, betimes, new ones.”



before crows’ eyes: a nine laws short story
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and damp gullies. Never mind the ways, when the wind blows 
strange and the mist descends, once-familiar paths twist, meander 
and vanish into nothingness!

No youth raised beside the forest’s fringes easily forgets the stories 
of creatures best described as “fell”.

Even considers himself versed in the mysteries of flour, yeast and 
fire, but as a woodsman he makes for an excellent baker. He won’t 
get lost by wandering in the dark, but Ma’s delaying additions to his 
work put him at risk of a night spent beneath a tree if the witch’s hut 
lies much farther along. Curse her! Shouldn’t she accept by now that 
sending him on unnecessary detours to visit the village’s unwed and 
widowed does nothing but consume his time?

Caw!
He jerks, stumbles, rights himself. In the gloom, it takes Even a 

moment to spot the cause: a young crow perched on the protruding 
edge of a rocky shard.

It took him years to understand why most people avoid a crow’s 
gleaming gaze.

“I’m sorry. I’ve no food with me.” He bows in respect to the crow 
if not the gods before following the sunken track in its serpentine 
around a tower’s weathered, moss-encrusted remains. 

Time and trees have rendered unidentifiable the ancient structure’s 
purpose; only its glassy planes of obsidian, cursed with a sickly glow, 
suggest unnatural origins. Like a wounded dragon inhaling its final 
breath, Even oft thinks, or a living tombstone for a long-forgotten 
age. The forest devours sorcery like all other things, but that hasn’t 
stopped Ma from deeming such power the solution to their problems 
... and Even can’t let go of the terror that she may be right.

Great boughs shield the track against the sun’s 
dying rays, creating a tunnel of chill breeze and looming 

shadow. Even yawns and quickens his step, cursing Ma’s last-
minute deliveries. Few care to traverse the forest after sundown, 
given its rocky outcrops, mouldering ruins, blackberry tangles 
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No. Not their problems—hers. How can they be his, save that 
none listen when he insists upon his own contentment?

Caw! The crow lands upon a lichen-festooned branch hanging 
over the track, its blue-ringed eyes bright and alert.

“Someone not a crow,” Even says, peering upwards to check 
the fading light. Should he have waited for tomorrow, given that 
the witch doesn’t travel and Ma, fearing to journey alone, wishes 
an accompanying trader or woodsman for her journey citywards? 
Perhaps … but now that he is decided on seeking the witch’s wisdom, 
delay feels as oppressive as the humidity betokening a summer storm. 
“But thank you.”

Nowhere else does Even know to look for protection against 
the threat of a sorcerer’s reshaping his personhood. Nowhere else 
does he hope to find a magic he can wield against Ma’s need for 
a cure. He yearns, though, for something more fanciful: a shield 
against objections, a ward against suggestions. Maybe, just maybe, 
the provision of a truth with power such that the storm must break, 
despite risk of a flooding deluge to follow. 

If the witch offers him nothing, he’ll know that his options are 
spent.

If the witch offers him nothing, he’ll know that he must submit.

The townsfolk recognised something amiss in Even long 
before he did. The first sign, however, provoked their approval and 
respect. “I wish I had a son like yours!” the innkeeper proclaimed every 
time he settled the account for the previous week’s bread. “Always 
working, never wandering at night—a thousand grey hairs mine’s 
given me, sneaking out after girls!” He clapped a hand on Even’s 
shoulder, while Ma beamed fit to show all her teeth, before handing 
over the billed coppers plus a quarter bit: “Because a hardworking 
son deserves a good coffer.”

Even, bewildered by such comparisons, just smiled and stammered 
his thanks.
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Whilst he remained of an age for schooling in the afternoons and 
the kitchen’s countless tasks in the mornings and evenings, other 
adults bestowed him with similar praise if not largesse. Parents so 
often begged for Ma’s secret in raising an obedient, work-minded 
son that she memorised a speech mingling her philosophies on 
strict, unrelenting discipline with softer, grandmotherly platitudes. 
This cost Even all welcome among the village youths, but the moral 
fire in Ma’s heart burnt hotter than her ovens.

He washed dishes, wrote lessons, split wood and rose early, and 
while loneliness plagued him, Even took comfort in the adults’ good 
opinion of him. “All the coins in the world won’t buy the community 
needed to survive the forest’s ills if you’re proved lazy or unreliable,” 
Ma said at least once a week—before warning that his skimping on 
chores must end with bare plates and chill rooms. “Better to have 
respect than to roam the street like a young wastrel!”

Whenever he found a spare moment, he fed the crows: at least 
they regarded him with nothing more than relieving indifference.

Upon schooling’s end, Ma surrendered to him the dough and 
ovens in favour of the lighter work. “You’ve cursed hours and 
sweltering summers,” she said each evening, hemming and darning 
in her rocking chair while Even mixed and kneaded at the table, “but 
you’ve also a purpose. We might get on without a teacher or scribe, 
but all villages need someone who knows flour’s ways.”

No disaster befell the change in baker. Customers reckoned the 
bread “as good as ever” and Even’s new seed bun recipe “passable, I 
suppose”, which he took as insult until he realised that they rarely 
left any to stale. He shared pleasant exchanges with his former 
schoolmates when celebrating namedays and weddings. Perhaps 
now he could weave his adult self among the village’s warp threads, 
youth’s pains and animosities forgotten?

Ma shattered such illusions of contentment with an addition to 
her nightly speech: “Such a man, with his place, makes a wife a solid 
husband. Not one fancy or rich, but the right kind of woman values 
solidity more than looks or wit.”
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Even knew that adulthood brought courting, sex and marriage, 
perhaps children if the gods judged well one’s deeds—or if one’s 
misdoings happened away from crows’ eyes. Nor had he missed 
the village’s youths spending their free hours walking out together; 
he’d long pondered why his schoolmates so frequently exchanged 
whispers about courting. By the usual reckoning of things, his season 
for such pastimes had reached its zenith. 

A baker must have a wife.
The longer Ma’s speeches grew, the fewer excuses Even found. 

He was too busy … but other men made time to court. He was too 
shy, quiet, homely … but the miller’s stutter hadn’t kept her from 
marriage. “If you care so much about the cursed pans,” Ma shouted 
one day, twisting a dish rag in her broad hands, her cheeks a frustrated 
purple-scarlet, “I’ll wash them! Be a man and just talk to a girl!”

Such desires possessed so little substance that recognising them 
in himself felt as impossible as viewing the back of his own head. 
Even knew no void or absence in him, just something imperceptible 
and inaccessible. Something so inconceivable that it lay forever past 
his insight, observable only in his attempts to reason other people’s 
behaviour—longing stares, flesh brushing flesh, lifetimes built on 
togetherness’ foundation. He pondered this conundrum for weeks 
while he worked the dough and washed the dishes, but only one 
conclusion awaited him. 

He didn’t yearn for what others enjoyed. He couldn’t make himself 
want to want. Why weep for something no more rightly part of him 
than garlic in a recipe for apple pie?

The village, however, had no taste for such a simple truth.
No longer did the innkeeper praise Even’s steadfastness; the adults 

that once craved Ma’s wisdom now openly queried her failure. Why 
did her son turn away any girl who came calling? Was he queer? Or 
ill? He didn’t seem soft in the head, so why did he act like a frightened 
boy instead of a responsible man? Was he just that selfish?

Everyone’s good opinion now relied upon his possessing their 
expected set of desires.
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So too did Ma’s.

Only a waning western glow passes for sunlight when Even 
happens upon the witch’s hut—an irregular-shaped building set 
back from a willow-lined creek. A tangle of cords encircles both the 
hut’s roof and the boughs of trees surrounding it, forming wards 
festooned with rainbow-coloured beads, twinkling white lights, 
glinting mirror shards and intricately-knotted threads. A third ward, 
similarly crafted, swathes the ford and part of the track. Normally, 
people hang charms of string, flowers and buttons above their front 
door—before closing the curtains—to distract crows from those 
activities best kept unwitnessed, but the witch has so protected the 
entire clearing.

His visitors must fear the gods below, for all know that they survey 
the world above through crows’ bright eyes.

Even, too tired to care about watching gods, straightens his shirt 
and reties his hair before crossing the thin grass between the trees 
and the porch. Up close, all looks ordinary: the front window’s 
half-drawn curtain reveals only a calico cat dozing on a couch by a 
sideboard. Wooden lanterns, enclosing craggy lumps of an orange-
glowing quartz and hanging from the roof, provide light enough 
outside to see a rough-carved bench and a row of potted herbs. The 
creek’s calm trickle and woodsmoke’s rich tang tease homeyness, not 
eroticism.

Only a sign attached to the door by a length of twine looped over 
a crooked nail speaks elsewise: Miser Felled, skilled purveyor of magic 
and pleasure. Now accepting custom.

Curious, Even turns the plank to find lettering scorched onto the 
reverse: a repeating of the witch’s name and occupation followed by 
the words Currently occupied. Please return after.

“Do you like my sign?”
Even jumps high enough that his head clears the top of the 

doorframe.
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The window now opens to show another cat-occupied chair and 
the witch, trailing a sable arm over the warped windowsill.

“How did you—”
“Magic.” He leans out the window, surveying Even with restless 

eyes as dark as his skin. Slender to boniness, Miser best resembles a 
child’s attempt to draw a foal: all sharp angles, jutting shoulders and 
arms too long for his chest. Tight black corkscrews crown his scalp, 
hanging long enough to sway and bounce with his frequent, fidgety 
movements. Only faint creases at the corners of his eyes suggest 
youth’s farewell. If he is clad, Even can’t tell: Miser’s chest, marked 
by twin curving scars and the absence of nipples, bears a plain mirror 
pendant dangling from a leather cord. “You, given your newness and 
the hour, arouse my curiosity. Why do you call?”

A sudden, horrified nervousness tangles his thoughts, and Even 
blurts the first words come to his tongue: “Aren’t you cold? Without 
… without clothes?”

Miser chuckles, his purplish lips too wide for his narrow face. 
“Yes, but I endured too much to conceal my chest with clothing.”

A witch in his trade of magic and sex should have been handsome or 
beautiful; gossip depicts an otherworldly being so alluring even men 
bow at his feet. Instead, he seems a normal amalgamation of features 
both, as people discuss such things, appealing and unappealing. Ears 
too protruding for his curls to conceal. Smooth, dewy skin. A high, 
melodic voice stressing a word’s concluding syllables. Elongated 
fingers putting Even in mind of a water hen’s legs.

He understands, theoretically, one’s submitting to intimacy or 
partnership with a creature of extraordinary prettiness, talent or 
power, but Miser doesn’t seem to offer anything that can’t be found 
within the village.

“Does my disregard of a chill evening bother you?” Miser waves a 
hand, beckoning Even closer. “Or is it something else?”

Even remains by the door, his cheeks smouldering. “I … ah…”
Never has he engaged with another’s nudity outside of non-sexual 

instances—a chest bared when pitching hay, clothes removed when 
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bathing in the pond. Such things, too public for anyone’s using their 
nakedness to attempt seduction, never concern him. But nothing 
here can be so ordinary: Miser may peddle in daylight charms, but 
in the village his name has become the byword for doings concealed 
by drapes, darkness and distance.

If one wishes protective spells, contraceptive cantrips or mirrored 
wards, one visits the witch. If one craves intimacy without question 
or rejection, one visits the witch. If one fears their performance—or 
their virginity—prior to bedding their chosen partner, one visits the 
witch.

Nakedness, here, serves the same purpose as the bakery’s window 
displays … and never has Even felt more certain, in his mingling of 
embarrassment and distaste, that he can’t bear or feign desire. Not 
even to please the villagers. Not even to avoid Ma’s displeasure.

“Speak your truth. Shame doesn’t dwell in my house.”
“I’d … prefer you to have clothes.” Even looks at his feet. “On.”
“Why?” Miser’s soft voice suggests only curiosity. “If you need me 

to dress, given my preference elsewise, I deserve to know the why of 
it.”

Even’s throat tightens. The first time he told Ma what he didn’t feel, 
he didn’t struggle to explain. Each attempt’s inevitable provoking of 
the listener’s confusion, disbelief, denial and mockery, however, made 
more frightening the next, until his stomach knots in anticipation of 
both his fear-tangled words and their dismissal.

“I don’t want … to do that. Or to be made to want anything.”
A frown cuts deep crevasses across Miser’s brow. “Do what? You 

are here, I presume, to negotiate an act of my service. My forcing 
anything upon you … I’d hardly call that ‘service’.” He pauses, 
running his tongue over his lips. “Why did you come here?”

No, this won’t work! The villagers asked those mild, curious-
sounding questions preceding their blinking incomprehension, 
surprised laughter or scorned incredulity. The mild questions 
preceding their inevitable insistence that Even will love desire if he 
settles with a girl, if he calls upon the gods, if he lets himself be 
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ensorcelled—if he does anything but accept his existence as a man 
who doesn’t partner.

Foolish, really, to imagine that a witch will differ from Ma’s 
threatened sorcerer.

Well, then. Even will walk down the track a little way—to avoid 
any appearance of camping on Miser’s doorstep—before finding a 
sheltering tree. Perhaps a cold, sleepless night will give him clarity on 
his next step; perhaps the gods below will do more than pay witness 
through their avian avatars. Perhaps Ma will think his absence a 
night spent with a girl, her anger over being left to work the evening’s 
dough becoming delighted relief. At least he now knows that he 
can’t feign interest, and shouldn’t that make his submission easier to 
contemplate?

What good are the cursed gods if they never act on the pain 
expressed before crows’ eyes?

“I’m sorry,” he says, turning away, “for disturbing—”
“No. As you have disturbed me, you owe me truth: what do you 

want?”
Owing debt to a witch is no small matter … but it isn’t obligation 

that drags honesty from Even’s mouth. “I don’t! Not for a lover, a 
wife, having children. I want to bake the perfect loaf and converse 
with creatures that aren’t birds! I want a home that’s mine, friendship 
that remains friendship, a community that—lets, lets me be as I am. 
That stops treating me as less of a man! I want to stop fearing Ma’s 
leaving to find a sorcerer who’ll fix me. I want—I need to know how 
to stop a sorcerer from making me desire sex and marriage! But you 
all won’t do that!”

Even stops only to draw a gulping breath, his chest heaving, his 
teeth gritted. If he thinks on what it means that Ma insists on his 
becoming something else, he’ll break … so he folds his arms and 
stares up at the strings of lights, twinkling like too-bright stars 
against a too-black night. Mistaken for the real thing at first glance, 
perhaps, but no more real than the relationships the world requires 
of him. Just a pretty, soothing, deceptive falsehood.
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“No sorcerer can accomplish such a thing,” Miser says softly, 
“although I wouldn’t put it past many to take your mother’s coin and 
wriggle their fingers.”

Even blinks and turns his head. “They can’t?”
“You can control people with magic, but that’s crude, obvious 

puppetry; a sorcerer must guide the strings. You can shape people 
with manipulative words, but such twisting of the mind doesn’t 
require magic, is seldom better for it, and works poorly on those who 
know themselves. You can’t, however, use magic to force someone 
into being the person you wish.” Miser’s lips curl into a smile’s 
crooked, mocking mimicry. “It’s easier to raise towers of black glass 
and shatter the world, so I wouldn’t fear a sorcerer a tenth as much 
your mother’s ignorance.”

The nagging feeling that Even owes response to that startling 
speech does nothing to conquer his tense throat, parched tongue and 
stunned bewilderment. He stumbles backwards to slump against a 
supporting post, giddy with confusion. Did he hear that aright? 
Surely Miser didn’t speak words, albeit in convoluted fashion, that 
possess a seed of understanding? Didn’t finish with something so 
shocking in its provision of relief that Even doubts his own ears?

“Have you never pondered why I live outside the village? No, it’s 
just one oddness in a witch … and less concerning than my sexual 
exploits. Real and assumed.” Miser shrugs, resting both hands on the 
sill. His varnished fingernails look as though once dipped into liquid 
midnight—long like curved beaks, dark like feathered wings. “I like 
my work, you need me to do it, and I make coin enough to live. 
But a healthy distance between us, even more than magic, frees me 
from your tedious assumptions on gender and marriage.” A mocking 
laugh accompanies a flicker of light in the depths of Miser’s almost 
pupilless eyes—light the same hue of that inside broken obsidian 
towers. “Ask yourself: why are witches said to live alone? Dwell 
within the world’s darker places and beyond its farther reaches?”

No, Even hasn’t. Witches are … witches. Nobody expects to 
find them working alongside grocers and butchers; they lurk, 
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unquestionably, upon ordinary’s edges. One sooner asks why the sky 
appears blue or the wind summons mist. One sooner asks why a 
young man, with a trade and business as much a pillar as that of 
the innkeeper and the barber-surgeon, doesn’t wish to court young 
women.

Speechless, he shakes his head.
“I grant that people like us exist in all endeavours, but many places 

best offer acceptance, of a sort, when we eschew the ordinary—when 
we queer creatures dwell on the outside of civilised things. Where 
lives also the witch.” Another loud, rasping laugh again provokes 
Even’s nervous twitch. “When your career shrugs at order and 
celebrates strangeness, they’re less able to punish the rejection of 
womanhood and marriage … or sex and marriage.”

Queer. Even hadn’t thought himself encompassed by such a 
dangerous word ... but hasn’t Ma proven just how very queer he is?

“I don’t know that I want to be a witch,” he murmurs once he’s 
sure of his voice.

“Oh, not like me.” Miser claps his hands, his lips framing a grin 
far broader than Ma’s best effort. “But I have a sister whose kitchen 
magic lets her build houses and simulacra from gingerbread, and 
while she desires no lover or husband, like you, she welcomes 
apprentices with a heart for bread. Learning such an art may let you 
more easily inhabit the world beyond ordinary. Live past the edges.”

Never has Even pondered magic beyond a two-sided state of 
oddity and danger: either a useful spell as unknowable to him in form 
as baking powder or a threatening, overwhelming force wielded by 
the powerful. Truth, perhaps, exists somewhere between and outside 
… and only then does he realise how little he has pondered anything 
beyond recipes, ancient ruins and his own personhood.

What else has Even accepted without due question? What harm 
has he caused others from his failure to do so?

“How do you know I’m a baker?” he asks, knowing that neither Ma 
nor the villagers will permit such interrogation … and knowing, too, 
that he stands upon the precipice with trembling knees, an obedient 
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lad trained to wash dishes and finish lessons. Part of him wants to 
leap, part of him sees no escape but to plummet, and part of him 
hesitates, still yearning for a way to avoid surrendering the familiar.

Miser blinks … and the glossy feathers of a crow’s head sprout 
from his scarred, human chest.

Even, reeling backwards, closes his eyes. Surely he looks upon a 
trick of witchlight and darkness? Perhaps a descending mist? Yet 
when he dares again open them, he finds a torso furnished with a 
giant crow’s head, a beak as black and sharp as shattered obsidian, 
white-ringed eyes glowing like starlight.

The cats, on their beds of chair and couch, sleep on.
“The gods below aren’t the only ones who see through crows’ eyes,” 

Miser murmurs—and as he clasps his talon-tipped hands together, 
Even again sights a long-limbed, curly-haired man with a broad grin 
and crooked teeth. “What think you, then, of embracing your inner 
strangeness?”

What truth? Even draws a shaking breath. If he puts his heart-
pounding terror aside, it isn’t difficult to discern. Ma’s comments, 
schemes and threats leave him fearing for his sense of self. Miser 
is far more and much less than what rumour makes him, but he’s 
offered the impossible. An escape from Ma and her sorcerer. A 
promise of Even’s finding kindred. A brittle, shining word. 

“I can’t be what they demand, but they won’t let me be ordinary 
my way…” Even barks his own laugh, wondering why this, too, never 
occurred to him. “Although I do nothing but live before crows’ eyes! 
Nothing! But, mostly...” He hesitates, embarrassed. “I haven’t spoken 
like this to anyone since … never. I want to talk to people. Even if 
they’re extraordinary.”

He wonders, too, how one builds a house from gingerbread…
Miser raises his arms, straightens. A black feather falls from the 

windowsill to land atop the porch’s weathered boards. “Would you 
like to take tea while I tell you about my sister? And pass the night 
in a spare room, not my bed?”
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“Yes. Please—” The door opens inward. Miser, barefoot but 
clad in grey trousers rolled to bare his ankles, now stands in the 
doorway, waving Even into a sitting room crowded with chairs and 
bookshelves. “How do you do that?”

“Magic,” Miser says, his eyebrows raised. “Will you please turn 
over my sign?”

This time, when Even flips the board to the please return side and 
sees the words late tomorrow morning scrawled in chalk beneath the 
black letters, he doesn’t startle.
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you’d know to whom I can file complaint that Steward North has 
abandoned the far-reaches…”

Prue, swallowing a yawn, trots her horse to catch up. “No, ma’am. 
I’m glad to help people where I can, but I doubt my usefulness in 
this ... situation.”

Glad? The gods deserve a swift kick in the rear! All she did was 
flag down a man outside the village bakery to confirm the directions 
on Rain’s rough-sketched map. An innocent question overheard 
by a woman who believes the local witch behind her son’s absence, 
recognises the source of Prue’s uniform and exults at gaining a 
chance-met companion on her quest to face said witch. A woman 
named Reticence, understandably shortened to “Retty”.

How her neighbours must hark at the irony of by name and by 
nature!

Retty turns, staring up at Prue in wide-eyed shock. She believes 
Retty’s claims of worried sleeplessness: bruise-dark shadows ring her 
eyes and dry scales peel from her lips. “But you are Citadel! Surely 
you use your protective wards, your enchanted chains, the secret 
spells with which the sorcerers endowed you before sending you to 
hunt witches!”

Only obligate decorum keeps Prue from laughing. A minor 
official issued her papers, uniform, kit, purse and horse. Not the 
Sorcerer Potentate himself; he, thankfully, doesn’t deal with people 
as irrelevant and unimportant as his unluckily-barren once-wife. 
Just a frowning, curseborn Vaunted son with an obsessive interest in 
cataloguing every non-magical item given over to her against future 
claims of loss or damage.

The Citadel’s power lies in sorcery, but its rule still rests upon a 
foundation of mundane bureaucracy.

“I’m so glad that the gods sent you!” Retty exclaims, 
marching her way along the track heedless of ruts, weeds

and fallen branches. “I haven’t slept for a week! How are 
ordinary folk to handle a witch when they take our young—
and we so far from the towns and cities at that? I don’t suppose
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Instead, Prue forces an acknowledging nod. In her old life, she 
felt more confined by the wifely role of attentive conversationalist 
than by her weightiest gowns and tightest slippers. Remember, she 
tells herself, that tomorrow you’ll be free of her. Overbearing people 
are more easily endured on the road than inside the Citadel’s stifling 
halls and salons. No longer must she fear resuming her ornamental 
position at a powerful man’s arm. Retty is but a temporary horror, 
even if her indignant words are too common for Prue’s happiness. 

“I have none, ma’am. Just a uniform and a logbook. I can only 
offer witness.”

If the Sorcerer Potentate thinks to find Luck Vaunted hiding 
amongst Northhold’s woodcutters, truffle hunters and potters, he’ll 
send sorcerer-born sons and their brothers to carry out the search. 
No, the truth is likely that a warden or advisor suggested using the 
unimportant to count and query the Ring’s witches … perhaps to 
show how far the Citadel’s fingers reach, perhaps on the off chance 
that Luck hides amongst them. Even a kitchen girl sent to beat 
bushes may stir up prey for a landholder’s bowmen, and if danger 
befalls her, what of it?

Prue wonders, though, why the Sorcerers Vaunted presume their 
luckborn daughter—even if only possibly—drawn to witches. Do 
they realise that a luckborn woman seeking to escape the Citadel 
will there find acceptance, rebellion and liberation?

Retty huffs. “What good are you, then, in dealing with a witch’s 
dangers?”

Tall and muscular, with a butcher’s knife thrust through her belt, 
some may consider Retty a scowling, dark-eyed heroine preparing to 
face the monstrous. Prue sees Mother. How can she feel otherwise, 
given that Retty’s high-necked, coffee-coloured dress and leather 
boots are also plain to the point of severity? No peeping petticoats, 
wide sleeves or playful trim; just a straight-cut dress with narrow 
cuffs, a draping wimple of tan linen covering hair, shoulders and 
bodice. Stern. Colourless. Boring. Try as she might, Prue can’t think 
of another modest-keeping woman who didn’t express herself 
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through fabric, buttons or ribbons. Who so scorned the changing 
winds of fashionable dress in favour of unrelenting propriety ... one 
in which lace and striped stockings tempt girls from the path of 
obedient dignity.

“None, ma’am. I apologise if I have suggested otherwise.” Prue 
hesitates, trying to relax her aching teeth and jaw. Just thinking of 
Mother puts her on edge! “Perhaps this may reassure you: I haven’t 
found witches to be more dangerous than anyone else. Or any reason 
to consider them such.”

Certainly not more dangerous than angry women armed with 
staves and knives…

Is that fair, though? Perhaps the witch did “take” Retty’s son for ill 
purpose, even though Prue doubts that Rain would have sent her this 
way if he made a career of preying on local villagers. While Retty’s 
speech edges upon slanderous generalisation, doesn’t she deserve 
some benefit of the doubt? An assumption of scared ignorance, not 
malice? 

Prue pats her gelding on the withers, restraining the urge to sigh. 
Such a pity that she’s been cursed with Retty as companion! Out on 
the hills, the remorseless sun bakes already-yellowed grass; beneath 
the forest’s sheltering canopy, Prue enjoys a gentle, dappled light. 
Enough of a breeze stirs the branches to ward off most insects, and 
the track underfoot isn’t wet or slippery. A perfect day for a relaxed 
walk in the shade—and if their path crosses that of a creek, why not 
break to water her horse and bathe her feet? She can read a book, 
sketch the curtains of lichen hanging from the trees’ lower boughs, 
darn the hole in her other pair of trousers … exist, for a time, free of 
other people.

Such a childish yearning, she knows, but for what else can a 
luckborn woman—one who can’t comprehend courting and marriage 
but must navigate her new husband’s expectations—hope?

“I presume that you’re new to this work,” Retty says, slowing so 
that she walks by Prue’s left stirrup. Not a single strand of hair lies 
uncovered by her wimple, and Prue—her curls long having escaped 
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her pins—feels like a grubby child. One covered in dust and horse-
hair, awaiting the inevitable scolding due her carelessness. “Or you 
would know that witches do only as they like! Working their spells, 
ill-using their craft, luring children into the forest never to be seen 
again, bedding whomever they please whenever they please, and for 
money at that...”

Sheer incredulity overwhelms Prue’s umbrage: luring children?
She’s worked long enough to realise that absurd tales form about 

witches—and other queers, loners, strangers and outsiders—like 
a web about an orb spider. Bitter frosts? A plague of ladybugs? 
Slatternly girls in striped stockings? Runaways? Youths who speak 
back to their parents? Of course the witch must be the cause … 
not the season, the increased number of aphids and the historical 
inevitability of children finding their parents’ beliefs wanting.

Since leaving the Citadel, she’s realised one inflexible truth: people 
are loathe to acknowledge the complex causes of all they deem ill. 
Easier, by far, to blame the witch.

Even if such reluctance results in stories absent all logic and 
rationality.

“Five seasons, ma’am,” Prue says, working to both soften her 
jaw and swallow her anger. “I do know that most witches avoid 
being perceived as dangerous, fearing a visit from a sorcerer and his 
brothers. And that most complaints are minor or wildly untrue.”

Mother told such stories. Their silken filaments clung to everything 
Prue knew herself to be, until she was less a person than an actor 
upon the stage, reciting the lines of a play so old that the audience 
mouthed the words along with her.

Mother betrayed her stories only after happenstance sheared 
Prue’s entrapping threads.

Retty, halting, plants her staff in the earth and gestures to the left. 
“Untrue? What of this obscene horror, then? Look! Don’t you know 
that children travel this path!”

Where? The forest grows green and lush, studded with hanging 
vines and outcrops formed of a glassy rock that appear to pulse and 
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shimmer under shadow. Whippy saplings curve around ancient, 
house-sized trunks, forming a soil-scented gallery of misshapen 
pillars. Ferns sprout wherever they may gain foothold, poking up 
through the blackberry brambles cloaking deeper gullies. A scarlet 
fungus shaped like curled fingers clings to bark; cream mushrooms 
fruit in the damp earth between and about twisted roots. Every so 
often an unseen bird warbles or chirps, breaking the gentle hum of 
droning insects and rustling leaves.

Sorcery once thrived here; its dying echoes vibrate through her 
bones.

Even the Citadel’s stone and glass may one day surrender to tree 
and fungi.

Prue reins in her horse, sighing. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I don’t 
see—”

“There! Beside the shard!”
She can’t sight anything beyond the trees’ oddly-bulging shape—

but a crow takes flight from a hanging branch, her horse shies to 
the side of the track, and suddenly those bulges become the graceful 
curves of one dryadic body pressed against another. Someone must 
have tied and trained the smaller trees, crafting twigs and boughs 
into limbs and vines into mane. One trunk rests against two trees 
bent over and woven together to create a remarkably human-looking 
rump and back … and Prue, despite her good manners and a skittish 
horse, giggles.

Some witches tend vegetable gardens and embroider cloaks.
Others, apparently, create sculptures from living trees.
“You laugh at this explicit obscenity?”
Suggestive if one knows to look, yes, but not lacking in artistry. 

How much time—or magic—did the witch take to guide the trees 
into growing that way? She knows Father spent years learning 
to shape fire so that the play of light and shadow formed scenes 
performed during the Citadel’s many festivals and entertainments. 
Such beauty awed her, for even her once-husband lacked such finesse 
in manipulating flame, but no audience could miss the smoke-tinged 
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threat accompanying each display. The dark promise underpinning 
great craft.

This piece also delivers a message—just one of defiant pettiness.
“He advertises his immoral trade all through the forest! And once 

our youths have been with a witch, they’ll break oath for more … or 
worse, never wed at all. Girls become wild hussies, and lecherous boys 
enable them! And then where do they end up? Where?” Retty shakes 
her fist at the fornicating trees before resuming her stomping, staff-
thumping march. “Even insists that he doesn’t want, won’t court and 
won’t marry, but he snuck off to the witch one time, I’m sure. Now 
he won’t have anything but a witch’s magic—and a queer, delusional 
witch at that! Now he’s ruined for any decent girl! So enchanted he 
won’t even come home! And nobody with the power to stop it will 
help!”

Prue grits her teeth, her face and head throbbing with unexpressed 
anger. The grey gelding, responding to her stiff hands, takes up a 
jerking, rein-tugging trot.

She isn’t a witch, but she’s just as queer, just as promiscuous, just as 
rebellious. A barren-cursed sorcerer’s daughter of no status rendered 
acceptable in her trousers and singledom by her uniform ... even if 
she’s long considered her duty only the chance to meet and learn 
from like-minded people at her once-family’s expense. Nothing 
more than a mask concealing a woman who looks upon the Citadel’s 
rules and laws with a horrified shudder.

She should swallow her outrage, say something polite, smile.
Prue exhales, relaxing her seat and legs until her horse settles. 

Scared woman missing her son. Benefit of the doubt. Besides, doesn’t 
she well know this tale of indignation, blame and certitude? Retty 
and Mother are alike in ways beyond dress and speech. They dwell 
within a cage of fear: the lock formed of their confidence that all the 
world should join them, the key inconceivable. In want of safety and 
surety, they cower behind bars crafted from other people’s cruelty.

Retty’s neighbours likely found—or invented—reason to avoid 
accompanying her, but shouldn’t she who fears her son’s remaining 
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unwed bring her husband? Perhaps he works, perhaps he sickens, 
perhaps he no longer breathes … or perhaps he doesn’t exist. For while 
Mother clings to outmoded rules of courtesy, Prue’s grandmother 
and great-aunts let slip the occasional tale of a defiant, rebellious 
girlhood now thankfully overcome. Doesn’t Retty’s rage, then, make 
the most sense if she never wed? If she raised her son alone in a 
community that gave her little but oppressive cruelty, a horror she 
can’t bear to see repeated? If her road to respect, in the wake of such 
shame, meant becoming such a paragon of moral virtue that she 
exchanges small enjoyments for finger-pointing criticisms?

Sometimes the people who should best understand are those who 
can’t survive the process of understanding.

“Are you ignoring me?”
A curt “yes” dances upon the tip of Prue’s tongue. “I’m sorry, 

ma’am.”
“Well?”
“I don’t think it illegal to make or display sculptures within Steward 

North’s forests,” she says, wondering if anyone, anywhere, thought to 
issue such a ruling, “but you’ll have to make your own enquiries, 
ma’am. It is legal, within the Ring, to sell magic-enhanced goods 
and labour, and no provision excepts the sale of sex. That is what 
you are intimating, yes? Unless the witch commits crimes against 
someone’s person, uses magic to cheat customers of goods or services, 
casts illusion without provision and consent, uses magic to coerce 
or deceive, or sells false or misidentified goods or services, I don’t 
believe the regional warden will request that sorcerers investigate.”

Prue has too often delivered such speeches, although the previous 
utterance concerned an apothecary thinking himself threatened by a 
witch’s healing spells.

“That’s absurd!” Retty fists her free hand, her cheeks purpling. 
“What good are the wardens, never mind stewards and sorcerers, if 
their laws won’t protect decent folk against these perversions…”

Sorcerers, in Prue’s experience, concern themselves with power 
… and the ethical disagreements of the unlanded are as irrelevant 
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as the concerns of log-walking ants. They’ve never been gods-
blessed servants, bound by their Nine Laws and affiliation to the 
Citadel, who work magic for service and protection. They’re only 
self-interested men engrossed in magical and political pantomime, 
so why do people insist on viewing sorcerers as beholden to the 
ordinary?

“…and do they think of—” Retty, her brow scrunched into a 
magnificent scowl, jerks her arm towards a pair of trees growing on 
the edge of the track. “Look! Here’s more crass obscenity!”

This time, after a moment’s puzzled scrying, Prue sights a 
diamond-shaped hollow framed by raised lips of bark. A branch 
from the second tree lies across the trunk so that three spindly twigs 
and a leaf dip inside.

She sighs, patting her rattled horse’s neck. The first piece displays 
more detail, but she won’t refuse that sort of distraction should 
anyone offer. Preferably not with a tree, but if the twigs are clean and 
lacking in splinters, and she can find or make a comfortable patch 
of leaves to lie on, and the tree is willing … well, hasn’t she passed 
worse nights with human partners? Isn’t intercourse with sapient 
flora better than ruminating on today’s awfulness?

“Excuse me?”
“What…?” 
Only then, thanks to the wide-open mouth distorting Retty’s 

round face, does Prue realise that she spoke her meanderings aloud.
“Is this, this ... this what the Citadel thinks to send out?”
Her cheeks smoulder. How can she be so careless? Prudence 

Revered, luckborn daughter of the Ring’s second-oldest sorcerer 
family, has passed a great many hours listening to people talk politics, 
morality, family, sorcery, fashion and, in the case of her once-husband, 
the intricate strategies of card games. She knows how to smile, nod 
and ask questions suggestive of interest; she knows how to keep her 
impolite thoughts from marring her face. While the truism by name 
and by nature as understood in the Citadel doesn’t encompass her 
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doings since her escape from wifehood, she recognises the value of 
thinking before speaking!

Even if she now owns friends, like Rain and Pigeon, with whom 
such talk isn’t an unforgivable deviance from virtue but a delight 
joyfully encouraged.

Even if…
Prue sucks in a shaking breath. Polite, always polite; what has 

this gotten her but exhausted endurance, the requisite witness to a 
woman’s venomous morality? Nor just one woman, at that; Prue’s 
casual adherence to duty funds her travelling life, but its uniform 
makes her an officer from the Citadel, a defender of the supposedly 
good and just. Even if sorcerers care little for the woes of the landless 
and powerless, they hold, promote and enforce laws in common. 
Rules scornful of her own life and experiences. Beliefs harmful to 
her lovers and friends.

If she can’t accept the Citadel’s ways, is its purse the only reason 
she accepts its uniform, its assumptions, its obligations?

Retty and Mother cower behind their locked doors. In her heart 
of hearts, Prue scorns both for their cowardice, but isn’t she just as 
craven? Hasn’t she fled one cage only to tolerate a roomier one? 
Perhaps one spends a lifetime darting in and out of the many cages 
fate assigns them. Or perhaps one spends a lifetime exiting one cage 
only to find themself entrapped inside a larger—inside cages nested 
inside cages, each in want of escape. Regardless, she too is trapped.

She and Mother are no different.
Prue can’t forget those words, whispered the morning she left the 

Citadel: revel in the freedoms of sex and love denied us here. Words too 
dangerous to speak before sorcerer fathers, brothers, husbands and 
sons; words offering a momentary glimpse of a woman who knew 
their world a cage. A woman Prue wishes she could have seen years 
earlier; a woman Prue loathes for her lifetime’s lie—the lie about 
which she twisted her own daughter. A woman whom Prue misses 
and yearns to free, but how does one release a bird who so obliges 
her enclosing bars?
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Revel, revel in the hypocrisy … and Prue has.
No more.
She takes her gloves in her teeth, tugging her fingers free of the 

leather, before shoving both between the saddle and her thigh. She 
leaves her cap atop her head, hating its weight, while she works her 
coat’s row of brass buttons free from their holes. Prue will need to 
buy or make new clothes … and the thought of being able to choose 
her own things fills her with a surprising, unlooked-for joy. A cloak 
made from cloth of every colour? Knickerbockers and waistcoats? 
Striped stockings? Why not?

“…and I’ll be reporting—have you no shame?”
Her horse tugs at the bit, making more awkward Prue’s fight to 

free her arms, but finally she balls her coat—her journal and pencil 
protruding from its pocket—upon her lap.

The breeze feels delightfully cool through the linen of her 
undershirt.

Perhaps someone with time, generosity and patience will guide 
Retty towards exiting her cage. Such an act must benefit Retty and 
all about her … but that person won’t be Prue. She feels pulled taut 
because Retty summons the girl Prue once was and can’t forget. 
The girl who skulks within her own cage, accepting the cruelties 
dealt her; the girl who followed the requisite road to a marriage and 
husband she never honestly wanted. No, she has her own quest to 
undertake, for she won’t escape her own ghost until she permits her 
freedom from Retty, Mother and all others like them.

Prue removes her cap to run her bare hand through her curls, 
dislodging her remaining pins. “No. Shut up. I’m bored of your 
ranting.”

Retty draws a gasping breath, halting in the middle of the track. 
White-knuckled hands grip her staff, forming an odd contrast to her 
cheeks’ high colour. “I will be reporting such rudeness to the warden! 
Don’t think that I won’t!”

Why respond? Prue tosses aside her coat, logbook and cap, the 
keys to this cage’s weighty lock, before working her gloves over her 
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hands. Only then, her hair blowing about her face, does she press her 
calves against her gelding’s flanks, permitting him his surging canter.

“You’re supposed to help me!” Retty shouts, breaking into a foot-
pounding run after Prue and her horse. “You’re from the Citadel! 
You’re supposed to help!”

She grabs a hank of coarse mane and settles herself into a crouch 
low enough to avoid hanging branches, her eyes fixed upon the road 
ahead. The witch should be warned that to his house a monster 
comes—and Rain’s belief that Prue may offer assistance is likely 
no less for her lack of uniform. After that … she purses her lips, 
thinking that she now possesses friends and lovers enough that 
someone must offer her sanctuary until she decides upon the how of 
her next journey. Friends and lovers of a similar mind when it comes 
to rejecting the world’s cages.

Prue frowns, pondering. Must a witch have magic to become a 
witch?
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sprawl, lurk behind privies and warehouses. Such sacred spaces never 
moulder unvisited, but their worshippers seldom attend beneath the 
sun’s revealing light.

When fog creeps and moon fades, the desperate seek out gods 
few dare name.

She hurries, her full skirts swishing, around a pile of crates. Behind 
lies an alcove, mossy and damp, set into the wall dividing alley 
from boneyard. Ivy smothers both ancient stonework and looming 
sepulchre, veiling the god’s image such that one sees little more than 
outstretched wings. Only yellowed papers and fallen leaves cushion 
the ground before the granite altar, but a soft glow illuminates 
worshippers’ offerings and the god’s business: rusting hand bells, 
wire-bound bird bones, curved needles, empty glass phials.

A crow-black feather, carefully stitched onto a red ribbon, emerges 
from her pocket. She kneels and sets it by the smallest bell. “Please, 
I beg you listen…”

She scowls, shaking her head. A brown braid escapes her hood.
“No, I’m no priest! I’m Quick. I reckon the name suits. My cousin 

… none of you gods was listening when my aunt named her. Or 
you all split your sides laughing! Anyway, I’m a seamstress. The kind 
doing piece work in a tailor’s workhouse. The kind sewing seams so 
folk sing the tailor for his cuts and finishings.”

Quick hesitates, crooking her head. Nothing disturbs the alleyway 
behind her: only a tabby cat sits atop the crates, his yellow eyes 
examining the wall opposite.

“It’s tiring work, but I’ve guild-set hours, fifth days and holidays. 
And sewing suits me.” With gloved hands, she raises an unwieldy 
vine from the altar. Her breath mists the night air. “I mind the tailor 
and how he manages the other women. They’re married. Mothers 

The woman lingers at the alley entrance, peering left 
and right and left again, before pulling at her cloak’s cowl. 

Only then does she make the turn, her steps swift and furtive. 
Most gods’ altars line crossways, thoroughfares and squares, 
their divinity owed public homage; some, lost amidst the city’s



76

with toddling babes, mostly. Their mothers, sisters, or partners tend 
their children while they work. This must be hard for them, but…”

She bends the vine back upon itself, weaving it into the mess of 
leaves shrouding the alcove’s left wall.

“When we’ve trousers to remake or shirts still to baste for the 
morrow’s fitting … they plead their babies and their partners. The 
tailor says he’s a proud family man, so he won’t hold family against 
his workers. Meaning when the eve-bell rings and work wants 
continuing, he begs me to stay. ‘Cause I’ve no partner or children, 
aren’t I best to?”

A withered twig cracks as Quick breaks it clean from the vine, 
stowing it inside her cloak’s pocket.

“The tailor pays no guild’s cut on after-bell hours. So he won’t 
hire more seamstresses, the others go home, and I stay late. Again. 
He suggests he can’t keep me elsewise, which makes mockery of 
his singing about my good work.” Her voice roughens. “Mama … 
Mama chides my minding so much I daren’t speak of it, ‘cause she 
says I’m helping the tailor and the other women both. Aren’t I better 
to be kind and turn extra coin for the family, than sit idle at home?”

Her lips trembling, she turns to the altar. Never does she permit 
her fingers to touch older offerings, irrespective of rust and tarnish; 
instead, uncaring of her skirts and cloak, she brushes leaves, twigs, 
bird droppings and dirt from the granite slab.

“But I don’t! I scarce bang my boots before a sister hands off her 
latest babe or begs me feed her boys. I haven’t been home in weeks 
while the oldest nurses—and when the youngest sister takes ill and 
her children also need tending, there I go.” Quick utters a low laugh, 
shaking her head. “Until bed, I’m changing napkins or saving the cat 
from being poked. Sometimes just so they can be alone with their 
husbands! My sisters say a village should raise a child, and since 
Mama helps my brother’s wife when not doing for Papa, and my 
sisters’ husbands earn their rent, there’s me. I’m to be kind to them, 
too--to be the village.”

“But I mind it. I mind.”



77

She bows her head, resting fisted hands in her lap.
“I want no husband. I want no children. I want … a house with a 

big bed for me and a lover—but they never pass the whole night in 
it. More like a regular guest than a partner, and I know how that’s 
awful!” Quick inhales, her cheeks flushed and eyes glistening. “I want 
time for reading, stitching, tatting, drawing—and coin enough for 
a score of lamps! Space to guest in a friend’s bed, some evenings, 
and have them guest in mine. No wifehood, no motherhood. They’d 
strangle me!”

She sits in wordlessness, breathing heavily.
The cat leaps from the topmost crate, lands and pads down the 

alleyway.
“I know that for truth, ‘cause I’m strangled now. I work late 

‘cause the tailor chooses wives and mothers’ leaving over me.” Quick 
shudders, her hands tightening. “I tend my sisters’ children ‘cause 
I’m no wife or mother, so I own nothing more important. I won’t 
be a partner or parent, so those who are expect I use my hours to 
help. And to escape their expecting? Marry and bear my own children! 
Only then are my refusals accepted!”

Her harsh, raucous cackle sends a startled cat skittering into the 
street.

“I’m why the tailor won’t hire another seamstress but sing himself 
for being a family man. I’m why my sisters have all their sons. I’m 
the pillar holding them up—making doable their homes, marriage, 
children, pride. I’m obliged to bear their weight … and why shouldn’t 
I, after refusing what we’re supposed to have? What good am I to 
anyone, elsewise? How am I naught but selfish, denying Papa the 
chance of granddaughters?”

A tear—hot, salty and grief-leaden—patters the alcove’s pitted 
stone.

“I want to live for me, but not by leaving my family. I still want 
my sisters, Mama--just less of them! But even had I wage enough to 
leave, what next? Won’t another employer think the same? Won’t I 
be holding the neighbour’s crying babe? When nobody can live the 
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way they’re obliged to want without spinster aunts shoring them up, 
where can I be?”

Quick sucks in another gulping breath, her voice wavering.
“If you’re a good and just god, even you won’t change this. Nothing 

right lies in making everyone be and think different for my wants, 
even if you could. Nothing right lies in upending everything, and 
that’s the worst thing, the very worst thing … that there’s no escape. 
None. Just a horrid knot binding us all, a knot in a world with no 
scissors. One I best ought to learn to not mind.”

Her shoulders slumping, she sags in upon herself. The fog 
thickens, gifting the statuette a halo of blue light, but Quick sits as if 
too worn and grief-struck to move. Only when her shivers threaten 
convulsions does she catch herself, blinking.

“Least you listen without chiding,” she murmurs, and you never 
demanded a girl marry for your favour or called her selfish for 
choosing her own way. Other … other gods aren’t so kind. Even 
if they’re reckoned good.” She grimaces, shaking her head. “Thank 
you. It’s easier to forget how I mind if I talk, sometimes. Least for a 
while.”

She stands, bows, tugs her hood as far over her cheeks as the fabric 
will allow, and retreats down the alleyway.

In the shadows of a corner unseen by mortal eyes, a weeping god 
cups his face in taloned hands.

For how long can he pay witness to the harms wrought upon his 
own before inaction may no longer be deemed “just”?
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Her father’s huntsfolk and their dogs, following, will find her as 
sure as the sun sets. They will return her to the castle, to the betrothal 
ceremony, to chains ritual and legal. How Father excuses her absence, 
Constance can’t imagine, but he needs make only perfunctory 
explanation to a lovesick suitor: Prince Resolute, a fourth son, won’t 
refuse this chance at a throne from mere delay in signing papers. 
Even should he glean her reasoning, Constance expects that he’ll 
wed even despite weakening love.

Father won’t understand her trespass: if his hunters catch her, this 
flight will only provoke his bewildered rage and disappointment.

“Witch! Please!”
Coloured spots whir before her eyes, but the blurs of browns and 

greens offer no salvation—just spindly trees and shrubs knit together 
by the sprawling, inexorable blackberry. She drags in a heaving breath, 
already exhausted, unable to slow: the faster she runs, the longer she 
can imagine her life absent that cruel moment of inevitability. If she 
stays far enough ahead, she’ll escape the fate waiting to twist her 
soul—and Blackvale’s people—in its python’s coils.

She must escape!
Blackvale’s Forest Witch never ignores a woman’s call. The Forest 

Witch saves girls from predatory men, attacking beasts or turned 
ankles, should she cry for aid within the forest’s borders. The Forest 
Witch saves her ... and steals her away from family and kin, cursing 
hir claimed women to suffer in unknowable bondage. What follows, 
Constance can only surmise based on stories of witches trapping 
princesses in dragon-guarded towers and forcing merchants’ 
daughters into servitude. Legends from outside the vale speak of 
bones ground into flour and children shapechanged into crows, but 

“Witch!” Constance’s bare feet, her slippers long 
since lost, pound against the forest floor. Ferns crumble, 

sticks crack and leaves rustle, but she runs heedless of sound’s 
betrayal: none ring louder than her own desperate voice. 
“Witch, please! Help me! Take me!”
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Blackvale’s tales are more licentious: their witch, the master of briar 
and guardian of trees, has hir wild way with women.

The logical, pragmatic part of Constance—the part that wrestles 
with manners, expectations and customs—thinks the truth more 
prosaic: some missing girls, said to be seduced and taken by Blackvale’s 
witch, ran away from home. Kinsfolk must prefer to blame a witch’s 
abduction than complicated truths about domineering parents or 
abusive partners. For all hir strange powers and mien, the witch has 
served the vale for generations, hir forest a greater protection against 
foreign armies and invading kings than any soldier-defended wall of 
stone.

Regardless, what the witch desires of Constance bears no relevance.
She’ll take servitude or imprisonment if she no longer needs 

pretend at a heart warmed by the prince’s sincere declarations of 
love.

She’ll take servitude or imprisonment if she no longer needs fear 
Blackvale’s withering death from her inability to form the monarch’s 
sacred, land-renewing union.

If a princess and a queen must be summer-hearted, and Constance 
knows hers lacking the requisite passion, shouldn’t she flee? Shouldn’t 
she discharge her obligate duty as Blackvale’s princess-heir to protect 
the people from her coldness?

If the witch takes her, Father will—furiously and grudgingly—
accept this loss and name his sister’s son as heir. The witch’s inviolate 
right to dictate hir year’s payment owns as many centuries as the 
kingdom’s charter, and ze has before claimed the labour of ostlers and 
nobles alike. No other reason will Father tolerate, and Constance long 
considered them in the weeks and months of watching Resolute’s 
love blossom into devotion while her own lay fallow. How else does 
one flee a king possessing the services of guards and spellcasters, 
allies in surrounding countries, and a desperate yearning to see his 
only child inherit after him?

A desperate yearning, Constance thinks in moments of dour 
bitterness, to see his only child make up for his failings in love.
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“Witch! I beg your aid! I surrender to you!”
A daughter of two summer-hearted kings should have no reason 

to flee a well-chosen prince’s bright love for her. Summer seeks 
summer and winter claims winter, for like needs like and love craves love. 
A truth—the kind chanted by nursemaids to a toddling child, akin 
to rhymes about identifying edible mushrooms and cattle leaping 
over cutlery—as certain to Father as the name binding her nature, 
another conviction she now discards and defies. Constance? What 
irony!

The shouts behind her grow close enough to form audible words: 
the guard captain, Fealty. “Princess! Princess Constance! Halt! You 
must return!”

“Witch!”
She fights her dress, once-ornate panels of silk damask pieced 

into voluminous skirts and sleeves, as much as the fallen logs, damp 
earth and blackberry sprays choking the forest’s underbrush. Her 
gown owns purpose in a ballroom, a courtyard or a library; her gown 
owns beauty in displaying a princess to a prince’s mother prior to 
signing a document preluding the legal delicacies of alliance and 
marriage. Now, costly fabric snags on branch and bramble, weeks of 
fine stitches ruined in but half an hour. Her dark hair sheds pearl 
pins and crystal beads, locks tumbling from a confection of curls her 
dressing maids took hours to style.

A princess must never disrespect her people’s labours.
A princess must never falter in her devotion to duty.
What other option has she?
Father rejects even the hint that Constance’s heart lacks summer’s 

fire, a lone cygnet raised in a family of ducks. Such circumstances 
aren’t uncommon: even Papa’s kin claim an unwed cousin whose 
doings are mentioned only in context of their occupation and 
studies. No shameful thing, in most cases: the winter-hearted, 
Father explained in his many lectures on rule and governance, make 
ideal scholars, advisers, financiers, guards and chaperones. Should 
Constance be the daughter of a summer-hearted bookbinder, soldier, 
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apothecary or farmer, winter’s heart may provoke limited opportunity 
as much as disappointment. She can seek out the enclaves of winter-
hearted families or take up work in her own that requires travel or 
is best performed without personal entanglements. While expecting, 
desiring and exalting summer, Blackvale does permit winter.

A future queen owns no equitable freedom. Why else did Father 
take such pains to find a consort from another summer-hearted 
family?

It matters not whether one questions her heart’s colours: red and 
gold or purple and green. It matters not if Constance fears her soul 
more akin to winter’s chill. An heir must wed and beget further 
heirs. An heir must demonstrate fire and warmth, the scarlet-hued 
love upon which rests a thriving queendom. An heir must represent 
summer’s bounty and security, the nurturing centre to which her 
people cleave when fighting drought, raiders or grain-blight. No 
princess can promise fecundity, for all that the land’s bestowal of 
such speaks favourably of her future reign, but she can promise her 
devotion to her partner and her people.

She can’t pretend at passionate feelings for Resolute when their 
union—their marriage, their love—renews the sacred rituals upon 
which rest Blackvale’s uncommon prosperity.

A princess cannot be anything but summer-hearted, so how can 
she blame Father for his refusal to see her?

“Princess Constance!” Fealty’s voice rings so horribly close! “You 
must desist!”

Constance doesn’t waste time in glancing backwards. Some small 
part of her, stumbling up an incline of rotting logs and damp earth, 
knows pain slicing across the soles of her feet, toes throbbing as they 
smack against unseen rock and stump, a chest heaving beneath a 
dress too heavy for prolonged flight. The rest of her, overwhelmed 
by fear and need, pays such hurts no mind. She owns no place in a 
world ruled by sacred seasons, and even a witch’s tower must be more 
welcoming of a princess whose heart beats unknowable.
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In this overgrown forest—protecting the northern flanks of 
Blackvale’s castle for as long as any castle needed protecting—she 
must, somehow, find the Forest Witch.

“Witch! Please!”
What if Constance thinks herself winter-hearted? Her situation 

won’t differ, given Father’s refusal to see past her duty and his future 
atonement, but she’ll find some surety in knowing herself. She’ll 
know whom she is, not whom she isn’t. Won’t that be easier? Yet 
every time she holds her feelings up against what she knows about 
winter’s folk—those references made by tutors, chaperones and 
dressing maids chosen to resist a princess’s temptation—Constance 
finds only partial resonance.

She wants.
She looks upon chefs and stablemistresses, fantasising about 

bedding either or both. She knows herself giddy over a pretty smile 
and a clever word, pondering the brush of someone else’s skin against 
her own, waking hollow from a dream-craving still unfulfilled. 
She even knows herself wanting of the good-humoured, boyish 
Resolute—wanting in a raw, profane way that owns nothing of a 
shared lifetime and everything of simply assuaging the golden pull 
from one person to another.

Constance will give the prince her body without hesitation. 
Her heart, though? Her partnership? Her love? Her years? The 
culmination of a difficult-to-define sacred that the summer-hearted 
won’t explain but just know?

“Princess!”
Where is the witch?
What if ze rescues only summer’s girls and women?
Excited shouts signal the sighted, betraying flashes of red and 

gold damask. Tears rain down her cheeks: of folly, of panic, for a 
woman the witch won’t save. Yet even as Constance reaches the hill’s 
peak and looks down at a gully of trees protruding through brambles, 
her panic at the witch’s unlooked-for absence doesn’t stop her. She 
drags in a breath and plunges into the ocean of blackberry. Let the 
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briars scratch her skin and skirts to ribbons! Let the mother forest, 
her land, render her unfit for a betrothal ceremony!

Let everyone who must force her back to a life of ballrooms, 
princes and symbolism be torn and rent by bramble.

Why are the winter-hearted excused from marriage’s constraints 
but denied sacred leadership and union with the earth that birthed 
them, reduced to serving summer’s folk? Why do they reckon 
summer in golds and reds when Constance thinks of those colours 
as autumn’s falling leaves and winter’s warming fires? Why do they 
reckon winter in greens and purples when Constance thinks of 
those colours as spring’s flourishing flowers and summer’s ripening 
fruits? What of autumn, what of spring, what of lands possessed of 
no seasons, fewer seasons, more seasons—where local climate and 
weather find no sensible reckoning in her native quartet of time?

Do other people want in ways devoid of what Blackvale most 
reckons sacred?

Briars whip at her legs, slice through dress and chemise, cut across 
cheek and neck. A violent, stabbing pain races up her left foot just as 
her right lands on a trailing scrap of sleeve and, finding no purchase, 
slips free. Her soles scream their agony as she fights to stay upright, 
the once-glorious silk gown forming a prison as relentless and 
spiteful as the ripening blackberry’s thorns.

Fealty, his black and purple uniform visible from the corner of her 
eye, orders his huntsfolk to follow.

“Witch,” she sobs, despairing.
The land vanishes beneath her feet.
She falls, fabric billowing and tearing, into the void’s devouring 

maw. She screams, the backberry’s teeth snagging her hair, her limbs 
brushing unseen objects, her body plummeting into nothingness. 
She lands, softly and improbably, on something damp, velvety and 
no more bruising than a feather mattress.

“Quiet.” A soil-scented hand closes over Constance’s mouth. “If 
you wish them to think you lost, Princess, find your quiet.”
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Shock and terror keep silent her shriek, but salt moistens her 
cheeks and her limbs quiver like gale-blown leaves. She presses her 
lips together, afraid of the guards and woodsfolk above, afraid of 
the hand touching her face, afraid of the human-shaped shadow 
crouched over her body—afraid of the pain burning through the 
soles of her feet and the profound sense of a world now unknowable.

Be calm. Breathe. Think.
Where is she? Trickling water suggests a nearby soak or creek. 

She can tilt her head to look up at a dim light, as if she lies in a space 
beneath a crevasse. Perhaps a split in the rock above a hillside cave? 
One large enough to consume an adult, yet so overgrown by riotous 
blackberry that even the careful or the knowing can’t see the danger?

A second hand gently brushes a lock of hair from her eyes and 
cheek. “Are you—”

“Princess Constance?” Above, Fealty commences a sound that 
sets her heart atremble: the swishing thud of a blade hacking at 
blackberry. “Princess! Are you hurt? Princess!”

“We should not idle here,” the voice whispers, raising their hand 
from her mouth to squeeze her shoulder. “You have pursuers enough 
that they may clear the entrance despite my asking, and I dislike 
their mood. May you stand?”

Stand? She tries to say something, anything, but she can’t make 
her mouth express more than gasping pants. Her fall should have 
killed her, Constance’s body rent and broken despite the bed of moss 
moistening her skin and gown. That truth possesses her with an 
immobilising horror, as though the rest of the world rests too distant 
for more than barest acknowledgement. She shouldn’t have survived 
this fall, and that means one thing.

Only in that moment does she realise how much she fears the 
Forest Witch.

“Are you hurting? May you stand?” The witch moves hir hand 
to Constance’s brow, probing her scalp with feather-light fingertips. 
“Are you hurt?”
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Above, guards grunt and curse as they hack at the brambles. Every 
creak, crack and cry tightens her ribs and lungs in panic—the vice 
loosening when she hears no call of discovery, constricting in terror 
at the next sound that may prelude it. She tries to croak an answer, 
but she can’t work her words past the fear stoppering her throat.

Even before she gained years enough to understand the fullest 
consequences of the title “princess”, Constance knew that being 
one is akin to guiding a strand of hair through the eye of her finest 
needle. She must be polite, obliging, sweet, obedient. She must be 
warm, welcoming, engaging. She must show enthusiasm and passion 
in her pursuits while never taking or causing umbrage. She can’t 
say the wrong thing—and there are more wrong things to say, and 
wrong ways to say the right things, than the forest has leaves—but 
neither can she escape this complexity by retreating into silence. She 
must, with the consistency of her name, ensure the unobjectionable 
prettiness of her manner and speech.

Nobody regards as pretty a princess’s criticism of the extremes 
to which she must navigate these myriad, nonsensical and even 
contradictory expectations.

One of the witch’s hands wraps her fingers inside a warm, callused 
embrace. “Brush your fingers against my palm. Once for no, twice for 
yes. Does your head hurt?”

Such kindness shames her, but, trembling, Constance moves her 
pointer finger across her companion’s palm … thinking of Father’s 
refusal to let her avoid speaking, thinking of a tutor’s punishments 
after her giving answers deemed too direct. Thinking of the many 
people uninterested in her becoming anything but the polished, 
perfect veneer of “princess”.

“Glad,” the witch says. “Your back?”
“F—feet.” Finally, she forces one strained word through her lips.
“Only your feet?”
Pain sears everything below her knees, but the distant brush of 

her body against the sides of the crevasse makes her wonder how 
much of her took unknowing injury. Such a thought feels too big 
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and bewildering to express by lips or hands, so she moves her fingers 
twice over that hardened strip of skin beneath the witch’s knuckles. 
Pen? Wand?

“Do you wish them finding you, Princess?”
“No.”
A soft burble, almost a laugh, sounds by her ear. “Glad. I am 

crouched by your side. Think you to place an arm about my shoulder? 
I will not carry you, but together we may hobble outside, where my 
horse waits. Close.”

“Princess?” Fealty’s shout sounds unwontedly desperate. “Are you 
hurt? Please answer me!”

Constance again twice brushes her fingers across the witch’s palm. 
Raising her arm feels like knowingly stepping over a cliff ’s edge, but 
the witch takes her hand and guides it to a shoulder covered in a 
loose swathe of wool. She clenches the fabric in her fingers, before—
her heart pounding in panic, her breaths short and rasping—sitting 
up and leaning into a soft, warm body.

The witch slides a hand about Constance’s waist, pulling her 
closer. Fabric hangs and rustles between them, as though ze wears a 
dress or a cloak bearing faint memories of cedar chests and herbal 
sachets. Lavender, mint, a hint of lemon. She recollects little about 
Papa but his similar, comforting habit of so scenting his clothes. 
“When willing, we will together rise.”

“Can you see anything down there?”
The scrape of brambles falling into the cavern, followed by the 

brightening light, provides all incentive.
“Now. Please.”
Rising to her feet, even with the witch taking much of her weight, 

hurts like stepping on broken glass, upturned pins, sharpened knives. 
A small, twisted grunt escapes Constance’s lips.

“Wait! Stop! Did you hear—Princess?”
Constance clamps her teeth together, steeling herself to silence. 

Fire shoots up her heels like worms boring through apples, an agony 
at odds with the hammer-crushing throb in her toes. How can two 
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parts of her body hurt at once in such different ways? How did she 
bear it while running? Clutching the witch, she balances herself on 
the balls of her feet like a child learning to position her boots in 
her pony’s stirrups, but every step brings twin moments of dread 
and pain. Never has she felt so attuned to and aware of the way 
she moves, and her world contracts to a simple, singular question 
of how best to place her feet on the damp, rocky ground. Nothing 
matters but the delicate art of walking on the sides of her feet, of 
never allowing her right large toe to meet ground, of the horrors 
wrought by unseen sticks—and always, always, silencing the gasp 
seeking to flee her throat.

All the while, the witch talks, a soft and babbling sort of 
conversation, in Constance’s ear. Only sometimes does she catch 
snatches of meaning: a warning for stones underfoot, a boulder they 
must clamber over, reassurances that hir horse isn’t far.

Sunshine, spilling into a cave mouth littered with twigs, leaves and 
a muddy creek trickling into yet another blackberry-smothered gully, 
frees her from pain’s endless eons. A saddled, sweaty horse stands by 
the creek, swishing its thick tail at flies. Constance collapses against 
a large boulder even as the horse whinnies and, without waiting for 
direction, walks toward them.

“Glad, Cat.” The witch leans against Constance’s boulder, 
breathing hard. “Glad.”

Other than a tree-perched crow preening itself, she sees no 
creature but the horse.

The light inside the cave mouth bears little brightness but permits 
Constance fair detail: blonde hair cut with a raggedness suggestive 
of impatience, a pert nose, white cheeks and jaw dappled with 
freckles uncountable, a brown dress worn beneath a laced-up vest 
and hooded cloak, both a dusty pink. The witch wears several belts 
wrapped about a plump waist, bearing a score of leather pouches, 
purses and pockets. Some flap open, revealing their treasures: a 
smooth sphere of glittering crystal, a bunch of leaves, several wooden 
wands, squashed blackberries. A leather pass-token hangs from a 
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belt buckle, the front stamped with Blackvale’s briar crown, although 
Constance has never known insignia needful in according the Forest 
Witch due respect and service. All know hir ageless visage.

If the sacred union between ruler and consort enables Blackvale’s 
uncommon prosperity, the witch enables Blackvale’s uncommon 
freedom from conquering outsiders.

“Did you…” She hesitates, unsure of the language. “Magic me? So 
I didn’t … break?”

“I heard my knowing, your calling, so I asked the trees and 
bramble to guide your direction, I rode to catch you, and I asked 
the blackberry to cover the hole through which you passed. Telling, 
though, can’t stop their blades, and I wish causing no harm. This goes 
best when kin think you vanished.” The witch raises hir head as the 
horse reaches their boulder and lips at hir cloak-covered shoulder. 
“Nothing now, friend, but when we reach home, Cat will have her 
something. Promise.”

The horse, little more than a pony, wears a bridle without bit 
and a worn stock saddle, resting her off hindleg as though finding 
little surprise in Constance’s presence. As horses go, oversized ears 
and stocky limbs mean that even Cat’s golden-coloured coat and 
white mane preclude her from the canon of equine beauty. Nor 
does the witch possess what Constance first thinks of as beauty or 
handsomeness, embodying instead the homely practicality of sun-
creased skin and wind-tossed hair … and humour enough to name 
hir horse after the expected familiar.

Ze scratches Cat on the shoulder before standing and untying the 
reins from their knot around her poll.

“Knowing?”
The witch runs down Cat’s stirrups, frowning. “To say … I am 

knowing when our own call, but I am also knowing when to harvest, 
and how to tell the birds to let be your tame crops and how to read 
words in a book.” Ze shrugs, turning towards Constance. “When a 
princess knows her season doesn’t augur a wedding and speaks for 
aid, I know—but I think it easier if I knew this before your calling, 
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the way we tell the coming season by the present’s shortening days. 
Magic is … small, sometimes. So small.”

This odd pronouncement steals all words from her lips. Constance 
stares at the witch, bewildered, as ze clucks hir teeth and guides Cat 
closer to the rock. In her fall, did the world twist upside down? How 
can the witch know why Constance sought hir? What does ze mean 
by “our own call”? Have other women, for similar reasons of love and 
fear, begged in desperation for a witch’s salvation?

For this alone do people speak of hir seductions as dangerous?
“How may we get you ahorse? We shan’t rest here while your 

father’s guards lower ropes down the cave.” The witch chuckles, hir 
eyes and cheeks creasing in a warm, broad smile heedless of good 
manners. “They dislike the briar, but it can’t stop them, even when 
thick.” Ze pauses, as if considering. “This forest-part has lost balance. 
I should return, later.”

Constance can’t hear any pursuit over the soak and her breath, but 
she doesn’t doubt the witch’s reckoning. Fealty won’t stand at the top 
of a crevasse, call for half an hour and shrug at his charge’s loss. 

His name, unlike hers, truly binds his nature.
“I can mount,” she murmurs, sure of no such thing—but also sure 

that the witch will do hir best to help, even through the whimpering 
agony of putting her weight on her right foot, even when Constance 
battles her dress as much as her body in swinging her leg over Cat’s 
broad back. The worst moment comes as she slips her left foot free 
of the stirrup iron to cross both before Cat’s pommel: her skirts shift, 
baring a scraped, bruised, swelling left foot.

“Look not.” The witch pats Constance’s calf before tugging torn 
linen and silk down to hide her nail-less toes. “I will tend when 
we rest, soon from here.” Ze clucks hir tongue and—reins clasped 
in hir right hand, walking close to Cat’s shoulder—urges the horse 
alongside the creek and out of the cave. “I am knowing of your 
questions, should you wish to ask now. Or not.”

The great weight of difference on her bones, the fears and 
realisations she has carried into adulthood, the absence of place 
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in her understanding of her world—an impossible complexity 
now become a simple conversation in the same way that the witch 
navigates shock’s theft of Constance’s voice? Can it be this easy?

When a princess knows her season doesn’t augur a wedding.
“I’m not summer-hearted,” Constance says slowly. Cat shifts into 

a swaying walk as the witch leads them down the gully, a rough 
track by the creek free of blackberry sprays. “Neither am I winter, I 
think. I … want.” Despite the witch’s intimacies, she blushes. While 
everyone presumes her to desire with crimson passion, she gleaned 
lust’s specificity through eavesdropping and stealthily procuring the 
wrong sort of books. A princess must want, her desire entwined with 
her fecundity, but only as part of a sacred partnership—and while 
lust may be sacred in that context, never should anyone speak of it. 
A princess must want, safely behind closed doors and for a singular 
audience.

Want, required but contained.
Why do these rules possess so little consistency and so much 

contradiction?
“Want what?”
“People think that a princess must be pure and pristine,” she says, 

hesitant.
“People think that witches steal their wives and daughters.” The 

witch shrugs, stomping alongside hir horse in a pair of worn leather 
boots. “Maybe now I roast you, grind your bones and use the dust to 
make grow the kingdom’s berries?”

“That seems a lot of effort when you can ask the plants.” Constance 
frowns, her eyes caught by a shadowy rippling along the creek’s edge a 
few paces ahead: brambles shift and retreat to make space for a witch 
and hir horse. Wondering, she turns her head and gasps a laugh, for 
no track lies behind them. No chance of Fealty, guards or hunters 
easily following. Just a thick mass of fruiting briar all but shrouding 
the watercourse. “I … look at someone and want to bed them. Lust 
after them, nothing else. I dream, yearn or hope for it … want that 
touching closeness with someone interesting, or kind, or…”
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She can’t help thinking of the witch’s gentleness as ze closed hir 
hand around Constance’s fingers … or the harder calluses of hir palm, 
so alien and intriguing compared to the cream-wrought softness of 
her own.

Embarrassed, she fusses with her skirts on pretence of freeing a 
wad of cloth from beneath her leg.

“Glad that you understand and voice your own wanting. Few own 
such clarity.”

Never has Constance seen her feelings in that light.
“That’s all I want,” she says in a breathless rush of words, her 

hands gripping fabric festooned with dirt, mud, bark and thorns. “I 
can’t … I try to see myself, in what Father had and wants for me, 
what others need from me. If I want the prince in bed, why I can’t I 
just marry him? But it’s everything else. Spending day after day with 
him, being a wife … I don’t even know why. I just hate the courting, 
the affection, the expectations…” She sighs, trying to steady herself. 
“I know I don’t feel enough, and I can’t risk marrying even if I could 
pretend. Better to be locked in a tower, never letting down my hair—
why don’t they just use a rope?—for knights seeking to save me from 
the witch.”

Dangerous words dance on her tongue’s tip, and Constance pauses 
only for a breath before giving them life. “I choose the witch.”

What that yet means, she doesn’t know. She doesn’t think that she 
need fear it.

The witch, hir hand stroking Cat’s hide, crooks hir head. “What 
may you choose if everything you wish exists and nothing keeps you, 
stops you? Not for what you may settle; for what you may desire?”

Those too are dangerous words, and Constance frowns. “It can’t 
exist.”

“Please pretend, for the cause of conversation, that it may.”
“I understand,” she whispers, her throat taught and her tongue 

stiff, “my … obligation. Duty. This is my home.” She waves at the 
mountainward side of the valley, peaks hidden behind the forest’s 
cloaking greens, before gesturing back towards the castle, towards 
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the town, towards the fields of ordered crops and the trade road 
leading out into the world beyond. “Someone must govern, must 
serve people and land—respect and protect them, and struggle with 
the hard questions when needs conflict. I don’t want to leave!”

She bites her lip, trembling, feet aching, again running headlong 
into the truth haunting her existence: how does she expect others to 
live by certain rules when she can’t survive the expectation that she 
do so herself ?

Are her rules are just as irrational? Or is that a false equivalence?
“I don’t understand,” she wails in frustration, “why people must 

be summer or winter, why a princess can’t be seen wanting to fuck 
or even say the word, why I must love and wed and beget heirs and 
always be polite because the land depends upon such sacredness 
… even though good rule depends on ordinary things like justice, 
civil conduct, trade, services, fair taxation! I want to be a queen that 
has lovers like noblemen do—and let that, if they’re unwed or their 
partner agrees, not be scorned in the parlour and salon, either! Let 
the love I don’t feel and the marriage I don’t want not stop me from 
trying to be my kind of queen!”

The trees thicken as the gully levels out. Cat’s pace quickens as 
the horse turns from the creek to walk in an unerringly straight, 
northward line—leaving Constance with the nauseating impression 
that trees and bushes slip out of the horse’s way. She shivers despite 
the sinking autumn sun’s lingering warmth. Something else, alien 
and electric, raises the hairs on her arms beneath her torn sleeves.

Behind, she sees no gully or rising ridgeline, just a flat sweep of 
forest.

“We knew, once, that some people are born of spring and autumn. 
Those dangerous ones named witch knew that our words for the 
turning of the world don’t encompass all times, all people. Chosen, 
not given. Offered, not forced. Should be so.” Fine creases bunch 
beneath the witch’s eyes and across hir cheeks as ze talks in hir slow, 
placid voice. Has anyone ever tried to count those myriad freckles? 
Or is such a thing as pointless as reckoning the stars? “Some of us 
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take winter’s rain and summer’s warmth, with bones of green and 
hearts of gold, and we call this spring. Maybe you dance, when feet 
are mended of thorns, to spring’s songs. What think you, Princess? 
Maybe you be a spring-hearted queen? Or a queen bound by no 
season or language? Or only your own?”

“Spring…?” Constance’s voice catches on the word, and while a 
lifetime of feeling storms through her mind, her habituated tongue 
builds dams of walls high enough to hold back raging floods. She 
can only breathe, shut her eyes against the giddy movement of trees, 
surrender to the internal deluge … surrender to the hurts of a word 
given so easily by a witch but unknown to a princess’s kin and people.

Spring.
A golden heart, but one absent summer’s crimson fire—one 

framed and supported, perhaps, by green’s sturdy bones.
“Summer and winter pair like feeling for like feeling. Summer, 

feeling everything, doesn’t understand feeling in some ways but not 
others. Spring … spring is the bed-want, unfettered by fire’s binding 
passion between people. Only unnatural when struck from the 
knowing.”

Do people speak of witches as a dreaded combination of powerful 
and predatory because a bridge built of lies must collapse under 
wisdom’s weight? How many princesses rejected family and courtiers, 
their nature unknown to or denied by their kin, before accepting 
their witch’s offer of sanctuary in distant towers or forest cottages?

“I have no dragon or sugar-frosted house, just a cave and grass for 
Cat.”

Constance opens her eyes, giddy, to find a small glade backing 
onto a great granite slope—a shoulder of the mountains encircling 
Blackvale, several days’ ride from the castle. Little about the glade 
strikes her as remarkable: two boulders, cut from the sheet of rock by 
an eon’s rains and winds, frame a human-tall opening covered with 
draping ivy. Grass, starflowers and bracken fern flourish beneath 
a rare gap in the canopy. A small waterfall, several paces from the 
cave, trickles down another break in the rockface to fill a dark pool 
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bordered by grass and duckweed, and a stone-encircled fire pit 
nestles in another sheltered section of curving granite. Clothes hang 
on a line strung between trees, an open-sided shed offers Cat shelter, 
and sundry baskets and pots rest on rough-hewn wooden racks by 
the cave’s mouth.

Nothing and everything here seems magical.
“Peaceful,” she murmurs.
“Hard work.” The witch makes a gruff sort of laugh, smiling. 

Ze guides Cat’s rein towards the fire pit, letting Constance see 
an overcropping lip several handspans above Cat’s head. Beneath, 
sheltered from rain and far enough from the fire to avoid smoke, 
rests a daybed—a thick pallet covered by a deer hide, sheepskins and 
three rough pillows. Big enough, easily, for two. “Sit you here while I 
strap Cat. May a princess lean forwards to keep the fire going when 
lit?”

A large basket, overstuffed with twigs and branches split into 
kindling, sits by the pallet. Never has Constance needed to do this 
herself, but she’s watched servants add fuel to a fireplace often enough 
to imitate. “Of course.”

Dismounting returns the duller ache of her feet to thundering 
agony, distraction enough that she almost misses the witch setting 
a pyramid of twigs alight by flicking hir hand. Constance flops 
onto the pallet, her breathing ragged, one bloodied toe peeking out 
from her skirts. A few gasping moments pass—in which the witch 
unsaddles Cat and places the tack inside the cave—before she notices 
the wooden mug sitting beside her pillow. When did it arrive? How? 
Some small part of her wants to quail at such mystery, but the rest 
gulps the water down like the tired horse now slacking her thirst.

Spring.
She still finds little sense in the assigning of colours or seasons, but 

neither can she deny feeling that the witch has named Constance’s 
nebulous truth.

Can she dance to songs of green and gold while vowing never to 
bind others in her own rule of seasons?
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Can she accept spring as sense-making while promising to find or 
conjure a better, broader understanding?

While the witch curries Cat’s shaggy coat, picks her hooves and 
procures a measure of grain and two carrots, Constance arranges 
larger sticks into a glowing pyramid, almost burns her fingers, drinks 
again from a mug that refills itself and, anxiously, prods at her arms 
and face before working her way down her torso. Shallow scrapes and 
scratches mark her forearms, but her sleeves take the most damage, 
the draping cloth soiled and torn perhaps beyond salvaging. One 
shoulder aches beneath her fingers, suggesting a bruise, and a cut 
across her cheek oozes congealing blood.

She shudders and wipes her hand on her dress.
“Hurt?” The witch carries a wooden tray in hir hands and a basket 

on one arm, the tray bearing a selection of bowls, jars, bottles and 
folded cloth—some pieces large enough to suggest a shawl or dress. 
The basket holds a copper kettle sloshing with water, and ze sets both 
on the ground beside the pallet. “A woman’s scars tell her stories, but 
I doubt these will.”

“I don’t care,” Constance says. True, save for a soul-deep place 
accustomed to the requirement that she be beautiful, even if her 
greater sense of pragmatism scorns the necessity and the labour. “My 
shoulder hurts, but I think—above the knee—it’s just scratches and 
scrapes.”

“Not glad that I took long in coming,” the witch murmurs, adding 
larger pieces of wood to the fire and setting the kettle to boil. “I’m 
sorry.”

Surprise drags the words from Constance’s lips without pause for 
consideration: “I’m glad you came at all.”

“I honour my knowing, I honour my magic, and I honour our 
own.” The witch sighs and settles hirself on the pallet, adjusting hir 
cloak and skirts. “May I look? And may I ask of you, while doing?”

“Ask what?”
“What mean you to do,” the witch says, lifting Constance’s skirts 

and petticoats, “about ruling as a spring-hearted queen.”
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In shock, Constance stares at the witch’s befreckled face. The 
witch, however, appears engrossed in raising her left foot to examine 
the heel—something at which Constance feels herself possessed of 
a strong, if cowardly, desire to look away. “How can I? I called to you 
because I can’t! Lock me in a tower, bind me to a dragon, turn me 
into a crow—whatever you wish, as long as my cousin rules!”

The witch lowers her left foot and, in hands so light and gentle hir 
touch sets Constance’s nerves thrumming like a fly alighting on her 
skin, raises the right. “Why?”

“Why?” Sheer incredulity dizzies her. “The land! I can’t ensure its 
fecundity if I don’t make the sacred union—”

Some shift in the air sets, again, her hairs to rising, now followed 
by a sudden, horrid rush of sensation—quick brushes over her skin, 
invisible hands tugging at her clothes, stabbing pains in her cheek, in 
her heels, in her calves and the soles of her feet. A shrill cry escapes 
her throat, but before Constance can find comprehension, everything 
stops: the air eases, the pain ebbs, her skin settles.

She whimpers, sagging back against the witch’s coarse pillows.
“I am spring.” The witch extends cupped hands to show dirt, leaf 

fragments, thorns, splinters and other plant matter—the mess drawn 
from Constance’s wounds and clothes. “My song outlasts any other 
dancer; I desire no more than fleeting union, the bed-want, lust. The 
land welcomes me. It lets me ask and answers well and willingly. 
Binding, sacred love renews the land? Summer is not the only 
season. Summer is not the only sacred.” Ze opens and brushes clean 
hir hands before Constance’s aghast stare; unperturbed, ze takes up 
a hook from hir belt, plucks the whistling kettle from the fire and, 
with practiced deftness, pours steaming water into hir bowls. “Some 
find benefit to preach falsehood, and a queen may ask why. A queen 
may fight her own people believing such limitations. But a spring-
hearted queen has her own sacred ways, and she should learn them 
… and wonder how her people, hearts of spring, autumn and winter, 
suffer under summer’s dominance. I again ask: what mean you to do 
about ruling?”
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After a silent moment, ze pours a greenish liquid—astringent and 
bitter-smelling—from one of hir bottles into a water-filled bowl and 
moistens a cloth. “May I clean and dress the wounds?”

Constance nods.
She wants to believe. She wants to take as proof the witch’s power 

and hir term as Blackvale’s protector. She wants, more than anything, 
to live in a world where potential—maybe the thing the witch calls 
“knowing”—lies in another uncomplicated speaking of truth. She 
wants, in a way until now unrecognised, to give others that simplicity.

She wants.
The witch dabs at her feet and ankles with a fluid only pleasantly 

warm but possessed of a sharp, lip-biting sting.
“I can’t return.” Constance digs her nails into her palms, a 

droplet of stinging water running down her calf, the witch’s hands 
preternaturally careful as ze begins to wrap the larger of her fresh-
seeping cuts with linen. “It doesn’t matter if summer offers but one 
way. It doesn’t matter. Father will wed me to the prince, and…”

She wants to believe in the witch’s truth that spring hearts possess 
their sacred, their own solemn and powerful connections to land and 
people, their own ways to symbolise and ensure prosperity. She wants 
to believe … and that means Constance knows, of her own will alone, 
that she can’t marry Prince Resolute. Not even if she finds some way 
to end or dissolve the marriage after Father’s death! How can she? If 
she is spring-hearted, won’t her forced partaking of summer’s rituals 
and unions profane her land, her people, her witch—and herself ?

If passionate, bonding love forms some people’s sacred, what can 
be less corruptive than demanding all heirs’ ongoing mimicry?

“I don’t want that.”
“May you vanish? May you take time to learn, understand, 

accept?” The witch knots a section of bandage and, choosing skin free 
of scratches and bruising, squeezes her calf. “Return when no king 
breathes to bind you? Return with knowledge, a plan for how you 
may rule, teach your people, refashion belief ? What if you take time 
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to become a little witch-hearted, so you may be knowingly queen-
hearted?”

Father will suffer, but if Constance finds a witch willing to 
entrap her in a tower, he’ll endure the same fate of aching for his 
lost daughter. Her cousin will despise her returning after believing 
himself the unexpected heir, but her people know her face and her 
signet ring, as always, hangs from a chain about her neck. She can’t 
imagine court, guard or citizenry objecting to her claim while their 
Forest Witch supports her. Blackvale must pay for breaking the 
alliance with Resolute’s mother, but the vale, still protected, needn’t 
rely on outside trade for sustenance or subsistence. What better time 
will she have for such risk?

What if risk builds a queendom where no more spring-hearted 
people need flee family, friends and home?

Her heart pounds in her chest and her breathing quickens, 
nervousness coursing through her body to mingle with something 
Constance fears to name hope … and interest. “How do I learn of 
spring’s sacred?”

The witch breaks into another slow, cheek-creasing smile. “I 
have no forever to give you, but I may offer a season of learning, 
of knowing, of our shared sacred.” Ze stands, rounds the tray and 
settles on the pallet by Constance’s side. “I should look at a hurting 
shoulder. May you lean forwards?” Ze pauses; Constance shifts away 
from the alcove wall, giving the witch space to reach her shoulder 
and the laces at the back of her gown. “Do you understand, Princess?”

Even through cloth, those feather-light fingers set her to shivering.
A wild daring makes Constance rest her hand on the witch’s knee, 

stroking twice with two fingers.
She, spring-hearted, understands—and wants.
“Glad,” the witch whispers, gently parting silk to reach the inner 

layers of Constance’s stays and chemise. “Glad.”
Hir soft lips brush against the warm skin of her neck, and 

Constance needs no other word to describe this lesson in sacred.
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“Where go you, this wet-making morning?”
By the side of the road, a short figure shelters under a 

The villagers call hir the Forest Witch.
Nobody ignores hir hail.
Only one road, long and muddy, wends its way through deep 

forest before reaching the distant plains, towns and cities described 
by returning travellers. Most do, bringing home the gifts of strange 
story and stranger sorcery—such trinkets oft accompanied by an 
outlander consort and a babe swelling belly. Some don’t, mourned by 
the kin they left behind—or the kin they fled from.

Only one reason explains your travel given the sopping bundle 
strapped to your back and the winter’s downpour pooling inside your 
boots.

“Onwards,” you say, gesturing south. To speak truth to a witch 
is to court danger, but honesty offers less grievous a hazard than 
falsehood. “Anywhere. I can’t stay.”

Hir eyes rest upon yours in a gaze not yet piercing. “Why?”
Younger sons became the village’s first adventurers, defying 

ancient maxims and the weighty chains cast by forebear-dictated 
names. Later, daughters took to the road against fathers’ demands in 
marriage and mothers’ expectations in subservience, returning with 
love-chosen husbands from foreign climes. Over the years, yet more 
rebels put foot to path in search of proof against inflexible tradition: 
men who wished to wed other men, women who knew they weren’t 
men, people who scorned at gender too-neatly divided in twain. 
Over the years, many came back, blessed with the certitude that the 
village will survive their forgoing another tired law.

Returned wanderers purchased by their long journeys the 
knowledge needed to demand change.

The sky, thereafter, did not fall.

a gnarled oak’s canopy. Light eyes and a freckled face peer out 
from beneath a pine-green cloak’s hood; wisps of blond hair

beside hir bare feet and grass-stained skirts.
cling to round, flushed cheeks. A basket of kindling rests
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Why? You wriggle chilled toes, considering. “I may marry 
whomever I please, should they agree. Such freedom bears no shame. 
Seeking pleasure without union … that brings shame upon me and 
those who consort with me.” You search the witch’s shadowed face 
for proof of your gravest fear: this time, the rule is just. This time, 
you’ll find certitude no more than a murderer fleeing the village 
thinks to find celebration. “I don’t know how to be what I’m not.”

This time, you are only a lustful beast retreating from the innocent.
What happens to those too dangerous to return?
“You can’t forgo this … pleasure?” The witch teases out the last 

word, hir tongue darting between wine-crimson lips.
Some view the witch as a woman-like figure in skirts and lace, 

others a beardless youth in waistcoat and breeches. More sight a 
person in work-worn clothes and short hair, a person defying oft-
gendered trappings. A rare few admit to a moss-dappled being 
bearing vines where locks should grow, an antlered, cloven-hoofed 
creature born from deepest earth.

Those few, in the days following, take to the road.
Perhaps some, great of wit and quick of tongue, can thread words 

like beads so that unspeakable truths lie concealed within honest 
phrasings, but you ponder for too long, the rain carving puddles 
about your feet.

“Or perhaps,” ze says, laughing, “you wish not to?”
Hir amused voice, unburdened by your family’s concern, lights 

hope’s fire beneath your skin, and you watch hir like a hunter watches 
a grazing buck. Desiring. “Some suffer more consequences after an 
unwed bedding, and we preach this as vulnerability, dishonour. Why 
don’t we work to better mitigate these problems? Why must indulging 
desire cause unfairly-distributed shame? Don’t our rules only disguise 
our unwillingness to support others?” You hesitate before voicing, to 
the witch and to the world, a long-carried, frustration-heavy truth: “I 
shouldn’t have to agree to keep house to earn my pleasure!”

The rules promise safety should you abide by them, but mortal 
cruelty prowls the village’s homes regardless—this failure ever 
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resulting from one’s imperfect obedience, not the community’s 
imperfect reason.

If understanding this makes you monstrous, retreating beast you 
must be.

The witch raises a hand to hir cloak, tugging at its pin. “The 
tragedy isn’t that you walk this path, but that those who have returned 
forget their truths apply to other rules—law after shrouding law. 
What kindness lies in breaking one whilst cleaving, unquestioned, to 
others?” Slowly, ze pushes back hir hood. “Take, gladly, to the road, 
for why remain cursed by what is when you see clearly what can be?”

You see rough-cropped blond hair forming a halo about hir crown 
… and you see many-tined antlers, like the oak’s twisted boughs, 
taking root from an ankle-length mane of vines. Plum-coloured 
fruits, heavy and glistening, nestle amongst flat, broad leaves. A green 
shadow, like fresh-sprouting shoots piercing tilled earth, blankets hir 
jaw. 

Delicate hooves trimmed with grey feather leave no print on 
waterlogged soil.

“Will you idle with me? You needn’t fear illness, violation, marriage 
or child. I swear to pass no limits.” Ze pauses; your heart quickens in 
frantic, terrible want. “Fear only that you may not leave, thereafter, as 
whom you are now.”

With a wry smile, the witch lets the cloak fall and hir skirts vanish.
Raindrops trickle down hir breasts to moisten a rounded belly 

above calves clad in sleek, spotted-grey hide. Verdant moss thatches 
hir groin. A swollen plum, disturbed by the cloak, falls from hir 
mane, breaking open against shoulder and chest; scarlet pulp smears 
hir mushroom-toned skin, the juice defying the should-be-cleansing 
downpour.

Human shame cannot lie upon a witch-god … or hir chosen 
partners in pleasure.

You step forwards, yearning to grasp the plum, inhale its fermenting 
sweetness—perhaps raise it to your thirsting lips. “Nobody awakens 
as the person they were yesterday.”
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“Yes.” The witch tosses another ripe-to-bursting plum to you, 
beckoning with hir other hand. “Come and taste of all my fruits.”

You catch it, you taste it … and you come.
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