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Aurum & Indigo 

 
LP Kindred 

 

 
LP Kindred is a Chicagoan-Angeleno who writes Speculative Fiction from 
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Literary Magazine, LeVar Burton Reads, Speculative City, and 

Prismatica Magazine. He is or will be an alum of workshops facilitated by 

Hurston-Wright, Voices of Our Nation Arts, and Clarion Foundations. For 

updates, follow him @LPKindred on Twitter and Instagram. 

 

 

urum sits on a wooden stool, hunched over the oakwood bar, 

stained darker by shellac and low lights. In spite of them, he 

stares into his book while a second lies closed atop the bar. 

His feet dangle, kicking softly. Eyes rake over words but their 

meaning never reach his mind. The barman doesn’t offer a 

mug of ale as often as the skulking leches whose eyes scrub his body 

in hopes of finding interest in his eyes. 

Aurum manages to avert his eyes—the book—when they come 

calling, but his heart triple beats each time the door opens and 

Shikaakwa cold invades the warm dark. After scouring the door, he 

draws his book closer. 

A 
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There is a gentleman caller for whom Aurum journeyed from the 

Deep South to City Center. The nightmare of crosstown travel 

hastened Aurum to leave with abundant time to arrive punctually. 

Consequently, Aurum arrived one hour and one quarter before their 

arranged time to meet. Should anyone be this nervous about a man 

he already inundated? 

The wait has no positive impact on the young man’s face or 

posture. The mirror-lined spirit wall gives him view of the room, 

and of himself. His close-cropped hair offers a sharp contrast to the 

burnished gold of his skin. He gazes to the looking glass and scowls 

at the misshapen line that forms the boundary between his scalp 

and forehead. Men and women enjoy his face but Aurum sees only 

the attributes he finds ungainly. 

When it’s eleven hours since the sun’s apex and one hour since 

Aurum’s arrival, he orders one more honey mead. Then wanting not 

to seem rude, he orders another. Then worried his companion does 

not enjoy mead, he orders a rumpunch. He waits impatiently for the 

arrival of cachaça when a firm hand claps his shoulder. 

Already annoyed by the range of impolite and presumptuous 

men in this bar, Aurum flicks the hand from his shoulder as he turns 

to see the most beautiful man he’s ever been inside of. His skin is 

darker than the candlelit pub, bluer, but his smile, his eyes reflect 

the light of stars and the light within his soul. “Sorry,” the man 

colored like night says, withdrawing his hand. When such a large 

man wilts, it’s like a mountain slumping as disappointment slow-

crawls across his face. 
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“No, I’m sorry. I thought you were... I didn’t think you’d be but 

you’re… I’m Aurum,” he says, holding out his hand to shake. Almost 

as quickly, Aurum rethinks the gesture as too formal, like the 

beginning of a business transaction. As the man with skin like night 

commits to the handshake, Aurum pulls his own hand away. He 

looks up at the not-so-stranger, face still confused, and follows that 

man’s gaze to the unclasped hand. In a fit of panic, Aurum shoots 

out to grab the hanging hand but somehow ends up grabbing the 

wrist. Mortified with no other option, Aurum places his would-be 

companion’s hand back on his shoulder. 

Aurum looks up again with furrowed brow. The gentleman 

seems no less perplexed but breaks into a belly laugh. The guffaw 

washes Aurum in relief, and the man says, “You’re funny... and 

handsome. All is forgiven if you remember my name.” 

Aurum grins as his eyes take in locks bundled behind the head, 

jumping as the man laughs. Muscles corded taut and compact 

between a fitted tunic and a Nameate hide parka. Decorative rings 

wrap his thick fingers. 

“Your name is Indigo.” 

A smile reaches across Indigo’s face like the sun stretching across 

the horizon at dawn. Indigo’s regard causes a quiver in Aurum’s 

stomach. When his eyes avert, Aurum feels a moment of relief until 

Indigo says, “You look comfortable.” Nodding toward the bar, 

Aurum follows his eyes to the oakwood. Two books—opened, The 

World the Gods Left Behind, and The Truth About Psychopomps—

lay amid two meads, a cachaça , a waterback, and a rumpunch. “Are 

you hydrating?” 
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Aurum closes his books abruptly. Placing books into his satchel, 

“Sorry, I was early. Sit down.” 

The stool whines beneath Indigo’s weight before he slides his 

knees beneath the bar. Aurum slides one of the meads and rum-

punch in front of his companion. “For me?” Indigo asks in mock 

surprise. He lifts the rumpunch to his mouth, eyes smiling over the 

small vessel. He drains it in one drag and slaps it on the wood. 

Indigo lifts the mead, triumphant. “Cheers me? To first dates and 

second nights!” 

“I’ll drink to that!” Cachaça  burns all the way down. Aurum feels 

lightning bugs warming his belly. Indigo’s smile seems to have that 

effect. 

With a satisfied smack, Indigo claps the mead glass back on the 

bar. “So Aurum,” he pauses, savoring the syllables of the name 

swirling around his tongue, “why so early?” 

“I live in the Deep... uh... South,” Aurum says. “Can’t predict 

when the rail coaches will be on-time. Better early than late.” 

“Damn, I wish I arrived earlier.” Indigo faces the bar, swigging 

the mead the barman just dropped off. The dimples cut into Indigo’s 

cheek as he smiles into his cup. Aurum likes his dimples. “So how 

long you been in the Deep?” 

“Generations, man. I’m so far Deep, they call it the Wilds.” 

Indigo turns to Aurum, smirking. “I know the Wilds.” 

Aurum almost spits his mead but laughs while coughing. “You 

wear a Nameate parka and a dozen rings. What do you do in the 

Wilds? Buy fissures?” 
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Indigo’s mouth opens, then closes. “Fissures? Really? I can’t go 

to the Wilds because I like nice things?” 

“No, you can’t go to the Wilds because someone would beat the 

stones off your ears and fingers,” Aurum snickers into his glass. 

“I don’t wear all this when I go to the Wilds,” Indigo says, stop-

ping himself. “I wanted to look nice for you.” Aurum gulps hard but 

he swallows only air. “My dad’s a Divine Priest from the Wilds. I was 

born in Augel but Divine Priests don’t live there.” 

Hoping to still the red colliding beneath the skin of his cheeks, 

Aurum asks, “Augel is the last south street in Shikaakwa. Gods don’t 

speak to the people that far Deep.” 

“Dad says, ‘Wherever you are when the gods call, you follow.’ He 

was learning at Carvery, the Sun Goddess spoke to him, and he 

never looked back. Of course, he got called to the North to interpret 

praise and portents. But that didn’t change who he was or where he 

came from.” 

“Yeah,” Aurum says. He closes on the eye roll of people leaving 

the Wilds to find better things but not returning with better things. 

The cooling lightning bugs settle, leaden, in his belly. Aurum tastes 

durian at the back of his throat and honey mead cannot wash it 

away. Not now, he thinks. 

“Not religious, then?” Indigo asks. 

 Aurum clears his throat, but the taste remains and the burden in 

his gut doubles in density. “Of course, I believe in magic. It was here. 

If there were gods, they’re not here now and magic is waning. So 

whatever they did or didn’t do for us, we have to learn to persevere 



10 
 

in their absence. As a people, as a civilization.” There’s a pull in 

Aurum’s gut and it’s not drawing him to Indigo. 

“You don’t think the gods left children? No Obsidian Predators?” 

“No,” Aurum says, hoping his chuckle hides his discomfort, “The 

Shadow Lions, the Obsidian Predators, the Soul Stalkers —too 

many damn names—are folktales my parents told to keep me in bed 

at night. And with all the power the gods were supposed to have, 

you think they fucked humans?” When Indigo breaks into laughter, 

Aurum joins too. When the laughter fades, Aurum breathes deep to 

settle his other aspect. 

“We broke the rules, y’know?”  Indigo says, snaking salted 

pistachios from a bowl. Aurum’s brows shoot up. “We discussed 

religion and politics on the first date.” 

Aurum shifts off his stool. “But the first time we met, most of our 

conversation was in moans. We can count that as the first date if 

you want.” Aurum caresses Indigo’s face and their lips crush, 

tongues dance, a ripple of goosebumps erupt down Aurum’s spine 

at his brazenness. “Any other rules I can break?” Aurum watches a 

breathless Indigo lick his lips hungrily. “I’m going to the trough,” 

Aurum says, basking in Indigo’s dark radiance. This is the first 

moment Aurum feels like he belongs on this date. “And that’s not 

an invitation to join me.” 

“You sure?” 

“I’m sure. You won’t like me if you join.” 

“Who says I like you? 

“Nobody,” Aurum smirks, walking away. 

“Shake vigorously,” Indigo calls behind him. 
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Aurum’s chuckles capsize as he descends the sepulchral hallway, 

still able to perceive the patterns of paisley on the dingy carpet. He’d 

be elated over the quality of this date if it weren’t for the anger 

bubbling up like bile. The need to purge triples as he closes the 

cubicle door and releases neither bladder nor bowel. 

Aurum feels the pull like a magnet in his gut. He lifts his shirt 

and relieves himself. From the soft flesh of his belly, a lion-shaped 

shadow pounces. The farther it flees, the more it materializes, the 

less Aurum continues to be. Just a collection of thoughts following 

a Beast Made of Night and its abysmal pit, a divine hunger 

motivating the feral shadow to prowl the streets of Shikaakwa. 

 Aurum’s other aspect, Morxe stalks the essence of the dying. If 

there were one closer, biology and thaumaturgy would draw that 

Shadow Lion to corpse-to-be. Instead, Morxe sniffs the air for the 

nocturne that rings louder than breath falls. It leaps and runs 

unfettered by the material world, its purpose is divine. Through a 

hotel’s revolving door and up 20 flights of stairs, never tiring, never 

wavering. Its paws pad down the soft carpet to a room. It enters 

through a closed door, unbidden. A disembodied bystander, Aurum 

follows as a will without means, mostly annoyed. 

The athame glistens in silvery metal and crimson lacquer. Its 

handle juts from the wiry carpet of brown hair, obfuscating even his 

nipples. White pools in his navel and curdles in the hair below. The 

heart the athame pierces cannot fill to press blood through the 

body, which glistens as the soul gathers itself to depart. The beast 

stalks to the man, licking his dusky face. His eyes flatten in 
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recognition. “It’s a...” The words are felt more than heard, same as 

Aurum’s feline head nod. “No, no, no, no...” 

Morxe’s mouth hovers over the man’s. The Great Beast inhales 

the essence clinging to the man’s body. Aurum feels the other men—

a twink playing conduit to a ginger and a sportsman—in the room 

but the lion composed of shadow isn’t here for the murderers, only 

the murdered. Only the wronged. 

The Obsidian Predator finishes feeding, licks the corpse’s mouth 

closed, and turns to leave the room when the Ginger looks up from 

his ministrations wailing, pointing to an invisible lion. He’s slender 

and fair, freckled and wiry, swinging and naked. The moment is 

uncommon. Crafts are easily found in Shikaakwa but the Sight is a 

divine gift. Gods are no longer here to bestow such gifts. The 

sportsman and twink look on, baffled. 

Under normal circumstances, Morxe would pad back to the bar 

elated by the freedom of presence, but the last thing Aurum needs 

is this person following his other aspect back to the beautiful, dark-

skinned man waiting for him to return from the lavatory. Aurum 

shunts his shadow aspect back to the last place he held physical 

form.  

“Sorry about that,” Aurum says, installing himself back onto the 

stool. The ricochet back to the place where he unleashed the beast 

is known to disorient. Before returning to Indigo, he pulled on a 

draught to address the likelihood of vomit and the reality of 

migraine. A calculated risk to return to his date. “Where were we?” 

“This book says Shadow Lions were wild and a scourge until they 

were bound to a tribe of humans. Like, tethered to temper them.” 
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Aurum catches the crease in his brow. He knows this. The book 

doesn’t cover the vessels’ veritable immortality or the compulsion 

to serve or the agonizing ceremony by which an Obsidian Predator 

is bound to a human. Instead, Aurum says, “Yeah, weird that there’s 

scholarly work on folklore, right?” Aurum wanted to know how little 

the world understands about his service. 

“How credible is that work?” 

“I mean, there’s no more evidence of the Divine Bastards than 

Soul Stalkers but thinking about it is fun,” Aurum grins. 

The men laugh. “Does deiphilia pay?” Indigo asks. 

“It doesn’t. I curate books for a merchant.” 

“Then you read a lot?” Inigo asks, surprise on his lips. 

“I do. Do you?” 

“Not as much as before school. Now the last thing I want to do is 

bury my face in a book.” 

The words weren’t meant as offense. That’s what Aurum repeats 

to himself before speaking. “And what do you do?” 

“I’m a healer to mothers and children.” 

“A midwife?” 

“No…” 

“A doula, then? My bad.” 

“No, I study the science and craft of healers, specifically for 

expecting mothers and unborn babies.” 

“That sounds fancy to me.” 

“If fancy is an analogue for stressful, then yes.” 

“No,” Aurum laughs. “It is not. Maybe you could read a book to 

unstress?” 
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“Nope, I’ve already met a bookish redbone who understands 

stress relief.” 

“Are you proposing?” Aurum asks between smiling lips. 

“Yes, but not marriage.” 

“Then what?” Aurum asks. 

If Indigo were twelve shades lighter, he might have blushed. 

“Iono… when there’s a connection like that… I invited you over 

’cause I needed,” Indigo twists at the trunk to accent his words 

before finishing, “an alignment. But I never got gawt like that.” 

Aurum feels a twinge in his middle. He’s not as dark as Indigo so 

the red hops up all into his face. “That’s sweet… I think.” The flavor 

of durian attacks his throat like a neck chop. He swallows the 

retching that plays at his stomach. 

“Keep thinking about it while I break the seal.” Indigo rises from 

his seat. “And don’t follow me to the bathroom.” 

“You should be so lucky,” Aurum smiles. His stomach drops. 

Morxe roars inside him, pulling the leash. It smells blood, and it 

pulls them both. Aurum almost winks out of existence as the 

Shadow Lion leaps against their tether. 

“Hey,” Aurum says to the barman, “I need to step out. Tell this 

guy I’ll be right back?” The barman nods, Aurum walks into the 

Shikaakwa cold. He doesn’t even realize he’s leaving his coat until 

he’s outside. He starts down the narrow alley at a run, but he only 

makes a few steps before Morxe ricochets to the hotel room. 

The same hotel room. But instead of one corpse, there are three 

more expiring atop the two full beds. A curious tableau, for sure. 
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But Morxe stalks, for there’s an essence to collect. The Obsidian 

Predator leaps onto the bed closest to the window. Its blanket 

flowered in oranges, yellows, and sienna to complement the bright 

brown carpet as a red soaks into the fabric around the twink. The 

wildcat of presence and absence hovers its mouth over the face of a 

man, more dead than alive, shimmering with a soul in transition. 

The gravity of Morxe’s open maw catches a man’s jaw in its orbit, 

prying it apart. And as the mouth opens, an energy, a force, an 

essence begins to flow from the dying man into the cat’s mouth. Like 

light passing between stars, the eminent corpse shines the last of 

itself into the Great Beast’s abysmal gullet. When the light is 

consumed, the cat licks its chops before licking the man’s mouth 

closed. A sign of respect. 

Morxe bounds from one bed to the next. It’s midair when it 

realizes the scent. There are three two more bodies but the scent of 

a single reapable essence to collect. The last one is very much in use. 

As the Shadow Lion pads down onto the bed, the not-dying 

man—the Ginger—swings the blade of bronze, sacrifice, craft, and 

blessings between its ribs. Aurum feels the pain in his own side, 

though duller than the howling Shadow Lion. With the athame in 

its side, Morxe cannot be invisible or immaterial so it falls to the 

floor—feet first, rearing up and growling. 

The Ginger leaps to his feet, a maniacal expression emblazoned 

across his face. “I only meant for a ritual sacrifice. I’ll be craft rich 

for sacrificing an Obsidian Predator!” Like a torch, all his hair 

bursts into flame: his armpits, his mane, and his pubic hair. 
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Aurum’s mind reels. Sacrifices made since when the gods walked 

but now it’s tantamount to thaumaturgical bloodletting. Also, a 

literal Firecrotch! 

The Shadow Lion roars and writhes instead. The Ginger whips 

his open hand at Morxe and it screams. Organ meats squelch as the 

athame wrenches itself free and returns to Firecrotch’s hand. 

Athame ready, Firecrotch looks from Morxe to Aurum’s disem-

bodied presence. Firecrotch’s gods-given Sight is more potent and 

dangerous than Aurum perceived. He swings the blade at a formless 

Aurum, hoping to make contact. Whatever vevés or runes emblazon 

the blade, it remains unable to harm Aurum so Firecrotch turns 

back to the Obsidian Predator. 

Just in time for Morxe to claw down his chest and torso: screams 

play like ribcage xylophone. Ginge drops the athame and presses his 

hands to his belly, desperate to maintain the innerness of his 

innards. 

Both parties back into their corners: Firecrotch to ensure his 

organs won’t slide out and Morxe to keep from seeing spots. The 

problem is Firecrotch is out for blood and the Sepulchral Stalker has 

one more soul to reap. Morxe couldn’t leave if it tried. 

Aurum, for the first time in his life, finds himself concerned for 

Morxe’s well-being. There’s never been an occasion for the Shadow 

Lion to tussle but there’s never been a reason to believe Morxe 

would meet a peer. But Firecrotch’s attacks hurt more than Morxe 

and Aurum isn’t sure he’s as durable as his other aspect. 

Aurum recedes his consciousness, even less of his rational mind 

to temper the instincts of an Obsidian Predator. All instinct, Morxe 
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mauls its assailant. And when Morxe is satisfied that Firecrotch will 

cause no more concern, the Shadow Lion stalks over to the other 

dying and sups on his essence. It starts to pull from Firecrotch but 

stops. 

Aurum barely gets to question it before sated Morxe initiates the 

ricochet this time, pleased to relinquish presence to Aurum. Cold in 

the snow, Aurum runs down the alley back to the pub. There are 

twinges of pain and looming vertigo, specters of damage inflicted to 

Morxe. He turns and corner and runs into a wall. 

A wall named Indigo. 

“The barman said you went outside. At last call, I came out 

looking for you.” The set of Indigo’s jaw only leaks smoke from the 

spliff in his hand. “When the bar closed, I gathered your belongings 

and waited outside for one quarter of an hour to tell you about 

yourself.” 

Aurum grew up in the Wilds, trained his mind for clapbacks and 

the Dozens. He’s good at protecting himself and protecting his 

secret. But Indigo is right and Aurum is tired. Tired of lying. Tired 

of being alone. 

Aurum’s stream of thoughts crash into his chest, like the satchel 

pressed against it. “Here.” 

“Hey, I’m sorry. I had to do something.” 

“Like what, bro? Leave me with the bill?” Indigo centers. “Money 

isn’t even the issue. You said you rarely come to this part of the city. 

What could you have to do?” 
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“It’s complicated,” Aurum says. The words are true but no less 

patronizing. Aurum takes Indigo by the hand. “I’m complicated. I 

had to go out but I came back like I said I would.” 

Indigo snatches his hand away. “You told that to the barman. He 

never saw you again! Do you know I spent more time waiting on you 

than actually spending time with you? Do you know what I could be 

doing with my Friday night?” 

That question softens Aurum’s posture. “No, but you could have 

found someone in the pub, I’m sure.” 

“No! You don’t get to do that. I can find someone anywhere, just 

like you! I came here for you. Why’d you come?” 

“I came back.” Aurum pleads this as his mind metabolizes 

Indigo’s words. “Wait… You think I was with another guy?” 

“Thank you so much for coming back,” Indigo says. “I’m 

honored.” Indigo walks into Aurum’s shoulder to knock him off 

balance. Aurum turns, watching Indigo create more distance 

between them. 

“I’m sorry,” Aurum says. Indigo stops walking, and hope springs 

in Aurum. “I’m sorry.” Upon repetition, Indigo strides forward and 

away, across the alley. 

As he walks across the mouth of the alley, a man-shaped rocket 

flies out of the alley, into Indigo, knocking him to the ground. Skin 

pale and freckled, red hair blazing, and not a stitch of clothing in 

Shikaakwa winter. Firecrotch’s hands terminate in his athame and 

a boomstick—a cane that strikes like a hammer and thunders when 

it does. Adrenaline must be the ingredient keeping the cold from 

harming him. But Firecrotch steams atop Indigo. Each blow from 
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the boomstick delivers the impact of a thing ten times as dense, and 

each impact lands on Indigo’s face. 

When the darker man is prone on the ground, Firecrotch beats 

Indigo’s head and even the booms can’t mask the crack of bone 

beneath the beating. The comely curves of cheekbones and forehead 

and smile are concave, crushed. 

Aurum’s breath catches in his throat. Firecrotch stabs Indigo’s 

heart with the athame. Aurum can’t even scream. 

An open hand calls the athame from inside Indigo—inside the 

corpse—Firecrotch stands, dangling. “I think you have something I 

need.” 

Lie! “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Aurum backs 

away. 

“I saw you in the hotel room. That cat’s beside you right now. 

Trying to claw its way out.” 

FIrecrotch isn’t wrong. Morxe wants another go and Aurum is all 

that’s standing between it and round 2. 

“Whoever you think I am, I’m not.” 

“Tell that to your boyfriend.” 

Aurum should meow out right now. But he’s in shock. And no 

one can see him switch aspects, the rules. Aurum isn’t a fighter. And 

he stands no chance against the guy who dropped Indigo. Indigo? 

He chances a glance at the face, searching for its marred beauty. 

Aurum watches for the weak chestfalls. In that moment, Aurum’s 

rage dovetails with Morxe’s. 

Whatever Sight Firecrotch possesses, he did not see Morxe shift 

into presence this quickly let alone the Great Beast attacking him so 
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viciously. The ball of midnight and anger flies at Firecrotch’s... 

crotch, knocking out his center of gravity. Ginger tumbles but not 

before kicking the Shadow Lion in its wounded side. That knock 

rattles Aurum on an astral level while Morxe fights on, undeterred. 

The Binding made Aurum a leash to Morxe, but in this moment 

he stands witness to the savagery the Shadow Lion wreaks. The 

attack is gory and sickening, but there’s so much beauty in this 

primal dance. When Morxe lifts his head from Firecrotch, the Ginge 

is little more than a cored-out carcass. Again, Morxe wants not for 

his essence. 

And when Morxe pads over to the corpse that was Indigo, it licks 

at the black hand before bringing itself to heel. Morxe licks Indigo’s 

mouth closed before it cedes presence to Aurum who sits, catlike, at 

Indigo’s side. Aurum takes Indigo’s bejeweled hand, surprised by 

the heat it still generates. The thought of immortality alone crosses 

his mind and if love collaborates with fate. 

He sheds a tear, not of love or regret or acceptance. It’s the tear 

you cry when you mourn the death of hope. Aurum sits vigil for 

moments that stretch between now and forever. Indigo’s hand 

edges toward hot as furtive squelching draws him from his revery. 

Turning to see the sound of guts knitting together, Aurum’s head 

gets rocked by a blow. Behind his closed eyes, Aurum sees bursts of 

red and green and blue. And the throbbing above the temple feels 

like his brain bleeding. Gravel pokes at his face while the cold of 

snow melts to water against his skin. Aurum lays still, afraid to 

move out of fear his body won’t respond. 
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Aurum wiggles his toes. He opens his eyes and pushes himself to 

tabletop just in time to feel a swift kick to his stomach. 

Aurum collapses again, this time coughing into fetal position. 

“Turn into the cat.” The closeness of the voice startles Aurum almost 

as much as Firecrotch’s yellow-toothed smile. Ginge squats low—

dangling—one hand holding the athame while the other holds his 

viscera in place. With the sun rising behind him, he looks like an 

angel. 

Morxe pulls at the leash it shares with Aurum but he won’t let his 

aspect take over. This is a trap. Firecrotch plunges the athame 

between Aurum’s ribs and Aurum’s shriek could summon the dead. 

Do people lose the capacity to discern colors as they die? The 

sunrise doesn’t cast blue light and Aurum hopes it’s just shock. 

“Just turn,” Firecrotch says. “Even if you feel it, I promise it’ll be 

fast. I’ve sacrificed all manner of cryptid and human. It will be 

quick.” 

Aurum thinks the blue light comes from Firecrotch’s balls for a 

second. That is shock. 

Warmth radiates from them, he thinks. That is shock. 

“Callum!” The voice is cavernous, cacophonous, its sound hits 

Aurum on the physical and the astral. Even Morxe whines. And 

despite the affect, Aurum knows the voice and refuses to believe. 

Also, shock. 

Firecrotch falls to a knee and turns to see what Indigo’s should-

be corpse. A squee releases and the Ginge crabwalks back, tumbling 

onto Aurum—onto the rib-buried athame—only for a moment 

before crawling farther away. The corpse stands, black as a starless 
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night, except for the space where the head should be, scorched 

vestiges of the Nameat parka and pants falling away. Azure light 

conforms to the contours that made Indigo’s face beautiful. Against 

the light his skin looks ebon, igneous until it cracks to let more of 

the blue light escape. 

Morxe pulls at the tether now, but to run not toward Firecrotch—

Callum—but away from Indigo. Aurum hears Callum’s bare feet 

pound the snowy pavement when Indigo lifts a hand. The bolt of 

blue pierces Ginge through the gut, shearing his lower extremities 

from his thoracic cavity. 

Indigo steps over Aurum to touch both halves. It looks like 

Indigo pushes the blue light into the pieces of the man until that’s 

all that exists of them—blue light. He stands and stalks back to 

Aurum. The light that was Callum dances into the air like Northern 

Lights before returning to their master. 

He pulls the athame from Aurum and reaches for his body with 

a glowing hand. Aurum winces away but Indigo speaks to him 

finally, but in the same voice Aurum remembers from ecstasy: “I’ve 

got you.” Beneath the glowing hand, Aurum feels a spike of agony, 

a scream, tissue tearing in reverse, Aurum’s healed. “You’re an 

Obsidian Predator.” 

Aurum looks at Indigo, so bright but not blinding. Surprised to 

be surprised. Until he realizes Indigo’s words are more 

interrogation than declaration. “Bonded to one, yes.” Gulps. 

“Your father was a priest from the Wilds. Priests don’t come from 

the Wilds.” At these words, Indigo cocks a smirk. “You’re a Divine 

Bastard?” Aurum says. 
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“I hate that term.” Indigo breathes deeply, slowly, and his bright-

ness recedes to a dull blue. “Choices of the parents shouldn’t define 

the children.” Indigo’s words sting. 

“My parents bound me to a soul-sipping, silhouetted psycho-

pomp and called it a gift and an honor,” Aurum says, “then got mad 

because I’m not making a family line to drop this burden onto.” Now 

Indigo’s skin slowly returns to its deep umber tinged in cerulean. 

“Sun goddess?” 

Indigo nods and the awkwardness between them blooms like an 

orchid, beautifully but difficultly tended. 

“You left to eat souls—ferry souls?” 

“I can’t really stop it if I’m the closest to a soul in need of trans-

portation… I can stave it off for a little but Morxe acts on instinct.” 

“Morxe?” Indigo laughs. “Mom wanted to name me after that 

cat.” 

“You were almost… Of course your mother would know the 

Shadow Lions,” Aurum laughs. “Wait… you knew that guy?” 

“Yeah, he was… my nephew. My apologies.” 

“Nephew?” 

“Divine Bastard, right?. Demigods—that’s the preferred term—

can have kids. They have less miracle in them but much more than 

the average human. Some of them are obsessed with grabbing more 

craft. Hit him with that divine pyre. Nothing there to reap.” 

“Morxe can’t carry thaumaturgy. Gives it indigestion.” 

Aurum thinks to stand. Shock and adrenaline fade and cold sets 

into his bones. He collects his belongings. When he gets to his coat, 

Aurum offers it to naked Indigo. “You’ll need this more than me.” 
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“Thank you,” Indigo says, tentative. “Are you okay?” 

“Yeah. Morxe is immortal so he took the brunt of that. Just… that 

was a lot.” 

“How’d you know Ma is the Sun Goddess?” 

“Young stars are blue,” Aurum says, staring into his eyes, his 

smile, his dimples. He wraps a scarf around his neck and starts off. 

“Where are you going?” Indigo says. 

Aurum says, “We.” 

“Wayment, what?” 

“In a world where magic is dying, we are made of the shit. There 

might be others like us but we found each other. I am a pariah from 

my Pride Tribe and must secret this part of me from anyone I meet,” 

Aurum says, his eyes communicating this pain to a place within 

Indigo where it reflects. “I don’t know what this is or what it could 

be. But the truth feels good. You feel good.” The smile emblazoned 

across Aurum’s face is contagious, Indigo’s spreads like a sunrise. 

“Now I’ve had a hard day and I’m horny. And I’d like nothing more 

than to wake up wrapped around you.” 

When Aurum pulls away from the kindest and gentlest kiss he’s 

shared with Indigo, there’s an intimate warmth coming off the taller 

man. 

“We,” Aurum pauses for emphasis, “are going to your place.” 

Indigo holds out his hand. Aurum takes it. 

  



  25 
 

 

My Favorite Shape of All 

 
T. K. Rex 

 

 
T. K. Rex is a science fiction and fantasy writer based in San Francisco. Her 

work has been previously published in Metaphorosis, TERSE, Bards & 

Sages Quarterly, and elsewhere. She is a member of the phantasmal 

Clarion UCSD Class of 20/21/22. She also goes by Thea, and you can find 

her around the internet as @tharkibo. 

 

 

he first time I met Zashil, I was a jaguar.  

I woke at dawn with claws and teeth, and knew I might not 

get a better form for this for years. That night I made my way into 

the town, through cobbled alleys in the moonlight, past the gaslit 

square where townsfolk dulled themselves with drink, and through 

the mud and reeds up to the moat. I quickly swam across, and 

climbed a palm tree to a window that I hoped would lead me to the 

bedroom of the king, where I would tear his throat out with my 

teeth, and finally end my curse. 

 Alas, a younger man slept there, in restful dreams, a naked 

woman, half uncovered, sprawled out by his side. Three empty 

bottles scattered on the floor.  

T 
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 I made a wide arc round the bed and pawed at the handle to the 

door. Impossible to get a grip with paws and fur. In frustration, I 

unsheathed my claws, scratching at the wood around the metal 

plate. 

 “Who’s there?” the man’s sleep-sodden voice came through the 

dark across the room. I froze in place. Perhaps he wouldn’t see me 

in the dark, though I could see him clear as day.  

 “Hmmm,” his nude companion groaned, half-waking at his 

voice.  

 A match-strike sound, a flickering, and I knew I had to run. As 

he held a lamp aloft and looked toward the door, I leaped across the 

bed in a single bound, and he sat stock-still, in shock. He didn’t 

scream or cry or run or grab a sword — he simply watched, jaw 

slack, as I looked back once from his high window before leaping to 

the tree. 

 In that moment, in his eyes, was something unexpected. Not 

fear, I think, but awe. 

 

 

The second time I met Zashil, I was a man. Gruff old thing with one 

bad leg, but the camouflage was good. I made my way back to the 

castle, this time in the day. Remembering the local tongue was hard, 

but after a couple awkward conversations with merchants at the 

edge of town, it came back well enough.  

 “If you don’t mind me asking, Sir, where’s your accent from?” 

 “The desert past the mountains to the north,” I said, and it wasn’t 

quite a lie, at least I didn’t think it was. Where had I lived, when I 
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was young? A flash of sun-bathed rocks, and then it disappeared 

like stars at dawn. 

 “Ah, never been up there myself. Nice sunsets though, I hear. It’s 

three gold for the bread.” 

 I fished around my pocket and pulled forth one acorn and two 

small, blue feathers. He raised a brow and slowly took them, 

nodding at me with some secret thought behind his eyes, perhaps 

of pity.  

“Thank you for your kindness,” I said, and bowed, and walked 

away. 

Stomach full, I came upon the drawbridge. It was down but 

guarded by two large women and a stocky man with spears. “Pardon 

me,” I said to them, “I’d like to see the king.” 

They looked me up and down as if I were a buck that they might 

skin, which I had been, in fact, a day ago, but they couldn’t possibly 

have known. My clothes had not been washed in several years, and 

had holes from moths and beetles who called the hallowed tree I 

stored them in their home. It wasn’t often that I had a human form. 

At that point, across the drawbridge, a group of laughing men 

and women rode forth from the castle depths on horseback. “To the 

woods!” one said, and I recognized him as the awestruck drunk the 

night I’d been a jaguar. 

The guards prodded me to move aside, with a spear butt to my 

ribs since I was slow.  

“Hey you,” I heard, and looked up as the man on horseback 

pranced in my direction. “You look like you’ve traveled beyond the 

village recently.” 
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I nodded. “Yes, I have.” 

“Tell me, is there a monster there?” 

“Not that I have seen.” 

“We’ve heard rumors of one just beyond the fields. You’re sure 

that you’ve seen nothing? Not a paw print or a scratched up tree?” 

“Nothing more than what the animals who live there leave. And 

none of them are monsters.” 

He smiled at me then, and I noticed that his eyes were kind 

around the edges. He kept his hair bound back and high, and it was 

black and long like winter nights. But his skin was golden brown 

like summer and his smile, sweet. “You’re lucky, then,” he said. “The 

beast was in my very room two seasons back, scratching at my 

door.” 

I dropped my gaze down to the stones below my feet and said, “I 

must be very lucky, Sir, that sounds like quite a beast indeed.” 

“Take care, old man,” he said, “and if you see anything at all next 

time you’re in the woods, come back and ask the guards for me.” His 

brown eyes sparkled in the sun, and he and his prancing mare 

rejoined the others, courtesans I guessed, or sycophants, or some 

other castle title I was happy to forget. They rode off with a made-

up song about stabbing monsters with their swords. 

I turned back to the guards and said, “I’m afraid I didn’t get his 

name.” 

One sighed, another facepalmed, and the third one bit her lip and 

said, “That’s Half-Prince Zashil.” 

“Why a half-prince? I’ve never heard of that before.” 

“His mother was a slave.” 
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+ + + 

 

The third time I met Zashil, he came to me. Not on purpose, but that 

day I was a wild rose, in a meadow by a stream, and I saw him 

walking with a man who laughed at everything he said. They looked 

one way, and then the other, and seeing no one there, embraced. I 

watched them making love, and saw Zashil in a way I hadn’t seen 

before. Tender, giving, toned and strong.  

Afterward they swam and splashed each other, laughing in the 

stream. 

Surely this half-prince was far more like his mother. The king I 

knew was cruel and humorless and weak. 

 

 

The fourth time I met Zashil, he almost killed me. 

I had finally found the bedroom of the king, and hid there in his 

closet, as a young, strong human woman, disguised as a castle maid, 

with an apron stolen from a farmer’s clothesline just before that 

morning’s dawn, when I was still a crow. 

The moment there were footsteps in the room, I gripped my 

borrowed kitchen knife with sweating palms. Finally, finally— 

The closet opened, and I almost lunged—until I saw that it was 

not the king at all. It was Zashil. And he was quick to dodge, and 

knocked the knife out of my hand, and grabbed me when I tried to 

run. 

I struggled but he held me tight and close and said, “Who sent 

you? Why do they keep trying to kill my father?” 
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“Your father has more enemies than I. And for good reason. He 

isn’t anything like you.” 

His grip loosened momentarily, and I pushed his arms away, and 

ran—tripped on my skirt before I made it to the door—and then he 

threw himself on top of me, hands pressed my wrists into the rug, 

legs held mine in place like fallen logs. 

“What do you know about my father or me, we’ve never met 

before!” 

“We have, though, Prince Zashil.” 

“Half-Prince.” 

“Three times before. And I knew your father long ago.” 

“Guards!” he yelled, but didn’t look away from me. His eyes 

searched mine, for the first time with a tinge of fear. 

They dragged me off and threw me in a cell. Roughed me up for 

answers but there was nothing I could say — I’d come alone of my 

free will. Execution scheduled for dawn. Zashil himself would kill 

me with a sword his father gave him. I heard the gossip in the prison 

halls. 

But as the first pink rays of sunlight broke across the distant 

hills, I became a moth, and his sword struck only air. I flew high 

above the village, watching out for birds and bats, and settled in a 

tree with bark that matched my wings. 

 

 

I watched Zashil for many months, on the days I was a raven, or a 

bat, or anything that could get past the walls and moat unnoticed. I 

came up with a plan.  
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The next time I was human, I walked up to the guards outside 

the castle and told them I had seen the monster. Zashil met me at 

the castle gates, and led me back inside. 

I wasn’t quite sure if my form that day was beautiful, but it was 

young enough, about his age, and I remembered how far confidence 

could get a girl. 

As we walked to the chamber where he planned to write down 

everything I said himself, I asked him how his horses were. 

“I’ve seen you riding, sometimes, through the town. You have a 

beautiful brown mare. She prances when she walks.” 

He grinned and said, “That’s Hazelnut. She loves to run.” 

I almost said, Me too, I’ve been a horse six times, but stopped 

myself and said instead, “Do you think she’d let me pet her nose?” 

He turned to me with eyebrow raised, and said, “Let’s see how 

this goes and maybe we’ll find something you can pet.” 

I must have blushed, because his eyes went wide and then he 

coughed, and quickly said, “What I mean is we have falcons, quails, 

dogs, a cat around somewhere. If you like animals there’s more than 

just the horse.” 

“I’d love to meet them all,” I said, and then he gestured to an 

open door, and we turned and went inside. 

He closed the door and gestured to a chair, plushly cushioned 

with a bay wood frame. I sat and it was comfortable. I sunk into it 

and sighed.  

“You look like you haven’t had a decent seat in years.” 

“It’s true, I haven’t. This is wonderful.” 
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He sat down himself, across the desk from me, and dipped a quill 

in ink. “First, your name.” 

“Um.” I stammered. Such a simple thing, yet I forgot completely. 

I knew I’d had one once, and yet— 

“It’s just for the records. I promise I won’t track you down or 

anything,” he grinned at me with something tender in his eyes. 

“Well they call me Rose,” I said, and thought briefly of him 

naked, splashing in the stream. I looked away and felt my palms 

begin to sweat.  

“No need to be shy,” he said. 

Confidence, I told myself. I’d only pull this off if I came across as 

self-assured. Or so I thought. Perhaps a little shy could be 

endearing? 

“Tell me of the monster. Everything you know.” 

“Well, I was gathering moss down in the gully where the giant 

red trees grow,” I said, and he scribbled notes and nodded 

reassuringly. “There was a sound like an enormous cat—” 

“Like a loud meow?” 

“No, more like a roar, the way they say that wild jaguars sound.” 

He stopped his writing for a moment, bit his lip, and then he 

said, tone grave, “Go on.” 

I made up the story as I went. The facts were less important than 

the way he looked at me toward the end. 

“You must have been so scared,” he said. 

“I was. I hope I never see the beast again.” 

He capped his ink, set down his quill, and stood. I stood, too and 

said, “I hope that helps, Prince Zashil.” 
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“Half-prince.” And then he looked at me with extra curiosity, and 

said, “Your story helps me a great deal. I’ve been trying to track this 

beast for years.” 

He walked me to the door and as he opened it, he said, “Why 

don’t I take you to the falconry before you leave? You said that you 

like animals?” 

“I would like that very much.” 

He showed me where he kept the birds, and then he let me pet 

his mare. And in the corner of the stables, with only Hazelnut to see 

us, he leaned in close and kissed me. 

I remembered what to do. A hand right here, a tongue right 

there, a nibble and a laugh. It all came easy and I realized some-

where in between his hand against my blouse and his thigh between 

my legs that there was no pretending here. I wanted him, and 

whispered eagerly that he should take me to his bed. 

He was every bit the lover that I’d seen back in the meadow, and 

afterward, as the light grew golden-orange and low through his high 

window, we lay spread across his bed, and spoke. 

“Where did you say you’re from, again?” he asked. “Your accent, 

I quite like it.” 

“I don’t believe I said,” I said. “But I’m from the desert, to the 

north, across the mountains.” 

“How old were you when you made the journey here?” 

“I don’t recall.” 

“I see. You must have been quite young.” 
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“Quite a bit younger than I am today. But,” I leaned up on an 

elbow, so I could see his face. So handsome, peaceful, smiling up at 

me. “I have a question for you, if you don’t mind.” 

“As long as it’s not a state secret, I’d be heartbroken to learn you 

were a spy.” He winked and grinned and I could only smile back. 

“Why do you believe the monster wants to kill the king?” 

“I found it in my room—you can see its claw marks on my door. 

But it didn’t hurt me, it just wanted to get deeper in the castle. What 

other target could there be here but the king?” 

“A logical deduction.” 

“Thank you.” 

“But what I mean to ask is why. Why would the monster want to 

kill the king?” 

He broke our gaze and looked up to the ceiling, smile lost to 

pensive frown. “The truth is... I don’t know why. Because I barely 

know him.” 

“But he’s your father?” 

“That he is.” 

“I see.” 

“So I guess that’s why I want to kill this monster so much.” 

“So he’ll finally make you Prince Zashil?” 

He laughed a wry laugh and looked back at me, “I don’t give a 

griffon’s tits about the title, I just want him to acknowledge I exist.” 

“You exist. You wonderfully exist,” I said, and leaned into his lips 

and met his tongue with mine.  
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“Thank you,” he whispered, almost quieter than I could hear, and 

wrapped his arms around me. One press of skin led to another, and 

we went another round. 

 

 

I woke up with one arm asleep beneath his waist. The sky through 

his high window was threatening a bluish hue. I should run, I 

thought, before the dawn. But I still had human hands and I was in 

the castle, and this might be the closest I would ever come. Gently, 

slowly as I could, I moved my arm. Zashil mumbled something 

about squirrels dancing to the sound of cheese, and I leaned close 

to him once more to smell his hair before likely getting killed and 

never seeing him again. 

 The room was darker than it was in jaguar form, but I knew how 

far the door was now. I picked my dress up off the floor and tied my 

shoes back on, as quiet as I could. As I fumbled for the handle, the 

scratches that I’d left with claws were jagged gashes in the wood, 

and left a splinter in my hand. I cracked the door and slipped into 

the hall, sucking at my hand where wood just broke my skin. 

 The king must be down that way, the big door at the end. Perhaps 

if I could sneak up on him in his sleep, I could suffocate him with a 

pillow. If this worked, I wondered, would I keep this current form, 

or change back to my old one? What was my old one, anyway? 

Would it have aged? Not that it would matter, if I was caught. I 

almost hoped to become something winged again at dawn, even 

though my goal here was to finally end the curse. 
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 The door was locked. Of course. Did I have time to find a key? 

And where would it be kept? Maybe I should run, come back and 

try again. But I was so close I could hear him snore. 

 Footsteps in the hall. I had to hide. A large exotic vase, stolen no 

doubt, filled with smooth red decorative branches that I recognized 

from forests to the north. I ducked behind and waited for the guard 

to pass. 

 And as she did, I noticed on her belt the flash of bright bronze 

keys. A plan came to me in an instant, and I didn’t give myself a 

chance to doubt that it would work.  

 “Oh, good,” I said, standing in the hall behind her, “there’s 

someone else awake.” The guard spun, startled, hand reaching for 

her sword. I recognized her as a member of the hunting party on the 

day I first learned Zashil’s name.  

“You’re that foreign girl who Zash kept for the night. What do 

you need?” 

“Well, we forgot to eat dinner last night,” I said, as sheepish as I 

could. She rolled her eyes. “And I woke up famished. Didn’t want to 

wake the prince.” 

“Half-prince.” 

“Would you show me to the closest bite?” 

She turned and beckoned me to follow. 

I skipped up behind her, tripped, and grabbed onto her armor, 

balancing myself while slipping the keys at her belt free of their loop 

and into my dress pocket. “Oh, I’m so embarrassed, I’m not used to 

such thick rugs!” 
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She steadied me and shook her head. “Come on, let’s try not to 

wake up the whole castle.” 

I glanced back at the king’s door before we headed down the 

stairs. The sky was lighter now and daylight imminent. If I kept 

following the guard, I’d never make it—but if I turned now and tried 

to use her keys with the few moments I had left, she’d strike me 

down for sure. My best hope was back to Zashil’s room, and through 

his window, down the tree like on that first night. As long as I could 

carry the keys with me, I would have a better chance the next time. 

I stopped and said, “You know, I think I’d rather he woke up next 

to me today, I can wait to eat.”  

The guard stopped and raised an eyebrow at me. “Suit yourself.” 

I nearly ran back to his room. Back through the claw-scratched 

door and round his bed, to the wall with the high window.  

“Rose,” I heard him mutter from the bed, “Is that you?” 

And even as he turned toward me, peeking out from wool and 

silk, a beam of sunlight broke the dark, and I became a tree. 

My roots burrowed into his stone floor, my trunk stretched 

toward his ceiling. My branches curled ‘cross the room and my 

canopy filled up with leaves. I was a valley oak, a tree I hadn’t seen 

in years. 

And the naked half-prince Zashil gazed up at my leaves in 

wonder as he sat up in his bed.  

“That was... unexpected.” 

Yes. If only I’d become something that had wings or legs. Or a 

voice, at least, to say anything in my defense. 
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Zashil threw a silk robe on and wrapped it tight around his waist. 

He walked up to my trunk, stepping carefully across the broken 

floor between my roots, feet bare. He lay a hand against my bark 

and said, words full of awe and tinged with hurt, “You’re the 

monster, aren’t you?” And then with anger, pain, “And you were the 

assassin, too. You used me. Just to get to him.” He stepped back and 

tripped, cursed loudly as he hit an elbow on the corner of a stone. 

A knock came from his door. “Are you OK in there, Zashil?” The 

guard’s voice, from the hall. 

“I’m fine,” he yelled, rubbing his elbow. 

“And the lady?” 

He glared at me, and frowned, and said, “She’s fine, just leave us 

be awhile, Colel.” 

A silent pause, then fading footsteps. 

“What am I going to do with you?” he said, and stood, and 

rubbed his elbow. “You’ve tried to assassinate a king, seduced and 

then betrayed a half-prince, admittedly a lesser crime, but still. It 

hurts.” 

He opened up a bottle from a rack and took a swig. “I should have 

you chopped down.” He paced, and drank, and then, bewilderingly, 

sat on the floor and cried. 

“How could I be such a fool?” he said, and cried and drank some 

more. And then he curled up around my trunk, caressed my bark, 

and fell asleep. 

I ate the few thin beams of light that made it through his window, 

felt the subtle breeze against my leaves, and wondered what my fate 

would be. 
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I wished that I could tell him what I really felt. Perhaps tomorrow 

I could find a way, if I still lived. 

 

 

He woke, and dressed, and left the room after the sun was high 

enough to throw his window into shade. He looked back once at me, 

and locked the door, and left. 

I still had the keys. They hung in a high branch, hidden by my 

leaves. Maybe, maybe, if he didn’t have me killed today... 

And then what? I would never have the form he knew as Rose 

again.  

 

 

He came back to me at dusk, with bread and mead, and sat on a 

cushion on the floor below my branches. His long black hair hung 

down across a leather armor chest piece, which I was certain he 

hadn’t worn this morning. He set a sword down at his side, a leather 

bag, and then an axe, and looked up from the sharp curved blade, 

pointedly, at me. 

“I’ve been thinking. You asked me last night why I thought the 

monster was trying to kill the king.” He took a sip of mead and bite 

of bread. “It occurs to me the king may very well have hurt the 

monster, and the monster wants revenge.” Another drink of mead. 

“And when I connected all the dots, it seemed to me perhaps the 

monster was no monster, but a human, cursed. Cursed to change 

her shape at dawn until the king is dead.” 
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All I could do was listen, and feel the last light through the 

window fade. 

“But what did the king do to warrant such a fate?” More mead 

and bread, and then, “I never knew what happened to my mother. I 

was always told she was a slave, and died when I was born. I never 

knew where she was from, or how she died, or even what her name 

was. So today I went down to the library, and looked and looked for 

anything that might give me something of a clue. And what I found 

was this.” 

He pulled a painting from the bag, and then a book. The painting 

showed a man, the king, a healthy brown with long black hair, much 

younger than he would be now. A young woman stood beside his 

throne, familiar with smooth tan skin and elegant, but barely old 

enough to wed. She must have been his queen. They both were 

crowned. The weight of his enormous hand seemed to press hers 

down against the arm of his throne. In the background, in the 

shadows, knelt a maid—or no, a slave. She looked a bit like Zashil, 

and a bit familiar in ways I couldn’t place.  

“I think this is my mother,” Zashil said, pointing to the slave. 

“And this old journal of my father’s tells a pretty tragic story.” He 

held up the tattered book, and read, “Today I met the woman who 

will be my wife. A princess of the desert tribe just past the 

mountains. She’s a savage thing, and ugly.” Zashil glances at me. “I 

can’t imagine wedding her will bring the peace my mother wants, 

but it’s my duty, after all.” He flips ahead by several pages, and reads 

on. “My desert princess grows on me. She has a way about her, and 

a mind, and makes me laugh. She seems to almost love me, and I 



  41 
 

wonder, against all odds, if maybe this match was the right one after 

all.”  

Zashil licks a finger, and flips another twenty or so pages. “I went 

to her again last night, the slave-girl Quilla from the desert tribe. I 

think my wife suspects, but love her as I might, she’s still a savage, 

and has no more right to tell me who I can and cannot sleep with 

than anyone who walks in chains.” 

A few more pages flipped, and he continued, “A miracle, and 

tragedy, have happened in a single day. Quilla came to me in tears 

as I was walking through the courtyard, and told me she was preg-

nant. I was overjoyed, of course, as this was my first child. My wife, 

unfortunately, was browsing weaponry nearby. She overheard, and 

in her anger, ran at Quilla with a sword. Quilla stood there, stock 

still, fire in her eyes, and in the moment right before the sword 

approached her breast, while I stood there like an idiot in shock, my 

Quilla muttered something in her savage native tongue. The sword 

clattered to the floor, and my wife, before my eyes, was transformed 

into a jay. On tiny feet she stumbled, and then on tiny wings as blue 

as sky, she flew away.” 

Zashil looked up at me again. Although I had no face, no eyes, 

his gaze was locked onto my soul. “Just a guess, that jay was you.” 

I was a jay. Indeed, I’d been a jay much more than once. But to my 

knowledge I had never been a queen. A princess, maybe... 

Zashil read on. “Quilla is now locked in the south tower. Though 

she’s pregnant with my child—and since I’m wifeless now, my heir—

she remains an evil sorcerer. I’ll execute her the day my heir is 

born.” He flipped a few more pages, to the end. “I have loved two 
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women, neither worthy, and this hellish situation is my 

punishment. I’ll never trust anyone enough to love again.” 

He closed up the journal carefully and set it on the floor. He ate 

his bread and drank his mead in silence, looking up and down my 

leaves and branches, as if trying to decipher an inscrutable 

expression. 

Some things about the story were familiar, I had to grudgingly 

admit, and that desert princess... her face... or more than that, her 

hand... it felt like something right, something that had once been 

mine. 

I was her, wasn’t I? 

But had I ever loved the king? I felt as sickened by the thought 

as wood could be.  

What atrocities were happening, that my people had to wed me 

off to him for peace? 

And why did I remember only that the king should die, and 

nothing of the sorcerer who cursed me? 

And why had I forgotten everything about my former life? 

When Zashil was finished with his meal, he brushed away the 

crumbs and said, “I thought you might like to know. My father 

didn’t curse you. My mother did. So you don’t have to kill him, and 

she’s already dead.” 

Somehow, though his logic gave me pause, my feeling that the 

king must die was only growing. Memories came back to me, of 

horses in the same livery as Hazelnut, splattered with blood. Of 

being told to run and hide. Of my parents, kneeling, as our people 

wept. Of being terrified. 
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Of Mother squeezing me until I hurt, of Father lifting me onto a 

horse. Of knowing I would never feel their warmth again, and of an 

old, terrifying man holding me around my waist as we rode south, 

telling me I’d be a queen someday and shouldn’t cry. 

The painting on the floor had not one slave, but two. I finally saw, 

behind the young queen’s eyes, a silent, seething rage. 

After an hour lost in thought, pacing ‘cross the broken floor, 

under the speckled moonlight that fell through the window past my 

leaves, Zashil finally spoke to me again. “I think I’ll stay with you ’til 

dawn, and see what you become, and find out if you’ve changed your 

mind.” 

And so he waited. Nodded off a couple times. Left to grab a cocoa 

brew, came back, looked a little more awake, then fell asleep again.  

When dawn arrived, I was a man. Naked, slightly overweight and 

pale, standing on the tatters of the dress I’d worn the dawn before, 

ripped to shreds when I became a tree. 

The sound of my roots releasing all the stones they’d grown 

around awoke him. He stood and held his sword toward my throat. 

“Tell me, former queen, would you still kill the king, now that 

you know what really happened?” 

I could have lied. Could have fought and run. Instead I said, 

“Zashil, I never meant to hurt you. The day we shared as lovers, it 

was real.” 

He trembled slightly. Stepped forward til his sword was pressed 

against my skin. I felt a drip of blood roll down to my collar bone. 

“Don’t lie to me,” he growled. 
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“I’ve been wanting you since I saw you in the meadow by the 

stream. I was a wild rose, and couldn’t help but watch you with 

another. I swear to you it’s true.” 

“Then why use me like this?!” 

A knock came at the door. The guard, Colel, said through the 

wood, “Zashil, everything OK? It sounded like a landslide in there.” 

Before he had a chance to answer, I said, “Hear my side of things 

before you have me executed, please. Your father’s story doesn’t add 

up with the memories returning to me.” 

Eyes locked on mine, he yelled, “An animal got in, but I think I 

have it trapped. Let me deal with this myself, but stay close in case 

I need you.” 

As he relaxed his sword, I told him of his father’s mother’s 

soldiers setting fire to the market square, of the cries and smoke 

that filled the air. Of the warriors who fought them off, and how I 

watched blood soak the dust from a tower window of my family’s 

palace. I told him how the general—his grandfather—refused to let 

us leave. How my parents pleaded for our people’s lives, and traded 

me. And how, as I was pulled away, I heard the soldiers’ swords fall 

through my parents’ necks. 

I told him how the man who I was forced to marry was as cruel 

and callous as his parents. How the first night he was with me, he 

made a point of pain. How I was just a child but to him, I was a dog. 

I told him how I waited for my chance to kill him, pretending 

that my rage was love. 

And I told him as it all came back, that when I lunged at Quilla, 

it was the king I meant to kill. 
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“So she protected him from you.” 

“So it would seem.” 

“Why did he lock her up and execute her when she saved his 

life?” 

“Because he’s the monster here, Zashil.” 

Another knock at the door. “Come in, Colel.” 

The guard rushed as soon as she saw a sword was drawn, and 

stood by Zashil’s side, her own weapon pointed at my neck with his. 

“Who the hell are you?” 

I looked into her gray-blue eyes and said, with all the royalty I 

could remember, “I’m your queen, Colel. Stand down.” 

“Ha! I think you are mistaken, Sir.” 

“It’s true, Colel,” the half-prince said, “She’s been cursed for 

twenty years.” 

She looked my naked body up and down and smirked. “Cursed 

to be a man? I wouldn’t wish that on... well anyway, Zashil, why are 

we pointing our swords at him if he’s the queen?” 

“Because she wants to kill the king.” 

“Oh.” She glared at me. “So that’s why you were cursed. I’ll take 

him to the dungeon. This should be a public execution.” 

“Are you certain,” I said to both of them, “that the king’s side is 

the one you want to be on?” 

“Well, seeing as he’s the one who pays me,” Colel said, “my 

answer’s yes.” 

Zashil didn’t seem so sure. But he let Colel drag me off, still 

naked, to the dungeon. 
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+ + + 

 

I wondered if I’d be so lucky at the coming dawn as I had been the 

last time I escaped an execution. The guards refused to feed me, and 

one spit right in my face. The floor was hard and damp and the only 

thing that I could do was sit there, wait, and wonder if I still had any 

chance at anything. Freedom, or revenge, or even love. 

 

 

In the afternoon, the king came for me. He stared at me in silence 

for a minute, then sneered and said, “You always were a beast. It’s 

right that you were cursed into so many ghastly forms.” 

“I am not the monster here,” I whispered back to him.  

“Beat him for me,” the king said, “I want him broken at his 

execution. And make sure it happens before dawn.” 

I felt a cold, unpleasant sweat come on.  

“I’ll be in the south tower,” the king said to the guard, and left. 

 

 

The guards were eating dinner, some delicious-smelling stew, when 

Zashil came to see me. He frowned at all my blood and bruises, then 

leaned in close to the prison bars and whispered, “I overheard my 

father muttering about a sorcerer, which he’s done before but I 

never cared until I found out—thanks to you—that my mother was 

a magic user. So I followed him in secret and I found her. She’s alive. 

Locked in the south tower all these years.” 

I glanced back at the guards. They didn’t seem to hear.  
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“I need your help to free her.” 

“Well first I need to free myself,” I whispered back.  

A flash of bronze between the bars. The keys. “I found these in 

the tatters of your dress. You’ll want the second longest one. I’ll 

distract the guards.” 

I tried to stand, but the cell spun all around me and my legs 

refused to hold me up. Two full days with no food or drink of any 

kind, and a good portion of this body’s blood transferred to the 

floor. I crawled through it to the half-prince, held out my shaking 

hand, and caught the keys. 

He sat down with the guards and told a joke, casual and confi-

dent as any prince who hadn’t just found out his mother was a 

prisoner. They were utterly absorbed.  

I pulled myself up by the bars and trembled as I fumbled for the 

lock.  

“Akshan,” Zashil said, “Would you go grab a mead for me?” 

The moment Akshan disappeared, the other guard looked up and 

glanced at me. I held the key inside the lock, knees threatening to 

buckle. Before the guard could speak, Zashil pressed a dagger to her 

throat. 

“You’ll let the man in that cell go with me,” he whispered. 

“Because I am your half-prince. And she is your queen.” 

The guard looked me up and down as I stumbled through the 

door. “It’s a curse,” I muttered. Zashil took her weapons, tossed a 

set of clothes to me, and by the time that we heard footsteps on the 

stairs, I was more than ready to be free. 
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Zashil held me up so I could walk, and we made it that way 

limping through a secret passage to the grounds beyond the castle 

walls, collapsing in a strip of mud between masonry and moat. 

We sat there, leaning up against the wall, catching our breath. 

The moon reflected in the ripples of the moat, and the night was 

thick with frog and cricket songs. I’d been a cricket, once. 

 “So what’s the plan from here?” I finally asked. 

 “We wait til dawn. See what you become. If it’s something that 

can fly or climb, you scale this tower to the top and free my mother.” 

 “And if it isn’t?” 

 “We flee to wherever you’ve been hiding in the woods and try 

again tomorrow.” 

 “The king will hunt for us. He’ll think I kidnapped you.” 

 “Let him. It’ll be the most he’s thought of me in years.” A wry, 

hushed laugh.  

 “At least we’ll have a pleasant view of dawn.” 

 “I suppose we will.” 

 A quiet stretch of cricket song went by, and he finally said, “I 

never got your real name. It was struck from all the books.” 

 “I forgot it long ago.” 

“Then I’ll still call you Rose, if that’s ok.” 

 “I came up with it on the spot.” 

 “Even better. I’ve always liked a little spontaneity.” 

 Another silence later, he said, “I’ve never been to the desert past 

the mountains. What’s it like?” 

 So I told him of the barren sun-soaked rocks, the sagebrush and 

the spikey trees that live a thousand years but grow barely taller 
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than a man. I told him of the way the thunderstorms can soak the 

land with one big downpour, then move on and leave the most 

ecstatic scent behind. I told him of the market we had in our village, 

of the yucca flower treats I used to beg my parents for, and the herds 

of pronghorn our nomadic families followed in the spring. I told 

him of the sunsets, which seemed to last forever, bathing every rock 

in every color of the sky. 

 And as I described the puma, condor, wild quail... I found his 

hand on mine. 

 And then we sat in silence, barely touching, for another set of 

cricket song. 

 As the moon rose high above, he turned his head to me, and rose 

a finger to my lips. “Does it still hurt?” he asked. 

 “It could be worse,” I said. 

 He kissed me gently, but with passion, like a drop of desert rain. 

 

 

When dawn broke I became a fish. 

 “Well, there goes both those plans,” he said, and carried me into 

the water. “I guess I’ll go alone, and come back for you tonight. Stay 

safe.” He raised a hood and walked away.  

 True to his word, he came back to me that night. I’d gorged 

myself on tadpoles and mosquito larvae all day, and was feeling 

infinitely stronger. He offered me a crumb of bread, which floated 

on the surface of the water like a fallen bug. I ate it gladly, and he 

stroked my scales. 



50 
 

 At dawn, he lifted me out of the water, and as I flared my gills, 

the change came on. When it was done he still held me in his hand. 

 “Hm, a lizard. This could work.”  

 I nodded my tiny head at him, and he tied a tiny rolled up paper 

to my back. I scaled the tower wall before the sun was fully lifted off 

the hills. 

 I paused there, at the threshold of the window, to see what lay 

inside. Darkness. More than shadow—misery. And the figure of a 

woman, like the weathered stump of some long-fallen tree, 

impossibly long hair flowing over her like silver moss. Her clothes 

were tattered rags, once perhaps a robe. She sat, in silence, still —

and then she looked at me. 

 “It’s you,” she whispered, smiled briefly, then looked back 

toward the door. “Quick, hide!” 

 I crawled back out the window and hid beneath the narrow 

awning. The woman’s voice, the way she spoke to me— 

 I remembered how she cared for me when I first got here. How 

she spoke my native tongue, and looked and felt like home. The way 

she washed me gently when the prince had had his way. How I 

confessed to her, in tears one night, that the only reason I was still 

alive was to kill him and his parents. And when war did the latter 

for me, how we toasted their demise. 

 She’d been my only friend here, through those long and painful 

months. A kind of mother, in a way. 

 And I saw now what I hadn’t realized as a child. The way that she 

distracted him. The way that she seduced him half a dozen ways just 

so he wouldn’t touch me for another day. 
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 If lizards could shed tears, I would have shed some then. Instead, 

I clung to the castle masonry and listened to the words inside the 

room. 

 “Help me find the missing queen and kill her, or I swear to 

whatever savage gods you pray to in the dark, I’ll kill your son.” 

 “Threaten all you want. He’s still your only heir.” Quilla’s voice 

was stronger, smoother, than I ever would have guessed. It was like 

the rage she must have felt for twenty years had honed her voice 

into the sharpest blade, a blade one rarely needs to draw, for just 

the knowledge of its presence would make her enemies surrender. 

 And the king, indeed, was quiet then. But only for a moment. “I’ll 

torture him.” 

 “You’ve made these threats a thousand times. And I’ve never 

seen him once. For all I know he died the day I gave him life.” 

 A grunt, some footsteps, then a locking door. 

 I crawled back through the window, and across the floor to her. 

 She smiled down at me, and whispered, “I hoped you’d come, 

some day. What’s in your note?” She untied it from me carefully, 

and read the words in silence. 

 Tears. A shaking chin. I crawled up on her knee.  

 “My son has finally found me. All these years... But enough of 

that. I see his plan. This just might work, but I’m afraid I have bad 

news for you.” She looked down to her knee, at me. “The spell I cast 

on you—I can’t control it, any more than you. I can only stop it, 

once, and the shape you’re in that day will be your shape forever.” 

 I nodded. It wouldn’t be so bad a fate, considering how long my 

first form had gone forgotten. 
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 “And you’re probably wondering why I haven’t killed him yet 

myself.” She looked down at the shackles on her feet. “Enchanted 

chains. He wasn’t going to make that mistake twice. I can’t use any 

magic ’til they’re off.” She sighed a deep and tired sigh, and said, 

“Well, now we wait.” 

 

 

At dawn, as luck would have it, I became a sea lion. I’d only seen 

them once before, on a trip once with my parents to our coastal 

lands. I’d never been one, but I liked how strong it felt, and Quilla 

seemed delighted. 

 “Let me see those fangs! Oh, how beautiful you are!” 

 I waved a flipper.  

“Don’t worry about those,” she said. “You don’t need hands for 

this.” 

 And she was right. The moment the king came through the door, 

I ambushed him, biting deep into his leg to bring him down. He 

yelled out, but as soon as he was on the floor, Quilla lunged, and her 

chains were just long enough for her to stuff a wad of rags into his 

mouth. He struggled but I threw my weight on top of him, and he 

could barely breathe beneath me. Quilla took another braided 

length of rags, and wrapped it ’round his throat. 

 “You want to do this, or should I?” she said, teeth bared in grim 

delight. 

 “Neither of you touch him.” Colel’s voice, from right behind me. 

Quilla froze, and backed away. The edge of Colel’s sword poked the 

blubber of my neck. I looked down at the king, and his eyes, so cruel 
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so many times, were filled with terror. “Get off him, monster, or I’ll 

slay you here. I don’t care if you were once a queen.” 

 I looked to Quilla, bared my teeth. I hoped she understood. This 

was my final chance, and at least if it was me who killed him, she’d 

have the slimmest hope of being free. 

 I lunged, jaws wide, for the face that filled my nightmares. 

And I felt the sword go through me. 

 And as my blood spilled ’cross the room, my teeth went through 

his skull as easily as crusty bread.  

 Quilla screamed, but not for him. Behind me, Zashil’s voice, but 

I couldn’t hear it as the pounding in my ears grew loud. As blackness 

came, I caught a glimpse of Colel, falling vacant-eyed beside me. 

 

 

I woke, at dawn, a manzanita. A shrub with smooth red branches. I 

was in the tower prison still, and could taste the blood-soaked floor 

with tangled, thirsty roots. 

 Zashil was there, sitting on the floor, head resting on his arms 

across bent knees. When the light was bright enough, he woke, and 

looked to me with worried eyes. Then he smiled widely, laughed, 

and said, “I’ve never been so happy to see leaves in all my life!”  

 He called to Quilla, who came clean and clothed in finer garb 

than I had ever seen her. She knelt by me, caressed a branch, and 

said, “We’ll wait until she’s in a form where she can give consent 

before we break her spell.” 

 “Hopefully a human form,” the half-prince—or king, now— said.  

 “It’s up to her.” 
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+ + + 

 

Several weeks went by. I was a condor, and a frog, an avocado tree 

and many other things. Zashil handled all of me with care, and took 

me round the castle grounds, out to the village square the day I was 

a dog, and on a run with Hazelnut the day I was a horse. He talked 

to me, no matter what I was, as one would to a friend. I did my best 

to listen. 

 Quilla sat with me most afternoons, sipping cocoa, telling me 

how strange it was to go from a priestess to a slave, and from a 

prisoner to mother of the king. And she told me this: “If you’d killed 

the king that day, in front of everyone, they would have killed us 

both. You for the death itself, and me for standing by. And since no 

one but the king knew I had his child in me, there would be no Zashil 

now. I hope you understand.” 

 I, a cactus, listened. 

 

 

The morning that I next woke as a human, it was raining. I’d been 

an ocelot the day before, and slept sprawled on Zashil’s bed, my 

head against his arm. I yawned and stretched, expecting paws or 

maybe wings, but there were hands instead, strong and square and 

tan. I got up to find the mirror, and was pleased. 

 “Is this the one?” Zashil asked me, sitting up in bed. 

 I turned to him and smiled. “I think it is.” 

 “I like it, too. Come here.”  

 And so I did. 
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+ + + 

 

We stood outside and watched the rain from underneath an awning 

on the castle wall. Looking north, the town sprawled out before us, 

then fields and forest soaking up the rain, and in the distance, 

fading hills. The rain was thick enough we couldn’t see the 

mountains, but I knew that they were there. 

 And I knew what lay beyond. 

 “Rose,” he said, voice soft, “now that I am king, I can choose who 

sits beside me on the throne.” He took my hand. “I’d like it to be 

you.” 

 Oh, to have a choice this time. I felt both sad and grateful. But I 

shook my head. “Our time together is a gift I never thought I’d have. 

But there’s a place I need to be, and it isn’t by your side.” As I looked 

out to the north, the rain cleared just enough to see the closest peak.  

He followed my gaze, and squeezed my hand. “I understand. 

How can I help?” 

“Remove your soldiers from my land, and return its rule to me.” 

“I’ll send the order now,” he said, and kissed my hand, and 

turned to go. 

“Maybe not just yet,” I pulled him back and kissed him, and his 

cheeks were wet, though we were still out of the rain. 

When I finally let him go, I had a moment by myself. I closed my 

eyes and thought of how the rain fell different through the desert 

air, how the smell of thirsty sagebrush drinking deep across the 

mesas used to fill my lungs. 

“Rose, I thought it might be time.” Quilla’s voice, beside me.  
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“You’re right. It is.” 

She spoke some ancient words and it was done. 

“I don’t feel any different.” 

“And you won’t, again, at dawn.” 

“Thank you, Quilla. You’ve been so many things to me.” 

“And you to me, my Queen. My King.” 

“Will you come home with me, or stay here with your son?” 

“He needs my help here, undoing what his father’s family did. 

But I long to see the desert, hear the songs of home. I’ll visit when I 

can.” 

A tune came back to me, something Daddy used to sing when I 

was just a girl. I hummed it for her, and she knew the words. We 

filled the humid southern air with desert song for a moment almost 

long enough to feel at home. 

When it ended, there was only rain. 

“Quilla, I’ve been wondering... If you had this magic all along, 

why let the king enslave you in the first place?” 

“Slave was not my first choice. But there was a plan. And today, 

as Zashil gives his order, and the soldiers finally leave our lands, it’s 

done.” 

I turned to her, my eyebrow raised. I had many other questions, 

but she smiled softly, winked, and left. 

 

 

Zashil met me at the drawbridge on a horse, leading Hazelnut 

beside him, saddled up with gear that looked like it would last a 
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month. “My final gift to you,” he said. “I know she’s always been 

your favorite.” 

“Thank you,” and I grinned and placed my hand on her warm 

nose. “We’re allies now, King Zashil. You are welcome in my lands.” 

We kissed one final time, and I rode out. 

 

 

The last time I met Zashil, we were both old men. His queen was 

several years deceased, but he had many heirs, and two daughters 

joined him on the trip. 

As the day grew late, I whisked him off, and held his arm to help 

him up my palace stairs. From my favorite balcony, we watched the 

sunset bathe the desert rocks in orange, and pink, and red. Stars 

came out as crickets filled the night. 

“What will you be at dawn?” he asked. 

“With you,” I said. “My favorite shape of all.” 
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et it be known that you are reading the words of a ghost, for 

the human Roxanne stole my heart that night at the 

Burgundy, and I have been without it ever since. 

She was the most spectacular beauty the Fates had ever deemed 

fit to show me, with eyes the color of her planet’s oceans and lips 

that were proof of the divine. But it was her singing. That was my 

doom. 

Oh, she wasn’t good. Not by any stretch of the word, but under-

standing the climate of that night lends itself to total adoration for 

that unskilled and gorgeous voice. 

The militaries had declared the war over, declared our two 

species one people united in peace. They expected us to welcome 

L 
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the humans, to shake the hands that had held the rayguns against 

our heads and willingly live in a fantasy world in which they were 

not colonists but refugees. 

They could declare and expect whatever pleased them; I do not 

exaggerate when I say everyone in that theater that night needed 

only the slightest provocation to start the war anew. My hand never 

left the grip of my saber. To say I wanted bloodshed would be 

inaccurate. More, I anticipated bloodshed as an inevitability and 

wanted to ensure none of it came from the actors. This was not their 

fight. 

The curtain rose amid a silent so absolute, I briefly thought the 

dome had cracked and let out all the atmosphere. The choir, all of 

them purple and flat-faced moon natives like me, began to sing, 

each note a tentative step out onto an icy crater lake. They 

remembered as well as I when we had been prosecuted for speaking 

and singing in the old tongues. 

And then she stepped onto the stage. 

A human woman, though to call her merely a woman is to call 

the sun a lightbulb. I am a woman. Roxanne… she was a goddess. 

And this human goddess stood before hundreds of eyes full of 

pain and murder, dressed in traditional lunar clothing and with her 

hair teased to resemble our antennae, and she sang in our language. 

Not well, but confidently. Defiantly. She sang directly to each 

and every one of her fellow humans, none of whom could under-

stand her words because we were supposed to learn their language, 

they were not supposed to lower themselves by learning ours. 
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Every lunar native fell for her that night, a living embodiment of 

hope for our future. But none fell so hard as me. I created an impact 

crater. 

I drew my saber in response to the sound of chairs scraping. 

Humans do not take kindly to traitors. 

Only a handful rushed the stage, and my blade and I took a 

patriotic pleasure in striking them down. The movements came as 

naturally as if we had never left the battlefield, nonlethal blows 

landing in time with the rhythm of her song. 

I could have taken them all single-handedly, but it so happened 

that Christian Neville was in attendance that night. And he brought 

his swords. 

One of the few good humans I had met since they came to the 

moon, Christian opposed colonization and had played double agent 

during the war. I would hesitate to call us friends, but he had never 

tried to kill me, so I trusted him to fight at my side in defense of my 

fellow lunar citizens. 

Old moon met new earth as our blades struck their lasers, a 

reenactment of the war on the scale of a dollhouse miniature. At 

least the carpets of the Burgundy wouldn't show the bloodstains. 

But despite our efforts, a human got past our defenses, scram-

bling up on the stage. Only then did Roxanne stop singing, her 

mouth otherwise occupied by a scream which I felt reverberate in 

my own body for our souls shared a resonate frequency. 

Christian threw her one of his swords and Roxanne, thankfully 

more skilled at sword fighting than singing, caught it in her left 

hand and fought off her attackers as she and the other actors 
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retreated toward backstage. From the corner of my eye, I saw 

Christian indicate that he would go with them, protect them while I 

held off the rest. Had I known what would transpire as the result of 

this, I would have insisted it be me. 

 

 

Hers was the voice that launched a thousand troops, for in the space 

of a song Roxanne started a war. That’s what they said, unable to 

admit that they had called the first one too early so they made this 

one the second lunar war and blamed it on the lovely Roxanne. 

“She’s safe?” I asked again. I'm no fool; much as the memory of 

her face made my heart long to burst from my chest and fly about 

on golden wings, much as the idea of her sandy hand touching my 

lavender one gave me goosebumps, I couldn't love her because she 

could never love an alien. 

But you must understand. She was very pretty and I was very gay 

and I needed to protect her and every bit of hope she represented. 

If it bothered Christian, my constant inquiries, he never let it 

show. Although that may be partially due to his ever present armor 

and helmet that distorted his voice and obscured his face beyond 

recognition. He was a good man, but he was a good human, and 

some of our compatriots would never accept him if they knew. 

“She is fine,” he assured me again. “I correspond with her 

frequently. I can’t say that she is enjoying being secluded; she would 

much rather be on the front lines with us, but human culture frowns 

upon women being soldiers.” He paused, considering. “Or doctors, 

landowners, people, really.” 
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“I suspect they would frown equally if not more upon the idea of 

her loyalty being on the side of the enemy,” I pointed out, lifting my 

visor to partake in the last morsel of flaky pastry I had brought with 

me, the last bit of civilian life I would enjoy for some time. “Though 

with our armor providing anonymity, you might suggest she think 

of playing, oh, the name escapes me. The young French woman 

from your history books.” 

“Joan of Arc?” Christian shook his head and laughed. Quite a 

novel sound, in the barracks filled with people convinced they 

would never see home again. “Right. Next letter I send, I’ll say ‘Hey, 

you know how everyone wants to kill you? Why don’t you come here 

and give them another reason?’” 

“I would… consider perhaps not framing it as such. You could 

instead praise her deft sword hand and quickness of feet.” I stared 

into the distance for a moment, remembering the way she moved, 

imagining that deft hand taking mine, those quick feet leading me 

in one of her earthly courting rituals. “More resembling a dancer 

than a soldier. And the way the setting sun would glisten on her 

armor as if in a reflection of the beauty her visor must tragically 

conceal…” 

Though I could not see his eyes, I became acutely aware of 

Christian staring at me. My face flushed with heat and I pulled my 

visor down. 

 

 

War is a symphony in which every musician is playing the same 

song in a different key. And there I stood before them all, my sword 



  63 
 

a conductor’s baton, flailing uselessly as I tried to deflect the bullets 

and lasers coming at us from over the ridge of the crater. 

The muse of the battlefield failed to bestow upon me her usual 

gift of calm and concentration, for that morning Christian had 

asked my assistance in courting the lovely Roxanne. 

I could think only of that, my mind leaving my body to her own 

devices as my fellow soldiers and I attempted to take out their 

snipers with reflected laser beams. 

Roxanne would never, could never, love an alien the way I longed 

for. Even the humans who socialized with us before and between 

the wars, who seemed to treat us as equals, they found our skin 

colors unappealing, our antennae too bizarre to be attractive. And 

our entire lack of anything resembling an external nose unnerved 

them. 

But Christian had been good to me. If I could lend him my words, 

curry the favor of her heart and give them happiness to look forward 

to after the war, I felt it something akin to my duty. 

 

 

Her correspondences made my heart sing and break simultane-

ously, for as the war raged on, she fell for Christian. She fell so hard, 

she left an impact crater, and it was my words that pushed her. 

Christian had fallen equally hard. His entire countenance 

became lighter, as if thousands of invisible butterflies guided his 

steps and champagne bubbles glittered in his bloodstream. I could 

all but imagine the impossibly bright grin hiding behind his visor. 
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But still he came to me one night as I tended to the wounds 

earned in battle that day, something weighing heavily on his mind. 

“When this is over,” he said, his head down as he idly dragged 

his boot through the razor-sharp moon dust. “When we get to be 

with our sweethearts.” He sighed, words failing him. And wasn’t 

that his problem all along. 

“You are no poet and Roxanne is no fool,” I supplied. 

He nodded. “What do I do?” 

I hesitated under the pretense of gathering up the soiled cloth I 

had used to clean the largest gash on my arm. Two options 

presented themselves, neither ideal. 

Assisting Christian in perpetuating the lie, consistently feeding 

him lines while trying to teach him to be more like me, would be a 

most difficult task, especially if they went back to Earth. And the 

dishonesty would eat away at me for the rest of my life. 

“Your blood is purple.” 

I looked at him, quirking an antenna curiously. “You’ve seen me 

bleed.” 

“Yes, but it’s… it’s just pretty, is all,” he said with a shrug. “I hate 

that my people are making you bleed, but it’s a pretty color and… I 

don’t know. I guess that’s why you blush purple.” 

But he was such a good man. Awkward and useless around 

women, but a good man who noticed the differences between our 

species but didn’t let them matter. 

Thus eliminated my second option, allowing him to go it alone, 

put the decision to tell the truth squarely on his shoulders. I couldn’t 
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leave my companion at arms, my friend, helpless like that. He would 

ruin it, break her heart and his own in the process. 

But if Christian could look past the parts of my anatomy that his 

fellow humans said made me a hideous abomination, why not 

Roxanne? After all, had she not professed her love for me already, 

countless times and in such detail that it made me blush brighter 

than a purple cabbage? 

“Perhaps,” I said, and it may well have been selfish of me, but my 

people had already lost so much to his people, I didn’t want to lose 

my chance at Roxanne’s heart as well. “Perhaps, Christian, when the 

war is over, Roxanne will realize it was my mouth whispering the 

sweet everythings that set her heart afire.” 

He was silent for a long moment. Then, quietly, “So you love her 

too?” 

“Yes. It began that night at the Burgundy, and it has only grown 

more catastrophic in the past weeks.” 

We stared at each other for a moment in the dim lighting outside 

camp. The humans and their propaganda called us savage 

primitives, claiming as evidence our simple weapons and inability 

to develop space travel. But it was them, the supposedly more 

civilized and advanced creatures, who felt the need to invent more 

efficient instruments of death and use them to claim planets and 

moons that weren’t theirs to claim in the first place. 

Christian was a good man, but he was human, and a human in 

love is even more illogical than the baseline. And I realize the same 

could be said about me, for I convinced myself that Christian would 

attempt to sabotage my chance with Roxanne somehow. 



66 
 

So I took a page from his history books, and I challenged him to 

a sword fight for her heart. 

 

 

We met the following morning, in an impact crater named for one 

of our goddesses and renamed for one of their kings, just as the sun 

came up and turned the artificial atmosphere rosy pink. Just me, 

Christian, and our swords. 

“This isn’t necessary,” he told me again, his distorted voice soft. 

“I’ve lost too much to humans like you,” I said, less of an 

accusation and more of an apology. “You just come and you take 

things that are not yours to take. If the revelation that I, an ugly 

alien woman, am the one writing the words that make her swoon 

repulses her and she rescinds her declaration of love, so be it. But I 

deserve a chance, and I will earn it here.” 

Christian laughed quietly, shaking his head. “I can see it is 

important to you. Shall we say, first one to unmask the opponent is 

the victor?” 

We shook on it, and thus it began. 

Our blades caught the nascent sunlight, glittering as they arced 

through the air. It was more a first dance than a battle, graceful but 

hesitant, neither of us having much experience fighting without the 

intention of ending life. 

Just like that night at the Burgundy when Roxanne started a war. 

Something about the way Christian fought now felt off compared 

to that night, but I hadn’t the time to analyze the blade swinging at 

me. I parried, our swords ringing out with every strike. Perhaps he 
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wasn't trying as hard now, perhaps that night he was saving the 

woman he loved and this duel was merely him humoring a foolish 

woman from the moon. 

He made a mistake, lunged with all his weight behind it and 

missed. I saw my chance and took it, using my sword to send his 

flying across the crater. 

“You’re not even trying,” I said, my arm straight and the tip of 

my blade resting just under his visor. Now I realized what was 

different. “You can fight with both hands, simultaneously even, but 

I know you prefer the right. Why are you using your left hand 

today?” 

Christian laughed, making no attempt to back away from my 

sword. “I have been using my left hand since this war started; you’ve 

just been distracted by your love for Roxanne and didn’t realize.” 

I started to lift the visor with my sword, but stopped myself. 

Concealing himself around the other soldiers made sense, but I had 

not seen his face nor heard his voice even when we were alone. 

“You’re not him.” 

“No. He died at the Burgundy, sacrificed himself so the actors 

could escape.” 

I heard my sword clatter to the ground before I realized I had 

dropped it. Christian, dead. Maybe we had been friends after all, for 

those words in close proximity created a hollow feeling in my chest. 

“I thought fighting in his stead was the least I could do. But 

nothing else has been a lie. Roxanne is safe, she has fallen for you, 

and I am truly so awkward around beautiful women that I drew you 

into an elaborate scheme because I couldn’t just tell you how I feel.” 
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I closed the distance between us, our chest plates and helmets 

touching and my heart beating like explosions in my ears. With 

shaking hands, I lifted her visor. 

Roxanne. All this time, Roxanne. 

Her mouth curled upward in a sad smile. “I was going to tell you, 

but you’re really pretty and I'm really gay and—” She licked her lips 

nervously, and whatever she said after became lost in the cacophony 

of my heartbeat. 

Roxanne lifted my visor. I must have been blushing ultraviolet. 

“You think I’m pretty,” I repeated, eloquence leaving me for the 

first time in recent memory. “Even though I’m purple and have 

antennae and no nose.” 

“Beauty is on the inside,” she told me. “Although your outsides 

aren’t bad, either. And noses...” 

She looked as though she was about to say something else, but 

reconsidered and leaned toward me instead. Our lips touched, just 

briefly but long enough for my future to flash before my eyes, 

Roxanne at my side always. 

“And noses,” she said breathlessly, “they get in the way of kissing 

anyway.” 

Somewhere in the distance, an explosion ripped through the sky. 

I sighed, flipping down both of our visors. 

I gave her a teasing smile. “Let’s go finish the war you started.” 
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hree months ago, in the heart of a hidden cave, I bade my Love 

goodnight and laid him to his Winter sleep. His fine hair, once 

the color of sunlight on gold, has since frozen to darkest silver. His 

eyes, the bright azure that limns a flame, lie closed beneath lashes 

brittle with rime.  

 Thrice now have I seen his curse creep upon him, and each year 

is more painful than the last. His manner mimics death so closely 

that I weep each time. The weight of loss nearly breaks me.  

T 
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 My Love rests on a bed of pine needles, finer by virtue of his 

presence than any bed in the palace I once called my home. If my 

plan succeeds, he need never sleep here again.  

 I pray for him to awaken.  

 

 

It was in springtime, the most sacred of seasons, that I met 

Adanethel. Now, whenever I spy the robin’s return or catch the 

fragrance of hyacinths, a rush of memories weakens me.  

 A magnificent fête had been declared to celebrate my royal 

brother’s fifteenth nameday. For a fortnight and a day, merriment 

would reign over a palace festooned with streamers and pennants. 

As crown prince, I would not be able to avoid the affair, no matter 

how much I preferred solitude and silence. A tourney was 

announced, and a pageant also, and from throughout the kingdom, 

an army of actors and artistes invaded the town and fairgrounds.  

 On the third night, soon after the evening’s banquet, my ears 

caught the pristine tones of a harp. Its notes were swift and 

tickling—feather-light upon my soul. I followed them across the 

dining hall and into the garden.  

 The bushes were topiary beasts, winged and fantastic. Pegasi 

swept around the courtyard from where the music came, and I 

mused that even they had paused, mid-flight, to listen. 

 In the center of a crowd of young courtiers sat a minstrel, half-

resting upon a stool. His great-harp was exquisite, its neck bordered 

by sapphires set at intervals a hand’s length apart. The upper 
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framework gleamed: gilded by seven-pointed stars on one side, 

chased with onyx ravens on the other.  

 For all this, the instrument’s beauty paled against its player. He 

wore dark breeches and a sky-blue doublet of velvet brocade. His 

hair was golden, more splendid than any crown. His fingers danced 

on the strings, drew music out like water from a hidden wellspring. 

And his voice... the purity never wavered as it moved —leaping here, 

sauntering there—through grace notes and startling flourishes. 

 Had he claimed descent from faerie-born, I would have believed 

it, for his beauty hinted of the otherworldly. There was something 

immaculate and bright about him—like the first breath drawn by 

man.  

 The music slowed, and time along with it. His final arpeggio 

stretched, ebbed into silence. The applause that followed was a soft, 

heartfelt thunder.  

 So enrapt had he been in the music that he noticed me only now. 

He stood and bowed. The crowd of courtiers followed suit, parting 

to make a path between us. 

 I gave a small nod. “You honor the royal gardens with your 

music.”  

 He seemed uncertain what to say, he whose voice was so com-

pelling and brilliant a moment before. Not meeting my eyes, he 

spoke. “To catch the ear of the future king is as fine an honor as any 

minstrel could hope for.”  

 “And here I thought only knights sought honor?”  
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 His smile came easily, but his words were hesitant. “All good 

men seek to be honorable... and not all honor is found in tourneys 

or battlefields.”  

 I considered this and nodded in concession. “I’ve always found a 

certain courage amongst bards and minstrels. To stand before 

crowds and courts, and perform.”  

 “More bravado than bravery, your highness.”  A vivacity 

returned to his voice. Someone in the crowd tittered.  

 A messenger appeared. “Your pardon, highness, but the Queen 

requests your presence,” he said with obvious apprehension for 

intruding. 

 Many prestigious visitors were in attendance at the palace—

royalty from bordering kingdoms—and I suspected my mother 

planned to snare a future queen for me. I looked to the minstrel and 

hoped my regret at parting so soon was evident. “Perhaps, later, you 

might entertain for me, when there are no duties to wrest me away.”  

 I ignored the courtiers who shifted, discomfited by the 

intimation in my tone.  

 The minstrel seemed oblivious. “That would be—”  

 “An honor?” I jested.  

 He tilted his head, then bowed with a flourish. “A privilege.” 

 

 

A grand banner depicting my family crest dominated the main 

reception hall—the black kingfisher on a field of roses. Beneath the 

banner, at the head of a large table, sat my royal mother, her hair 

braided elegantly and bound by a gold coronet.  
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 Seated with her were nobles hawking their daughters for 

betrothal. The young hopefuls perched, dainty and poised, their 

corsets as tight as the invisible noose I often felt around my neck. 

None of them had the presence my mother possessed, a regal grace 

that served a queen far better than mere comeliness. It was this 

grace that had carried her through my father’s death, when 

regnancy had fallen to her. 

 Introductions were made. I donned a mask of politeness, but had 

little energy to give more than etiquette demanded. My cares 

lingered still in the royal gardens. I felt my mother’s frustration 

mount at my disinterest. I was roused from my trance when the 

nobles stood to leave. 

 When the last had gone, my mother turned to me, her gaze 

severe. “It is not just your future we are planning, but the king-

dom’s. It will not be long before your twentieth nameday arrives and 

the reign passes to you.”   

 “Have I not always done my duty?” It was a claim she could not 

challenge.  

 “Grudgingly, at the best of times. Would it have killed you to 

engage in the conversation?” 

 “Your pardon, mother. You may have mistook my reverie for 

indifference, for how could any man sit amongst such beauties and 

not be dazed?  See, they are gone, and the stupor lifts.” 

 She glared, but said nothing. I bade her goodnight and exited, 

attempting to hide my restiveness.  
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 I searched for my minstrel—his name, I learned from a courtier, 

was Adanethel—but after several circuits, my quest yielded nothing 

more than disappointment.  

 Only when I retired to my chambers for the night did I find him, 

lute in hand, sitting at my reading desk. Warmth reddened my face, 

and I gaped, fearing his presence was a mirage my slightest motion 

might dispel.  

 “Do not be alarmed, your highness,” Adanethel said as he rose.  

 “How—?” 

 “I’ve climbed taller trees in my childhood.” He gestured to the 

open windows, where a light breeze stirred the dark, lace curtains. 

 I wrestled with my composure. “And when you climbed as a 

child, did you worry about arrows? If the guards had spied you from 

their watch, your back would have sprouted a nice bouquet of 

fletching.”  

 “My lute would have shielded me. Besides, I am suitably dressed 

for the shadows.” He raised his arms and turned to display the dark 

green-gray tunic he wore. “Your highness, you look quite bemused.” 

 Gone, it seemed, was the demure bard I had met earlier. “What 

sort of man intrudes into the very room of the crown prince?”  

 He affected a look of confusion. “By your own words, you invited 

me,” he said.  

 “I never said to enter through the balcony.”  

 “True. That invitation came from your eyes.”  

 It is impossible to argue with a poet, especially one who speaks 

true.  

 He grinned and averted his gaze, waiting for me to respond.  
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 “I cannot tell if you are fearless or shy,” I said. “You climb to my 

room like a brazen thief. Yet again you play coy, like some lady-in-

waiting.”  

 “A man can be both, in the same way a sovereign might find 

victory in surrender.”  

 For a moment, his perception left me speechless. He grew silent 

as well, perhaps worried at last that he’d spoken too boldly. From 

outside, the sounds of revelry floated through the open window.  

 “If I’ve offended—”  

 “Do you know ‘The Ballad of Luyana-by-the-Well’?” I asked.  

 He blinked. “Of course, your highness.”  

 I lay upon my bed. The ballad was one of longing, and of love. Of 

surrender. “Play it for me.”  

 He sat at my feet, his lute held like an infant. He closed his eyes, 

paused to open the book of memory.  

 When he began to play, I felt transported, such was the power of 

his voice. The grassy fields of Cortlan came to view, and there, in 

the green, waited Luyana, waiting for a lover who, unbeknownst to 

her, had drowned in the river earlier that night. 

 Where the song should have ended, Adanethel continued. The 

new verses could only be of his own devising, and when I expected 

Luyana to die of grief as she slept, she instead saw her lover, hale 

and whole, approach by moonlight. They embraced in a field of 

lavender. 

 When he finished, I looked at him inquiringly.  

 He replied, “I do not like sad endings.”  

 “Life has no dearth of sorrow.”  
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 “That is why my music,” he said, “is better than my life.” And 

with those words, he bowed and departed the way he had entered. 

 

 

So it continued the following nights. He would climb to my 

bedchamber, sing for me, and leave again through the window. In 

private, he told me to call him Dane, not Adanethel, because a 

simple man deserved only a simple name.  

 On the last evening of the fête, I challenged him, a whim to see 

what response my provocation might stir.  

 “Teach me,” I said, “to play as you do.” As I said the words, I 

knew I asked the impossible. Talent such as his could never be 

taught, even to princes.  

 He rose and walked around me, placing the lute in my arms. “I 

beg your highness to take care, for this is my favorite lute.”  

 “Should I be thankful it’s not the harp?” I could not imagine 

handling the multitude of strings. 

 “My back is thankful. I’d not have survived the climb to your 

chambers.” 

 “Then I’m grateful as well. Though you must admit your harp is 

far more wondrous. A gift...from a patron?” 

 “I do not remember.” 

 “Beware. Lying to a prince is cause for imprisonment.” 

 “The truth is the clouds parted one night while I slept, and the 

harp floated down from the heavens.” 

 “Very well, keep your secrets.”  Though, on reflection, a divine 

gift seemed possible given his voice and countenance.  
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 He stood behind me as I cradled the lute. My fingers were 

clumsy, which amused him. He showed me where to place my 

hands, and he stood more closely than instruction required.  

 I found it difficult to focus, when our every point of contact 

stoked a fire. The brush of his arm on my arm. The weight of his 

chest on my shoulder. The breath of his words, soft on my neck. 

With eyes half-closed, I pictured smoke rising from my skin.  

 It was not long before the lesson became one of a different 

nature... yet a lesson still of touch and fingerplay, of tempo, heart-

strings, and harmony.  

 

 

That summer passed as a joyous blur.  

 It was not till late autumn that Dane told me about the curse. He 

brought me into the forest, and we rode our horses under leaves of 

gold, apricot, and crimson. Not a word did he speak as we traveled. 

He rode hard, his white cape billowing behind him, and I found my 

heart racing, as fast as the hoofbeats.  

 He led me to a cave, dismounted and entered without a word. He 

did not stop when I called to him.  

 I followed and saw a bed of pine needles upon which he lay down. 

“Rest with me,” he said.  

 As we nestled close, he told me a tale of a minstrel who 

unwittingly traveled past the lair of a warlock, and in so doing, 

caught the wicked man's notice...and desire. The warlock came to 

him aglow with magic, and the minstrel—young and unworldly and 

too bold for his own good—was lured like a moth to a will-o’-the-
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wisp. When the minstrel discovered his suitor’s true nature—to 

possess, not love—he was cursed soon after. 

 “Why?” I asked.  

 “Because to spurn a warlock is a terrible thing.”  He would not 

meet my eyes.  

 My mouth was dry. My knowledge of magic was limited. The only 

practitioner I knew was Yansa, the witch who served my court.  

 “What... happens to you?” I asked. 

 “I sleep. When the first snowflake touches the ground, the 

enchantment falls over me. I sleep and do not awaken till the first 

robin returns to sing his song.”  

 He gave me some time to grasp this, but my mind could not 

focus. “What is it like?”   

 “Like death prolonged. Some part of me is aware, but without 

recollection or understanding. Imagine a child who finds his world 

turned to darkness but cannot remember why. He waits, afraid and 

confused, abandoned, and with the passing of days, his fear 

becomes despair because he sees no answer to his plight. When it 

has become unbearable, the child awakes, weeps in relief... and in 

dread. He knows the nightmare will return. It will return...”   

 And I heard his unspoken word, silent and terrible in the chill 

autumn air. 

 ...soon. 

 He turned sideways that he might rest his head on my chest.  

 I refused to succumb to hopelessness. “Do you hear my heart 

beating?” I asked. “For so long as it does, I will strive to free you.”  

 “Hearts can be broken.” 
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 I cradled him fiercely and whispered in his ear. “So can curses.” 

  

 

The next morning found us in the highest tower of the castle, where 

Yansa lived and practiced her magics. 

 She greeted us with a smile, and bowed deeply though her back 

was already bent with age.  

 When I told her Dane’s story, she placed a hand over his heart. 

Her large eyes were calm, her wizened face impassive.  

 “The enchantment is a strange one,” Yansa explained, “and quite 

potent.”  

 “You must at least—”  

 She forestalled me with a raised hand. “I would be a poor servant 

if I did not try.” She turned to Dane. “What was the name of the 

warlock who cursed you?”  

 “Velm,” Dane answered.  

 I saw her alarm—stark, illuminated.  

 “I have heard of him, when I was younger. A name not spoken 

lightly. I did not know he still lived.” 

 The witch walked to her storeroom, asked me to help bring 

items. As I retrieved an iron coffer, she came close and whispered, 

“If my spell does not work, my prince, I will not have another 

chance.” 

 “How so?”  

 “The curse of a warlock is a living thing. For now, my magic is 

unknown to it, but if my cure fails, it will know me and protect 

itself.”  
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 My instinct was to argue, to command her to succeed. Yet I knew 

how seldom life obeyed our decrees, whatever our birth or station.  

 She had Dane lie on the floor within a circle of red candles. I 

struggled against the image it conjured: a sacrificial victim. Yansa 

opened the coffer, and I saw it was full of blank, wooden coins. She 

counted out a hundred, and on each she used an owl-feather quill 

to write faint runes.  

 She pushed the coins deep into the sides of the candles, like 

mushroom heads growing from tree trunks. Chanting as she circled, 

she lit the candles, and then sat down near Dane’s head.  

 Her voice filled the room, as did the strange, peppery smoke. 

Whenever a candle burned down to the level of a coin, the coin 

sparked. The runes upon it blackened, hissing as the coin shriveled 

to embers.  

 Yansa’s voice steadily weakened, sweat ran down her trembling 

arms, and several times I feared she would faint from the strain. 

Her spell gave out before she did, the coins all spent, the candles 

reduced to misshapen stubs. It was over. 

 The witch swayed and her hand rested at her throat. She shuffled 

to Dane, laid a hand upon his forehead but then withdrew it with a 

gasp of pain. Her palm and fingertips reddened as if freshly burned. 

After a deep breath, she looked at me and shook her head.  

 I did my best not to blame her. The warlock’s magic had proved 

mightier.  

 The moment Dane saw my expression, he knew the witch had 

failed. Somehow, he managed a smile.  
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 “It is no more than I expected,” he said. “The years have taught 

me to rein in hope.”  

 His capitulation enraged me, but I hurled my anger at Yansa. 

“How do we break the curse?”  

 Silence was her answer.   

 

 

The end of autumn stole upon us.  

 The air was crisp, and the sense of farewells haunted the barren 

trees.  

 “I wish you weren’t here,” he said, as we entered the cave. “Not 

for this.”  

 “I must watch with my own eyes. How long do we have?”  

 “The snow is coming. I feel it in my heart. We have until nightfall, 

perhaps a little longer.” 

 The sun was low when we came to the forest, but there was still 

time.  

 “We must not be touching when the curse arrives.”  

 “I know,” I said. Yansa had warned me, though even she could 

not predict the consequence with certainty. One might die, or, more 

likely, become tainted with the curse as well. I did not know if my 

mind could cope with such an entombment. 

 Dane covered his face with his hands. “Perhaps it would be best 

if this were our last goodbye.”  

 I stared in disbelief. We had been together nine months, and no 

one had ever made me feel more free, more alive.  
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 “It is not just the curse,” he said. “I am a minstrel, and you are a 

king.”  

 “Not yet.”  

 “But when you are, what do you think will happen to us?  Our 

time together will end the moment that crown is placed upon your 

head.”  

 Perhaps. The affections the nobility permitted a prince would be 

forbidden in their king. Regicide was not unknown when past kings 

strayed from more traditional paths.  

 “We will make our own path,” I said and mustered all the con-

fidence I could, both real and desired, into words. “No crown nor 

curse will stand in our way.”  

 “How can you say that?”  

 “Because, like you, I have never liked sad endings.”  

 I embraced him, and for so long as I held him, it seemed winter 

could not intrude on the fire we shared. His finger traced the line of 

my jaw. I caressed his neck, pulled him closer. Tongues of flame 

met, merged. Our bodies blazed so ardently I thought we would be 

consumed, that the bed of pine needles would burst into a pyre.  

 In the end, after our flames had peaked and smoldered, he kissed 

me one last time. Beneath sweetness lay the taste of ashes. He 

turned away, and from the sparse light trickling into the cave’s 

mouth, I knew that night would soon reign, that even now the sun 

passed into the west and winter approached. 

 Dane dressed, and lay trembling and spiritless upon his pine-

needle bed. I knelt by him and held his hand.  

 His eyes darkened. “Please, my prince, you must let go.”  
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 I kissed his hand before letting it return empty to his side.  

 He tried to smile, but the curse came, transformed it into a rictus. 

Fingers that had danced upon both strings and skin twitched once, 

then stilled. His eyes closed. His skin whitened to the hue of bone. 

 I shivered violently as silver-blue ice cocooned his body.  

 “Good night, fair minstrel,” I said, but the cold turned my words 

into ghosts of wintry smoke. I wept, not knowing that before the 

end, I would endure this twice more. 

 

 

Nearby is a book, gilded and illuminated by the monks of San 

Anselm. It is a book of songs, and when my beloved wakes I shall 

play a light air to make him smile. I shall play it on the lute, the 

instrument he taught me.  

 I hold it close. I pretend it is him.  

 My fingers tremble on the strings. The cold has stiffened my 

hands. Still, I try, for I want my beloved to awaken to music. My 

skill has grown since that night, three years past, when he first 

placed a lute in my hands. I breathe on those hands for warmth and 

decide to practice the Ballad of Luyana-by-the-Well. The notes are 

sluggish, clumsy, and my voice is hoarse and tight from the cold in 

the cave.  

 I reach the end of the song, the point where Dane had composed 

a happier ending. I am startled by my tears. Will I hear him again, 

his voice, his verses of moonlight and lavender? 
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 Through the haze of my mourning, a single sound pierces. A 

robin is singing. My heart pauses...then paces twice as quick to gain 

lost time. 

 I hasten to my beloved’s side. For eternal seconds, nothing 

happens. 

 I stand too close, and the lute brushes against his hand. The 

instrument turns to ice in my grasp. When I drop it, it shatters. 

Pieces skitter across the hard ground in unpredictable directions.  

 He does not stir.  

 

 

“I’m going to kill him,” I told Yansa. “I’m going to kill the warlock.”  

 She bent her head, her eyes closed. “You will die, if you find him.”  

 I opened the shutters to let air into the tower. “He neither knows 

nor expects me. Surprise is a weapon itself.”  

 “It will not be enough!”  The court witch grasped a nearby shelf 

for support. It was crowded with pungent vials, tiny urns, and 

pickled butterflies floating in jars; I feared the shelf would topple its 

contents at my feet. Yansa’s breath came in rasps, and I helped her 

to a wooden stool.  

  “Tell me where to find him,” I said. 

 “Send you to your death?  Can you ask a more cruel service of 

me?”  

 My anger flared. “You made a vow of service to my father’s 

father. If you do not aid me, I shall...”  
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 Her look of compassion doused my anger. “I intend to keep my 

vow, my prince. Do I not better serve your family by ending your 

quest than aiding it?”  

 “I beg you. Where is the warlock?  That’s all the help I ask for.”  

 “I don’t know.”  

 “But your divinations can find him, yes?”  

 “His death will not guarantee the breaking of the curse. There 

may be other ways to cure your minstrel, ways that we have not 

considered.”  

 “Nothing else has worked.” I knelt before her like a penitent, and 

perhaps I was. “I cannot go on while his life is being stolen. I have 

to break the curse. For him. For both of us.”  

 “Can you not be content with what you have? All the other 

seasons remain to you.”  

 How could I explain the torment of seeing my lover suffer? “I will 

not have him be a prisoner. Not for a season nor a day, not for the 

span of a single breath. Thrice now I have seen the curse seize him. 

I will not have him bear it again.”  

 “Will nothing I say deter you?”  

 “Can you find Velm?”  

 “Yes.”  

 “Will you tell me?  That is all I ask.”  

 Sorrow filled her eyes.  

 

+ + + 
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“All struggles end,” my mother said from her throne. We were alone 

in the room, save for the hawks and unicorns and black kingfisher 

that watched from the tapestries along the walls.  

 “They end when there is a victor.”  

 I knew she did not want to say the things she intended. She 

remembered how it was to love, and to lose that love; a wife 

bereaved of her husband, a kingdom bereft of its king.  

 “Your twentieth name day approaches. Till now, I have forgiven 

you your choice not to marry.”  

 When I did not answer, she pressed on. “Yansa has told me about 

your friend’s tragedy. As difficult as it sounds, you must leave this 

in the past. It is time to rule, to sire an heir for the kingdom.”  

 “Let my brother have the throne.”  

 Her temper broke. “If you step down, you will relinquish any 

claim to it forever! And for one of royal blood to place his own 

interests above the kingdom’s will bring shame, not just on you, but 

on me and our whole family. You have a duty.”  

 “Yes,” I said. “I know.”  

 

 

Dane’s footsteps echoed on the malachite tiles of the underground 

hall. Upon the stone walls, scenes of nature’s violence were carved 

in bas relief, lions slaughtering herds, insects devouring their 

young. Dane kept his focus on where the hall led, to the marble 

chamber and the warlock sitting on his throne within. 

 Dane did not pause at the entrance, though the warlock’s 

presence made his legs quake and his breathing race.  
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 Velm wore a wolf’s smile. The silvery glow of enchanted torches 

reflected off his face as if his skin were fashioned from glass. Ravens 

and seven-pointed stars were embroidered on his robe. “How is it 

that you are awake?” the warlock asked.  

 Dane continued to walk, a sword belted to his side, a single red 

rose in his hand. He raised the flower. “You are not the only one in 

the realm who knows magic. I shared my story with a kind witch 

who gave me this. When the rose has fully wilted, then I shall return 

to slumber.”  

 “I thought I smelled magic upon it. She is powerful to hold my 

spell at bay, but it changes nothing in the end. Do you come back to 

me willingly?” the warlock asked.  

 “Eagerly,” Dane said.  

 “Eager for my embrace, or release from the curse?”  

 “Perhaps one shall lead to the other.”  

 Velm snarled with laughter. “Your audacity always amused me, 

far more than your façade of shyness.”  

 Velm did not rise from his throne as Dane approached. With a 

wave of the warlock’s hand, Dane’s sword clattered to the ground. 

The warlock gestured again, and Dane’s clothes fell away like leaves 

shed in autumn.  

 Dane did not stop till he stood at the foot of the throne. “Do you 

desire what you see?”  

 Velm grasped Dane’s throat with the strength of an iron collar. 

Angry, red welts appeared where rough fingers gouged skin. The 

warlock lowered Dane’s face to his.  

 They kissed.  
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+ + + 

 

Velm was not long fooled by Yansa’s magic. Or perhaps it was our 

kiss that broke the illusion that I was Dane.  

 The warlock’s grip tightened around my throat.  

 “Who are you?” he hissed.  

 I brought the rose to his hand, pricked his skin with its single 

thorn, just as Yansa had instructed. At once, the magic seeped into 

Velm, stealing the strength from his limbs.  

 The villain’s power was greater than my court witch’s. Her spell 

would last only seconds. But it was long enough for me to retrieve 

my sword, to plunge it through the author of my Love’s ruin. I 

howled, impaled him to his own throne. 

 He knew why he died. Despite all his power, his lust for Dane—I 

will not deign to call it love—had left him vulnerable.  

 I should have been covered in blood, but even when I pulled the 

sword from his body, I saw no trace of red upon the blade. The long 

years had dried his veins, only black magic streaming where red 

warmth once flowed. I watched as he crumbled into cold ashes. I 

did not shrink from his damning eyes.  

 The torches nearby danced wildly, then dimmed, one by one. His 

spells were fading with his death. 

 I smiled, but not from cruelty. I felt no enjoyment beyond new 

hope. This was not murder, but deliverance.   

 

+ + + 
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Days pass, and Dane does not move. Birdsong fills the air, but he 

does not hear.  

 My twentieth nameday has long departed, and with it, all chance 

of sovereignty.  

 In striving to end the curse, I have condemned my Love to 

eternal Winter. With soul-pierced guilt I realize I should have killed 

Velm while Dane was awake. 

 I come to a decision. I shall find victory in surrender. 

 I kneel beside my lover, to join him in a final embrace. We will 

sleep together in this cave, two souls woven to one fate, two bodies 

as one testament, our lives slowed to an undying instant. The curse 

that keeps us apart will bind us instead for eternity, our hearts still 

and silent. I draw near and give him one last...  

 ...kiss. 

 Eyelids flutter like a robin's wings. 
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he cinnamon-dashed dough was destined to become a tray of 

perfectly round rolls. It stretched under Nolwenn’s palms. 

She pushed, lifted, and squashed the mound in a rhythm 

she’d cultivated over years of baking. 

One of her sleeves threatened to fall from her elbow as she shook 

a generous heaping of flour onto the counter. She brushed her 

hands on her apron and shoved the wayward sleeve back up, 

scrunching it in vain. The tides of her dough folding would 

unanchor its hold again, soon enough. 

Three sharp raps at her cottage’s door surprised her into 

smacking the dough down on the counter. 

T 
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Breizh guards, come to strong-arm her? Too soon since last time, 

surely. 

Nolwenn held her breath as she wrapped the dough in cloth and 

hid it under the counter. She considered the window before her—

could she fit through? 

“Do you have an oven?” an unfamiliar voice called.  

“A—what?” Nolwenn asked, and immediately regretted answer-

ing. She hoped no one had heard and reached to open the latch of 

the window. 

“An oven! For cooking food! Or is that some useless fireplace 

under your chimney?” 

Nolwenn stretched over the counter. Her fingers barely brushed 

against the latch. 

“The tailor in town said there was a baker here,” the voice 

continued. 

“I’ll be in the market tomorrow morning,” Nolwenn said, rolling 

her eyes. “Unless you’re hankering for yesterday’s stale buns, you 

should head back to town. I’m sure the tavern can tide you over.” 

“It’s urgent. I’ll pay.” 

Nolwenn hoisted her knee up on the counter, taking care not to 

catch the material of her dress and apron. 

“I didn’t murder anyone, if that’s what you’re worried about,” the 

voice continued. “Unless you consider elk hunting murder.” 

“Elk?” Nolwenn repeated, slowing her escape. “There’s no elk in 

these woods.” 

“There are if you go deep enough.” 
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Nolwenn stared out of the window. Her eyes traced the red 

streaks low across the sky, like lines of raspberry filling in the 

pastries she’d finished before the rolls. 

“You hunted in the crown land?” 

“Is that what it is?” The voice asked, a hint of humour like lemon 

zest in her words. 

Nolwenn heard the crunch of feet on leaves. She reached out to 

swing the window back closed, but a long, rough-calloused hand 

caught it. 

“I don’t think it’s my fault,” the interloper continued, grinning 

widely. “It was the elk that led me in. If anyone’s to blame, it’s this 

guy.” 

She leaned further around the window panel, holding a great 

elk’s hide between her shoulders. 

“You’ll throw your back out, carrying that! Put it down!” 

Nolwenn cried. “How far have you carried that?” 

The huntress’ smile only widened. Nolwenn followed the edges 

of her lips to her high-set cheekbones. A ragged burn mark mapped 

a painful shadow across her face that began under one dark brow, 

dipped into the hollow of her cheek, and ended at the ridge above 

her top lip. 

“I’ve been hunting since I was seven, little baker. This isn’t even 

the biggest elk I’ve carried, or the farthest I’ve carried one.” 

Her features scrunched as she heaved the elk higher on her back. 

Nolwenn wanted to look away, but her gaze instead found the 

woman’s striking black eyes. 

“So, can I come in?” She asked. 
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“You’re standing in my garden,” Nolwenn answered, out of thin 

air even to herself. 

“Your—oh! Apologies.” She stepped back. Nolwenn’s breath 

finally settled back into her lungs instead of the back of her throat. 

A breeze between them ruffled through the loose hair that 

escaped from Nolwenn’s messy braids, pinned up in haphazard 

heaps. Her cheeks burned. 

“This is actually very heavy,” the huntress continued, “So… 

either I can come in or—” 

“I’m Nolwenn,” she blurted, scrambling off the counter. “Set the 

beast outside for now, I’ll unlock the door.” 

“If someone steals it, you owe me another one!” the huntress 

yelled, but all the same Nolwenn heard a thump from outside that 

shook her clay bowls in their shelves. 

Don’t worry, no one comes up here, Nolwenn thought, but kept 

her mouth shut.  

She scurried to the front door, but hesitated opening it. She 

wiggled her fingers, pressed her lips tightly together, and 

shouldered a look back at her tiny home.  

The straw-stuffed bed lay unmade in one corner, while her 

baking supplies were strewn in a hap-hazard, mid-baking mess 

along the opposite wall. The dresser against the back wall consisted 

of a molding exterior that took over half of its drawers. She’d have 

thrown it out years ago, if it weren’t such a great hiding spot for her 

late mother’s baking powder. 

Not that some forest-traipsing huntress would be looking for 

finery, but Nolwenn couldn’t help but feel self-conscious. Before the 
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Scatter had uprooted her people from the southern island of Daak, 

her mother’s home had been a place of pride. A place of ancestry. 

The only history this home had was decay. 

Nolwenn untied her apron and threw it back on the counter. She 

spread the fingers of one hand over the rough fabric of her linen 

skirt. Linen from the same bolt as her baker's couches, her apron, 

her potholders, her cleaning rags. Across her cottage in every 

corner, oat-beige linens with red, messy stitching. 

Her other hand tucked a tendril of rose hair behind her ear. 

“I can climb in the window, if that’s easier?” the huntress asked 

through the door. 

Nolwenn opened the door.  

The woman, a few heads taller than her now that she wasn’t on 

top of a counter, leaned against the pine door frame. She was 

dressed in hunting garb; an olive jacket of heavy wool trimmed with 

gray-black fur and dark pants tucked into knee-high leather boots. 

She held a bow in one hand, but Nolwenn couldn’t picture how she 

could have carried both a weapon and an elk. 

“Thanks, how long does it take to fire this thing up?” the huntress 

asked as she walked around Nolwenn to inspect the large, wood-

burning oven at the back of the room. Her thick, raven hair ran in a 

long braid down her back, only interrupted by a flat, wide quiver of 

arrows. A travelling pack sat low on her back, bulging from boxes 

that strained against the canvas. At their edges, frost radiated like 

lace. 

“What’s your name?” Nolwenn asked. 

“Vespera.”  
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She stooped down to inspect the opening of the oven. She placed 

a hand on the wide brick brim, but snapped it back, rising to her full 

height and stumbling back. 

“What? Did a salamander get in there again?” Nolwenn asked, 

rushing forward. 

“No! No, it’s just already lit. I didn’t see the smoke outside.” 

“Of course, it’s cold out. I keep the dregs lit between batches so 

it’s easier to stoke it up again.”  

Vespera crossed her arms, looking from the oven and back to 

Nolwenn. 

“What?” Nolwenn asked, shifting in place. “Is it not what you 

want?” 

“It’s what I want, yes! And I want you to cook it. You can have a 

portion, it’s good meat. I can chop some firewood to replace what 

you use.” 

Nolwenn’s mouth watered; she hadn’t had meat in weeks, 

instead only leftover loafs and the tubers that grew behind the 

cottage. She wouldn’t go far into the woods, only as far as she could 

keep her cottage in sight. 

“Why not go to the butcher? He’ll be open tomorrow,” Nolwenn 

argued. Despite the growing urge to go along with Vespera’s offer—

meat, firewood, company!—she couldn’t accept without knowing 

more. 

“The butcher doesn’t cook. He skins and chops and freezes. I’ve 

done that, mostly. I want cooked meat.” Vespera frowned. “Unless 

you’ve got some problem with Uplanders down here?” 
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Nolwenn stepped closer, angling herself between the oven and 

her new houseguest. Vespera’s shoulders, even under her big coat, 

were hitched nearly up to her ears. Her fingers drummed on the 

inside of her arms. 

She was nervous, Nolwenn realized, about the fire. 

“I’ll cook it for you,” Nolwenn decided. The last thing she wanted 

was to dismiss an ally. “I get first choice of the cuts, though. And 

you’ll chop me some new logs, like you said.” 

Vespera let out a whooshing breath. “Thank you, perfect, yes. Do 

you mind if I finish scraping and treating the hide? Got any tools I 

can borrow?” 

Nolwenn led her away from the ashes, to her tool cabinet. “These 

are normally for rabbit-sized game, but they should do. There’s a 

table out back you can use.” 

Nolwenn handed each tool to Vespera for her inspection. Their 

arms, separated by layers of linen and wool, bumped, then stayed 

connected. Nolwenn could smell the crisp, leafy breeze from the 

still-open window mix with something smoky that lingered on the 

huntress. 

“Oh, I need salt too,” Vespera said. “And a bolt of fabric. He’s 

going to be a throw.” 

Nolwenn drew away, breaking their arms’ connection, to fetch 

the linen. “I don’t suppose I get to keep the throw, having supplied 

the fabric?” she asked. “There’s a box outside with salt, but it’s 

meant for salting the ice, not an elk.” 

“Salt’s salt. If I sell it, I’ll split the profits with you.” 
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“Do that and they’ll arrest us both for illegal hunting. That and 

the meat, for that matter.” 

“If everyone in these parts is stuck sucking slivers off rabbits, 

they’ll be happy to ignore some local by-law.” 

“On your head then,” Nolwenn allowed. She turned back with a 

few arms’ length of linen folded over itself in her arms. 

“I don’t know much, but I know two things, baker: how to hunt, 

and how to sell. I’ll have the hide done before dawn and sold before 

next nightfall.” 

“It’s nearly dark and cooling every second. Are you sure it can’t 

wait for tomorrow?” 

Vespera laughed—a rough, natural sound. “I forgot how easy 

Mid-landers shiver. I come from a land that sees such little sun, 

we’ve adapted. I can even see in the dark. That’s what makes us such 

perfect hunters.” Her smile turned wolfish, and Nolwenn imagined 

her eyes turn from soft coal to predator yellow. “You know anything 

of the land up north?” 

Nolwenn shook her head. Vespera toyed with one of her tools, a 

scraper for separating hide from muscle. 

“It’s weeks’ travel north from here. Past crown land, past 

marshes and crags, past mountains of coal tall enough to poke the 

sun,” Vespera waxed. “A land that never feels the kiss of thaw. Still. 

Glaciers, ice fields, treeless mountains and valleys. That’s where 

this comes from.” 

She unshouldered her pack and opened the drawstring. Nolwenn 

peered in. Blocks of bright ice lined the edges like long, skinny 
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bricks while a pile of various cuts of elk meat lay within, like a short 

ice fortress hiding a meat hoard. 

“It’s everice, it doesn’t melt. From my homeland—the Uplands, 

but your people call it the Everice. Mid-landers only think of places 

for what they get from them.” 

“I’m not a Mid-lander,” Nolwenn said.  

“Worse things to be called, little baker.” 

Nolwenn rolled her eyes and held the linen out for her to take. 

“Go on then, Huntress of the Unmelting Ice, I’ll have the meat 

cooked before midnight.”  

Nolwenn didn’t follow Vespera to watch her treat and sew the 

animal. Instead, she salted the everice-packed meats destined for 

the oven. As much as she was thankful for the money the hide might 

bring, watching an animal with its head still attached get sown to 

her linens made her empty belly turn.  

She wiped her peel of the residue from its previous load of 

pastries and arranged the meats. Would buyers at the market 

wonder where Vespera had it cooked? Would they remember her 

asking the tailor, remember him mentioning the Daaki girl’s 

bakery? 

They talked through the still-open window whenever Vespera 

needed a moment’s pause from the shoulder-pinching, arm-tiring 

work. She leaned over the edge of the window, her arms crossed and 

head on her forearms. 

“So, given the amount, I think it’d be best to cook half for us, and 

make the other half into jerky,” Nolwenn explained as she rubbed a 



  99 
 

rack of ribs nearly the size of the peel itself. “Easier to carry, easier 

to sell. I have a smoker, though it might not fit—” 

“Jerky?” Vespera interrupted, her smile slipping. “We didn’t 

agree to jerky. That might take too long.” 

“Too… long? For what?” 

  “I can’t stay here. I have to follow the herds, and they’ll move 

further south soon.” 

“Not until first frost, surely. Weeks away.” 

Nolwenn moved away from the window. She stoked the newly 

kindled pile of firewood in the stove. It was late. Likely near 

midnight, though they were too far from the church to hear any 

chimes that might ring so late. 

“Are you saying you want me here, baker?” 

“Have you forgotten my name, or did you never hear it?” 

Nolwenn asked back, masking her fluster with annoyance. This 

huntress—here for a night, then gone? 

“Nolwenn,” Vespera hummed. “You’re sensible. I can’t just chase 

rabbits all winter.” 

“What’s wrong with rabbits? They stopped falling for my traps 

months ago.” 

Nolwenn walked back to the counter and gripped the peel, no 

longer meeting Vespera’s gaze. She lifted and her knees nearly 

buckled; the cuts of meat were much heavier than her normal 

dough. She took a small step back, then another, and slowly 

swivelled to the oven. 

“Careful there,” Vespera warned. 
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“It’s alright,” Nolwenn grunted as she heaved the meats into the 

maw of the oven. She poked the doors shut behind it with the 

flipping tongs that normally lay unused beside the oven. Satisfied, 

she turned back to Vespera, hands on her hips. 

“It could make sense. You can hunt, I can cook. Jerky would be 

a hit, and we could call the meat something less illegal. We could 

sell at the market—you could be the face of things. So long as you 

don’t tell anyone who’s smoking for you.” 

“Deal. I’ll be back by evening tomorrow for the jerky, and to 

replace your firewood,” Vespera agreed. She pushed off of the 

windowsill. 

“Don’t leave the hide here!” Nolwenn fussed. “There might be a 

search tomorrow! And don’t leave until you have a bite of the meat 

while it’s hot, otherwise what’s the point?” 

“I prefer it cold,” Vespera said with a shrug, collecting her bow 

and newly lined elk hide. 

Nolwenn watched her figure disappear into the woods, and she 

wasn’t sure which made her more nervous: a new illegal hunting 

partner, or a new friend. 

 

 

“A little bird told us you were doing more than baking now-a-days, 

little Daaki.” 

Nolwenn kept her eyes down. She’d only put up her stall an hour 

or so before the Breizh came calling.  

Two, today. Gwogawn, with the same self-satisfied smirk as 

always. His hand rested on the hilt of his sword. Then Cadoc, her 



  101 
 

primary tormentor, in shining plate, with the Lord of Oakridge’s 

many-branched crest on both shoulders. A recent promotion, she 

guessed, to reward his passion for shaking down innocents. 

“What say you? Or are we blessed with a mute Daaki, finally?” 

Nolwenn pressed her nails into her sugar-powdered palms. 

Nearly five years in the village had prepared her against Breizh 

taunts. Yet all the same, her hands and cheeks heated and her 

tongue begged against her tightly clenched jaw to lash back. 

Instead, she kept her eyes on the Breizh’s shoes. Cadoc’s were 

new, with barely a speck of dirt to mar each steel joint. Gwogawn’s 

were leather and mud-splashed.  

I’m more familiar with their shoes than my own. Nolwenn 

scrunched her nose at the thought. 

“A bad smell, eh?” Cadoc prodded. “The stench of molding bread 

has finally reached your nose?” 

Nolwenn flashed her eyes up. She couldn’t stand an insult to the 

only piece left of her mother. 

“You must love molding bread, for how much of mine you steal,” 

she spat. “Or don’t you think I can count how many coppers my 

pastries should have made me?” 

“I don’t, no,” Cadoc said. “I also don’t think you can take an elk 

down on your own.” 

Nolwenn stilled her expression—a talent she’s learned from her 

mother when she was a young girl during the Scatter. The months 

of evening interrogations by guards not so different from the Breizh, 

of resistance through a stone-face, even after hours of north-bound 

marching. 
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Had Vespera betrayed her? They had taken care over the past 

few weeks to never be at the market on the same day, to never 

acknowledge each other on the off chance they passed on the street. 

Their only conversations were at the cottage, with Nolwenn 

wrapped up in Vespera’s wool coat to avoid lighting a fire and 

northern stories told long into the night. 

Nolwenn unfocused her eyes to release the tension that wanted 

to seep from them. 

“We found evidence of hunting in the crown lands,” Cadoc 

continued. “Buried entrails.” 

Vespera had explained once, while a spoonful of apple cobbler 

hung precariously over her fine woolen shift, that the Uplands 

custom was to bury entrails immediately after field dressing an 

animal to avoid the attention of frost vultures or tundursi. Nolwenn 

had been too focused on stories of  giant birds and bears to give 

another thought to her practices. 

“A royal elk, stolen and mutilated,” Cadoc said, listing each item 

on his steel-jointed fingers. “Entrails abandoned to draw wolves. 

Endangering the citizens of Mossgrove. Treason, at least. Gwo?” 

“Public menace, s’far as I’m concerned,” he agreed, unsheathing 

his sword in a cluttered flourish.  

Nolwenn had nearly been killed a dozen times in her life. From 

childhood accidents in the great grain fields of Daak, to the Scatter’s 

endless marching and near starvation, to the monsters of the crown 

land—some with claws and some with swords. 

“Want to hear my theory?” asked Cadoc as he reached an arm 

out in front of Gwogawn. “I don’t think it’s you hunting, but I think 
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you’re helping them. Daaki from down south, pushing north. A 

network.” 

“You’re even dumber than your mirror get-up makes you look.” 

“You don’t give us much trouble—there’s no great price on a 

baker’s head,” he continued as though he hadn’t heard. Behind him, 

Gwogawn’s smile slipped. “Give us a name, a place to find that 

name. We’ll do the rest, and you’ll go back to selling your foul little 

rolls.” 

Cadoc leaned over the small table, placing one hand on the edge 

and the other in the middle of her apple tart. Nolwenn recoiled, but 

she had only the back wall of the tailor’s shop behind her. 

“I don’t have a name to give,” Nolwenn explained, finally moving 

her features into apology. Eyebrows upturned to the sky, jaw 

quivering at a small but quick frequency, bottom eyelids welled up 

as though a gush of tears might overflow at any moment. 

“I don’t want to waste my time making you talk.” Cadoc brought 

one apple-syrup coated hand up to his mouth and licked it. “I want 

the name, sure, but that doesn’t make you worth anything. Now, 

one last chance, because I’ve come to appreciate this vile little 

business you’ve burrowed yourself into. The name.” 

Nolwenn knew Vespera wouldn’t buckle under a powerful idiot’s 

demands. But she had weapons—Daaki had been banned from 

weapons since the Scatter, and even what few cooking knives she’d 

scavenged were at home, not with her at market. 

Cadoc brought his hand up. Before Nolwenn could react, an 

arrow ran into his plated glove, denting into his palm. They both 

stared at the intruding projectile—Cadoc’s eyes on the dark metal 
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tip and Nolwenn’s on the gray-white fletching. She recognized it 

instantly. Frost vulture. 

Cadoc cried out, tugging at the ash wood shaft fruitlessly. 

Gwogawn reached out with his non-sword hand to help, but Cadoc 

shrugged him off. 

Nolwenn dove under the table. She pushed the staggering legs of 

Cadoc into Gwogawn, landing metal atop leather. She didn’t wait to 

watch them struggle, though the clattering of steel painted a vivid 

picture in her mind. Instead, she turned tail and broke into a run 

behind the tailor’s shop and into the woods, in the direction the 

arrow had come from. 

She didn’t know this area well. There was a safe league or so of 

common woods around all buildings in the area before the crown 

lands began. But even the relatively sparse trees before the deeper 

wood felt suffocating around her as she pushed through.  

Was her escape only further proof to the Breizh? A coordinated 

effort of Daaki—a network, as they feared. A conspiracy, come to 

unseat them from their comfort, as had been done to her people. If 

there were other Daaki in the area, Nolwenn was the last one to 

know of it. 

Forbidden to search for others of her homeland. Nolwenn 

wanted to call out Vespera’s name, but she couldn’t risk being heard 

by the Breizh. Every cracking branch made her want to freeze up 

and hide, but she kept running. 

Forbidden to travel. She pumped her legs over the uncertain 

ground. She was so small—too small, compared to the long strides 
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of the guards. She jumped over root systems and dodged the thin, 

dark-barked trees.  

Forbidden to own weapons. She had only the clothes on her 

back—her market day linen dress with red embroidery of fields of 

grain along the bottom hem, her boots with soles so worn she could 

feel the texture of the earth beneath each step, and her mother’s old 

shawl. 

Her breath caught in her throat. She gulped down air hard, but 

her chest couldn’t keep up. She spotted one of the few old trees left 

standing before the crown land’s border and slowed, tucking herself 

behind it.  

“I’d like to congratulate myself on guessing how far you can run 

correctly.” 

Nolwenn shrieked, despite recognizing the raspy voice. She 

stared up at the crouched form of Vespera between two branches of 

the old tree. 

“How–” 

Vespera scaled down the tree to land beside her. 

“You’re not that fast, and I had a head start.” 

“But I didn’t even see you.” 

Vespera reached forward and ruffled Nolwenn’s hair, causing 

strands to fall out of her pleated braids. “What, is it a bad thing I’m 

a master of stealth?” 

Nolwenn turned her attention behind them, straining to hear 

anything out of sorts. Only rustling leaves, bird calls, and her 

heartbeat pounding in her ears. 



106 
 

“We need to keep moving, they could be on us any second,” 

Nolwenn said. She grabbed hold of Vespera’s gloved hand and 

tugged, but the huntress didn’t budge. 

“They’re not following you. They would have caught up to you 

already. Where else do you think they’d be going?” 

Nolwenn shrugged. “Oakridge, maybe, to report back to their 

lord? Off to find others to harass?” 

“Why don’t we leave? The air is getting crisper every morning, 

and the dew is frosting overnight. We can head south. Maybe back 

to where you’re from?” 

Nolwenn let go of Vespera’s hand. The earnestness of the 

huntress’ upturned brows made her gut twist. 

“Have you still not put it together?” she asked, letting out a long 

breath. “I’m an outcast, I hate the cold and fear the woods, I’m 

small. Or have none of the Scattered reached the Uplands?” 

Vespera’s eyes widened. 

“There. That’s the look. Feel free to back out of our deal,” 

Nolwenn muttered, turning away to head back into town and her 

ramshackle life. 

“Nol—c’mon, just because these mudtrawlers are giving you such 

a hard time doesn’t mean every single person—” 

“Yes, yes it does!” Nolwenn shouted, whirling back around. She’d 

never shouted at anyone since leaving her homeland. Not at the 

Breizh, not at the market men who refused to trade, not at the foot 

soldiers that had brought her to the crushing copse of a landscape. 

Vespera’s mouth thinned.  
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The words tumbled out, even as she knew they could mean losing 

her only friend. 

“I was thirteen when I was scattered to Mossgrove. I’d marched 

through half this cursed realm, watched batches of my friends, my 

elders, my family get scattered before me. They agreed to take in 

three of us, dropped us in the old cottage. They turned their backs 

as the winter chill came in. I was the only one to survive the first 

winter. This land of sky-hiding trees and air so frigid I nearly lost 

three fingers. Fire is your fear, but it was my salvation.” 

“Nol,” Vespera strode closer. Nolwenn wrapped her arms around 

herself. 

“They killed my mother on the road. They were afraid of her.” 

“Was she a warrior?” 

“A baker.” 

“Oh.”  

“She taught me as much as she could, but I could never master 

the magic she made. The soldiers thought she was going to start 

some Daaki uprising. They were afraid of that on all fronts. But now 

there could be none anymore, or thousands, and I’ll never know. 

But I guess no one lasted much further north, if you’ve never heard 

of us.” 

Vespera moved quickly. Before Nolwenn could think to lean in 

or step back, she was pressed against the soft furs of her coat. 

“That’s why I can’t just go south with you,” Nolwenn continued, 

though the words were coated in salt and furs and hiccups. “I’d be a 

fugitive, in territory still more hateful than here.” 
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Vespera nodded her head against Nolwenn’s. She rubbed her 

back in slow circles until her breaths quieted into shaky puffs. 

“Let’s head back to the cottage,” Vespera murmured. “Some rolls 

and jerky will do us good.” 

 

 

Vespera noticed the smell first. She sniffed deeply, halting their 

pace. 

“Did you leave something in the smoker?” she asked. She kept 

them slow as they climbed the last hill between Mossgrove and the 

cottage. 

“No, nothing’s been on the racks for days.” 

Vespera drew her bow, ushering Nolwenn to keep behind her. 

“What about the oven?” 

“Not since last night’s baking, why…” 

They crested the hill and Nolwenn caught sight of the burning 

roof of the cottage. She finally noticed the burning scent tickling her 

nose. 

Vespera stilled while Nolwenn ran forward. 

The window above her baking counter was open and smashed. 

Sugar, flour, and wheat powders coated the ground in front of the 

open front door, bags ripped and swirling in the smoky wind. 

Vespera yelled behind her, but Nolwenn missed the meaning. 

Nolwenn pressed her dress sleeve up to her mouth as she crossed 

her threshold. Between patches of fire, the furniture was torn apart 

inside, and her oven’s bricks—her home’s heart—were smashed into 

pieces. 
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She considered the spigot out back, but her bucket was much too 

small and the flow too slow to stop the blaze. No hands in the village 

would be willing to help. She couldn’t save the place on her own. 

There was only one thing in the cottage she couldn’t abandon. 

Something she hadn’t touched in years, not since she’d last given up 

on her mother’s gift. 

Through stinging eyes, Nolwenn took stock. Piles of linen burned 

in the ashes of the oven’s rubble. The flames that licked her hay-

filled bed hurt her eyes. She maneuvered around the burning piles 

to the back of the cottage, to a hidden compartment behind a half-

rotting wood dresser. The dresser was now sword-slashed and 

smoking, soon to be an inferno of splinter spikes.  

Nolwenn grasped the most solid piece of wood in arm’s reach. It 

gave into her grip too easily. The creak of ceiling boards above her 

promised little time to re-adjust.  

She pulled. The wood caved into her fingers like dough but didn’t 

break. The dresser held for a blistering moment, then dragged 

against the packed earth after a second hard tug. 

Her breath came in dry and heavy as she budged the dresser inch 

by inch. She fought off a cough until the dresser was angled out 

enough for her to squeeze past.  

Nolwenn lowered to her hands and knees to keep her head clear 

of the thickest smoke. She heard a slam behind her. Breizh back to 

finish her, or a patch of burning ceiling hay falling in?  

The oppressive heat ran beads of sweat into her eyes, burning 

into tears. She crawled forward, bringing a shaking hand ahead of 

her to feel for the wall. 
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The compartment was small and flush against the logs of the 

wall. 

The pad of her forefinger found the telling notch in the log. She 

pressed in twice and it sprung open. She angled her wrist in. Her 

fingers passed the small purse of copper coins and clutched around 

her mother’s tin box. It was blissfully cold against her palm.  

The smoke changed from heavy in her mouth to ashen. She 

gripped the tin tightly as she crawled back, but every movement felt 

looser than the last. Her limbs were unfocused, fuzzy. Her heart 

beat a double-time pressure against her ears.  

Two hands grabbed the back of her dress with a jerk. Too dizzy 

to fight, she was lifted from the floor. Nolwenn concentrated on the 

warming tin in her hand until even that fell away into nothing. 

 

 

Up and down. A rhythm of her childhood. Standing in the waters of 

the Daaki shores. The surge would nearly cover her knees, only to 

retreat and try again. Her feet would slowly disappear under the 

gobbling sand, while ebbs and flows of minnow clouds would tickle 

her ankles. 

The tidal pulse transformed into a gait as she heard crunching 

footfalls, felt the chill of the air, smelled something smoky. She was 

on someone’s shoulder—the Breizh, come to finish what they 

started? She tried to kick her feet to no avail. 

She opened her eyes. A white-tipped blur of forest pines—true 

forest, not the toothpicks and shrub brush corridor she’d kept to. 

Ash? Snow? 
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“How’s it feel up there? You’re more of a doe than an elk, I think,” 

Vespera said. 

Nolwenn started. Vespera’s fur hood tickled her cheek, but she 

didn’t mind. 

“Did you—” Nolwenn interrupted herself with a deep-chest 

cough, nearly teetering Vespera over with the force. A hand rubbed 

her back. 

“You were taking so long, and the fire was only getting bigger.” 

Nolwenn bit her lip. She pictured Vespera’s scar—now so known 

to her, familiar like the twists of a brook. She’d saved her, time after 

time now. 

“Thank you,” Nolwenn whispered against her shoulder. Her lips 

brushed against the mossy wool fabric. She watched fluffy 

snowflakes land and melt against the dark material. The first frost 

had come. 

“Do you think you can stand, or can I carry you a bit longer?” 

Can I?  

Nolwenn tried to turn to see Vespera’s expression, but she was 

too far slumped over her shoulder. 

“I think I can walk,” she decided reluctantly. 

Vespera brought her down gently. She kept her hands on her 

waist to steady her.  

Nolwenn grasped Vespera’s shoulders—leaning down, the 

huntress was nearly at eye-level. 

“I’m so sorry, about the bakery. Your home,” Vespera 

murmured. 
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Nolwenn nodded. She was numb to the grief. It had been a home, 

but now it was just ashes of a building. Something else bubbled up 

inside her, blushing and big-eyed and searching. 

Something hopeful. 

“I have a bit of a half-baked idea,” Vespera continued. 

The mention of baking reminded her—the tin. 

“Did you see a small tin when you grabbed me? Silver, with 

painted flowers on the lid?” she asked, patting herself down. 

Vespera released her hold and drew out the tin from her coat 

pocket. 

“You were clutching it so tightly, I didn’t even notice until it fell 

out of your hand when I was adjusting you on my shoulder.” 

Nolwenn took the tin in her hands like it could break. She opened 

the lid. Inside, safe and unburnt, was a finely milled pouch of baking 

powder. 

“Your mother’s?”  

“She was the greatest Daaki baker in generations,” Nolwenn 

explained. “A pinch of this could feed hundreds. I could never 

replicate what my mother did. I gave up. But I want to try again.” 

Nolwenn looked up again at Vespera. Tears quaked in her eyes, 

but she didn’t want to risk upsetting the tin to wipe them away. 

“Hear me out. I don’t think that—what were they, Bray-zuh?” 

“Breizh—you don’t think they did it?” 

Vespera shook her head so sharply that her braid whipped off of 

her shoulder. “Of course those dolts did it. I don’t think they were 

entirely wrong about Daaki in the forest.” 
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Nolwenn tilted her head, pocketing the powder in an inner 

pocket of her skirt. 

Vespera nodded beside her, to the trail. “Let’s keep moving, 

we’re still not far into the crown land. I have a cache of supplies not 

too far ahead.” 

“I’m an illegal fur trader, jerky seller, and fugitive from the Lord 

of Oakridge. Might as well add treasonous trespasser to the list,” 

Nolwenn agreed.  

Vespera held out her hand. Nolwenn took it as naturally as she 

took another step into the forbidden woods. They fit together like a 

struck-through onyx—two sides perfectly aligned. Nolwenn weaved 

their fingers together, a braid. Like Vespera’s hair. Like her puff 

pastry. 

“I’ve seen signs of others in the forest,” Vespera explained. “I 

didn’t think much of it until we met, and you mentioned how 

restricted the area was.” 

“What signs?” 

Vespera let a sigh out through her teeth. “I can’t say for certain 

that they’re Daaki, but they’re definitely a group living out here. I 

noticed little things, tracks that seemed too perfect – planted, to 

cover other tracks. Dead trees with tunnels underneath, too big to 

be some squirrels or hares.” 

Vespera stopped, turned. Nolwenn could see every freckle on her 

pale skin as Vespera leaned her face down. 

“I know it’s cold, and unforgiving, but I think we should go north. 

I know the land. We can gather the Daaki we find on the way.” 

“You really want to help?” 
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“I’ve looked for something bigger than me for so long. Who’d 

have thought it would come wrapped up in a baker’s apron? North’s 

our best chance. If I didn’t know about the Scatter, maybe we’ll have 

less trouble in the Uplands. I know it’s not the warmth or the fields 

that you need, but—” 

Nolwenn kissed her. Her lips were a little cooler than she 

expected, but softer too. Vespera’s hand found Nolwenn’s waist 

once more. She feared a push away, but the fingers curled and drew 

her in, pressing them together. 

Nolwenn didn’t want to breathe. She didn’t care that snow fell 

around them—it was beautiful, now. Their noses touched beside 

one another. Nolwenn felt tears well up again, and finally broke 

away to cough out the smoke residue in her lungs. 

“About time,” Vespera teased once she had recovered. She 

moved her hand from Nolwenn’s back to her hair, running slender 

fingers through the loose strands. 

“About—how long have you known?” Nolwenn demanded, her 

face heating. 

“When I walked into your cottage and you were as red as your 

linen lining.” 

They laughed. Their hands entwined. Nolwenn gripped a pulse, 

and Vespera gripped back. 

“We’ll make a new bakery. We’ll find your people,” Vespera told 

her. “You’ll make something safe for them, little baker.” 

Nolwenn nodded so hard she dizzied herself. She gripped 

Vespera’s hand once more. I know, she pressed into her huntress’ 

palm. We will survive this. 
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A twig snapped behind them. They both turned, squinting 

through the white frosted foliage.  

“Breizh?” Nolwenn whispered. 

“C’mon, I’ll carry you.” 

Vespera lifted her up. Nolwenn wrapped her arms around her 

shoulders. Wintered forest whipped past, Vespera’s footfalls near 

silent despite their speed. Nolwenn pressed her cheek into her fur 

collar. 

She’d lost her home, but found another—and they would find 

more. 
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n a land of warm winters and a time of magic, two boys fell into 

a forbidden love. Rather than risk being seen together, they fled 

the city of Anwar and searched the scrubby forest beyond the hills 

until they came upon a clearing away from any trails. A great fig tree 

overshadowed their grove, its trunk of thick branches reaching up 

from the ground like a tangle of petrified vipers. By this tree, Anas 

I 
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and Bali made their dwelling. They grew a meager garden and 

feasted on figs that never refused to hang plump and purple in the 

late season when the cusp of winter moistened the air. 

Enduring the years together, there came a time when Anas said, 

“How wonderful a son or daughter would be.” 

Bali scowled. “Yes, but such a thought is inconceivable. How 

could we ever have children?” So, they sat under the fig tree’s shade, 

resigned to wishful thinking, when the crackle of branches turned 

their heads. Bali quickly dropped his arm from Anas’s shoulders 

and jumped up when a woman approached.  

“Pardon the intrusion,” the stranger said, her blue eyes sharp 

despite tough golden skin, her face beyond its prime though she 

wasn’t quite old. “I wonder if I might rest here a while, if you don’t 

mind the company.” 

“Where do you come from?” Bali asked.  

She held out her hands as if to encompass the entire world. 

Bali’s eyes narrowed while Anas offered an orange. “We have 

fruits and dates, or cucumbers if you’re hungry.” 

She bit into the orange like an apple.  

“Spend the night, if you wish,” Anas continued. “The forest can 

be dangerous after dark, and already the sun sinks.” 

“Or she may continue on her way,” Bali said.  

The woman fiddled with her shawl. “Worry not, friend. I come 

with good will. Your secret will not reach the city.” 

Bali froze. “Our secret?” 

“I couldn’t help but overhear your discussion.”  

Bali edged toward his hut where he kept a cudgel.  
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“In fact, as repayment for your offer of hospitality, I can help 

fulfill your wish.” 

“How?” Bali asked. 

“How else but the old ways?” 

“You mean to lie with one of us?” Anas asked.  

“Magic, I mean, when I say the old ways. I require only the 

strength of your desire... and a branch of your fig tree. Surely you 

know how the djinn of the forest dwell within the trees. The fig is 

said to shelter the most powerful of them all.”  

“Why would you do this?” Bali asked.  

“To create life is its own reward. But, should I do this, I will 

demand a bargain.”  

“Under what terms?” Bali asked, Anas leaning forward.  

“I will plant the branch upon the yonder hill. When it bears fruit, 

I will return for the child.” 

  Anas asked, “How long will we have?” 

“Only the seasons and soil can tell. Your daughter’s life will be 

one with the tree’s. As it grows and thrives, so will she survive. If it 

withers and dies, so too, in the ground, will she lie.” 

“Should we, Bali?” Anas snaked his arms around Bali’s neck. 

“What have we to lose?” He brushed his lips against Bali’s, and the 

memory of their first kiss rushed through Bali’s mind. The stars 

watching as they huddled in a back alley. Bali opened his eyes, 

distracted, waiting for someone to discover their rendezvous and 

drag them to the public square, expose them, shame them, stone 

them. But Anas pressed his mouth more firmly against Bali’s, 

flicking the tip of his tongue, carefree, and whimsical ideas of 
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family flashed behind his eyes that closed, impossible, his heart 

aching and blooming.  

Bali swallowed the lump in his throat. He thrust out his hand, 

but the woman only edged closer, brushing the stubble along his 

strong jaw. “Of course, we could try the natural way. One of you 

could lie with me. Or both.” 

Bali grabbed her wrist.  

She laughed. “It has been so long since I’ve embraced a young 

man full of vigor, you cannot fault me for trying. But still, we’ll seal 

this pact with a kiss.” She yanked him close, her eyes deep as a pool’s 

reflection of the sky.  

He didn’t fight it, but stood there and waited for it to end. Anas 

hid a smile, and then offered his own kiss more willingly.  

The woman circled the tree, snapping a sapling sprouting from 

an old branch. A drop of milky sap bled from the end.  

Atop the hill, Anas ringed the infant tree with rocks and 

explained, when Bali looked at him with the look he knew so well, 

“It looks prettier this way.” The woman added a rock of her own. 

“Won’t you add one too?” Anas asked Bali.  

“Must I?”  

Anas and the woman waited, until Bali finally scooped a stone 

from the soil and completed the circle.  

“When will our daughter come?” Anas asked.  

“When she is ready.” 

“A season? A year?” Bali asked.  

“All depends on the working and whim of the spirits.” 



120 
 

“Come, Anas, leave her to her riddles. We will prepare our 

home.”  

 

 

The following night, Bali and Anas sat beside the fig sapling, the 

watch fires of Anwar sparkling in the distance.  

“Do you wonder, sometimes, if we should’ve stayed in the city?” 

Anas ran his fingers through Bali’s thick hair. “Do you miss your 

family?” 

“We had no choice. My father almost found us the day we left. 

He already suspected.” 

“Do you really think he would’ve given you over for judgment? 

Maybe he would’ve understood.” 

“Would your family have understood? From birth we are trained 

to protect family honor. Obey the Law. You saw the executions in 

the public square.”  

Anas stayed silent, but pulled away. “We never gave them a 

chance. We never tried to tell them.” 

Bali dug his fingers in the dirt. “I did.” 

Anas turned to him. “You never told me that.”  

“Why mention it? I came to you that night and told you I had to 

leave. You didn’t ask why. You took my hand, and we fled together.” 

Bali looked down. “My father ordered the watchmen to pursue me.” 

Bali held Anas’s hand as though he held a dove. “Do you regret your 

decision to follow me? You could’ve stayed in the city. I don’t think 

your family suspected you.” 
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Anas shrugged. “No. I don’t know. Sometimes I worry about our 

future. If our garden stops producing, when the streams are dry, I 

wonder if it wouldn’t have been easier to stay. But now that I know 

about your father…” 

“Let me worry about our future. You know that’s what I do best. 

And yes, in some ways, it would’ve been easier for you. But then you 

wouldn’t have me,” Bali said, nestling closer, stars filling the sky and 

stretching to oblivion. 

 

 

The moon waxed and waned, and Bali built a crib of wood foraged 

from the copse. Countless times Bali adjusted the curve of the legs 

so it rocked gently, staying up late into the night until his vision 

blurred and his fingers ached. Anas sometimes carved a herd of 

horses. “How amazing it would be to ride out into the sand. When 

will we get a horse?” Bali ignored him, and Anas tried to balance the 

small figure atop Bali’s head. 

Bali grunted. “Go weave a wreath of vines or flowers. You know 

we have no coin to buy a horse, and we never will.” 

Anas studied the small carving, its legs frozen mid-stride, and 

imagined himself in the desert, a strong stallion beneath him, the 

wind whipping his hair.  

 

 

When the fig sapling reached shoulder height, a heavy knock came 

in the dead of night. “It is time!” a woman’s voice cried.  
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They ran from the hut. The woman stood before them with a 

swollen belly, fluid pooling at her feet. She wrapped her arms 

around a thick trunk of the fig tree, squatting. “One of you must 

catch her!”  

Anas ran forward, but Bali held him back. “I will do it,” Bali said.  

A flash like lightning filled the sky, and the woman wailed. She 

pushed, and the child’s head crowned. For what seemed like an age, 

Bali eased the baby from the woman. He barely breathed, until the 

baby began to cry. Such small hands, he thought, as the child groped 

blindly in the night. With a sharpened stone, he cut the umbilical 

cord.  

“It is finished,” the woman gasped.  

“What will you do now?” Bali asked as Anas buried the afterbirth 

beneath the ancient fig tree.  

“Rest.” 

“Stay the night with us,” Anas offered.   

“No, I must return to my home. Bring your child inside, out of 

this chill. What will you name her?” 

Bali looked to Anas who nodded. “Annali,” Bali said, his heart 

stirring in a way it hadn’t since he first laid eyes on Anas.  

“A strong name. When she is hungry, she may suckle from the 

sap of the fig tree. It will sustain her.” 

“Such a bitter drink!” Anas exclaimed.  

“To her, it will seem the sweetest nectar. Farewell, for now.”  

Bali carried his daughter inside and sang her a lullaby he half 

remembered from his own childhood.  
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+ + + 

 

The next day, while Anas rocked Annali, Bali went to the fig tree on 

the hill, running his fingers over smooth bark. He tugged the base 

gently. The next night, he went again, and again the night after.  

On the fourth night, Bali found the woman waiting there, and his 

heart jumped. “The tree cannot bear fruit so soon,” he said. “It is too 

young.” 

“Indeed.” 

“Why are you here?” 

“I wish to see my daughter.” 

“Your daughter?” 

“I brought her into this world.”  

“You agreed that you would not ask for her until the tree bears 

fruit.” Bali clenched his fists. 

“I do not mean to take her. I simply wish to see her.” 

“You’ll have her soon enough. Let Anas and I enjoy our time with 

her.” 

“You will raise her without a mother?” A breeze rustled the leaves 

of Annali’s tree. “I will see her, Bali. The forest is my domain.” 

Before Bali could answer, the sky flashed, and he blinked. She 

was gone when he opened his eyes, and he ran back to the hut.  

“Bali? Is everything all right?” Anas asked.  

“What does Annali need?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“As two men, can we give her everything she needs?” 
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“I don’t see why not. What’s come over you? It looks as if you’ve 

seen a spirit.” He held the tip of a supple fig branch to Annali’s lips, 

and she suckled on the milky sap. “Stop worrying. Enjoy these 

moments with her, and we’ll discover the mysteries of parenting 

along the way. Nothing will be perfect, but if we love her as much as 

we love each other, I don’t see what more any child could need.”  

 

 

Annali grew in stride with the fig tree atop the hill, her eyes bright 

green with a hint of purple like figs on the verge of ripening. Her 

hair soon brushed her hips as she walked, her eyes darting from 

plant to plant as she helped her fathers harvest. Once, a lark with a 

black stripe nestled on her shoulder. She opened her mouth to 

whisper a song, but it fled and perched upon a fig branch. 

“Annali, don’t trust the birds,” Bali warned. 

Anas laughed. “What harm can a lark do?” 

“The sorceress may have enchanted the animals.” 

“What sorceress?” Annali asked, pursuing the bird. 

“Never mind that.” Bali handed her a basket. “Help me gather 

these herbs.”  

Anas plucked a stray vine creeping along the ground. “We should 

tell her, Bali.” 

“Now is not the time.”  

“What sorceress?” Annali asked again.  

“Then when?” 
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Bali scooped up Annali as she giggled, the basket forgotten. “The 

sorceress is just a fairy tale, a myth of the woods. Like Baba-

Abdalla!” 

“Tell me his story again.” 

“Perhaps another time.”  

“Is the sorceress like Baba-Abdalla? Or the holy man? Or the 

monster at the end?” 

“Let’s see. Baba-Abdalla is punished because he doesn’t trust the 

advice of the holy man. The holy man gives him a great gift, and he 

spurns it.” 

“The looking glass that shows all the treasures of the world.” 

“That’s right. But the holy man warns never to look through it 

with the right eye, only the left, but Baba-Abdalla doesn’t listen. 

That’s when he sees Maymun, the god of greed, and realizes he 

should have been content with what he had instead of always trying 

to get more and more.”  

“So, which one is the sorceress like?” 

“Anas, what would you say?” 

Anas finished a sketch he had been tracing in the dirt. “I’d say 

she was like the holy man.” He looked up. “And now I see you’re 

angry with me.” 

“I’m not,” Bali said. He turned away and began gathering 

vegetables. 

“You are. I know that look.”  

“How can you liken that woman to the holy man?”  
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Anas took Annali by the hand, leaving Bali to brood while they 

trekked to the fig tree atop the hill. “What’s that?” Annali pointed 

toward the horizon. 

“Those hazy shapes? That’s Anwar.” 

“What’s Anwar?” 

“A great city.” 

“Why is it great?” 

“Aren’t you full of questions today. I suppose I should say big. 

Great can mean many things. And Anwar certainly isn’t all of 

them.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The city holds many wonders. Merchants with silks and 

instruments from far off lands. Magic carpets and lamps—” 

“Really?” 

He smiled. “The magic part depends on who you believe.” 

“Do you believe it?” 

“Sometimes. Then again, if the city were magical, we would live 

there instead of in the forest. You’d play with other children instead 

of rabbits and birds, and you’d smell the bakers’ ovens, and you’d 

meet your grandparents.” 

“I have grandparents?” 

“Of course, love.” 

“Why can’t I meet them?” 

“Anwar can be dangerous for people like us.” 

“Like us?” 

“Our family is a bit different from the families in Anwar. 

Children there have fathers and mothers.” 
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“Do I have a mother?” 

Anas looked up and noticed Bali watching.  

“No,” Bali said. “We are all you need.”   

 

 

That night, Anas chewed the stem of a fig. “We must tell her, Bali. 

Each season brings her tree closer to fruiting.” He spit out the stem. 

“When her mother—” 

“She is not Annali’s mother.”  

“When the woman—” 

“The sorceress.” 

“Will you let me speak?”  

Bali stared into the crackling fire.  

“When she returns for Annali, will you have our daughter face 

the shock of it unprepared?”  

Bali remained silent until Anas went to bed and the fire crumbled 

into embers, glowing gently as the darkness crept in.  

 

 

When Bali first discovered a budding fruit, Annali’s tree stood taller 

than he. He had searched deep into the small hours of the night 

before finding it, the desert winds whispering his name. For some 

time, he pondered it and his daughter: the way she sang; the way 

she taught herself to braid her long, dark hair; how she cared for the 

birds that nested about their grove, and the peculiar red fox that 

always ate from her hand at dusk despite Bali’s warnings.  
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He looked at the fig again, the hard bulb a deep green, and ripped 

it from the branch. A gush of white sap poured from the wounded 

tree, filling Bali’s hand as he shoved the fig, stem and all, into his 

mouth, chewing the hard, bitter flesh and forcing it down. He 

rushed home holding his stomach. 

“Anas!” he called. 

“I’m with Annali.” 

She sat with her arms around her knees, a deep red stain on her 

blanket.  

“Is that… Annali, what happened?” Bali asked.  

A blush rushed to her cheeks. “I’m not sure. Anas said this is 

something that happens to girls.” 

Anas glanced at Bali’s fist still covered in sap. “Where were you? 

She called out for you first.”  

“I was protecting her.” 

“From what?” 

Bali pulled Anas away. “Annali, wait here. Anas and I must speak 

about something.” 

“About me?” she asked.  

“No, love. Don’t worry. Everything will be okay.” 

Outside, Anas glared at Bali through the gloom. “Our daughter 

has the shock of her first blood, and you aren’t even here?” 

“I was protecting her.” 

“How? Now that she has flowered, it might be best for her to have 

the guidance of another woman. What do we know of such things, 

other than crude stories we heard in Anwar as children?” 

“You would give her up? Have you lost all love for her?” 
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Anas’s face became stone. “You are cold to say such a thing. 

What, then?” 

Bali looked to the sky, waiting for an answer, perhaps, from the 

trees. “I don’t know.”  

“Think quickly, because if the woman returns, I will tell Annali 

what we should have told her long ago. We must pay our debt, or be 

forever cursed. Do you want to become like Baba-Abdalla? From 

wealthy merchant to beggar because of his greed and arrogance?” 

“Go tend to Annali. I will decide what to do.” 

 

 

Anas helped Annali stem her flow, and the next night Bali returned 

to the fig tree, cudgel in hand. He found two figs. He ate them both, 

crushing the hard buds, nearly gagging on the flow of sap. The next 

night, three figs clustered. Then four. Then five. After the sixth 

night, Bali said to Anas, “We must go to the city.” He massaged his 

stomach, his face pale. “We cannot stay in the forest. Gather your 

things.” 

After a moment, Anas obeyed.  

 

 

They prepared Annali with haste. Bali told her, “We must go to the 

city Anwar. I’ve told you about that place, haven’t I? The hazy 

shapes in the distance when you look out upon the hill.” 

“Why must we leave? Because of me?” 
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“There is little time to explain.” Bali threw together a rucksack 

with vegetables and figs, though the sight of them made him 

nauseous. Under his bed, he dug up a small wooden box.  

“What is that?” Anas asked, packing his own sack with a water 

skin and a wooden horse.  

“Something I took from my father.” He opened it, ten gold coins 

slipping through his fingers.  

“When I asked about a horse, I thought you said…” Anas shook 

his head with a frown.  

“This should sustain us for some time,” Bali continued. He 

dumped them into a pouch and scowled at Anas. “You’re wasting 

space in your sack with that carving?” He grabbed it from Anas’s 

bag and tossed it to the ground. “Are you ready, Annali? It’s time to 

go.” 

“Why are we leaving the forest?” Annali asked.  

Anas squeezed Bali’s arm. “If you don’t tell her, then I will.” 

Bali bit his knuckle, but took Annali’s hand. “Do you doubt our 

love for you?” 

“No.” 

“Will you always love Anas and me?” 

“Why? You’re beginning to scare me.” 

“Sometimes, Annali, parents must keep secrets from their 

children. You know Anas and I could never have a child by our own 

power, but we wanted one so deeply. We loved you so much, before 

we even knew you. Because of that love, a woman of the forest 

agreed to bring you into the world for us. But, she would return for 

you one day.”  
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“She is... my mother?”  

“No!”  

Annali’s eyes turned a bit more purple. “You told me I had no 

mother. I was like the princess in one of your stories. That I came 

to you and Anas in a basket on the river, that you found me one day 

and took me home. Was that a lie?” 

Anas squeezed her arm. “We said that to protect you.” 

“But it was a lie.” 

“It was necessary,” Bali said. “One day, you will understand.”  

 

 

They traveled through the night, and, under a bruised sky, they 

entered the city gates, passing merchants raising tents in the market 

square. Bali kept Annali’s hand firmly in his own, though she tried 

to pull it away.  

“Father, I want to go home.” 

“We can’t,” Bali said. 

“My stomach hurts, and this place has a foul odor.” 

“The forest isn’t safe.” 

“What is her name?” Annali asked. 

“Whose?” 

“The woman of the forest.” 

“I’m not sure. Don’t think of it, Annali. Anas and I will keep you 

safe.”  

The crowd thickened, and, although Bali tightened his grip, 

Annali’s hand slipped. “Annali!” he called out as bodies pulled her 

like an ocean tide.  
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“Annali!” Anas cried, reaching for her. In moments, she melted 

into the sea of colored robes. “Bali!” he called. “We must find her.” 

“Search separately, and meet again at the center of town—at the 

black stone, do you remember it?” 

“Of course.” 

His voice wavered and a bead of sweat dripped down his brow. 

“We will find her. Go.”  

Anas ran, examining the faces of young men, old women, some 

veiled or robed in black. He thought he saw the woman of the forest. 

“If you could help us now,” he whispered into the wind, “help us 

find our daughter.” 

 

 

A breeze carried Anas’s plea through the marketplace, fluttering 

tents, grasping at the hem of Bali’s cloak as he peered into each 

alley. “Annali!” he called until his voice was hoarse, his palms 

sweating, his brow darkening as a flash of blue eyes peered at him 

from the crowd.  

 

 

Annali’s heart fluttered as she searched for her fathers’ faces. She 

passed a fruit seller’s stand and, amid the maelstrom of emotions 

beating in her skull, thought of the orange trees she would often 

climb, tossing down ripened fruit, remembering the mischievous 

streak that took hold of her last year when she secretly aimed for 

her fathers’ heads. The oranges never hit their mark, though, and 
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Anas had joked, dodging one, “A little more speed with the next 

one.” 

“Thief!” a voice called out, and Annali spun to face it. 

 

 

Anas noticed a commotion ahead where a fruit seller grabbed hold 

of a girl. “Stealing one of my oranges?” The man ripped the fruit 

from Annali’s hand. 

She stared at the orange. “I didn’t take it.” 

“How else would it appear in your hand? The Caliph will hear of 

this.” 

A crowd gathered around them. 

“Annali!” Anas pushed his way to her.  

“Father!” 

“You speak for this girl?” the fruit seller asked Anas.  

“She is my daughter.” 

“She is a thief!” 

“Annali, what happened?” Anas asked.  

“I was thinking of our orange grove, when suddenly an orange 

appeared in my hand. I haven’t any idea—” 

“So, she is a sorceress. Worse than a street urchin.” He spat. 

 

 

When Bali heard Annali’s voice, he fought his way through the 

throng and rested a hand on her shoulder. The merchant scoffed. 

“Who are you?”  

“My father,” Annali answered. 
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“A second father?” 

Bali froze. A sudden stillness hung in the air. Mouths moved, but 

Bali heard nothing, his ears ringing. Anas flinched at first, but then 

a strange light filled his eyes. 

“He is my partner,” Anas broke the silence. “She is our 

daughter.” 

Bali tried to answer the disgust that overshadowed the fruit 

seller’s face, the murmurs that came from the crowd. But his throat 

closed, his lungs refused air. Anas stroked Bali’s cheek, and Bali 

backed away. 

“Abomination!” someone in the crowd cried.  

Some echoed it; others added their own. “Repent!” “Renounce!”  

Anas faced them. “I will not.” 

“You must!” they demanded. “Or face the Caliph and his vizier.”  

“I cannot.”  

A stone struck Anas’s face. Bali tried to shield him against more 

stones that came, the multitude forcing them toward the city gates. 

Bali tried to hold onto Annali, but the crowd swept him along with 

rock and stone, welts blossoming on his arms. 

In the arid outskirts, they threw Anas to the ground. Bali tried to 

cover him with his body, but the crowd held him back. “Please,” Bali 

said. “Let us leave with our daughter.” 

They laughed and found more stones. Bali struggled against his 

captors’ grasp. “Anas! Run,” he pleaded. “You can reach the forest. 

Leave this place.” 

Anas covered his face as the stones struck, but through his 

fingers he held Bali’s gaze. He curled in, sinking farther to the dirt. 
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A tear mingled with blood, a rock connected with his temple. 

Perhaps he said it, perhaps he thought it, or perhaps Bali imagined 

it. As Anas fell, “I love you” filled the air. 

 

 

Bali sat late into the day, long after the crowd dispersed, the sun 

baking his skin, until fingers of twilight streaked the sky. Birds of all 

kind began to gather, looking with dark, bright eyes. “Will you stay 

here forever?” the woman of the forest asked, suddenly sitting 

beside him.  

“Where is Annali?” 

“Safe at my home, singing with the birds. She will speak their 

language soon, with the proper teaching.”  

A fire flared in Bali’s eyes. “Anas is dead, and you would still take 

Annali from me? My last love in this world?” 

“Each year during fruiting season, when Annali’s tree first bears 

fruit, you may visit her.” 

Bali shook his head. “It is not enough.” 

“It must be.” 

“Do you take pleasure in this cruelty?” 

“Believe me, Bali, I find no pleasure in taking her from you. But 

she has her mother’s blood. My blood, deny it as you might. She 

needs the proper guidance as only I can give, else strange things 

would soon happen around her with no explanation or reason.” 

“She will be a sorceress, then. Like you,” he growled. 
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“How strange, that you of all people should judge me. Magic is 

in my blood. I did not choose it. And yet, like you, I am vilified for 

who I am.”  

“You can choose not to use magic.” 

“Can you choose who to love?” 

Bali held up a fist and slowly relaxed his fingers, a stream of red 

sand falling. “How can we tell her about Anas? Why didn’t you save 

him?” 

“Am I a god, to intervene in such matters?” 

Bali’s face slackened. “I am a coward.”  

She put her hand on his heart, and the aches and pains racking 

his bones slowly melted away. “Come now, Bali. You have a lifetime 

to atone for your sins, if sins you believe them to be. I can never heal 

that pain, but in time, perhaps, it will ease. This world eventually 

will pass.” She helped him up. “One day, a love like yours will not 

be condemned, if it is any consolation. I have seen this in the fires. 

You will not live to see it. Nor will Annali. Perhaps even I will not 

live to see that day. But it will come. Perhaps that can allay your 

pain. Or perhaps not.”  

“What is your name?” 

“You may call me Sakinah.” 

“I can’t leave him like this.”  

Sakinah bent down, brushing her fingers over the ground, and 

the earth beneath Anas swallowed him. Bali circled the grave with 

stones. It looks prettier this way, Anas’s voice lingered as the earth 

drank Bali’s tears.  
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+ + + 

 

They took a narrow road, passing the fig tree suddenly full of fruit 

upon the hill, the clearing where Anas and Bali made their home, 

quiet and calm, some of Anas’s horses on the window sill, the 

garland of vines he wove above the door.  

Through the woods, they continued, the trees growing ever more 

strangely as owls watched and odd lights glittered. A girl’s voice 

echoed in the air, singing a song without words.  

“Already, she learns the language of the forest,” Sakinah said.  

Bali found her sitting upon a branch. A small wooden horse 

leaned against the trunk of the tree, a figure carved atop its back. 

Bali held the carving to his heart and went to Annali, holding her in 

his arms and looking into her purple eyes for what seemed like an 

age. He whispered, “Leave with me, Annali. We can find a new 

home. I’ll get a horse and we can go to a different city.” But he said 

it half-heartedly, and Annali shook her head.  

“There is something about this woman,” she said. “I feel like I 

belong here.” 

To Sakinah, Bali said, “What if I stay? What if I see her before 

her tree bears fruit each year?” 

Sakinah smiled sadly. “If you search for her, you will find a forest 

full of life and song, but you will not find Annali. The parts of the 

forest we will travel are invisible to mortal eyes such as yours.” 

Annali brushed a tear from his cheek. “When your heart aches, 

go to the fig tree upon the hill. Part of me will always be there. Anas 

too. I hear his spirit whisper among the trees. He hasn’t left.”  
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“Come, Annali,” Sakinah said. “It is time to go.”  

Bali tried to follow, but the trees shifted around him, and in a 

moment, he found himself atop the hill, clusters of figs hanging ripe 

and purple from Annali’s tree. He rearranged the stones at its base 

as a full moon began to rise, and he heard Anas whisper in the 

breeze. 
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isions kept him awake. Red-cloaked strangers and burning 

cities, the smell of smoke so thick it had choked him, even in 

a dreamstate. He woke once gasping for air, and then again clawing 

at his own throat, trying to tear off an imaginary enemy for several 

seconds before realizing he was conscious again. He breathed 

raggedly, body trembling with fear. 

Fortunately, neither instance seemed to disturb his bedmate— 

who never dreamt and slept like the dead—but his pounding heart 

made it very unlikely that he would resume sleep that night. 

Carefully, he untangled himself from his husband, feeling pangs of 

guilt as his partner turned over in his sleep as if to follow him and 

his warmth out of the bed. He pulled up their heavy woolen blanket 

V 
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and tucked it in around his spouse, hoping it would keep the man 

comfortable in his stead. He stepped back and turned away. 

 Navigating after visions was difficult. His eyes did not seem to 

remember they were blind in the waking world; meaningless flashes 

and forms of color drifted across the permanent blackness of his 

sight, disorientating him as amorphous shapes throbbed painfully 

in time to his racing heart. Trying to be as quiet as possible, he 

stumbled to the nearest wall, leaning against it for support as he 

caught his breath. Slowly, the dancing remnants of his vision faded, 

leaving him in complete, familiar darkness. He steadied himself and 

started forward again, keeping one hand against the wall for 

guidance. Although he could usually navigate through his home by 

muscle memory alone, he didn’t trust himself not to stray in his 

drowsiness and trip over furniture. 

 Breathing came easier once he had crossed through the open 

doorway of the bedroom and into the main living space of their 

cottage. The panic dissipated as he became more lucid, banishing 

the nightmarish visions to the deepest recesses of his memory 

where he would not have to think about their meanings. There had 

been nothing tonight that he had not already seen a dozen times, 

even though he frequently prayed that his merciful goddess might 

bless him with a new and gentler revelation. 

 A cool breeze stirred his sleep-matted fur, and he raised his 

snout, sniffing, taking in the smells of the night. His husband had 

left the window open; the house was colder than he preferred, 

making his fur fluff and prickle, but it also smelled like pine needles 

and moonflowers carried on a crisp, night wind. He drew the scent 
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into the deepest crevices of his lungs, clearing out the last phantom 

itches of smog, and then released the held breath in a heavy sigh of 

relief. 

Shaking off the last of the vision’s discomfort, he worked his way 

to the window, running his fingers up the frame until he found the 

edge of the opened pane, which he pulled gently shut. He slipped 

the lock into position, even though his husband assured him they 

were plenty safe in their new home. Both of them knew what he had 

been through, and why he latched the windows; his housemate 

never unlocked them again until morning. 

 He stood in front of the glass for a few moments longer, 

pretending he was looking out on the world, even though he 

suspected the current view was virtually as dark as his blindness. 

Though not fully alleviated, his longing was soothed by the smell of 

late spring that still lingered in the room, seeming to swirl around 

him with the slightest twitch of his snout or whiskers. Even if he 

could no longer see the blooming fields of flowers, at least he could 

still appreciate their beauty in this way. 

A nervous restlessness soon overcame him, and he tore himself 

away from the window and began to pace around the room, trailing 

his hand over shelves and furniture. He was seeking something to 

occupy himself with; although his body had calmed, his soul was 

still too disturbed to return to sleep that night. 

 He paused when his curved nails caught on the spine of a leather-

bound book. Its age was apparent in the fraying of its edges and the 

tenderness of its texture. Gently, he pulled it off of the shelf, hearing 

the books around it collapse as their support was removed. He’d 
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apologize to his husband—who was responsible for keeping things 

tidy and organized—for the mess later. 

 Oaken floorboards bowed slightly beneath his paws as he made 

his way to the heavily-cushioned couch in the center of the room. 

He knew exactly how many steps he needed to take from the 

bookshelf, and turned and sat in a practiced motion, landing 

comfortably in the seat with the book in his lap. Once, the idea of 

navigating blindly through the world had seemed impossible. Now 

he could hardly remember what it had been like otherwise. 

 Dwelling on sour thoughts wasn’t his preferred pastime. Instead, 

he turned his attention to the tome, rubbing its soft cover with his 

calloused palm; it felt timeless and ancient, as it always had to 

him—this was one thing, maybe, that hadn’t changed. Reverently, 

he opened the cover and laid the book flat in his lap. His fingers 

gingerly slid down the paper; the paints used to illustrate the 

spellbook had a unique texture, and he traced the glyphs one by one, 

turning each page with the utmost delicacy, whispering their names 

under his breath just to prove he still remembered. The book was 

infused with the smells of herbs and incense from generations of 

resting open beside spellcasters’ potions, and he paused each time 

it washed over him. He had been too young to commit to visual 

memory what it had been like to watch the rituals performed, but 

the scent brought back feelings of warmth and comfort, leading his 

focus down a meandering, inward path. 

 He wasn’t sure how long he sat there, tracing the pages of the 

book and murmuring to himself. It wasn’t until he heard a series of 

loud noises that he was pulled out of his trance, and his ears flicked 



  143 
 

as he reattuned himself to the world around him. The thumping of 

footsteps was approaching him from the bedroom; he swiveled his 

snout to face the direction of the sound. 

 “Yngcuka,” his husband greeted him, worry in his voice, “have 

you been out here all night?” 

 All night? Yngcuka’s ears perked up and listened fully again to 

his surroundings. Outside their cottage, he could hear faint bird-

song, which began every day with the sunrise. It must’ve been 

morning already. He shook his head to rouse himself fully from his 

daze, closed the book, and set it gently down on the floor before 

turning back to his husband. 

 “I guess I have,” he answered sheepishly. He heard more 

footsteps, and then the couch cushions sagged beside him as his 

housemate sat, resting a hand comfortingly on Yngcuka’s thigh. 

 “Visions?” The man’s voice was soft and sympathetic, as if he 

already knew the answer. Yngcuka nodded, and his husband leaned 

against him with a sigh, resting his head on the blind Hyaena’s 

shoulder. “Wake me up next time, I’ll keep you company.” 

 “I didn’t want to bother you,” Yngcuka murmured. In response, 

his husband playfully swatted at his snout. 

 “Yngcuka Fangs-Full-of-Briars,” the man chided in as serious a 

voice as he could muster, “comforting my spouse isn’t bothersome. 

Worrying about you because you’re being a grumpy recluse is 

bothersome.” 

 Yngcuka tossed his head and chuffed, feigning annoyance. In 

actuality, he appreciated not only his husband’s concern for him, 

but also his tenacious devotion to a stubborn mate. The charade 
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didn’t last long; his miffed snorting turned into a soft purr as the 

human beside him brought his hands up to the Hyaena’s head and 

began to scrub behind his fluffy ears. 

 For having been raised in a cult, Drake Levanset had a gentle 

touch and an even gentler soul. His voice was soft with a marshland 

accent, and he eternally smelled faintly of honey and lilac. He’d told 

Yngcuka that his skin was pale and his curly hair— which the 

Hyaena loved to run his fingers through—was dark, but Yngcuka 

knew his husband in much more intimate ways than that. He knew 

every contour of Drake’s body, every muscle, divot, and curve. Even 

though he had never seen his lover’s face, he could sculpt it out of 

clay for all the times he had cupped Drake’s chin in his paws and 

lovingly stroked his cheeks and brow. He did so now, raising his 

hands to caress his husband’s jaw. 

 Drake laughed sweetly as Yngcuka’s fur tickled him, pulling away 

in that teasing way he did when he wanted his husband to chase 

after him. Again, the Hyaena marvelled at how such a kind man had 

emerged from a tightly-knit community of blood-worshippers. It 

had not been easy—for years, he had watched as Drake struggled to 

unlearn a lifetime of conditioning, shunning his powerful but 

violent magic, making the choice every day to turn his back on his 

own family, and to seek a peaceful path. He had found that future 

in helping newly-blind Yngcuka reclaim his independence, who had 

then found his own way forward in teaching Drake the ways of 

nature and equilibrium with the world. They had stumbled upon 

each other at their darkest moments, and even despite what he had 
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lost, Yngcuka felt as if his heart had never been lighter than when 

they were together. 

 “How are you feeling now?” Drake asked, grabbing ahold of 

Yngcuka’s snout and pulling him into a quick and encouraging kiss. 

 “Getting better,” Yngcuka purred after they separated, ears 

perked up attentively, hoping for more. 

 “Good!” Drake suddenly stood from the couch, taking Yngcuka’s 

hand and trying to tug him up, too. The Hyaena obediently rose to 

his paws. “I have something planned for us today.” 

 Drake was significantly shorter than Yngcuka; the Hyaena felt 

his husband’s breath tickling the fur of his collarbones as they stood 

facing one another, and he tilted his snout down attentively, even if 

it didn’t help him see the little human any better. He felt hands 

beginning to stroke his bare chest, tracing along the vein-like web 

of gnarled scars that laced Yngcuka’s breast and belly. Once, contact 

with his scars had made the Hyaena uncomfortable; now he knew 

Drake admired them as symbols of strength and survival, and he 

was almost proud to bear them. 

 “So,” Yngcuka began, throat vibrating with an eager purr, “what 

were you planning?” His skin and fur prickled beneath Drake’s 

roving touch. He raised his own hands, resting them on his 

husband’s slender hips. He hooked the sharp nail of his right thumb 

into the waistband of Drake’s pants, tugging inquisitively. His 

husband laughed and playfully brushed away the eager hands, 

resting the side of his head against Yngcuka’s sternum. The skin of 

his cheek was soft and warm, almost making up for the 

disappointment at having his advances diverted. 
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 “You and your spring fever,” Drake chided the Hyaena as he 

rubbed his face into his husband’s body. “There’ll be time for that 

later, I promise.” Then the human pulled away and stood back. 

Yngcuka suddenly felt cold without the contact, and he whined to 

make his longing clear. That, of course, only made Drake chuckle 

again. The human reached up and brushed Yngcuka’s muzzle with 

the back of his hand before stepping past. The Hyaena heard his 

husband stoop to pick up the spellbook and then shuffling footsteps 

before he slid it back onto the shelf and rearranged the small mess 

that Yngcuka had made earlier. 

 “So,” the Hyaena asked, turning his body to face the noises, 

“what are we doing?” 

 “That’s a surprise,” Drake replied with mischief in his voice, “but 

I can tell you that it’s outside, so let’s get you dressed and get going.” 

 “Outside?” Yngcuka shook his head. “I don’t want to go outside.” 

 “Yes you do,” Drake corrected, “because it’ll be fun, and we’ll be 

together.” He moved past the Hyaena again on his way to their 

bedroom, grabbing and pulling on his hand as he did so. Yngcuka 

allowed himself to be led back to their sleeping chamber, used to 

occasionally being tugged around by his husband’s guiding grip, 

and knew to stand patiently when he was released in the center of 

the room. Drake began to rummage through their shared chest of 

clothes, tossing pieces of fabric at Yngcuka without warning and 

snickering as the surprised Hyaena fumbled to catch them. He 

slipped on and buttoned up a soft shirt (Drake claimed it looked 

good on him, but he had no way of knowing if that was true) and 

changed out of his sleep-pants, tying and fastening his clothes with 
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practiced skill that, like so many things, had seemed impossible 

when he first lost his sight but now was second nature. 

 “Okay, turn around, I’m going to change,” Drake commanded. 

 “We’re married.” It was Yngcuka’s turn to chuckle to himself. 

“And I’m blind.” 

 “It’s about the principal,” his husband protested. 

 “Whatever you say, your majesty.” Yngcuka bowed at the waist 

and then turned away from the sound of Drake’s voice. He listened 

to the rustle of fabric as Drake removed his night clothes and then 

dressed himself for the day. After a moment, the sounds stopped 

and he heard footsteps approaching. There was a slight shift in the 

air of the room as Drake approached. 

“You can turn back now,” the human said. Yngcuka did as he was 

told, and immediately felt Drake wrap something around his 

shoulders—his cloak. The Hyaena recognized the familiar weight of 

his white cape as Drake clasped it in the front, securing it around 

him. The silver, bone-shaped pendant that held it together was a 

relic from another time, and it was warm against the fur of his 

sternum. He never left their home without wearing it—a white cloak 

of piety and a holy symbol to express his devotion to the goddess 

who had given him the gift of prophecy. 

“Thank you,” he murmured as Drake’s hands smoothed ruffles 

in the fabric draped over Yngcuka’s broad shoulders. 

“Of course,” his husband replied. He could hear Drake’s smile in 

his voice. “You look very handsome in white.” Yngcuka opened his 

mouth to protest, but his husband grabbed his snout and held it 

shut. “And you can’t tell me I’m wrong because you have no way of 
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knowing. So I guess you’ll have to accept my compliments.” He 

released the Hyaena’s muzzle; Yngcuka chuffed in irritation, but 

knew better than to argue. 

“May I know where we’re going yet?” He said instead. 

“I told you, it’s a surprise,” Drake chastised. “But I promise you’ll 

know soon. Come on.” Again, Yngcuka felt his husband’s hand in 

his, leading him out of the bedroom and back through the main 

living space. Even though he knew his way around their little home 

and could navigate even in unfamiliar spaces quite well on his own, 

he didn’t mind being guided, following loyally as he was led to the 

door. 

“I still think we should stay home. We can have plenty of fun 

here,” he offered as Drake released him to bend down and pull on 

his boots. Yngcuka preferred to walk barefoot; he kept his balance 

better when he could feel the soil and grass beneath his feet. 

“Too late for that,” Drake replied, pushing open the front door. 

“Come on, Yngcuka, it’ll be worth it.” 

“As long as I don’t have to carry you the whole way,” Yngcuka 

half-teased as he followed his husband through the door, closing it 

behind him. Truthfully, he didn’t mind carrying Drake in his arms 

or on his back, but he always made sure to complain vigorously 

whenever it was asked of him, giving Drake a chance to faun and 

flatter him until he agreed. 

“No worries, Yng,” his husband quickly assured him, “we’re 

taking the horses today.” The human’s voice and footsteps were 

moving around the side of the house, towards the two-stall stable 

where their mounts were kept. Yngcuka followed, knowing every 
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inch of the grounds around their cottage— which consisted of the 

stable, a small orchard of fruit trees, and a chicken coop— as well as 

he knew the interior of their home. 

The morning air smelled like pollen and growth. It was not as 

fresh as the night wind, but was pleasant all the same. He was 

warmed by the sunlight and guessed that it was likely a cloudless 

day, the sort he had loved as a child, when the colors were most vivid 

and the world seemed to glow. Now, he appreciated spring in other 

ways, by the cheerful songs of the birds and the smells of the flowers 

as they bloomed—beautiful, harmonious ways of knowing the world 

around him.  

The doors to the stalls swung open on noisy hinges, and the 

sound of hooves and soft braying drew his attention. He smelled the 

horse a moment later, a natural musk of hay and animal that he 

didn’t find too unpleasant. Drake murmured affectionately to his 

mount—a placid gelding named Silver—as he tightened the girth 

strap and bridled the creature, small actions which Yngcuka’s 

trained ears could identify as they happened. 

A second creature left the stable and began to plod towards 

Yngcuka. This one was not a horse, although Drake remarked it was 

shaped like one. It had no scent, and so he tracked it only by sound 

as it approached, mewling like a cat and stamping its cleft hooves. 

By the time Yngcuka’s faerie mount—a scaled-and-furred equine 

with six legs, horns, and a forked tongue—reached him, tucking its 

nose affectionately into the Hyaena’s arms in greeting, Drake had 

already swung up into his saddle. Silver’s hooves thudded against 

the ground as the young gelding danced excitedly. 
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“You two are so slow,” Drake teased. Yngcuka needed no tack to 

ride the faerie, and snorted derisively at his husband as he grabbed 

ahold of his mount’s silky mane and pulled himself up onto its back. 

He struggled to ride normal horses—a consequence of being unable 

to see where he was leading it—but the faerie obeyed verbal 

commands without the need for reins and was smart enough to both 

dodge obstacles and follow Drake’s lead. 

“Maybe you’re too fast,” he suggested once he was situated on his 

mount’s back, which undulated strangely beneath him as its 

forward four legs kicked and flexed. “There’s a benefit to taking life 

at a reasonable pace, you know.”  

“You’re one to talk about not rushing things,” Drake laughed, 

bringing Silver up beside Yngcuka’s faerie, the riders’ legs brushing 

against each other. “I’m going to remind you of that next time you’re 

pulling my clothes off before noon.” 

“That’s different,” Yngcuka mumbled abashedly, his small ears 

folding back. Drake nudged him playfully and then flicked his reins, 

urging Silver onward at a brisk trot. 

“Come on,” he called back, “it’s only a short ride and I’m excited 

to get there.” 

“Alright, alright,” Yngcuka said, his fur still fluffed in embarras-

sment, even though he knew Drake was only teasing him. He clung 

to the faerie’s mane and shifted in preparation for its loping gait. 

“Uku,” he commanded, addressing the otherworldly beast by its 

mortal name, “follow.” His mount snorted and tossed its head—

eager to be off—and obediently began to tail behind Silver at a brisk 

trot. This was a routine they had done many times. 
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Drake led them into the forest. Yngcuka could feel the trees rise 

up around them, noting how the faint breeze seemed to twist and 

weave between the trunks, and how the warmth of the sun waned 

when they crossed into the shadow of a thick spring canopy. The 

birdsong was louder and clearer here, and he allowed his attention 

to drift, tilting his muzzle up at every new sound, ears perked 

forward. He listened to their wings as they fluttered between the 

branches, trying to remember what each one looked like in his 

mind’s eye. More often than not, when he thought of the bluejays or 

the starlings, all he conjured from his memory was their song, not 

their feathers. He mourned the loss, but did not dwell on it. 

“Smell anything interesting?” 

Yngcuka flinched in surprise; he had been so lost in thought that 

he hadn’t realized Drake had fallen back beside him. Not that he 

minded the company. Once he smoothed his startled fur, a happy 

rumble rose his throat simply from his husband’s nearness. 

“Other than you,” he began, inhaling deeply, “there’s plenty of 

scents to enjoy. Mushrooms, somewhere over there—” he motioned 

with his snout, “—and over there, a tributary. Deer have been 

crossing this game trail recently—the air is heavy with their musk. 

And, somewhere off, the remnants of a campfire, probably from 

travelers who strayed from the main roads.” Anticipating Drake’s 

nervousness about unannounced strangers getting too close to their 

homestead, he added, “nowhere near the cottage and probably long 

on their way, don’t worry.” 

“I wasn’t worried,” Drake defended with a huff. Yngcuka 

laughed, a series of guttural barks that seemed to catch and tumble 
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in the back of his throat. It was an unsettling sound for which 

Hyaenas were infamous, but Drake never seemed to mind it. In fact, 

as his husband laughed, the human chuckled, too. “You can’t blame 

me for being a little protective,” he admitted, “I gotta guard my 

treasure, after all.” 

“Oh, yeah,” Yngcuka teased, closing his milky pale eyes and 

shaking his head, “everybody sure is after our chickens.” In 

response, Drake leaned sideways and swatted the Hyaena on the 

shoulder. 

“I’m talking about you, Fangs-Full-of-Briars,” he said, 

pretending to be offended. “But we do have nice chickens. Maybe 

I’ll marry one of them, instead.” 

“Good luck finding a chicken that can carry you as much as I do.” 

Yngcuka stuck his nose proudly in the air. Helpfully, his faerie 

mount brayed and stamped a hoof, mimicking its rider’s 

haughtiness. 

“Yeah, well...” Drake began playfully, but his voice trailed off. He 

pulled back on Silver’s reins, and the faerie dutifully stopped, too. 

“Oh no.” 

“Drake?” Yngcuka asked, fear immediately twisting his stomach 

into knots. “What’s the matter?” Then he smelled it—rot and decay, 

underlying the scents of the forest. He recognized that smell, both 

from vivid memories and equally powerful visions. 

“Blight,” the Hyaena growled, baring his fangs. He couldn’t see 

it, but he didn’t need to—he knew what it was: a corrosive, black 

sickness that ate the forest from the inside out. It’d been almost a 

year since he’d come across any—not since he and Drake had moved 
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permanently to their secluded cottage, far away from the creatures 

and magics that attracted the insidious parasites that caused Blight 

to spread uncontrollably through woodlands like theirs. 

“How’d it get here?” Drake whispered, voice wavering. Silver had 

started dancing and snorting nervously, as if aware of nearby 

danger. 

“An infected migratory animal probably carried it in,” Yngcuka 

replied with a throaty rumble. He swung down off of Uku’s back, 

murmuring commands in a fae tongue to ensure it stayed still. 

“Drake,” he added quietly, “take me to it.” 

“Yng, are you sure…” Drake started to protest, but he let the 

words die in his throat as the Hyaena’s growling increased danger-

ously in volume. 

“We can’t let it spread.” He remembered his vision, the smoke 

and the devastation—all the things that followed in the wake of 

Blight, and the dark forces it attracted. His claws curled into fists 

until Drake appeared beside him, putting a comforting hand on his 

forearm. 

“This isn’t like last time,” Drake said softly, “I’m with you. I’m 

right here. I’m never going to leave your side.” He slipped his hand 

down to Yngcuka’s, forcing the Hyaena’s fingers to uncurl and let 

Drake’s slip between them. “We’ll do it together.” He started to tug 

Yngcuka into the underbrush, picking carefully around thorn 

bushes and obstacles that might trip his husband. 

The smell of rot intensified. From a distance, Blight was subtle 

and difficult to detect, but while wading through afflicted plants, it 

became almost overwhelming. It was like inhaling air thick with the 
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stink of death and decay, burning in his lungs; he coughed and 

chuffed and snorted, trying to shake away the feeling that it was 

sticking on the inside of his throat. Drake squeezed his hand 

comfortingly, and then suddenly stopped leading them. Yngcuka 

could tell from the strength of the foul sensation that they were at 

the heart of the patch of Blight. It was only a small pock against their 

forest—for now. But it would grow larger each night until it 

consumed every living thing. It had to be stopped. 

Yngcuka reached out. His palm pressed against the gnarled bark 

of a tree, an old, proud giant that had been riddled with the disease. 

It burned to touch, but he forced his hand to remain, sucking in a 

breath as he steeled himself. Then he exhaled, and a series of fae 

prayer-spells took control of his tongue. Immediately, a second heat 

began to form inside of him, starting at the base of his throat, 

burning in a different way as the magic coiled itself into increasingly 

tight knots. It started to flow down his throat, into his heart—

through which all healing energy was channeled—and then back up 

to his shoulder and along the slight bend of his arm. 

“I’ll help,” Drake murmured, releasing Yngcuka’s hand so the 

Hyaena could press that palm, too, against the trunk of the tree. A 

second stream of heat flowed through his rapidly-beating heart, 

pouring down the veins of his tense arms and into the tree through 

his fingertips. Through his connection, he could feel the Blight, 

throbbing angrily as the fae magic washed over and purified it. He 

felt another force, too—Drake’s magic. While Yngcuka was a trained 

healer, giving pieces of himself to the tree to cleanse it of its rot, 

Drake was a recovering assassin; his magic took, but instead of 
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sapping away the plant’s lifeforce, he instead drew out the Blight, 

destroying the parasite and sparing the host. It was an ineffective 

method of healing, but Yngcuka appreciated any help, however 

small. 

His breathing grew heavy and labored. He closed his eyes out of 

instinct, leaning his forehead against the trunk of the tree to brace 

himself as he felt his knees starting to wobble. The ribbons of heat 

had twisted down from his throat all the way to his stomach, 

tightening around his organs, suffocating him from within, burning 

and squeezing. The fae prayers stumbled on his tongue, but he 

continued as best he could; the magic of the spell was spreading 

through the tree’s roots, just as the Blight had, flowing outward 

through a thousand tiny pathways, cleansing and searing away any 

hint of the infection so that it could not return. This was his forest—

and he would defend it. 

At last, he felt something snap. The magic emptied out of him as 

if a dam had burst; the Blight was finally swept clear, fully 

eradicated. The sudden lack of resistance made him lose his grip on 

his spell, and the words died away in his throat with a gasp. His 

knees buckled and he collapsed in a heap, the palms of his hands 

stinging from the pain of touching the infected bark. The world 

spun and tumbled around him; sounds and smells blended 

together, and even the darkness seemed to waver and ripple, 

making it impossible for him to reclaim his balance. He gave up, 

laying back in the soil, trying to catch his breath. 

The next thing he was distinctly aware of was Drake’s hand on 

his muzzle, stroking him, coaxing him back to focus. He groaned 
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and whined, and Drake gently shushed him, wrapping an arm 

around his back and pulling the Hyaena up to a sitting position, 

helping to support him as his senses slowly unclouded. 

“It’s been awhile since we’ve done that, huh?” Drake asked, his 

tone as light and playful as he was able to muster. He lovingly 

caressed Yngcuka’s cheek, drawing out weak purrs as the Hyaena 

leaned heavily against his human partner. 

“I should really practice more,” he murmured, trying to match 

his husband’s friendly tone. “I’m out of shape.” 

“Only magically.” Drake rubbed Yngcuka’s chest with his free 

hand. “Trust me, your body is still in peak condition.” 

“Thanks.” Yngcuka weakly laughed, which made him cough. 

“That’s very reassuring.” 

“I know, I know,” Drake murmured, tilting Yngcuka’s muzzle 

towards him to plant a soft kiss on his cheek. “Reassurance is a skill 

of mine.” 

They sat together, Drake stroking and supporting Yngcuka. The 

Hyaena alternated between affectionate croons whenever his 

husband caressed his coarse fur, and wheezing whenever he tried to 

move too much. Drake gently pushed him back against the trunk of 

the purified tree to better brace himself. 

Yngcuka shivered despite the warm spring air, sapped of his 

strength by the power of the spell. Drake lifted the heavy white cloak 

and wrapped it around himself, snuggling into Yngcuka’s fur, 

kneading the Hyaena’s sensitive stomach and thighs and forearms, 

working heat and sensation back into his body. Once, in another life 

that sometimes felt like yesterday, they had done this often, healing 
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wounded refugees and cleansing forests and crops of Blight. It was 

exhausting for Yngcuka, whose powerful fae magic used him as a 

vessel and a host, rather than obeying him as its master. But Drake 

always took care of him, drawing him back from fae delirium, 

murmuring praises and encouragements for how well he had done. 

He did that now, assuring the Hyaena that he had helped save their 

forest and home from rot and disease, even though the cure fed on 

him in return and left him sick and drained. 

Finally, the Hyaena’s trembling subsided, and his breathing 

became deep and regular. Sounds and scents distinguished 

themselves again; he listened to a pair of chattering magpies dart 

overhead and smelled the sweet fragrance of the flowering 

raspberry bushes around them, cleansed of the Blight that was 

consuming their leaves and free to bloom once again. Awkwardly, 

Yngcuka began to rise to his feet, bracing himself against the trunk 

of the tree. Drake stood too, pulling away and giving his proud 

husband room to stand by himself. The Hyaena rolled his shoulders 

and straightened, snout held high in the air in defiance of his own 

exhaustion. 

“Let’s go home,” the human said encouragingly, grabbing 

Yngcuka’s hand. “We can bundle up in blankets, and I’ll read you 

some of your favorite boring old books. Maybe I’ll even try to cook 

you something warm to eat.” 

“The last time you cooked, we were both sick for three days,” 

Yngcuka chuckled softly to himself, running his claws through the 

disheveled fur of his neck and scalp, trying to smooth it down. 
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“Well, that would give you something to take your mind off of 

things.” Drake playfully squeezed his hand and began to pull 

Yngcuka back towards where their mounts were patiently waiting. 

Silver whinnied in greeting, tail swishing, as its master released the 

Hyaena and instead grabbed ahold of its reins in preparation to 

swing up into the saddle. “Come on, Yng, I’ll give my brave forest 

guardian a nice reward once we get back to the cottage.” 

Yngcuka heard him jump up into Silver’s saddle. He followed 

suit a moment later, running his hands over Uku’s flank until he 

found its second shoulder. Then he grabbed its mane and pulled 

himself up onto the faerie’s back, causing it to chirp and snort as it 

shook its horned head. 

“I do enjoy your ‘rewards’,” the Hyaena purred, ignoring the 

deep ache in his muscles as he sat astride his mount, “but I was 

hoping we could finish this mystery adventure you had planned.” 

“We can do it tomorrow, I don’t mind,” Drake assured him, 

beginning to turn Silver around. “I know how much the magic takes 

out of you.” 

“I’m okay. I want to do it today.” He urged Uku a few steps 

forward down the trail, indicating that he didn’t intend to turn back. 

“Come on, you were so excited—and there’s no way I’m getting up 

early enough tomorrow for a ride in the forest. Even a feral Hyaena 

like myself needs to catch up on sleep sometimes.” 

 Drake was quiet for a moment, contemplating. Yngcuka’s fur 

prickled as he sensed his husband’s eyes on him, evaluating his 

condition and sincerity. Finally, he turned Silver again and trotted 
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up beside Uku; the faerie licked the horse with its long, forked 

tongue, making Drake’s mount dance farther forward to get away. 

 “It’s not far,” Drake promised. “Shout for help if you fall off your 

mount.” Then he flicked his reins and lightly thumped his heels 

against Silver’s ribs, spurring the horse into a gallop. The faerie, still 

under orders to follow, began to gallop, too. Yngcuka desperately 

clung to it as it undulated beneath him, snorting and panting and 

pounding the ground with its cleft hooves. The jostling was 

unpleasant on his sore body, but it was exhilarating all the same. 

The wind buffeting his fur and billowing through his cloak made 

him feel alive, less like a vessel and more like a man. 

 Drake must’ve found or made a relatively flat path through the 

underbrush and trees, because they galloped without issue for 

several minutes. Once or twice, Uku shifted to the side or leapt over 

obstacles—roots or fallen logs, Yngcuka assumed—but otherwise it 

was an undisturbed and unfaltering dash through the woods. His 

chest heaved with thrill as he drank in the breeze, heavy with the 

tantalizing smells of prey and flowers, spring and life. All foul 

thoughts of the Blight left him, replaced with gratitude that he was 

still able to enjoy the world he lived and loved in. 

 Uku began to slow. Yngcuka became aware of sounds other than 

the roar of the wind in his ears, like the thudding of hooves, the 

heavy snorting of Silver, and guttural croaking of his faerie as it 

calmed from the manic dash. And he began to smell something—

something sweet and strong in the air. He realized it was a mixture 

of lilies and hyacinths—some of his favorite flowers, but not species 

that he’d ever found growing near their cottage. His ears were 
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perked up in interest and his snout was poised in the air as the two 

equines slowed to a walk. Silver fell back beside Uku so that their 

riders were side by side. 

 “Smell anything interesting?” There was more expectant 

mischief in Drake’s voice now, compared to when he had asked the 

question earlier in their ride. The Hyaena cocked his head towards 

Drake, suspecting his husband already knew what the answer would 

be. 

 “Flowers, lilies and hyacinths,” he answered, and then, breathing 

deeply, he added, “and moss. Sprigs of lavender. Maybe orchids.” 

 The warmth of the sun suddenly washed over Yngcuka as Drake 

led them out of the trees and into what he thought might be a 

meadow by the way the air seemed to open up around them. The 

scents washed over and through him, as rich and pleasant as he’d 

ever experienced in the spring. The blind Hyaena crooned happily, 

welcoming the floral aromas deep into his lungs, rejuvenating his 

weary muscles. His fur fluffed in the sunlight, opening himself to 

the heat and the sweet-smelling breeze. 

 “What is this place?” He asked reverently, feeling as if he’d just 

stepped into the fae world, where colors could be experienced 

without the need for eyes and the world was richer in every way. 

 “Do you like it?” There was a soft thud of Drake’s boots hitting 

the ground as he slid out of the saddle. Yngcuka followed him down, 

almost in a daze. He couldn’t lower his snout from the air, trying to 

parcel out every faint scent. The ground was mossy and soft beneath 

his paws, rather than prickly and loose like forest soil. 
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 “I do,” he murmured, jaws parted as he panted and drank in the 

aromas of the meadow. He took a few more steps forward, enjoying 

the lushness of the moss and velvet-leaved lamb’s ear plants that he 

picked his way between. “How did you find this?” 

 “I didn’t,” Drake said, pride clear in his voice. “I made it.” 

Yngcuka paused in surprise, turning to face his husband as the 

human strode up beside him, putting a hand on the Hyaena’s 

forearm. “I’ve been practicing growth magic, just like you taught 

me.” Yngcuka could hear the smile in his voice as he explained. 

“Took a lot of tries, and a lot of time—all spring, actually. I’ve been 

sneaking out here whenever you’re busy, coaxing the flowers and 

the moss to grow. Some I even planted by hand, when the magic 

failed me.” 

 “You did all this for me?” Yngcuka’s ears flicked in amazement, 

both in his husband’s newfound success in the gentler magics, and 

that he had spent so much time creating something in secret. He 

was used to Drake leaving at odd intervals to explore the woods or 

to trade with traveling caravans for supplies; he’d never suspected 

that his honest and excitable husband would be up to anything else. 

 “Yes, I did.” Drake reached up and unclasped the silver pendant 

holding Yngcuka’s cloak around his shoulders, sliding off the heavy 

drape of white fabric and beginning to fold it in his arms. The 

Hyaena let him do so, too enthralled by the smell of the meadow to 

resist as Drake rested the cloak on the ground and continued 

talking. “We’ve known each other for a long time, Yng.” As he spoke, 

Drake took Yngcuka’s hand and pulled him gently towards the 

center of the meadow. “I know you try to hide it, but springtime 
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makes you sad. I see it in the way you hide yourself in our home and 

lose your focus more often. I know you, Yngcuka Fangs-Full-of-

Briars. I know your heart holds grief.” 

 Shame immediately bloomed in Yngcuka’s chest. He was 

embarrassed that he had allowed his occasional longing for sight to 

impact his relationship with Drake. Blessings were plentiful in his 

life, but when the seasons changed and the world came alive in a 

way he felt he could only appreciate with his eyes, it became hard 

for him not to wallow in self-pity. Probably seeing Yngcuka’s 

discomfort on his face, Drake reached up and affectionately cupped 

the Hyaena’s muzzle, using his thumbs to rub the soft fur beneath 

Yngcuka’s pale eyes. 

 “I can’t heal you,” the human murmured, “and I know that until 

your visions are over and your quest is complete, no one can heal 

you. But I thought that maybe I could make it better.” His hands 

slid down from the Hyaena’s snout, running his fingers through the 

fur of his throat and collarbones before he reached the top of 

Yngcuka’s shirt. He began to undo the buttons with dainty motions 

as he spoke. Yngcuka made no attempt to stop him. “I found seeds 

for all your favorite flowers, some in the wild and some from 

wandering faefolk and traders on their way to the distant cities, so 

you could appreciate the blooming springtime in other ways than 

sight. I looked for the softest plants I could find, moss and lamb’s 

ears and things I don’t even know the names of, something you 

could touch and feel to admire.” 

 “Drake, I—” Yngcuka tried to speak, but he was cut off by Drake 

tugging on the sleeves of the unbuttoned shirt, pulling it off of the 
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Hyaena’s body. Unlike the cloak, which had ceremonial importance, 

he did not bother to fold it, simply tossing the fabric aside. Then 

Drake grabbed Yngcuka’s hand and promptly sat down, pulling his 

startled husband down with him. Yngcuka barked in surprise as he 

landed on his stomach in a bed of plush and rich-smelling moss. 

Drake’s sweet laughter filled the meadow. 

 “I told you—soft,” his husband teased. With a grunt of effort, he 

rolled the momentarily-stunned Hyaena over onto his back, then 

clambered on top of him and perched, straddling his hips. He rested 

his hands on Yngcuka’s torso, petting and scrubbing his partner’s 

warm fur. 

 “There were gentler ways to get me on the ground,” Yngcuka 

muttered as Drake situated himself on his pelvis. 

 “This was more fun.” He felt Drake’s body shift as the human 

shrugged. 

 “Fun for you.” He chuffed, but it was hard to maintain any 

semblance of displeasure. Drake had been right— the moss was 

incredibly soft, pressing soothingly up against the tense knots of his 

back, inviting him to simply sink down into it. The smells of the 

flowers, this close to the ground, were as pungent and pleasant as 

he’d ever experienced. He felt himself relaxing, releasing tension in 

muscles he had not even known were tight with worry. 

 “So,” Drake began mischievously, sliding his hands up Yngcuka’s 

bare chest, “how’d I do? Worth coming outside for?” Yngcuka could 

not help but laugh, jaws split in a delighted grin. 
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 “I think you did alright,” he crooned, raising his hands to Drake’s 

waist and stroking his husband’s thighs. “Definitely worth getting 

out of the house.” 

 “Just alright?” Drake’s voice took on a pouty tone. 

 “Maybe a bit better than alright,” Yngcuka conceded. “Maybe 

perfectly.” He meant it from his deepest crevice and pore— his voice 

wavered on the verge of tears, so overflowing was his heart with 

appreciation, adoration, and joy. He had never imagined that 

anyone, even his husband, would do so much for a blind Hyaena 

longing to appreciate the spring as much as he once had. He 

continued breathing deeply, tasting the freshness and sweetness in 

the air, purring with every heavy exhalation. 

 “I like making you happy,” Drake murmured. He leaned forward, 

resting his arms and chin on the Hyaena’s furry chest, tangling their 

legs together and thoroughly trapping Yngcuka on the ground. Not 

that he wanted to be anywhere except exactly where he was. 

 “Good thing you always make me happy, then,” Yngcuka replied 

with a pleased, throaty rumble. “Although I do think you outdid 

yourself today.” 

 “Wait until you find out what I have planned for next year.” 

Drake stretched out one hand to scratch under Yngcuka’s chin. 

 “Oh, I can’t wait,” the Hyaena responded with an eager and 

earnest nod. “But for now…” he grabbed ahold of Drake’s hips and 

pulled his husband farther up his chest, close enough to kiss. And 

kiss him he did, sliding his hands gently up Drake’s body, over every 

curve and contour, until his claws were cupped gently around the 



  165 
 

human’s face, pulling his lips to his muzzle. Drake leaned into the 

contact, humming, as the Hyaena vibrated with purrs beneath him. 

 “Drake?” Yngcuka murmured as he pulled away just an inch, 

holding their faces together as they breathed in time. This close, his 

husband’s honey-and-lilac scent overpowered the flowers of the 

meadow, which he didn’t mind at all. Honey and lilac were his 

favorites. 

 “Yes?” Drake asked, his voice equally hushed as he rubbed his 

thigh against Yngcuka’s. 

 “I love you.” Yngcuka instinctually closed his eyes and rubbed his 

snout against Drake’s cheek, tasting him, smelling him, feeling him. 

The rest of the world melted away; all that mattered was right here, 

with him. 

 “Well, you’re in luck, Yngcuka Fangs-Full-of-Briars,” Drake 

replied, “because I love you too.” Then they laughed and kissed and 

lay together, sprawled amid the flowering testaments to their 

devotion. 
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spen died one moment and then awoke the next. 

“—wee thing looks like a drowned rat in the sewers,” said 

an unknown voice. “Did you steal her for ransom?” 

The second voice was rasped and harsh. “Kidnapping children is 

beneath me.” 

“You killed twelve men yesterday for their gold.” 

There was a pause. “I’d have killed them for silver.” 

Aspen knew she was on the ocean. To live on the Isle of Irion was 

to be familiar with the waters that surrounded her. The air tasted 

like salt, sweeping foam from the waves. She could only hope she 

was close to home. 

Home was the cabin nestled within the village that she visited as 

often as she could. When she needed firewood from the lumberjack 

A 
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or catches from the fishmongers, who she would hear yelling their 

bargains as she walked down the muddy path. Washerwomen 

nattered as they scrubbed linen, and other ten year olds like herself 

would play among the puddles. Everyone knew her, what with being 

the daughter of their only farmer, and they would smile, extend 

their good wishes to her mother. Aspen knew no other life, but there 

was none other that she wanted to know. 

She found strangers when she peeled her eyes open. Two women 

stood over her. One was older, with greying hair and black ink 

twisting across her collarbone; the other was younger, with bird-

nest hair and a grimacing mouth full with yellowed teeth. Both had 

swords strapped to their waists. They were pirates. Aspen had heard 

enough about them through rumours, had seen enough on wanted 

posters, each telling tales of those who sailed the seas. 

“There we are,” said the first voice, the older woman. “You gave 

us quite the fright. My name’s Thera. What’s yours?” 

Neither the rumours nor the posters had conveyed them as 

polite, or kind.  

The second woman rolled her eyes. “She’s not going to talk.” 

“She might if we give her a chance, Kora.” 

A thudding heartbeat choked Aspen into silence. She sat up and 

pressed herself against the boards behind her. They were kelp-

damp and cold. The ship was nothing like the ones she had seen 

near the isle. Larger than the fishing boats on shallow tides, smaller 

than the cargo vessels sitting on the horizon. Dark and worn sails 

shuddered against the winds, masts creaking against the sway, like 

her lungs did with each breath. 
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The two women stepped aside for a third person. Aspen knew 

who they were. Anyone who had ever sailed or lived did. They were 

someone who lined their pockets with all they could steal and 

bloodied their hands with the slit throats of men. Cain Vale, with 

their navy coat and short black hair and shadowed face, stood over 

Aspen. 

They crouched down. “Are you all right?” Aspen gave a frown 

rather than an answer. They did not have crows-feet or a greying 

fringe in the posters. “Do you know how you came to be here?” Still, 

Aspen stayed silent. Cain pulled a granny apple from their pocket 

and offered it to her. Her stomach growled, but her chest tightened, 

enough to gasp. She looked away. 

Aspen had been with her mother, preparing their fish supper. 

The year had been cruel. Draught had killed their cattle, then floods 

drowned their crops, leaving them with little to trade with, barely 

enough to feed themselves. Her mother had exhausted herself that 

morning, traipsing throughout the market with her produce and 

prices, even as her feet blistered and her back hunched. She came 

back with granny apples, overripe but welcomed for their evening 

pie. Aspen chose to fetch the water after listening to her mother’s 

hitching breaths, stopping her from reaching for the bucket, where 

she then signed, “Let me.” 

“Are you sure?” her mother signed back. At Aspen’s nod: “Be 

careful.” 

“Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.” 
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Her mother’s smile was teasing. “You know what happened 

when you tried to sheer sheep for the first time. You took off more 

of your own hair than theirs.” 

Cheeks warming, Aspen hurried away. She left at dusk, and then 

she slipped on the moss-covered stone, falling down the well to her 

death. 

She knew she had died because she knew what it felt like to crack 

a skull against rock. 

Now she was on a ship with no explanation to fathom why. 

She flinched when Cain tucked a blanket around her shoulders, 

realising how wet and shivery she was. “Did you try to swim? 

Climbed aboard to safety?” They were far from the truth, but Aspen 

nodded. Cain stood. “We’re stretched thin as it is, but we might be 

able to rustle you some stew and a warm bed. At least for tonight.” 

They eased Aspen to her feet and guided her across the sea-slick 

deck. Down below smelt like gunpowder and sweat. Hammocks 

swung with slumbering bodies from the ceiling beams, and through 

the porthole the sky was dark and starred, which meant she had 

been gone for hours. Her mother would be worrying. An ugly lump 

lodged in her throat. “I’d like to go home,” she said. Her voice 

crackled like breaking wood. “My mother will be waiting for me.” 

They all stopped at the end of the berth, and Cain crouched down 

again. “We will take you home as soon as the sun rises, when the 

waters are not so unpredictable. For now, rest. You will feel better 

come morning. Trust me.” 

Aspen did not know whether she could trust them or not. Any of 

them. But she had never come across pirates who asked for it. 
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They offered her the granny apple again, closing her trembling 

fingers around it. They then walked out, giving Aspen no other 

choice but to clamber into an empty hammock.  

Her stomach roiled with each tilt of the ship and each gaze that 

peered over her way. Muttering voices wondered how she had 

manifested out of thin air, others annoyed about the extra mouth to 

feed; and some were too busy with catching lung-rattling coughs in 

bloodied handkerchiefs to notice her at all. She did not want to be 

here as much as they did, but she let the damp blanket cocoon her, 

and she reluctantly took a small bite from the apple, hoping it would 

taste like home. 

 

 

They docked at Irion as the sun reached highest peak. Most of the 

crew remained on board, but Cain, Thera, and Kora escorted her 

from the ship. Aspen paused on the bay, confused as to why they 

would want to step foot on a land as hunted people, then uneasy at 

the unrest that could follow. As soon as her feet sunk into the earth, 

though, those concerns faded, replaced with familiarity. Barely a 

day had passed, but the feeling of mud and the smell of washing 

vinegar brought her the comfort she had craved.  

That sense became shrouded once she walked through the 

village. A grey mist fell across what was once clear air, eye-

wateringly thick like smoke. The stillness was quiet enough for only 

the waves meeting the shore to arise, with the distant squawk from 

gulls. Aspen did not recognise anyone, and they seemed to think the 

same about her. No welcoming smiles from workers, or the carefree 
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shouts across the streets. The farther she walked inland, the more 

surreal the atmosphere: the clanging metal from the blacksmiths, 

the wet meat slap from the butchers, sounding methodic and 

hollow. 

Dread followed her home like cold fingers wrapped around her 

neck. 

They stopped at the end of a path that forked into another, 

toward her cabin. Smoke wafted from the chimney to the sky, white 

against grey. Her mother would dry the washing over the log fire, 

but Aspen noticed the clothes hanging over the grass, none which 

were theirs: patched trousers and dresses, socks too small and 

sweaters too big, strung across the roped line. Flowers that had 

never been there before grew alongside the house, and once non-

existent toys were scattered on the porch. Through the window was 

a woman Aspen did not know. 

As she stepped back, Kora scoffed. “Don’t want to let us go, kid?” 

“Don’t be so cruel,” said Thera, shoving her, then, to Aspen: 

“What’s wrong?” 

Cain touched her shoulder. “Your mother will be waiting for 

you.” 

The woman who stepped out was not her mother. 

She reminded Aspen of her, with her flour-covered apron 

knotted around her wide waist and the grey braid laying across her 

breast. She had a scar over her left eyelid, her front teeth gapped. 

None of which her mother had. The woman did not come any closer 

than one step, and she visibly swallowed, before saying, “We don’t 

have anything for you to take—” 
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“We’re not here to steal from you, or hurt you,” said Cain softly. 

“You’re safe with us.” 

The woman shifted on her feet. “What do you want?” 

“I’m Cain.” They eased Aspen forward with a gentle hand to her 

back. “We found your daughter.” 

“Leana,” said the woman. Her gaze darted between them all, 

lingering on Aspen. “And that’s not my daughter.” 

Aspen stepped forward. “My mother lives here. Her name is 

Brenne.” 

“Anyone who lived here before me died fives years ago.” 

Bile rose in Aspen’s throat, choking on a ragged breath. She 

might as well have stepped on her heart from how far it dropped. 

She had been gone five years, or had travelled that far. Not that it 

mattered. Because she tried to focus on listening to Cain through 

the ringing across her skull.  

They asked, “Are you sure?” 

Leana nodded. “The same person who told me of my 

predecessor’s passing gave me the cabin. She said she no longer 

needed to be here. Myself and the children are the only ones who 

live here, those without families or homes.” 

Cain said nothing more, seeming to notice Aspen’s growing 

anxiety. They pulled a small pouch from their pocket and placed it 

on the ground. “For you and the children.” 

Aspen ran before they could touch her shoulder again, to be 

guided with too-gentle hands. She ran and ran until she spotted the 

ancient oak tree in the distance, naked and gnarled. Yet Cain 

followed and sat beneath the branches alongside her, while Kora 
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and Thera hung back, scuffing their boots against the patched grass. 

Cain sighed. “Do you have anyone you could stay with?” 

There were no grandparents, no siblings, no aunts or cousins, 

not even friends. It had just been Aspen and Brenne. “Yes,” she said. 

“My mother.” 

“Leana said that she did not know of anyone else but whoever 

came before—” 

“She was talking about my mother,” said Aspen. Even though 

nothing made sense. 

“In which case,” said Cain, gentle, tender. “I’m sorry for your 

loss.” 

Aspen did not answer. Her throat constricted, thick with tears. 

They sighed again. “We can sit here as long as you wish. Because 

I’m not leaving you.” 

The two of them sat until day faded to dusk, bleeding across the 

sky like coral. The others lingered elsewhere. Thera sat on a tree 

stump and sang a shanty under her breath, and Kora inspected and 

cleaned her knife. Aspen forced herself to stand, Cain following suit, 

walking them back to the harbour. There was no other choice. There 

was nothing left for her in Irion. 

Rain started to fall as they boarded the ship. Aspen took to the 

nearest cramped corner and let the spray soak her clothes, as 

though to cleanse herself from the pain that festered within her. 

Cain took the hint and left her alone, instructing the crew to 

return to work. She could hear Kora and Thera whispering to each 

other.  
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“Must have hit her head too,” said Kora, side-eyeing Aspen. 

“How else could you forget your mother was dead?” 

Thera shoved her hard enough to stagger. “She’s suffering 

enough already without your comments.” 

Still, Kora said, “Seems like suffering happens a lot to those on 

Irion.” 

“Yes, well, something always befalls that place,” sighed Thera. 

She went on to describe the flooding many centuries before that 

washed away inches from their shores and killed hundreds; the 

battle between two faraway lands that had ended in a stalemate 

upon the isle’s soil. “And then twenty years back you have the girl 

who went missing by the well.” 

Aspen swayed as she stood. They were speaking about her, and 

she knew because of how she felt. How sharp the realisation was. 

She had not been gone for five years, travelled that far, but for 

twenty. Two long decades between her and home. She swallowed on 

the raw-edged gasp, staggering down the steps to below, wanting to 

sleep and find herself back to where she belonged— 

She bumped into Cain, who caught her shoulders. “You’re going 

to be all right,” they said when she cast her gaze down. “Hey. What’s 

your name? You never did tell us.” 

“Aspen,” she said, and then brushed past them, to climb into her 

hammock and close off the world. 

Because she was the girl who went missing by the well. Because 

she died yesterday and awoke twenty years later. Because she was 

lost. 
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+ + + 

 

Her mother visited her dreams as wisps of lavender and salt. 

They were inches away from each other, but the distance felt like 

an ocean. An emptiness washed over her like foam-thick waves 

smothering the sand. 

The last time she had been this far from her mother was when 

she was six years old, during the morning market. Hectic customers 

separated them, shoving them apart and consuming them into the 

swarm. Ears ringing from the yells, and hands scratched from the 

wicker baskets as she yanked at sleeves, Aspen tried to brace herself 

against the spine-aching fear. She felt that way now, only her 

mother could not come to her, even when she was within reach. 

When her mother started to sign, Aspen realised she recounted 

a memory, the one where together they sat beneath the oak tree. “It 

has been a constant in my life,” she said, leaning back against the 

bark, staring up at the rustling leaves, the stars between the 

branches. 

Aspen found herself replying with the same thing she had then: 

“But it’s just a tree.” 

Her mother smiled. “Some sailors come to land yet long for the 

ocean.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, they see it as their home—where they belong.” 

“So, you’re like the sailors?” 

A gentle nod. “This tree encompasses much of my life. I planted 

it as a child. Broke my leg falling from it as a young adult. I held you 
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as a newborn. It is my home because it is a part of me. I look at it, 

and I know that I belong.” She paused her signing. Her breath 

fluttered. “I know it when I look at you.” 

The dream dissipated after that. 

Aspen still woke with the same wretched sob. 

 

 

The ship was close to land from the way the sides kissed the rock 

edges. Aspen had changed from her white dress to buttoned 

trousers and shirt and leather boots, which creaked from the musky 

overnight air. As she eased her way through the sleeping bodies, she 

listened for Cain and the others, catching their voices yawning loud 

and hoarse over the deck. She climbed the steps to find them 

conversing on the opposite side, hearing the end of Thera’s 

sentence, “—bounty? That’s the third this week. We only just got rid 

of the last one.” 

“Can’t wait to see how this one turns out,” said Kora, smirking. 

Sighing, as though tired, Cain said, “They’ll end up like the rest.” 

When Aspen was near enough, she asked, “Are you going to kill 

them?” 

“You should be sleeping,” said Cain; then, with a grimace, “We 

take no pleasure in it.” 

Kora snorted. “Speak for yourself.” 

“Don’t start,” said Thera. 

Cain said to Aspen, “The people who hunt us are the ones who 

will give you a single coin while they themselves sit on the pile.” 
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They left soon after with Thera and Kora in tow, while Aspen 

stayed on the ship with several other crew-mates. And each time she 

would spend that time trying to stop herself from sobbing. 

More pirates gathered on the seas with each passing day, 

thickening the air with smoke and cannons and yells. Aspen knew 

what Cain and their crew did, from the wanted posters and the talk, 

but what was written and said did not match what she witnessed. 

What she was supposed to feel was not what she actually felt. With 

that came curiosity, even a need, to follow the feeling, because it was 

something other than sorrow. 

Which was why at sixteen, Aspen asked to join Cain. “Don’t ask 

me why,” she said. “Please.” 

Cain sighed and told her the rules. Work at night, count the 

guards, take them down only when there is no other option. 

As the sun dipped low, Aspen stepped onto land with sea-

shaking legs, following Cain and the others to venture through the 

dank streets. Mud squelched under her boots, the air damp on her 

face. At the top of the steep hill stood what looked like a palace, 

made with stone and marble, flanked with statues. Nothing like the 

wooden houses and cabins that surrounded it. Guards stood at the 

entrance, but they were dragged aside, parting for the staircase to 

the second floor, one that opened out to a courtyard. 

“Wait,” said Cain, and held Aspen back with a hand to her 

shoulder. “You’re to stay here.” 

They eased her to a nearby bench, sheltered with rose arches. 

Without letting her answer, they disappeared to the third floor. 

Petals fell onto Aspen’s lap, soft against her fingertips. There was a 
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scream, then a thud behind the wall that she sat against. Cain 

returned, with their crew carrying armfuls of coin, and led Aspen 

away once more. The body was difficult to miss, sprawled across the 

ground. Aspen flinched when she saw the blood. 

Although Cain turned Aspen away, they told her, “Men fail to see 

their arrogance as their downfall until they hit the ground.” 

For the rest of the night, they handed out the man’s riches, 

starting with the wife and son he had left to the same streets he now 

bled on. 

At nineteen, as Aspen waited outside for them to finish as usual, 

she watched the body fall to the ground. She did not flinch. 

She passed out the coin, leaving them on the mud for those too 

scared to come forward, or into the palms of those too desperate to 

feel otherwise. 

“There’s no need for you to come inside,” said Cain, when Aspen 

asked to, the day she turned twenty-one. She did not know why she 

wanted to, but she imagined many reasons. Not wanting to be alone, 

to think about something other than the past, because the sorrow 

disappeared with their company. 

“You will not touch him,” they finally said. “I will not see your 

hands bloodied.” 

Aspen instead used her hands to gather what coin she could. 

On her twenty-fifth year, Cain gave her a broadsword. Worn, 

with a bronze sheen. “You’re giving me this?” 

“For self-preservation purposes,” said Cain. 

“Or cutting fruit,” chimed in Thera from her perch on the deck 

stairs, using her knife to slice into a pear. 
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“Cutting up shitbags, more like,” Kora said, wincing when Thera 

shoved her as expected. Righting herself, she added, “You’re one of 

us now, kid.” 

Aspen never used her broadsword for any of those reasons, 

sitting on her belt untouched. She hoped she would never need to 

kill, even though she knew she was no longer the girl who left Irion. 

Especially when, at thirty, she decided to leave Cain. Because, 

while they made her days kinder, she was still lost.  

And she wanted some semblance of being found. 

“You can change your mind,” they said, as they both watched the 

horizon. The mid-life age had not seemed to have touched them 

much. Wrinkled, billowing navy coat patched, but as vivid as ever. 

Their smile was as kind, crinkling around the edges. 

Gone was Aspen’s own youth, her hair shorn to her chin, her 

hands calloused from years tying rope and scrubbing wood. “Does 

that apply to now or any time?” 

Cain huffed laughter. “You could be as old as us”—they gestured 

to themselves, to Kora and Thera—“and we’d still welcome you 

back.” 

Thera sniffed and dabbed at her eyes. “You’re going to make me 

cry.” 

“And me vomit,” said Kora, though she looked at anywhere but 

them. “Get a move on, would you?” 

Fog greeted them as the ship docked on the small island of 

Rhyne, known as the best place for shipware. The sky was dark as 

granite, and the boardwalk slick with frost. Posters were nailed to 

wooden posts, few new, most faded, from those who had paid off 
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their hunters or sponsors as long as the money was any but their 

own. Aspen had not yet seen herself on one.  

The small town was empty from what she could see, apart from 

the pirates scattered around the local tavern, throwing back ales 

and staggering around, unsheathing their swords for sluggish 

fights. The villagers were hidden, nowhere to be seen. 

With the anchor thrown, Cain pulled a granny apple from their 

pocket, pushing it into Aspen’s hand, then, “Are you going to be all 

right?” 

She smiled, closed her fingers around the offer. “Thank you. For 

everything.” 

“No need,” they said. A pause, their hand cupping Aspen’s cheek. 

“But—will you? Be all right?” 

Aspen looked at them, at Thera and Kora, at the crew, the ship, 

and then at the ocean. “There’s only one way to find out.” 

 

 

She found out two years later, when she was pinned against a wall, 

with the tip of a basket-hilt sword held to her throat. 

The one who held it was Joane, her eyes grey and mouth grim, a 

thick bushed eyebrow raised. Rain soaked through her shirt, 

revealing tattoos across her torso. Waves and skulls and snakes. A 

rival to many, feared enough that some believed the oceans 

belonged to her.  

Aspen looked past to the ship she had bought on Rhyne, to the 

crew she had earned through payment and trust. Most were dead, 

their necks slashed or stomachs gutted, and the few alive were 
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better off. They had been stripped of their guns and swords and 

coin, much like below deck. All that remained were corpses and the 

skeleton of her ship, left to burn. 

She flinched as sputtering cinders landed on her face, searing her 

skin with coal-black blisters. “You’re attacking the wrong people,” 

she ground out. “You should be attacking—” 

“We attack those who are easy,” said Joane. “Because easy gives 

us money.” 

Aspen grimaced. “Those who are easy are those who need it 

most.” 

Metal dug into flesh, blade against jugular, the tang of blood 

welling on her tongue. 

She thought about Cain, what they had taught her about survival, 

even though she could barely stand with the pain: her cheek 

fractured under knuckles, blue-swollen bruises sealing her left eye 

shut. Thunder crackled above them, lightning forking across the 

sky. She filled her lungs with a hot breath, and then she brought her 

knee up, slamming it into Joane’s abdomen, elbow cracking against 

her nose when she hunched over. Her sword cluttered onto the 

deck.  

Her crew, who watched from their own ship sidled alongside 

Aspen’s, let out a symphony of laughter. 

Joane grinned with blood over her teeth. “You do have heart,” 

she said. “I’ll give you that much.” 

The move came too quick for Aspen to read, with only a flash of 

steel as warning; then, the hot flare of agony as the second blade 

drove through her chest. 
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She knew what it felt like to die, and she knew what it felt like to 

die again. 

Joane threw her overboard for the sharks to take her. But none 

of them did. Aspen died watching them take her crew instead, their 

flesh torn between razor-jagged teeth. Blood stained the waters, 

glowing from the flames that consumed her ship, leaving ashen 

remains. The same light casted over the huge skull headed at the 

front of Joane’s ship, its empty eye sockets staring over her. She 

suddenly became a girl again, once thought forgotten, gasping at the 

white-hot pain, until she had no choice but to let the darkness claim 

her. Her heart gave a sluggish beat. 

She died on the waters and then awoke on the shores. Her ribs 

crackled with a loud, sputtering cough. 

“—still alive!” 

“Quick, get her legs,” a voice said, and Aspen was lifted up. 

“Where did she come from?” 

Aspen passed out with sand grating in her lungs. 

 

 

She woke for a second time to a healer stitching her leg. A gash, 

gaping and weeping, unlike— 

Aspen gasped, sitting up, reaching for her chest. The stab wound 

was gone. Thick scar tissue replaced what was once there, rough 

against her fingertips. Her leg must have happened after she fell. 

After she died. Death that had come and gone. Hope swelled within 

her. She had died again, which meant she could have transported 

someone else, somewhere like home. Back to her mother. 
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“You’ve been through the wars,” said the healer, smiling 

crookedly. She snipped the thread and wrapped the wound with 

bandages. Her hands were wet with herbs and blood. “How are you 

feeling?” 

Swallowing around the dry taste of copper, Aspen rasped, “What 

year?” 

The healer frowned. “733.” 

Like that, the slightest glimmer of hope extinguished. Seventy 

years since she first died and joined Cain, fifty since she left them. 

Thirty since Joane killed her.  

“No one has seen you around these parts,” said the healer. “You 

must have come far.” 

She eased Aspen back onto the pillows, departing with a thin 

smile. Aspen rose as soon as she turned the corner, yanking on her 

clothes. Blood stained her trouser leg, that on her shirt faded to 

brown. She swiped her sword from where it was propped against 

the wall.  

Once she stepped outside, she paused, squinting at the sun. 

Rhyne was unlike what she remembered. She should have realised 

from the fact a healer treated a pirate at all. Townspeople bustled 

through the streets, laughing and smiling. The air was full with 

aromas, like cooked meats and sweet fruits. What remained the 

same was the mist, hanging low on the ground with frost, but 

somehow it felt more crisp than stifling. As Aspen limped through 

the crowds, passing men batting dust from their rugs and women 

marketeers handing out seeds, the question of what to do plagued 

her mind.  
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She had left the healer because she did not want to sit there much 

longer, alone, but she was that no matter where she was.  

Her gut wrung tight when a mother and daughter walked past 

her, their joined hands swinging between them. 

Then, behind them, she saw a familiar face. 

Rage blazed in Aspen. The face was older, with hair now white 

than black, spine tilted and shoulders hunched, shuffling along the 

dirt path. The tattoos were the same, peeking out from a white 

collar.  

Joane disappeared through the entrance to a blacksmiths, and, 

with the anger burning in her throat, Aspen followed. 

The workshop smelt like fire and smoke, and a faraway clanging 

of steel echoed through the air. Several women stared at Aspen as 

she marched through, their faces smudged with oil and soot. She 

headed upstairs, ignoring their shouts, and reached the upper floor, 

catching the door before Joane could shut it. Aspen threw it open, 

causing Joane to stagger back, and she spat, “You took everything 

from me.” 

A heavy moment passed with their gazes locked. Joane let out a 

fluttering breath. Her voice was raw as she said, “You’re here.” 

“You destroyed my ship, killed my crew,” she continued. “You 

took your sword and—” 

She cut off. To tell the truth was to tell someone for the first time, 

and she refused to have that person be Joane. 

Joane made her way over to an armchair, past tables cluttered 

with iron tools and half-finished projects. The fireplace hissed ash. 

“No time to clean when you’re dying,” she said. Her eyes were 
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bloodshot, her skin clammy. Her breaths wheezed with each intake. 

For Aspen, she had seen Joane barely hours ago. A change that 

Aspen found more striking than expected. 

“That’s unfortunate,” she said, looking down at the floor. 

“You look well considering the last time you saw me,” said Joane, 

sighing. Before Aspen could note the strange statement, Joane 

lurched forward to cough. The rage unfurled slightly, until Joane 

held out her hand, as though asking for Aspen to take it. When 

Aspen stepped back, Joane smiled sadly, sinking into her chair. She 

released a long, shuddering breath. “Make it harder next time,” she 

said. “You barely cracked a tooth.” 

Joane closed her eyes. She stilled. Wind shivered against the 

windows. An old woman, veiled with the shadow belonging to 

someone else: the thief and the murderess, who cut to bone. Aspen 

lingered, before she finally walked away. 

Pain tore through her leg once she stumbled back onto the street. 

Her trouser leg became wet, finding the stitches ripped. 

She kept walking, with nowhere else to go. People went about 

their lives, drowned out from her anguish. Days passed, then weeks, 

until Aspen was dizzy and weak and cold, falling against the wall of 

an alleyway. She thought that, if she were to die, this would be the 

least devastating way. No falling, no choking, but a gentle lulling 

that ushered her toward the hope that she would return to the time 

she longed for. 

 

+ + + 
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Aspen died that evening, and then four more times after that. Four 

deaths that took her over two-hundred years, while she aged a 

modest ten. Ten years that, despite their slow approach, felt as 

bitter as the deaths that had slain her. 

They took her to a land with singed mountains that swallowed 

her in its jaws. One submerged within the oceans. Another with a 

saw-edged glass city ruled by three bloodthirsty queens. The fourth 

had taken her to Irion, but her mother was nowhere to be found. 

Nothing that had ever been home was. In what she expected was 

instead wild cattle, surrounded with yellow grass and dirt. Long 

before civilisation. Before home. Skin raw, aching, she sat down 

near them, choking back the sobs.  

Her mother had appeared before her—or rather her ghost or 

hallucination, faded against the dusk. Aspen stayed with her for as 

long as she could hold on, before the exhaustion became too much. 

Her death came as the peak of night arrived, telling her she had 

turned forty-two. As she died that time, she thought she no longer 

saw death as something devastating.  

What was devastating was wondering whether or not the next 

one would be real. What was devastating was seeing what came 

after was not where she wanted to be. 

 

 

“Fuck me,” said a voice, standing over her. “Who brought you back 

from the dead?” 

Aspen forced her eyes open, staring up at the last person she 

expected or wanted to see. 
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She scrambled to her feet, the motion causing her head to feel 

unhinged from her body. As the spinning stopped, the blurred form 

of Joane cleared. She was younger than when Aspen last saw her, 

sharper around the edges, wearing thick furs and leathers; but she 

was older than when she— 

Familiar rage flooded through Aspen, as ugly and bitter as the 

first time. Only this time she spared no hesitation. 

Joane lurched back from the punch, and Aspen cried out as her 

knuckles split open. 

“You’ve got quite the left hook on you,” said Joane, chuckling 

through a mouthful of blood, which she smeared across her cheek. 

She spat out what looked like a tiny grit of white. “But you barely 

cracked a tooth.” 

Gravel scraped against Aspen’s back, thrown back from the 

tackle. The fist flew into her face with startling force, skin tearing 

and nose cracking. More pirates gathered around, jeering, sloshing 

back their drinks. Aspen grabbed Joane’s hair and yanked, fist 

shaking around a clump of auburn hair, similar to the blood that 

pooled on the dirt. 

Joane laughed. “It seems these past three years have not been 

kind to you.” 

Aspen could imagine what she looked like, catching glimpses of 

herself in puddles or windows. Grey threads in her hair, tiredness 

weighing on her shoulders. Older for her to feel yet seemingly not 

enough to raise suspicion. She shivered, spitting blood from her 

broken nose. Another scar to carry alongside the ridges on her back 

from when she ran from the burning glass city, the wound on her 
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leg from what the woman in front of her did. And to her, only three 

years had passed since she saw Aspen, killed her. To Aspen, that 

was ten years suspended in unknown times. Now she was back 

somewhere she did know, which while reassuring, still caused bone-

deep exhaustion, because once more she stood where her mother 

did not.  

To her surprise, Joane stepped forward and offered her hand. 

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s have a talk.” 

“What makes you think I’d want to speak with you?” 

“Because you have no ship—” 

“—because of you—” 

“—and I’m offering you one,” finished Joane. 

Pain shot through Aspen’s face when she scowled, standing on 

faltering legs. They stared at each other. Joane moved first, walking 

away to the nearby tavern, glancing back over her shoulder. 

Agitation and curiosity pushed Aspen to follow. She joined Joane at 

the window seat, where candlelight warmed the shadowed nook. 

The barmaid brought over two neat brandies.  

She winced from the rim bumping against her nose and the 

burning alcohol in her throat. “Well.” She sniffed. “Are we going to 

talk or not?” 

“You’ve a harsher edge to you, since that night,” mused Joane. 

“What happened?” 

Death had happened. And it felt like she had died more than she 

had lived. 

With no answer, Joane continued. “I’m in need of a first mate.” 
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Aspen’s chair screeched back across the floorboards as she stood. 

“I’m not going to work for you.” 

Wind bit at her skin as she left the tavern, though Joane 

followed. Halfway down the hill, Joane caught her wrist. “What 

other option do you have? We can put the past behind us,” she said, 

but there was something under her smugness. 

“You stabbed me and left me for dead.” 

“You survived, didn’t you?” 

Aspen yanked away, but she still thought. Returning to the seas 

alone were next to none, with no money to her name. That name 

likely presumed dead. The guilt was too prevalent to lead another 

crew. Her scars were fading but nonetheless real, from the skin 

blisters to the frozen lungs to her heart cut with metal. Joane, while 

someone she would loathe working with, could be the stepping 

stones to finding another chance at life. One where it did not always 

feel like a gravestone followed her everywhere she went.  

She bared her teeth. “You try to kill me again,” she said, “and I’ll 

slit your throat.” 

Joane chuckled. “We’ll see about that.” 

 

 

On their first night together, Joane ordered an attack on a small 

village. 

Aspen watched from the sidelines as the crew shoved past 

stricken mothers, who clutched onto their children, to empty their 

homes. They piled on the dirt what few riches they could find: 

bronze and tarnished coin, shined candlesticks and handwoven 
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rugs, even brown-wrapped meats. Joane went to one of the 

cowering women and looked down at her necklace, where a 

moonstone pendant rested against her breastbone. 

She held out her palm. “You won’t miss an old thing like that,” 

she said, beckoning with crooking fingers. 

The woman pulled her daughter closer. “My late mother gave it 

to me.”  

Joane sighed. She unsheathed her sword, resting the tip against 

the child’s neck. 

Anguish overwhelmed Aspen, threatening to choke her, before 

anger shoved that feeling aside—the kind that felt like ants crawled 

beneath her skin. She marched forward and wrapped her arm 

around Joane to grab the knife on her belt, pressing it against her 

throat. Joane had confiscated her broadsword. Her voice was barely 

above a whisper when she said, “You’re going to let them go.” 

“We know you have heart,” said Joane, “but do you have guts?” 

She grabbed Aspen’s wrist and pressed down, hissing as the knife 

broke flesh. 

The moment dragged on until Aspen pulled away, and Joane 

took the weapon back, turning to the mother and daughter. A pause, 

then: “Go away.” 

As they scattered, Aspen returned to the ship, watching the 

village disappeared behind the mist. The crew went about counting 

their treasures, spilling between their grime-covered fingers. Joane 

pushed Aspen to her quarters, slamming the door shut behind 

them. The metal chandelier swung against the draft, the air yawning 

with its echo. Joane unbuckled her belt and let it clatter on the desk, 
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swigging from the leftover whiskey bottle. Her teeth clinked against 

the rim. 

Aspen flinched at the noise, and, when Joane said nothing, she 

spat, “You should be ashamed.” 

“You knew exactly who I was when you took my offer,” was her 

droll answer. But then she straightened, her tone growing terse. 

“How did you live? As a child, growing up. How did you live?” 

  “We had a roof over our heads—” 

The bitter scoff cut Aspen off. “You think you should be grateful 

for necessity, for what we deserve. Even when we must take it when 

it is not given.” 

Silence sunk over them. Joane had a point. Aspen remembered 

the cattle dying and the crops withering, and how she and her 

mother were still grateful for being able to feed themselves when 

they could. She shook herself. “And now you’ve taken it from those 

who need it as much as us.” 

“Because we have to survive.” 

“How will they survive?” asked Aspen. “We might know what it 

is like to be poor, but they now know what it is like to be poorer.” 

She had assumed she was right to include them both in the 

sentiment, to have lived bare lives. The waver in Joane’s expression 

confirmed as much. Aspen left her without another word, pausing 

in the dark doorway. Her decision was made as soon as she stepped 

out and laid down on her bunk. They were anchored not far from 

land, and she took that chance, waiting for the crew to sleep before 

making her way back to deck. She loaded their small boat with 



192 
 

herself and the treasures, lowering onto the water, and set course 

for the village.  

The sky bled rust with sunrise, hazed from the dwindling fires 

left behind by the crew. Land came into view. Buildings crumbling 

from char, smothered with black smoke. People had retreated to the 

few places of safety, cowering behind cracked windows, even when 

Aspen stepped onto the harbour, alone and unarmed. 

With a heaving breath, she dropped the bags onto the mud, and 

what she could salvage from her own pockets, tossing gold onto the 

pile. No one came forward, no one spoke a single word. Aspen did 

not expect them to. She returned to the boat and toward the ship, 

and the farther she went, the more villagers eased out to reclaim 

what had been taken from them. Relief washed over her, though 

dulled with sadness, to have been part of this. To have let it happen.  

Hands grabbing and yanking her back onto the ship caused the 

moment to shatter. A knuckle-dusted fist to her jaw soon followed. 

“We should teach her a lesson,” said one voice, muffled against 

her pounding ears. Blood welled in her mouth. “Throw her 

overboard as shark bait. Make it permanent this time.” 

Joane parted the crowd. “I’ll take care of this.” 

“She stole from us,” came another. “Stole from you—!” 

“Which I’m well aware of,” said Joane, keeping her gaze trained 

on Aspen, almost curious. “Piss off. The lot of you.” 

She led Aspen back to her quarters as the others dispersed, her 

hand resting on her back. 
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Death was no longer expected with tension, but fatigue; except, 

as the feeling filled her bones, the sword through her chest did not 

come. 

“Do you know how infuriating you are?” asked Joane, pushing 

Aspen down onto a chair. 

Aspen touched her nose. No more crooked than the last time, but 

she could taste copper when she sniffed. “Are you going to kill me 

or not?” 

“You focus on the good more than the bad. More on others than 

yourself.” Joane studied her with intensity. “No matter the danger 

or consequence that may burden you.” She paused, then: “Do you 

care too much, too little, or not at all?” 

“A question as complicated as that cannot have a simple answer,” 

said Aspen. In truth, she did not know. 

Joane leant closer. “It is not wonder you choose hard over easy. 

Passion such as yours would not settle for anything else. And, 

perhaps, nor should ours.” Before Aspen could ask what she meant, 

she sighed, as though begrudged, before opening a trunk beside her 

desk. She took out Aspen’s old broadsword, laid it across the 

surface. “Tell me, Aspen,” she said, and it was the first time she had 

ever uttered her name. “How should we sail the seas?” 

 

 

Aspen watched Joane with one thought fluttering around her mind: 

how the blood spray of a dead man brought out the darkness in her 

eyes. 
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She snapped herself out from the daze, grabbing Joane. “Stop it,” 

she hissed. “You’re going to get us arrested.” 

Two crew mates dragged the guard away, hiding him within the 

thick brush. His blood had splattered over the cream bricks. 

“What was wrong with that?” asked Joane, bending down to 

wipe droplets from her boot. Those on her face were dry, across her 

cheeks like blush. “Quiet and quick – and fun. Would you rather 

they killed us instead?” 

“I’d rather we focused on what we came here for.” 

Joane cleaned her knife on her wide-open shirt, and she tilted 

her head, mouth curving. “You should give it a try,” she said, 

gesturing to the throat-slit corpse. “Do it for me.” 

Aspen could feel the smirk on her back as she marched off, 

pausing at the bottom of the first floor staircase to listen above. 

They had scouted the night before, when the townspeople were 

sleeping and their target was too drunk to notice them. She 

remembered what Cain had told her from all those years ago, their 

voice as clear as the night no matter how long it had been: work at 

night, count the guards, take them down only when you have no 

other option. There had been an option when Joane killed the 

guard, but Aspen couldn’t do anything now. She couldn’t do 

anything when she watched it happen. Death was too close to her as 

it was. 

She counted two pairs of footfalls, one light and one heavier, and 

waited until they retreated further down the hall before she 

ascended. Candlelight flickered along the walls, casting shadows 

across the marble. Aspen peered around the corner. The man they 
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had come for, a politician who let his people starve, sat back in his 

armchair in his master room. A woman sat astride his lap, 

appearing to hold back her grimaces as he buried his face into her 

neck and groped her thigh. With Aspen’s signal, the two crew mates 

pressed forward, knives drawn. 

They wasted no time in raiding the place. Aspen slapped her 

hand over the woman’s mouth before she could scream, easing her 

off the man, who wheezed in shocked silence. “We’re not going to 

hurt you,” she said softly, and dug around in her pockets for a 

handful of coin. She held out her hand, and, eventually, the woman 

snatched it up. “Speak of us to no one.” 

As the woman swept past, Joane seized Aspen’s arm. “She could 

put an alert out,” she snapped. “You’re the one who’s going to get us 

arrested, strung up for the whole world to see—” 

Aspen shook her off. “We don’t kill the innocent.” 

The air crackled with intensity. Joane shook her head, teeth 

bared, and stepped toward to wide-eyed man. She grabbed him by 

the hair, yanked his head back, and sliced his throat. 

“You don’t kill anyone,” she said, bitter, hard-hitting sobriety. 

“But one day you will have to face the moment you do.” 

 

 

That night, Aspen sat on the deck, dangling her feet over the edge, 

staring down at the ocean. Seaweed floated on the foam, glistening 

with moonlight. 

Salt mist dampened her skin, and her body swayed with the ship. 

She sat alone, stewing in the quiet, as she always did after each theft. 
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The ghost of her previous life haunted her, despite having lived in 

this one for longer. No matter the reminders: rope-thick scars, 

blisters between her fingers from holding her sword to sharpen 

threats; an exhaustion that welded her feet to the ground, ever-

present and never releasing. As she breathed, the floorboards 

creaked beneath her, like the first time she had died and her chest 

felt like splintered wood.  

Joane appeared and lowered herself beside her. “Do not rob the 

poor. Do not kill the innocent. Look at where that sentiment got us.” 

She held the posters up, showing their paper-wrinkled faces 

plastered on the front.  

“We wouldn’t be in this situation had you not left behind a 

scene.” 

But, for all Aspen knew, she could have caused it herself, by 

sparing the woman. 

Joane worked her jaw, and, as she spoke, she gazed out at the 

distant sea. “I’d wanted to be a blacksmith, not a thief. Not a 

murderer.” She looked back at Aspen, but her gaze was too raw to 

hold. “Who were you going to be?” 

She had meant to follow her mother, who had shown her 

everything about farming. Those precious moments, bonding over 

how many seeds were needed for the chickens, how much slop for 

the pigs. How to cut the grain, or how to wash the vegetables after 

uprooting them. How to gather water from the well. She tried to 

imagine herself there now, where the only marks on her hands were 

that of the dirt.  
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Aspen knew Joane asked when she too would spill blood, but 

Aspen could not answer, and wished she would never have to. 

“You have enough money to last you a lifetime,” she said. “Why 

not open your own workshop?” She paused, though, because she 

realised she had already seen that happen. Her stomach strangely 

fluttered. 

The soft and tired laughter was unexpected. “Something to 

consider for retirement.” 

“I’ll be expecting another job offer.” 

“And why would I do that?” asked Joane, but she smiled, almost 

kind. 

They met on the deck for the next seven nights, and Aspen found 

that they sat closer to each other, watching the dawn break over the 

horizon. Until the eighth night, when word of their riches and 

whereabouts carried across the seas, and their attackers came. A 

ship hailed from the distance, crashing against the waves, deep-

green sails whipping in the wind from an approaching storm. 

The crew fell into order without needing to be told. Several 

gunners hurried below, while the boatswain navigated the steering, 

stretching space between the two ships. Shadows loomed over 

Joane as she looked through her spyglass, her jaw grinding hard 

enough to hear her teeth scrape. “All hands!” she yelled over the 

gathering noise, gusting gales and feverish talk. “Brace yourselves!” 

The first cannon ball came from nowhere, missing their ship by 

a hairsbreadth, blasting into the water. The second clipped the 

mast, raining wood down upon them. Aspen held the bannister as 

the ship rocked back and forth with the impact, swallowing down 
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the bile burning her throat, both from the surge and the fear. There 

was no third cannon ball but a lull, leaving only gunpowder and salt 

and smoke. Never had she prepared herself for something like this. 

And she had no time to, as Joane stamped her foot twice, and then, 

down below, they fired.  

Explosions consumed the lower decks of the enemy ship. Flames 

bloomed in the black smoke, even as water flooded their bay, 

continuing on their course hard and fast. The air became soot-thick 

and stifling. Aspen heard the shouts, the swords unsheathing— 

The fourth cannon ball tore through their own ship, sending 

everyone flying. 

Joane steadied them as they slammed against the bannister. Fire 

licked up the sides. “Get to the boats, to land,” she yelled, flinching 

at another ear-splitting boom, indecipherable from the thunder and 

attacks. “Kill or be killed, Aspen, and we both know which one you 

favour.” 

They were thrown apart before either could move. Aspen toppled 

forward. Pain flared across her skull as her head bounced, her 

fingertips coming away wet and warm when she brushed over the 

spot. She squinted her eyes open to look into the face of a man. 

Broad, shadowy against the flames. He was not a pirate, but a 

bounty, and she knew that from his stare, stoic and detached. 

“Don’t struggle,” he said flatly, his knife glinting in his hand. 

“You’ll only make it worse for yourself.” 

She knew death, expecting, even tolerating, but this time she 

found herself hesitant. She scrambled back, fingernails dragging 

across wood. The bounty mirrored her every move with eased steps. 
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As Aspen met the wall, she reached for her broadsword, but he 

slammed his foot down on her outstretched shin. Bone crunched, 

ripping through flesh. Blood flooded and stained her trouser leg 

red. He pressed down, feeling the fragments grind. She cried out 

through gritted teeth, struggling to catch a full breath. “Wait,” she 

said, hoarse, her voice wilting. “We can pay you.” 

“You would never be able to outbid their offers,” he said, 

kneeling down, pressing the knife tip to her throat. 

Then, there was nothing. He was grabbed, shoved away, to the 

floor. Joane stood over him, sweating and panting, covered in 

blood. 

The bounty recovered quick, kicking her hard enough for her to 

double over, grabbing her hair as she did. He dragged her to the 

nearest wall, thrusting the knife through her palm and pinning it to 

the wood above her head. Joane stifled her cry. He took out a second 

weapon, another knife that had a sheen on the air as he eased it from 

the leather cover. She hissed when he slit a paper-thin cut on her 

throat. “You can go first,” he said, then glanced back at Aspen, who 

struggled to stand.  

Joane looked at her over his shoulder, and Aspen expected anger 

or demand, but neither came. She spoke softly over the chaos. The 

air shivered. “Close your eyes.” 

But Aspen forced herself up, unsheathed her sword, took three 

steps forward, and dragged the blade across the bounty’s neck. 

He gurgled, splattering blood on her hand, before collapsing. She 

did not know whether it was impulse, or debt, or Joane, but when 
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she looked over at her, she had nothing to say. All she knew was that 

now she was truly one of them. 

She looked down at her hands, stained with blood. Dark under 

her fingernails, the only white her palm lines, webbing like cracked 

porcelain. She felt like she was falling again, skull cracking against 

the stone, swallowed by darkness. Felt like an adult, her lungs 

drowning with saltwater and chest burning from where the metal 

pierced. She had faced those moments, but this one took her 

somewhere worse than death— 

Bodies covered the deck, slaughtered with their skin jagged with 

wounds. Smoke fogged the air, the fires flickering with vivid 

embers. Someone took her shoulders and hurried her away, to a 

room before she could see any more, eased onto a bed. She was 

vaguely aware of her leg hurting, the disorder still ongoing. She 

gazed out the window, seeing the night sky. But then she blinked, 

and that sky had brightened, and she squinted against the sun. The 

air was silent. 

“How much longer will she be this way?” a voice asked, which 

Aspen slowly recognised as Joane. She sounded different, her tone 

tired but breathless. 

The second voice was older, wheezing and raspy. “We cannot be 

certain about these things.” 

“What about her symptoms?” Joane went on. “What’s causing 

them? The shock, or her leg?” 

Sweat beaded across Aspen’s forehead. Her leg felt padded, 

throbbing with her heartbeat. She peeked down, finding her leg 

straight with wood and cushioned with pillows. Her skin was 
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mottled with bruises and slathered with herbs. Bone arched from 

the wound, one that was split and torn, weeping with fresh blood 

whenever she shifted. Joane stood over her, with the doctor, 

covered with the remains of destruction.  

“It could be either, or both,” said the doctor. “Patience can only 

do so much. We must reset the leg.” 

The next thing Aspen knew she was screaming, thrashing against 

the hands holding her down, biting down onto a wooden stick. As 

the screams seized to croaking, to swollen tears, Joane came back 

into view. She took Aspen’s hand. “Milk was the first thing I ever 

stole,” she said, tightening her grip. “My fathers and I had nothing 

else.” The ease was short-lived. There was a loud cracking noise, 

and Aspen’s cry was gently shushed.  

Familiar darkness bled into her vision, tinged with salt and 

lavender. There was a hesitant touch to her cheek. She clung to it 

with all she could. 

 

 

She finally spoke come the seventh day, during an interlude in ship 

repairs, “—this morning?” she asked, or rather tried to, mouth 

feeling stuffed with sawdust. Joane flinched from where she 

sharpened her sword beside her. She looked over with bloodshot, 

socket-sunken eyes, and Aspen resisted her wince as she asked for 

a second time, “Where were you this morning?” 

Her breath whistled through her teeth as she moved, pausing, 

waiting for the pain to subside. At least with death came healing, 

leaving only phantom reminders. Now she felt it all at once. Like 
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how she would always think about her mother when she died or was 

close to, but those memories faded with each occurrence. And how 

much it hurt when she couldn’t remember what colour her eyes 

were. 

Noises trickled in through the open porthole. Seagulls 

squawking and people yelling, close to a harbour, then, Joane said: 

“Donating.” 

Aspen smiled, and her stomach fluttered once more. “Thank 

you.” 

She did not return the smile. “You shouldn’t have killed the 

bounty.” 

“You were the one who told me I’d have to.” 

“Not for me,” she said, even though those were her exact words. 

Do it for me. 

“And yet I did.” 

Joane reached out and rested her palm flat against Aspen’s chest, 

brushing over the scar she gave her. She sighed. “Aspen—” 

As she leant forward onto the bunk, the mattress shifted. Aspen 

gasped. She yanked back the blanket at the sudden excruciating 

agony, revealing the mess beneath. The mangled, sewn flesh was 

expected, but not the seeping pus and swollen skin, hot to touch. 

“That’s not right,” she said. Her heart stuttered, and, for a moment, 

she wondered why. Why she would feel dread after all the times it 

had already happened.  

The concerned frown Joane wore told her she shared the same 

thought, leaving and then returning with the doctor. They poked 

and inspected, causing more pus to leak and more pain to stab and 
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throb. “The wound has become infected,” the doctor said. “Which 

means we have to keep an eye on it. Don’t want it spreading 

anywhere else.” 

But come the following nights, as the crew slept below deck and 

Joane next to her, Aspen knew she would die.  

She had injured one leg before, and she knew how this went. She 

might have been glad, with the small chance at finding home. 

Finding her mother. But that dread grew stronger, into fear, 

because deep-down she believed that the chance shrunk further and 

further, until nothing remained. The last thing she wanted was to 

be displaced into an unknown time again, to an unknown place, far 

away from one she hoped for. And, now, one that she had also 

grown fond of. One she might want to stay in if she had to. 

Her skin burned with fever, and her body shook with chills, and 

she wondered whether the next breath would ever come. 

And eventually it didn’t.  

The last thing she saw before she died was Joane rushing toward 

her. 

 

 

Aspen died one moment and then awoke the next. To the sight of 

her home on the Isle of Irion. 

She had expected empty fields or wild cattle, when she travelled 

over two-hundred years. Emptiness had already settled within her. 

Hope becoming ashes on the wind. But when she opened her eyes, 

what she thought was lost blossomed. Shining like the dawn at the 

end of an endless night.  
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The stone path scuffed her bare feet, the cracks between rock 

thick with weeds. Their cabin was the same russet-brown wood, 

even down to the rocking chair on the porch, chipped and worn, 

overlooked with hollow wind chimes that clanged in the breeze. 

White smoke wafted from the chimney, and the curtain netting 

rippled from the open windows. The front door opened with a quiet 

creak.  

Her mother stepped out.  

Aspen stepped forward. 

She saw that her mother’s eyes were blue. 

A man followed her out, and Aspen recognised him as a man 

from the market. “She could still be out there, Brenne,” he signed. 

“Don’t surrender your faith—” 

Her mother scoffed and swiped her damp cheeks. “I shall 

surrender whatever I wish.” She did not seem to notice Aspen. “My 

child has been missing for seven days and seven nights. An island 

as small as ours has not shown me a single sign of her being alive. 

She is dead. My child is dead.” 

Panic overwhelmed her as Aspen lifted her hands to sign. She 

opened her mouth to yell, taking another step forward. Then the 

scene blurred, warping like ripples on water. Blackness encased her, 

and she was back on the bed. Joane stood over her. 

Her face was ashen, wide-eyed, pulling away from where her 

overlapped hands had been on Aspen’s aching chest.  

She had not felt the anger for a long time. “What did you do? 

What did you do!” 
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Staggering to her feet, she fell against the wall, even though she 

could feel that her leg wound had healed. She threw the door open. 

Rain showered down on her as she went out onto deck. Her hair 

matted down on her forehead, soaking through the undershirt that 

brushed against her knees. She blinked away the droplets, bracing 

against the bannister, and drew in one, ragged breath, as though she 

could exhale the devastation.  

Joane appeared, drenched and heaving. “Something happened 

back there,” she shouted over the rain. “What was it?” 

Thunder crackled above them. Aspen closed her eyes. “You 

should have let me—” 

“Why? Tell me why. Please.” 

“You wouldn’t believe me.” 

“That’s for me to decide,” Joane said. She shook her head, to 

herself. “You were fading away.” 

They stared at each other for a moment longer, before Aspen 

finally told Joane everything. About falling down the well at ten 

years old. How she died, and then many more times after that, not 

knowing which one hurt the most. How she sought out home, and 

her mother, and how she came close only seconds before. How 

much it tore her apart to find her back where she started. Who she 

was then, who she was now. 

Joane reached out, her touch feather-light on Aspen’s arm. “You 

wouldn’t feel this much over a lie unless it were true.” 

Then, with a teasing hint, “You never had these wrinkles either,” 

she said, and brushed her thumb over the corner of Aspen’s mouth. 
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As her heart thudded, Aspen laughed, broken and thick. “Took 

you long enough to notice them.” 

She had cried years before when she first died, and she cried days 

before when they fixed her leg, but that was nothing compared to 

now. Her tears were fuelled with rib-cracking sobs, howling them 

out to the sea. Joane wrapped her arms around her, and Aspen let 

herself be held. Because Joane was like a storm on the horizon. 

Aspen could feel her from miles away, the thunder in her chest and 

lightning across her skin. And, like the one that passed over them 

now, the sky shone brighter in its wake. In her wake. 

“I’ll leave you to rest,” she said when she helped Aspen back onto 

the bunk. 

But Aspen grabbed her hand and told her: “Stay.” 

The ship swayed and creaked around them, though the silence 

did not need to be filled. Water crashed against the porthole, with 

air whistling through the seal. Joane held onto Aspen, linking their 

fingers, still damp and trembling. Aspen let out a shuddering 

breath. To have let death take her was to return home, but that also 

meant leaving behind what had become another. 

 

 

“Breathe, Aspen. Please. Don’t you dare leave me—” 

 

 

Aspen died for a second time, but Joane could not save her. 

 

+ + + 
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She returned to the same place as before, the exact spot, staring at 

her mother, who stood on the porch, alone, with her arms wrapped 

around herself.  

Only now she stared at Aspen. Her eyes were wide, her chest 

heaving. 

Mist settled on the evening, the grass dew-wet and cold. Mud slid 

beneath Aspen’s feet as she stumbled forward, her gait unsteady 

from the ghost of her injury and the feeling on being on land than 

sea. She stopped when she saw her mother frowning, as though 

suspicious of who was in front of her. “Mother,” she spoke aloud, 

waiting for the memories to bleed back into her. From her mother’s 

intake of breath, she had read Aspen’s lips; but still, slowly, Aspen 

signed: “Mother.” 

Neither moved or spoke, the air too delicate to touch. Leaves 

crunched as her mother shuffled her way toward her, and she 

cupped Aspen’s cheek, thumb stroking over the roughed skin. Aged 

with exhaustion from fighting, marred from death, severed from 

time and reality. Her mother eased Aspen forward until their 

foreheads tipped together, and she gasped. As she pulled away, her 

eyes glistened with tears. 

“My child,” she signed. “You’re not the same daughter who left 

me. How? Why?” 

Aspen told her over tea, sitting at the same brittle-oak table, with 

the same tarnished kettle screeching over the fire. She told her 

about the dying, the travelling through time, the horrors and the 

joys that came with living her life. She cradled the mug between her 
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shaking hands, picking at the chipped rim. She forced herself to let 

go and sign: “You have no idea how long—” 

Grief drowned out the rest, but her mother took her hand, 

squeezing it, then pulling back to answer. “You need not wait a 

moment longer. You’re here now, with me.” 

She stared at the uneaten apple pie her mother had given her, 

baked each day with hope and tears. But to be welcomed back as 

though she was still the girl felt deceptive. No longer was she her, 

but the thief. The killer. No matter how hard she rationalised it. She 

did not want to stain her mother’s hands with her name. “You’re 

treating me like a good person,” she signed. “But that could not be 

farther from the truth.” 

Her mother did not ask her why, but: “Bad people do not think 

they are bad.” 

Aspen let herself be guided to her old bedroom, pausing in the 

doorway to study how it was unchanged: threadbare curtains, the 

flowers wilting on the bedside table that she had picked out only a 

week ago. The narrow single bed, with her raggedy teddy bear 

sitting on the pillow. She sank down onto the mattress, and her 

mother sidled up behind her, encircling her in her warm embrace. 

She turned to face her mother, pausing before she signed again. 

“I have to tell you something.” She paused, her hands trembling. 

“About you.” About how you die. 

“Hush,” her mother said. “This has never been about me.” 

But it has, Aspen wanted to tell her, but she allowed herself the 

moment, of sleeping in her mother’s arms. 
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She did not dream of lavender and salt that night, but of tattooed 

skin and grey eyes. 

 

 

Aspen never imagined she would feel anything toward the woman 

who once killed her, but she felt hollow without her. 

Fourteen days had passed since she returned to Irion, to the 

other villagers asking about her presence being told she was an old 

relative. They were happy enough to accept her as the distraction 

Brenne needed, to ease the pain, that which her mother showed as 

much, making Aspen wonder whether sometimes it were real. 

Aspen was right beside her, but she felt that her mother missed the 

child that was no longer there. 

Falling back into routine was easier than expected, tending to 

grain and the sheep and the feedings. Her mother would chide the 

chickens when they scattered across the pen, and Aspen would 

watch her from the fields as she fixed crooked fence posts and wiped 

sweat from her brow. She never let Aspen fetch water. During those 

moments she would think about Joane, whether she was okay. How 

she had wanted to say goodbye, rather than to have died in her 

arms. How, when the night was stark and the silence thick, she 

wished for them to be together again. 

The years went by. On the fourth, Aspen became known in 

history as the girl who went missing by the well. 

“I’m not her,” she would tell her mother, when she found her 

staring out the window, trapped in her moment of despair. Her 
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mother would snap from her trace, nod and smile, and go about her 

day as though nothing had happened. 

The sixth year Aspen sold what few possessions she still had on 

her person, purchasing more land with the earnings, planting fruit 

and vegetable patches and expanding the cow fields, handing out 

near-ripe apples and fresh milk to the locals and market. She 

provided more herbs for the healers on the seventh year, even 

learning how to wrap wounds and brew calming draughts for 

patients. Many had tended to people who had run-ins with pirates, 

those who were awakening the mist and fear that Aspen would, or 

rather had, seen over Leana on the day she first died. 

Her skin became leathery and her joints stiffer as she tried to 

push that future away from the shores, throughout the ninth, tenth, 

and eleventh years, but she knew she could change nothing. 

Come the fourteenth year, her mother coughed up blood. In the 

fifteenth, Aspen told her: “Let me.” 

Aspen tucked her into bed after sponge-bathing her, as gentle as 

she could manage. She brushed her mother’s hair and braided it, 

lifted a glass to her lips to let her sip the water. Held the 

handkerchief to her mouth to catch the blood. Each night had been 

rife with the same hacking coughs, and Aspen held her mother 

close, refusing to entertain the dire thoughts. She had lost her once. 

She did not want to face losing her again. 

A thin-fingered hand encircled her wrist. Aspen eased away. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Are you warm enough? Do you need 

another pillow—?” 

“Sit with me.” 
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Aspen hesitated, because her gut reacted with a sudden wrench, 

her instinct telling her that doing so would enable the inevitable to 

come. 

Still, she did so, and tucked her face into her mother’s neck, only 

for a moment. Enough to get the hint of lavender and salt. She 

pulled back and signed, “You should have let me stop this.” 

“Who knows that this was not always going to happen?” her 

mother asked. “Just be with me.” 

“And after? What will I do then?” 

“You remember when we sat under our oak tree—what you saw 

when you thought about belonging?” Aspen nodded. “Do you see 

anything else now?” 

Aspen had always seen her mother, even now when she sat in her 

arms. But with her, she saw someone else. She saw Joane. 

Her mother must have sensed her answer, because she smiled. 

“And she will see you.” 

But that felt far from possible, as though she was back at the 

start. Lost and seeking out what she could not find. 

They embraced for a long while, until dawn broke through the 

curtains, haloing over them. Her mother fell asleep with the sun 

casted over her like waves. She never woke again. 

 

 

“Would you like for us to make the burial arrangement?” the 

undertaker asked, that same morning, confirming what Aspen had 

already known.  
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She did not look away from her mother, who rested on her side 

with her arms outstretched from where she had held onto her 

daughter.  

With a curt shake of her head, the undertaker nodded and took 

his leave. Aspen took care of it herself, carrying her mother from the 

cabin to the oak tree. She dug the soil until her hands blistered 

around the shovel handle, and her skin burned from the sun. Until 

she did not know whether her face was wet from tears or sweat. 

After she lowered her mother down and piled the dirt atop her, she 

scattered lavender stems over the grave, wetting the surface with 

salt water she gathered from the shores. A shadow then fell over 

where she sat. 

Aspen looked up to find a woman standing over her. She was 

soft-eyed and had a brown braid laying across her breast. 

She seemed familiar somehow, but Aspen did not ask who she 

was. “Can I help you?” 

“No,” the woman said. “I was passing by, and – well, I wanted to 

say I’m sorry for your loss.” 

Nodding, Aspen kept her gaze on the ground, touching the grave. 

“Thank you.” 

“Did they live here?” Another absent nod. “It’s a lovely resting 

place.” A pause. “Oh, I’m Leana—” 

“Leana?” Aspen finally looked up at her, and she saw her: the 

woman that had stood on the porch, when Aspen was a child. The 

scar on her eyelid, the front teeth gapped. She did not hesitate, 

taking the cabin keys from her pocket and thrusting them into 

Leana’s hand. “The home is yours.” 
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Leana tugged away slightly. “Don’t you need it?” 

“No,” said Aspen. “I don’t need to be here anymore.” 

Saying the words caused ease to trickle over Aspen, like a release. 

The memories of her as a girl, baking with her mother; or as an 

adult, caring for her during her last moments. They were no longer 

reminders. She had no reason to stay, because here she was as the 

missing girl. A story to tell. But she wanted to be real. She said 

nothing more as she turned and walked away. The sun was warm 

on her skin as she left the Isle of Irion for what she knew would be 

the last time. 

 

 

Aspen neither sought death, but nor did she hide from it. 

 

 

She found herself on the frosted bay of Rhyne, on the year 715. 

The urge to run was intense, but she held back, lingering on the 

cold wood, the ice damp against her fingers. She welcomed the cool 

breath into her lungs. 

Waves had carried her onto the shores the last time she had been 

here, when she punched Joane, knuckle-bruised and reeling with 

years of sorrow. Now was tinged with sadness but brighter than any 

other day she had woken to. Fifteen years had passed since Aspen 

had last seen Joane, but seven since Joane last saw her, when she 

watched her die, though the gap gaped far more than what it 

actually was, like the wounds she had taken. 
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She took her time to venture into town. Dewdrops hung from 

branches, blossoming with premature spring. Candlelight glowed in 

the windows, lighting the eased faces that sat at their tables, eating 

supper and laughing. Some people wandered the streets under the 

star-lit sky, far from the mist that Aspen had once seem blanketing 

them like a second ocean. She studied their faces, but none of them 

were Joane. She tried not to think the worst, that somehow 

witnessing Joane die had not been true, that their paths had 

changed.  

As she stopped in the middle of the street and sat on the steps of 

an inn, she felt a presence opening the door behind her. She looked 

over her shoulder. An age-worn voice spoke. “So,” they said. “Were 

you all right?” 

Cain Vale was old, with their hair grown out white, back 

hunched, and still wearing their navy coat that fluttered in the wind. 

“Well,” said Aspen, and the shock wilted her voice, her smile 

wavering. “What do you think?” 

“You died on the seas and yet you stand before me.” A pause, 

pensive. “You look older than you should.” 

A bittersweet laugh. “There’s a reason for that,” she said. “One 

you might think impossible.” 

“Maybe, maybe not,” said Cain. “You can still tell me regardless.” 

Aspen did not tell them straightaway, gulping down two ales as 

they sat huddled near the inn fireplace. She was reaching for her 

third when— 

“Kora,” said another voice, belonging to an old woman with a 

walking cane. “Has my age truly caught up with me?” 
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The other still had her usual bird-next hair, but her scowl was 

softer. “No, Thera, we’re both seeing that wee thing we fished out 

from the ocean.” 

Thera launched forward first, gathering Aspen in her arms, with 

Kora standing on the side-lines, reaching out to pat her back. Once 

the four of them were seated, and Thera and Kora started to notice 

the difference in Aspen, Cain asked, “What’s this reason you have 

to share?” 

Aspen hesitated before divulging her life, exposing herself once 

again in a way that felt like she was reaching into her ribcage and 

easing out her heart. 

The air was still and airless once she finished, and she expected 

the onslaught of disbelief and laughter, even though she had never 

faced that reaction from anyone she had told. “We’ve heard some 

tales in our time,” Kora said after a while. “But none such as yours, 

kid.” 

Thera nodded. “And we might not have believed a single world 

had it not come from you.” 

“We will always believe you, Aspen,” Cain agreed, reaching out 

to wipe away the tear she had not realised had broken through. “Do 

not cry over the truth.” 

They all leant into each other, hands joining over the table, and 

remained that way until the table and chairs were tidied away and 

the candle extinguished for closing. As they then wandered the 

streets, they shared their stories from over the years: how Kora had 

earned a new scar from the blunt of an enemy sword as she 

commanded her own ship, and how Thera had retied when she fell 
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for a man and a woman. How Cain continued to sail the seas, even 

to this day. Each of them had kept in touch as though they had never 

left that deck, visiting the area near where Aspen had died, 

mourning her, speaking about her for the years after.  

Staring out from the docks now, the water lapping at the sand, 

Cain said, “Joane lives not far from here.” 

Aspen looked at them. “She no longer sails?” 

They shook their head. “She kept to land, as soon as you died. 

Left her soul to the waves as you did yours.” 

When she asked them where, they took her to the blacksmith 

workshop. The same one that Aspen had seen Joane as an open 

woman, where she had watched her die; the one for retirement. She 

hugged Thera and Kora, and then turned to Cain. They pulled 

something from their coat pocket, another granny apple, as green 

as the first one given to her. “Until the next time,” they said, then: 

“Or the next life.” 

The workshop had a familiar smoky and oil-thick smell, that 

distant clanging feeling as though it juddered through her chest. 

She ascended the staircase, rickety and creaking, and paused at 

the door that led to Joane’s room. Her stomach fluttered. She had 

changed, more than she would have liked, with her hair white and 

skin worn and joints feeling like they were full with rocks. But 

before she could knock, the door opened, revealing Joane. She 

stopped dead in her tracks. 

Even with the crows-feet and tired hunch to her shoulders, she 

looked like she did when Aspen last saw her. Recognition glinted in 

her eyes, then her mouth scrunched. The next thing Aspen knew 
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Joane had her by the collar, shoved against the nearest wall. 

Tension shivered between them. Joane breathed heavy, her fist 

shaking around the ball of fabric. “You took your fucking time.” 

Aspen opened her mouth, but Joane pressed her fingers there, 

tipping her head until it touched hers. “Don’t apologise,” she 

whispered. “Just tell me where you’ve been.” 

“With my mother for fifteen years.” Aspen smiled, but then it fell. 

“She’s gone now.” 

Joane pulled away. “Are you okay?” 

“I’m okay,” she said, “but you shouldn’t have stopped sailing.” 

“There didn’t seem to be much of a point after you left.” 

Aspen stared at Joane, and she knew there was nowhere else she 

needed, or wanted, to be. “What about now?” 

 

 

The next morning they sat on the harbour, their feet dangling over 

the edge and toes skimming the water. They had spoken all night, 

carrying over to morning. About things that had happened, about 

things they already knew, and things that they wanted to know. 

“Tell me about the time you stole milk for your fathers,” Aspen 

asked once. 

Joane frowned, before realising. “You heard that?” 

“Yes,” said Aspen, and she relished in the memory of the calming 

hand around hers. “Felt it, too.” 

A pause. “We had nothing but the dirt and the damp, eating 

porridge for all our meals. One day my fathers were measuring out 

one cup of milk to split between us. They were crying, though they 
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thought they were hiding it. They didn’t notice I’d gone until I 

returned an hour later with the glass bottle I’d swiped from one the 

market stands.” She looked down at her hands. “We just wanted to 

eat.” 

Aspen nodded and laid her hands over Joane’s. “We can stay 

here,” she said, knowing that they wanted to move on from those 

pasts. 

“You’d rather that than return to the sea?” 

“Do you not think we have had our fair share?” she asked, her 

mouth twisting wryly.  

The moon peeked out from behind thin clouds and reflected on 

the waters, falling across them both like a veil. 

“Nostalgic would not be something I’d call Rhyne either,” said 

Joane. When Aspen frowned, she added, “You punched me.” 

“Because you deserved it.” 

“What about now?” she asked in the silence. “Would you do it 

again? Punch me?” 

Aspen paused, and then she leant forward, pressing a kiss to 

Joane’s flushed cheek, lingering until even the ghost of its presence 

could be felt. 

 

 

She felt strange in the five years that followed them, as though death 

was no longer something she felt on her neck, or even something 

she recognised. 

Each day Joane worked, her fingernails filthy with grime and 

skin slicked with feverish sweat. Aspen tended to whoever needed 
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aid, like the market-goers who wanted hands for picking tomatoes 

or student healers who wanted to practice how to dress wounds. In 

the evening the two of them would reunite and sit outside on the 

street, watching the world go by with their hands laced across the 

table. 

But the feeling within Aspen grew over those days, a long-lasting 

heaviness that rested on her chest. She expected to be scared, but 

she felt almost relieved. Even as her energy sapped and forced her 

to stay in bed, even when she knew what was coming. Because she 

knew what it felt like to die, and this time was something she had 

never felt before. But that was okay, because she was here. Because 

she was found. 

One night she and Joane laid back against the pillows, tracing 

her tattoos across her torso. “We’ve been this way before, for your 

last time,” she said. “You might as well have been alone. So, please. 

Forgive me.” 

“There’s nothing to forgive.” Joane brushed away the tears, and 

she let out a choked laugh. “But you do have heart. I’ll give you that 

much.” 

Aspen felt herself smile, and then her eyes closing. Darkness 

found her, but it was lighter, soothing. She died one moment and 

then— 
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ying on her back in the tall grass, in a tangle of shattered 

armor and broken bodies, her sword still lodged in someone’s 

belly, Almar chuckled, and a trickle of blood ran down her chin. 

After all, joining crazy king Ipnam on his quest for the lost relic of 

the fire prophets didn’t turn out as well as she had hoped. Just as 

her pious, boring mother said it wouldn’t. Now that Almar thought 

about it, she might have said it about something else—a long time 

ago—in a town nestled among the hills of Upper Frakash, on the day 

Almar caught the attention of military scouts by winning a sparring 

match with a double-headed axe, the first of many, and the summer 

sunlight bounced off the polished brass of her new helmet as she 

L 
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dug her heels into the round sides of her horse and left her 

hometown and her mother’s hollow-headed gods for good. The 

memories danced around in a confusing jumble—campaigns and 

raids, cannons and pikes, insignia of a hundred different armies. 

Almar drifted in and out of consciousness as the day light faded 

away. She knew that she was dying. It was a bummer. Then the rain 

began.  

The first heavy drops splattered on Almar’s forehead and a thin 

rivulet of water ran into her left eye. There was a pause and the 

rainstorm came down in earnest, rattling on the shields and armor 

pieces scattered across the battlefield. After the initial violent 

onslaught, it slowed to a steady drizzle, boring and relentless, 

promising to last longer than the breaths remaining in Almar’s 

body. This is when she heard movement—the sound of footsteps 

and the swooshing of fabric against the coarse grass. Someone was 

walking towards her. The steps were too light for a marauder, too 

composed for a random villager from a nearby hamlet. Measured, 

purposeful, they were getting closer by the minute. One moment 

and a heavily embroidered hem of a dress, the color of turbulent 

seas, obscured Almar’s vision. She closed her eyes and tried to 

ignore the intruder. After all, she was dying and couldn’t be 

bothered. The newcomer did not leave. Judging from the rustle of 

the heavy brocade, she was now kneeling by Almar’s side.  

Almar forced her eyes to open. In the dwindling light, the woman 

looked ethereal, almost transparent, woven from strands of falling 

rain. With a pale, heart-shaped face half-hidden by the curtain of 

hair, a shade so light it glimmered like polished silver, she looked 
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decidedly out of place amid the carnage. Almar mused that if she 

were to have visions before she died, this one wasn’t bad. Not bad 

at all. Then the vision clasped her fingers over the jagged edges of 

the wound in Almar’s side.  

She gasped, struggling for air, too weak to scramble away or 

scream. The pale face hovering above was stern, brows knitted in 

concentration. Almar saw the drops of her own blood rise from the 

ground—tiny ruby red bubbles glistening in the rain, soared up, 

rotating slowly around the woman’s head. Round and round they 

went, gathering speed with every loop. The whirlpool of blood 

glimmered like a bizarre tiara, casting shadows on the newcomer’s 

bone-white face, and then the crimson funnel dove towards the 

wound, streaming back into Almar’s body. Beneath the woman’s 

tightly clasped fingers, the ruptured blood vessels sealed 

themselves and the edges of Almar’s lacerated skin joined together 

with a prickly sensation of a thousand little pins. Almar floated at 

the edge of consciousness when the healer’s incantation ended 

abruptly. The woman leaned closer—the faint smell of sea brine and 

neroli flowers tickled Almar’s nostrils—and whispered, “Go North. 

Your fate awaits you at the gates of the sea. Go North.” Her voice 

trembled with the notes of urgency. 

The healer got up and vanished from Almar’s view. The rustle of 

her dress receded in the distance and then was gone, lost in silence. 

There was no sound but the whistles of carrion birds and the distant 

yapping of jackals. The rain stopped abruptly. 
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Almar patted herself down. Her body felt strange, but if the 

discomfort caused by some rock digging into the small of her back 

was a reliable indicator, she was certainly no longer dying.  

Untangling herself from the fallen bodies, she shifted on the 

ground and got to her feet, pulled her sword free from the body of 

her opponent—her boot on his bulging stomach—wiped it off with 

a handful of grass and stuck it back in the scabbard. Judging from 

the number of corpses scattered across the field, the campaign was 

over. Almar tore the crazy king’s insignia from her sleeve, took a 

look around to orient herself, and walked off in the direction of 

South. 

 

 

She walked until the grass of the battle field gave way to the 

yellowish gravel of the road, pitted and overgrown with weeds. 

Almar followed the track, keeping to the shadows of the trees, until 

she reached the crossroads. Half a dozen huts and shacks clustered 

around a roadside tavern with a roughly patched up, sagging roof. 

It didn’t look like much, but the smell of beef stew and roasted corn 

made Almar’s stomach rumble. 

She pushed the door and found herself inside a narrow hall with 

a long bar running along its length. The patrons, most of them 

dressed in traveling attire, didn’t pay her much heed. She ambled 

over to the bar and, in a minute, a jug of bitter ale and a plate of 

stew and corn sat in front of her. Almar bit into the juicy meat, 

savored the piney taste of ale. Then a bolt of piercing pain tore 

through her right temple. It burned with an agony of a thousand hot 
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daggers, relentless and nauseating. Her vision swam. In a haze, 

Almar saw the strings of strange symbols shine on her skin. The 

silver glyphs glowed along her arms, swirling all the way to the tips 

of her fingers. Almar clawed at her temple, fingers digging into 

flesh, when the next bout of pain hit her like a tidal bore. She 

screamed and the patrons drinking at the bar drew back in alarm. 

Through the fog in her brain, she heard the bartender curse. 

Grabbing her by the sleeve, he grumbled, “I’ve no idea what you did 

to cross the water magi, but we don’t need no trouble here. Get out 

before you hex us all.”  

Hands grabbed her. Pushing and shoving, they got her out of the 

tavern’s door. A bunch of enthusiasts chased her with torches and 

even one pitchfork until she reached the edge of the forest. She 

would have found it funny if not for that splitting headache. 

Swaying on her feet, Almar turned and flipped an obscene gesture 

in the general direction of her pursuers.  

Under the forest’s canopy, she stumbled along blinded by pain.  

The distended shapes of conifers swam in and out of focus making 

her nauseous. In a small clearing, she stopped, hands on her knees, 

fighting another wave of sickness. The shadows between the 

columns of the trees shifted, sliding closer. She squinted, not sure if 

the movement was real or an illusion brought on by the dizziness. 

An angry howl pierced the night—one, then another. Wolves. “You 

must be kidding me,” Almar said and swore under her breath. A 

dozen golden eyes lit up in the darkness, bright with hunger.  

Almar ran. She raced through the forest, dry pine needles and 

discarded leaves crunching under foot, branches grabbing at her 
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hair, swishing past her face.  She was a good runner, but the pack 

was better. Almar could hear them right behind her—low growls of 

fury, yaps of anticipation. The trees came apart and momentum 

carried her forward, almost taking her over the edge of the 

precipice. Down below, a river, invisible in the dark, churned and 

roared. Almar glanced over her shoulder. Behind her, the wolves 

broke from the tree line and shot forward, saliva glistening on the 

white canines. She jumped. 

 

 

Cold water swallowed her whole, pulling her under, into the 

turbulent depths of the river. Almar broke to the surface, huffing 

and spitting. Around her, white water spluttered and foamed in the 

narrow corridor between the two rocky walls. The current dragged 

Almar forward, tumbling her in the rapids. Bobbing in and out of 

the water, she almost got used to the tosses and turns, when the 

canyon ended, and the river erupted onto an open plain, becoming 

wider and less turbulent. It became easier to swim. Almar closed 

her eyes and allowed the current to carry her forward. The feeling 

was almost tranquil. Then she heard a noise up ahead, getting 

louder by the minute. Almar searched her memory for what this 

sound might be and then the realization hit—invisible in the night, 

ahead lay a waterfall. That was one thing she had no intention to try 

herself against.  

She paddled towards the shore, struggling against the current. It 

was still too fast and too exhausting to easily cut across. The roar of 

the waterfall drowned out all the other sounds, too close for 
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comfort. A low hanging branch swung towards her face and Almar 

grabbed onto it, pulling herself towards the riverbank. 

Out of the water, she shivered in the cold air. At least the glyphs 

were gone from her skin. She threw together a small fire to warm 

her hands and expel the cold of the river from her bones. When the 

fire turned to ashes, Almar climbed into the branches of a nearby 

tree and closed her eyes. The roar of the river tore through the thin 

veil of her sleep bringing with it the sound of clashing armor and 

the screams of the dying. 

 

 

Morning came in an effusion of pale light. Almar untangled herself 

from the branches and looked around. She was on an open plane, 

flat as a tabletop. Save for a few trees, nothing obscured the view of 

the milky white sky fading into the gray expanse of the sea. Flanked 

by the two columns of black basalt, the waterfall tumbled down to 

meet the slow, languid waves. There could be no mistake—these 

were the gates of the sea. Almar gave a loud snort.  

She walked to the nearest basalt column and looked down, over 

the edge. A narrow staircase cut into the stone of the precipice 

wound towards the waves below, where a city nestled on a tongue 

of land protruding into the sea. Walls the color of shells bleached by 

salt ensconced the concentric circles of its streets. A tall tower 

soared high above the city, the glass in its windows glittering like 

the sea on a sunny day.  

“There is no such thing as fate,” Almar muttered, and the wind 

carried her words out to sea. She adjusted the scabbard on her hip 
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and began the long descent down the black staircase. The sorceress 

who jinxed her was somewhere within those pale walls below and 

Almar would win her freedom back even if it meant taking on the 

entire order of the water magi. 

At the foot of the staircase, the air was more water than anything 

else, the spray from the waterfall hanging dense. Squinting, Almar 

crossed the narrow neck of land and came to a stop in front of the 

city gates. From the top of the cliff they didn’t look quite as tall, but 

now they rose high above her head, heavy timber decorated from 

top to bottom with the inlaid images of the strangest creatures. 

Green patina covered the bronze of their intertwined long bodies; 

they had scales like that of the fish and forlorn human faces. An iron 

ball on a rusted chain dangled from the fingers of one of the figures. 

Almar pulled it back, releasing the knocker against the panel of the 

gate. A deep sound reverberated inside. Nothing happened.  

Almar knocked again, this time bashing the ball against the 

locked gate three times in a row, in quick succession. A narrow 

hatch window opened in the panel and a sour-looking guard in a 

tall, pointed helmet scowled at her. “Ain’t no good time for 

pilgrimage. Be on your way,” he said and almost shut the window in 

her face, but Almar was faster. She grabbed him by the collar, 

pressing his face against the frame. Up close the guard looked very 

young. A pale boy in a helmet that looked too big and sat somewhat 

askew on his jug-eared head, he was opening and closing his mouth 

entirely at a loss. It was fortunate that Almar had had enough sense 

to squeeze her advance from the crazy king’s scouts before setting 

out on his cursed campaign. The sight of shiny golden coins helped 
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the youth make up his mind. “Welcome to Mgarra,” he mumbled. 

The gate creaked and Almar stepped inside.  

Beyond the gates, the city was a washed-out shade of gray 

limestone—the pavement, the walls lining the gently curving 

streets, and the garments on the rare passersby were the same 

muted color. The city of Mgarra didn’t look like a particularly 

exciting place. Almar has seen places with much more passion and 

character. What struck her, however, were the statues. They were 

everywhere. Situated in the most unusual places—balanced 

precariously on a steep staircase or frozen midflight right in the 

middle of a street—they looked incredibly lifelike. While the 

location choices were often baffling, the skill of the artisan captured 

the figures in minutiae detail, from each stitch and every clasp of 

the garments to the wrinkles and moles on their faces. Their 

expressions were no less strange. Ranging from mild disbelief to 

outright terror, they had a haunting quality Almar has never 

encountered before. 

Mesmerized by the statues, she wandered in the labyrinth of 

unfamiliar streets with no particular direction until, entirely 

disoriented, she found herself in front of an inn. The sign above the 

door swayed in the breeze blowing from the sea, creaking on rusted 

hinges. Depicted in shades of blue and green peeling paint, a mage 

in a pointed hat conjuring a whirlpool winked from the signboard. 

This seemed like an appropriate place to stay given the purpose of 

her quest. She pushed the door and found herself in a dimly lit, 

cavernous hall. A couple of patrons were busy with a game of 
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backgammon in the far corner. Other than that, the vast room was 

empty.  

Almar pressed her palm against the bell on the counter and a 

grumpy man with a pasty complexion and limp black hair emerged 

from the back room. He took one look at Almar’s weather-worn 

jacket and said, “You’ve come at a bad time. The guards at the gate 

shouldn’t have let you in.”  

Almar put on her best smile. “But they did.” 

The innkeeper didn’t share her mirth. “We’ve got no place. Best 

you move on.” 

Almar gestured at the empty cavern of the bar. “Doesn’t look like 

you have a lot of tenants right now.” 

The innkeeper said, “Appearances can be misleading.” 

Almar didn’t budge. She said, “I’m here to meet someone.” At 

this moment a glyph chose to shine white and silver between the 

thumb and forefinger on her left hand splayed on the bar. 

“I see,” sighed the innkeeper and his face managed to become 

even more somber. He turned and shouted into the dark doorway 

behind him. A small woman with a mousy face and pale red hair 

emerged with a harried look. “We have a guest, Mijra,” said the 

innkeeper. The woman gave a little gasp but caught herself. The 

innkeeper frowned and continued. “Show our valued guest up to the 

rooms. The corner one should do fine.”  

The woman curtsied and gestured for Almar to follow. They went 

up the narrow staircase at the back of the main hall, the steps of 

darkened oak moaning softly under their feet. On the landing, the 

woman fumbled with the keys almost dropping the whole bunch a 
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couple of times. Eventually, she did manage to unlock the door and 

bolted without showing her guest inside. “Hey,” said Almar catching 

the woman by the sleeve. “I need a new shirt. Would you mind 

getting one for me?” The woman looked up at her like she was an 

apparition or a monster about to bite her head off, swallowed, then 

nodded. Almar pressed a couple of coins into her shaking hand. The 

woman tumbled down the stairs without saying another word. 

Almar shook her head and pushed the door open. 

Inside, a massive bed covered with a patchwork blanket 

dominated the room and a long mirror stood wedged between a 

lopsided writing desk and a narrow stained-glass window. Almar 

tossed the scabbard and jacket onto the bed, peeled off her shirt—

more tatters, dirt, and caked blood than a wearable garment at this 

point—and turned towards the mirror. In the cloudy reflection 

afforded by the old glass, the white lines of scars stood out in sharp 

contrast against her tawny skin—the jagged curve left by an assault 

hook, the rough stitches made by a field medic in a bit of a hurry, 

the scatter of round indentations from steel pellets. Almar dragged 

her finger along the new, bright red line trailing underneath her rib 

cage and across the abdomen, the latest addition to the old scars. In 

all fairness, she shouldn’t have survived this one. 

On a window sill, she found a battered copper basin. In a tap up 

hand sink some water sloshed about. It smelled vaguely of saltbush 

leaves and algae. Almar washed off the grime off her face, scrubbed 

the caked blood from beneath her fingernails. There was nothing 

else to do until the girl brought her a new shirt. She fell on the bed. 

In the thin web of cracks adorning the ceiling she saw sea monsters, 
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and magic glyphs, and the silhouette of a healer walking through 

the rain. She must have drifted off to sleep. When the soft knock on 

the door woke her up, the light streaming from the stained-glass 

window took on the golden shades of the setting sun. Almar swung 

the door open. The landing was deserted but a package wrapped in 

crude brown paper lay on her step. Back in the room, she tore the 

package open and a piece of white paper glided to the floor. Almar 

picked it up. In a somewhat childish, round hand the note read, 

“Leave now or you will die tomorrow. Please go.”  

Almar pulled on the new shirt and made her way down to the 

main hall, descending the creaky stairs. The inn was no longer quiet. 

The sound of pipe bags and clapping hands floated up from below. 

In the now crowded hall, men and women drank and danced. 

Weaving her way through the unexpected throng, Almar made her 

way to the bar and landed on a tall stool in front of the innkeeper 

who pretended to be very busy wiping invisible crumbs off the bar 

counter. She unfolded the note, palms smoothing out the crumpled 

paper. “What is the meaning of this?” 

The innkeeper smacked the towel he was holding on the counter 

and cursed the servant girl. Stealing a quick look around, he said. 

“Here’s the thing. Whoever brought you to this town did not mean 

well. We used to be prosperous, with the water magic academy and 

all.” He gestured in the vague direction of the spire. “But then a 

curse fell on our heads. Each year at the convergence of the two 

moons, a beast comes out of the waves. It rampages across town 

until dawn, pursuing its victims. If the stinger at the end of its tail 

reaches you, you are as good as dead, petrified, turned to stone.” A 
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shiver crawled up Almar’s spine—the sculptures on the streets, they 

were no feat of craftmanship.  

The innkeeper continued, “The night before the beast comes out 

of the waves, we hold a feast. People need to drink and dance. There 

isn’t much else we can do. The beast has destroyed our livelihood. 

There are no pilgrims, no students of elemental magic, no parents 

coming to accompany then, and no income…”  

The innkeeper kept talking. He talked about the spiraling cost of 

water desalination, the overpriced vegetables in the market, and the 

incompetence of the city guard.  His voice droned on and on in a 

monotone buzz, fading into the din of the music and the chatter of 

the patrons. Almar sat watching the crowded room over the rim of 

the beer mug when one moving figure caught her attention. A 

slender woman in a dark blue cape was making her way through the 

crowd, towards the exit. Something about her—the long waves of 

pearl blonde hair or the determination in her stride—seemed 

familiar. The bag pipe screamed, the woman turned her head, and 

Almar saw her profile—there was no doubt. This was the mage 

who—for reason unbeknownst—chose to patch her up and then 

jinxed her, binding to this town.  

Almar slammed the jug on the counter and plunged into the 

crowd. She pushed forward and shoved people out of the way and 

nobody seemed to mind—the floor was full of dancing couples and 

laughing youths, tipsy patrons following their unpredictable 

trajectories kept getting in the way—and the woman was just ahead 

of Almar, popping in and out of the throng, so close but always out 

of reach. By the time Almar made it to the door, the woman has 
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already fled into the night. Almar caught a glimpse of the blue cape, 

billowed by the wind, disappearing around the corner. 

She dove into the labyrinth of the unfamiliar city. The streets 

twisted and turned and the statues that weren’t statues loomed, 

hands outstretched, eyes open wide in terror. The mage’s cape 

fluttered up ahead, forever disappearing around yet another corner. 

Almar never saw anyone move so fast. Finally, the indigo blue hem 

swished around the next turn—so very close—and Almar emerged 

into a most peculiar square. On its three sides it was lined with the 

arched galleries of the buildings that have, most probably, once 

housed the academy of elemental magic. The façade of the central 

building parted in the middle to reveal a steep marble staircase 

leading up to the tall tower that rose high above the city, its spire 

disappearing into the heavy, clouded sky. The fourth side of the 

square opened into the sea. Two beacons—tripods topped with 

copper bowls holding the burning oil—flanked the sides of the 

opening. Wide steps covered in algae and slimy from the sea water 

descended into the dark waves below. The mage was nowhere to be 

seen, but the statues were everywhere. The square was crowded 

with frozen figures. Some stood with their hands extended towards 

the sea, others gestured towards the sky. Almar wandered among 

the statues, puzzled and disoriented, and then the realization hit 

her—the long flowing robes, now frozen in stone, hands locked in 

peculiar gestures—these were the water magi. The square was full 

of them.  

Almar circled the square. The silhouette of the tower was 

drawing her in, pulling her closer with inexplicable force. At the 
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bottom of the marble staircase, a lone mage—a whirlwind of robes 

and flying hair—stood frozen mid-gesture, unseeing eyes locked on 

the sea waves. There could be no mistake—this was the healer from 

the battlefield and, yet here she was here, set in stone.  

Skin crawling with unfamiliar dread, Almar took a step 

backwards and whispered, “What sort of evil curse is this? I’m 

standing here and she is dead.” 

A raspy voice sounded from behind, causing her to jump. “Lady 

Chiara that is. Not dead. Sleeping.” An old woman, huddled in rags, 

was crouching at the foot of one of the statues. She gestured towards 

the tower. “A hundred years ago a monster crawled out of the sea. 

Year after year the magi of the Tower protected us, their numbers 

dwindling. It took them all one by one until only Lady Chiara 

remained. Last year she defended the tower until dawn, but the 

monster got to her in the end. Now there are no magi left in 

Mgarra.” 

The statue of the healer glowed with the light of the two moons 

hovering low over the sea waves. Almar couldn’t take her eyes off 

the flowing hair, the aquiline nose, and the determined set of the 

mage’s lips. “Sleeping or not, I don’t understand,” she said, bringing 

her hand up to her stomach where the fresh scar was forming. “How 

could she heal and jinx me in the fields and yet be standing here.”  

The old woman laughed. “Ah, but Lady Chiara is also a spirit 

walker. A rare gift.”  

Almar forced herself to look away from the pale face and the 

sculpted lips of the frozen mage. Behind the statue, the tower rose 

up into the night sky. Almar walked up the steps. A wrought iron 
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gate—an intricate metal lace of rolling waves and sea monsters—

barred the entrance. Beyond it, the stairway continued upward and 

disappeared into the darkness.  

Almar reached out to touch the gate. A spark of blue light jumped 

from the metal and burned her fingers. She cursed and spat on the 

flagstones. She had had quite enough of the elemental magic and its 

practitioners. Looking back at the old woman, huddled by the 

statue, she said, “Hey, lady, shouldn’t you go home if a terrible beast 

is about to crawl out from the sea?” The old woman shook her head. 

“The beast has taken my husband and both of my sons,” she said 

looking up at the statue of a boy barely old enough to hold the spell 

book. “Tonight, I will join them.” 

Almar shook her head. For all she cared, this wretched city could 

just as well drown if it so chooses, and since the petrified mage, 

however pretty, is not fit to unjinx her, she’d have to find a solution 

to this problem elsewhere. She turned on her heel and marched 

towards the city gates. She almost made it to the guards’ booth when 

the glyphs on her skin flared a wicked green color and she doubled 

over in pain. “Fine, fine, I’m not going,” she growled under her 

breath. The mage may have been petrified but her power held.  

Resigned, Almar walked back to the inn. The dawn was close, 

and the crowds have dissipated. In the dark cavern of the bar, she 

plopped on a stool and asked for a beer. The innkeeper looked her 

over and smirked. “I can’t say if it’s too early or too late for a drink,” 

he said. 

“Does it matter much with the beast and all? Anyway, it helps me 

think.” 
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The innkeeper smirked again and Almar contemplated smacking 

him in the face. “The first time I hear that beer helps thinking,” he 

said and leaned forward on the bar. “What I suggest instead is 

making a visit to the city baths.” 

“The baths? Do you question my personal hygiene?” Almar 

laughed with a loud snort. 

The innkeeper remained deadly serious. “The baths are as old as 

Mgarra, maybe older. Who knows what you’d find.” He turned 

away, set on rearranging the glass jars in the back of the bar. Seeing 

that no beer was forthcoming, Almar sighed and went in search of 

the baths. 

 

 

They weren’t difficult to find. The building looked more like a 

temple than anything as mundane as a bath house. Its massive 

cupola—copper tainted green—rested on three levels of stone 

arches. Steam erupted from the numerous pipes and chimneys 

circling the great dome. The colossal building seemed to breathe.  

Inside a vestibule lined with columns of polished malachite, she 

exchanged some coins for a flat white disk with a key attached to it. 

The attendant, a pudgy, pink-skinned youth, led her to a room with 

low benches and a wall lined with narrow cabinets. Almar locked 

her belongings in one of the lockers and allowed the attendant to 

wrap her in a thin bathing sheet. The way he winced at the sight of 

her scars was quite hilarious. 

As directed by the attendant, she followed the arrows laid out on 

the mosaic floor with pieces of colorful glass. The route led her 
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through the numerous chambers of the bathhouse, but wherever 

she went there was too much steam and too many people. 

Frustrated, she stumbled down yet another staircase and found 

herself below ground, at the lowest level of the bathhouse. Here, in 

the low light, a gigantic pool spread out under the vaulted ceiling, 

its furthest reaches disappearing into the darkness.  

Almar slipped into the pool and swam forward, gliding between 

the columns. Cut from rough stone they rose straight from the water 

to support the ceiling. Carved into the surface of the columns were 

the suns, the moons, the creatures of the sea, and letters from an 

alphabet Almar didn’t recognize—all of the patterns were different, 

and no two columns were the same.  She turned on her back and 

floated in the semi-darkness. Above her, the ceiling lost in shadows 

flickered with studded gems and Almar felt as if she was drifting 

through the night sky.  

The sound of dripping water broke through her reverie. She tried 

to ignore the annoying noise but to no avail—the drumming 

persisted, high-pitched and unrelenting. Almar turned in the water 

and looked around. The drip was somewhere further off, invisible 

in the darkness. She followed the sound moving towards the 

farthest reaches of the pool. This place didn’t look like it was 

frequented by the bathhouse patrons. The stone slabs of a broken 

column piled up in the water so dark, it looked almost black, and a 

broken pipe in the ceiling rained on the upturned rocks. A familiar 

figure, half-hidden by the curtain of falling water, sat atop the stone 

platform. Almar pulled herself out of the water and gave a mocking 

bow. “Lady Chiara, I presume?”  
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A shy smile was her response. “Chi is fine” 

“A strange place for a rendezvous.” Almar gestured around. 

Chiara shrugged. “My options are limited. As a spirit walker I can 

travel away from my petrified body and my elemental magic allows 

me to take material form but only in the running water.” She 

extended her hand, palm turned upwards, and watched the drops 

bounce off her skin. 

The smell of dry grass and spilled blood filled Almar’s nostrils. 

She looked at the water mage. “The rain. On the battlefield.” 

Chiara nodded. “Yes. It was my only chance. And yours as well.” 

Her eyes trailed along the length of the fresh scar on Almar’s 

abdomen. 

“The chance for what?” 

“For me, to save the city I love. For you? To live to see another 

day and, if we are both lucky, to save the world.” 

Almar couldn’t keep the irony from her voice. “The world? No 

less?” 

“Yes, the world.” 

The solemn expression on Chiara’s face made her even more 

beautiful, but Almar just couldn’t stop herself. She had to say it. 

“And why would I want to do that? You pluck me from my life, 

march me around like a puppet, as if I have no other things to do, 

and just expect me to comply with whatever it is you have planned.” 

Chiara arched an eyebrow. “So, what was it that you were 

planning to do with your second chance at life? Join a new band of 

mercenaries on another ridiculous quest? Sprout a few more scars? 

Do share.” 
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Almar had to admit that the mage had a point. She sighed. “Fine. 

I guess you want me to save the world from the slimy monster 

crawling out of the sea that everybody is talking about, am I right?”  

To her surprise, Chiara winced and when she spoke, her words 

were almost inaudible. “Wasn’t always a monster,” she said and 

added after a pause. “Then again maybe she was.”  

Almar waited for her to continue and the silence stretched, 

punctuated by the sound of water lapping against the fallen column, 

dripping from the pipes above. She was almost ready to apologize 

for the stupid question, when Chiara looked up at her and said, “The 

one who comes out of the sea was one of us once. A long time ago. 

Clever, ambitious. Too ambitious.” 

“A human?” 

“A mage. Our ancestors brought Mgarra up from the sea 

millennia ago. Magic shaped its streets, formed its walls from the 

bones of the ancient whales. Everything in this city revolved around 

the practice of water magic and the comings and goings of our 

Guild. We could do anything. Heal. Build. Enchant. But it wasn’t 

enough.” 

Chiara fell silent, the sadness around her palpable. After a pause, 

she continued. “Some of the magi sought ways to pour the power of 

the sea itself into their bodies, to become the ultimate vessels of raw 

elemental magic. A land-dwelling body, as it is, cannot contain such 

power. There were experiments. Alterations made to allow a closer 

alliance with the sea. Most were content with tiny tweaks—a set of 

gills, algae threads in the hair. Stupid stuff.” She gave a short, bitter 

laugh. “The one we now call a monster was a friend once. We both 
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came to Mgarra as little girls, not even thirteen years old, to pursue 

our talents. For her, these trinkets, as she called them, weren’t 

enough. She wanted so much more but it was beyond her skills, 

anyone’s skills.” 

Almar frowned. “What did she do then?” 

“She went to the Guild’s council for assistance, but they said that 

the experiments she had in mind were too dangerous. The magi 

denied her. So, she called on the forces that dwell in the deepest pits 

of the sea and they did answer her call. They granted her the power 

she wanted but deals like that come at a price. Her body changed 

beyond recognition and with that change came the appetite for 

destruction. Many people died that night. Even then, she was too 

strong to defeat and the only thing the Guild managed to do was to 

banish her from land and lock her powers to the highest tide of the 

year, the tide of the twin moons. This is the only time she can come 

ashore.”  

Almar shrugged. “But why come back at all? Didn’t she get her 

wish to be one with the sea? The ultimate vessel of whatever?” 

Chiara shook her head. “You don’t understand, she wanted 

power. And there isn’t much power in being locked to one single 

tide and limited to wreaking havoc on land once a year. At the 

bottom of the sea, her anger and resentment festered until there was 

nothing left of her humanity but spite and desire for revenge. To 

satisfy this thirst, she needs something hidden in the Tower. This is 

why she keeps coming back.” 

“And this something is?” 
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“An ancient amulet that controls the tides. The one our ancestors 

used to create Mgarra. If she gets hold of it, the world will be 

destroyed in a massive flood. Waves will rush over Mgarra and rise 

above the black cliffs. The torrent will then roll across the plains 

crushing everything in its wake. None of the land-dwellers will 

survive.” 

Almar glanced at her right hand, the memory of the stinging blue 

fire dancing on her fingers from the night before was still very much 

alive. “Last I checked, the Tower was locked.” 

Chiara nodded. “There are wards, of course, but every time the 

monster comes back, they seem to grow weaker. Or maybe she is 

getting stronger. Now that all the mages are gone, I fear the gates 

will not hold.” 

With an unexpected quick movement, Chiara grabbed Almar’s 

hand. Her fingers had the cold feel of marble. “You are our only 

hope. A warrior who can win where the magic has failed.”  

The urgency in her voice sent shivers racing down Almar’s neck. 

She squeezed the icy fingers. “And what am I going to get out of it?” 

Chiara returned her gaze, eyes the color of the storm. “Your 

freedom, if you want it.” She pressed her finger to Almar’s lips and 

looked upwards. “The sun is rising over Mgarra. The day has begun. 

I hope it’s not going to be the last one.” 

Almar leaned in closer, reaching out for her, but she 

disappeared, dissipating like smoke over water.  

 

+ + + 
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The day came and went. If it were to be the last day of Mgarra, 

remained to be seen. Almar stepped out of the inn’s door into the 

gathering gloom, leaving behind the quiet sobs of the mousy servant 

girl and the reassuring booms of the innkeeper’s voice.  She walked 

through the deserted streets, her steps accompanied by the sound 

of shutters closing, bolts drawn across doors.  

Following the natural inclination of Mgarra’s streets towards the 

sea, Almar reached the square in time for the sunset. From the gates 

of the Tower of Tides, she watched the narrow pink ribbon on the 

horizon sink into the sea. Darkness rolled over the waves, the algae-

covered steps descending into the water, the square, and its statues. 

Only the oil lamps burned in the night, glowing like a pair of red 

eyes, casting the scene in copper overtones of blood and rust.  

The clouds parted and the pale light of the two moons shone 

upon the flagstones of the square and the petrified figures of the 

magi. In the crystalline luminescence, the square seemed frozen in 

time, tranquil and unchanging. For a moment it seemed that it will 

remain like this forever, undisturbed, and Almar thought that, 

perhaps, Chiara was wrong, and the monster has satisfied its thirst 

for destruction and will not come rising from the bottom of the sea. 

Then, with a sigh, the swell at the bottom of the stairs heaved, 

parted, and a creature, the likes of which Almar has never seen, 

pulled itself out of the water. Its bulky body supported by six spindly 

legs, like that of a crab, ended in a long, segmented tail. In the light 

of the moon, the sharp stinger at the tip gleamed like steel. The 

creature’s carapace, the color of a fish belly gone bad, puckered 

around the joints, and from below its broad forehead, adorned with 
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a crown of bony spurs, a dozen eyes scanned the square with 

venomous malice. Something bothered Almar about these eyes. 

Something she couldn’t quite pinpoint. Yet, standing here in 

contemplation was unlikely to stop the flood, save the city of Mgarra 

and a certain petrified mage with pretty eyes. Almar shrugged, 

adjusted her grip on the hilt of the sword and began her slow 

descent towards the square.  

She was about halfway down the staircase when the creature 

took notice of her approach. A dozen eyes rolled in their sockets and 

fixated on Almar. With lilac irises and bloodshot whites, these were, 

without doubt, human eyes. Intelligent and malevolent.  

The creature shrieked, a rough screeching sound coming from 

the tortured vocal cords, and bent its front legs preparing to charge. 

Almar took the remaining steps in one jump, raising the sword 

above her head and bringing it down in one sweeping movement. 

The blade connected with the carapace of the creature right above 

the top joint of its front leg and bounced off causing no harm. The 

segmented tail came charging down, the barb at the end poised to 

strike. Almar sprang out of the way, rolling across the dusty 

pavement. The creature turned around and charged again, its 

pincer snapping closed where Almar’s face was just a second ago. 

She sidestepped to the right, swiping her sword across the 

monster’s hind legs. The carapace deflected the damage, but the 

creature lost balance and tripped, the corslet of its body scraping 

across the flagstones. Almar darted forward and struck, aiming the 

tip of her sword for the gap in the carapace plates of the creature’s 

leg joint. The creature screamed, and a burst of foul-smelling purple 
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blood bubbled from the wound. The tail came crushing down. It 

caught Almar across the chest, sending her flying backwards. She 

landed hard, the air gone from her lungs. Before she had time to 

regroup, the creature was upon her, its claws poised to strike. She 

pushed herself forward, sliding under the belly of the beast and hit 

upwards, aiming for the puckered seam in the carapace bisecting 

the creature’s gut. The blade hit the mark, its tip disappearing 

between the carapace plates, and got stuck. Almar tried to drive it 

deeper, but it wouldn’t budge—she has underestimated the 

thickness of the beast’s armor. Adjusting her grip on the hilt, she 

tried to pull it out, but to no avail. It was wedged in place.  

The creature growled, taking a sharp turn, and the centrifugal 

force of its movement sent Almar sliding across the flagstones of the 

square. Her sword remained stuck in the carapace of the monster, 

causing no apparent harm. It turned and its dozen eyes, full of 

blood-curdling rage, fixated on Almar. She suspected that the two 

daggers still attached to her wrists would do her no good. The 

monster charged, and she ran.  

In front of her the square opened into the sea, the dark waves 

rolling onto the algae-covered steps. She sprinted towards it, the 

creature on her heels, its pincers snapping too close for comfort. At 

the edge of the stairs she took a sharp turn. Momentum took the 

beast down the steps, tumbling towards the waves. Almar thought 

that it might be nice if it had a change of mind and retreated back 

to the depths from whence it came, but there was little hope for that, 

so she dashed towards the arches of the gallery flanking the side of 

the square. A quick glance over her shoulder showed her that the 
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creature was scaling back up the steps with unexpected speed and 

agility. She would never make it to the arched gallery ahead.  

On her right, one of the beacons flared with a tongue of bright 

red flame. She dashed towards it, clambering up the balustrade a 

second before it shook with the impact of the creature’s chitinous 

hide. She clung to the sides of the pedestal supporting the beacon’s 

lamp as it shook from the monster’s onslaught. It was enraged, and, 

in a way, it was a blessing. Almar figured that as soon as it cooled 

off enough to think and decided to use its stinger, she would be 

faced with a choice of either falling into the sea or being petrified in 

this awkward pose. Neither option appealed to her much.  

At that moment the creature reared up on its hind legs, insane 

lilac eyes boring into Almar’s face and gave the column another 

push. The copper bowl atop of it shook on its tripod, oil splashing 

inside. Almar glanced at the monster, glanced at the bowl, and 

shoved it towards those terrible eyes. The bowl tilted, the lid flying 

off, and a deluge of burning oil spilled over the monster’s head. The 

creature screamed, the sound almost human, flailing against the 

balustrade. The pedestal crumbled dislodging Almar and she came 

tumbling down, but her fall was shorter than the one she braced for 

and the surface underneath her was nothing like the flagstones of 

the square. The coarse bumps of the creature’s carapace pressed 

into her palms and the side of her face. She was on top of the beast 

and it sensed her. It stopped thrashing and Almar heard before she 

saw the stinger coming down with a swishing sound. She rolled 

sideways, and it scraped the carapace to her right coming back up 

to strike again. Another strike and she rolled again, sliding over the 
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seam in the carapace bisecting the creature’s back. A small triangle 

of purple flesh vibrated in the gap between the two plates of the 

carapace covering the back of the creature and the armor of its head. 

The idea was crazy, but it was the only one she had. As the tail rose 

above positioning to strike again, she slid sideways, her body 

covering the gap in the carapace. The stinger flew towards her face 

gleaming in the light of the two moons, and she jerked out of the 

way, turning on her side, grabbing hold of the segmented tail and 

driving it downward, into the triangle of the monster’s own flesh. 

The creature shuddered, throwing Almar off its back. A wave of pale 

light spread out from the spot where the stinger pierced the flesh, 

the carapace turning into white marble in its wake. In a few 

moments, the monster was nothing but a bizarre statue in the 

middle of the square.  

Almar pushed herself up on the elbows and scrambled to her 

feet, brushing the dust from her pants, not that it helped much. The 

square seemed to sway a little and Almar cursed. Hitting her head 

against hard surfaces was never her favorite pastime. She dragged 

her hand through her hair and it came away bloody. 

The square around her was still full of frozen figures. Perhaps, 

more time was needed to free the magi or maybe the creature’s self-

petrification didn’t do the trick. There was nothing to do but wait, 

which was good because, all of a sudden, Almar felt very tired. She 

walked towards the marble steps leading up to the Tower of Tides, 

where one certain mage still stood locked in place. “Looks like the 

flood isn’t coming,” she said and dropped on the steps at the statue’s 

feet.  
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The twin moons now soared high in the sky, their convergence 

complete, one a blinding iridescent white and the other a delicate 

shade of coral. Their joint light poured across the square, chasing 

away the remaining shadows. Hands landed softly on Almar’s 

shoulders, pulling her into a gentle embrace. She turned around. No 

longer a statue, Chiara was the long-awaited rain and the warm 

summer storm, and her lips tasted like sea salt and marshmallow. 
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