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This is the book that grief wrote.

May we all rise anew from the ashes of the flames that devour us.












Trigger Warnings





This book deals with many topics surrounding bad healthcare, religious trauma, and menstrual health. Trigger Warnings Include:




Endometriosis/Chronic Period Pain

Deep discussion of period health and pain

Discussions of miscarriage and other similar issues

Sexual content

Medical Neglect

Misogyny

Religious Trauma

Examination of Religious Indoctrination

Witch burning

Blood

Horror-esque imagery

Wild Animal Death

Human Death

General Violence

Childbirth-related body trauma

Neglect

Suicide

Panic Attack Style Symptoms

















Before You Begin




This book is a work of fantasy fiction that attempts to look at medicine, midwifery, and religion. It draws on and is inspired by the Puritan witch hunt era, but the setting, culture, and religion are not factual in nature.  

There are things that this book does aim to draw attention to. One of them is the historical duplicity, control, and fear around the spiritual and medicinal workings of women. The world’s past is full of women and queer people who worked as healers and midwives. They were pillars in their communities that used their knowledge of life, plants, and the world around them to heal the sick, deliver babies, and fulfil spiritual needs. In Western Europe and Puritan America, these people were kept on the outskirts of society. Some were branded as witches and became prime targets for the witch hunt movement. While we hear most often about Salem, the witch hunt era actually spans from roughly 1450 to 1750 and resulted in an estimated 40,000 to 50,000 deaths. 

Even after the witch hunts ended, the rise of the Western profession of doctors sought to push women and queer people away from healing. Systems were put in place to ensure that no one could practice healing without an education, and only men could acquire that education. The history around this is tangled. It was often considered inappropriate for a doctor to examine a woman, but with no women allowed to practice, patients would often forego asking for help. And considering that early Western medicine believed that the uterus could migrate to other parts of the body, causing a slew of medical issues, I can see why the average woman was sceptical of doctors.  Frustrating isn’t close to the word for what I’ve learned in the last few years. 

Verity’s menstrual pain is also inspired by the suffering of real-world people with a uterus. There are several diagnoses that could apply to Verity, or to someone in your life, including yourself. One such condition is endometriosis. It affects as many as 1 in 10 women, but it can take 10 years to diagnose due to a lack of public knowledge and the long history of sexism in the medical world. Symptoms are not always universal, and many are easy to sweep under the rug as normal, unconnected, or all in your head. If your period is making your life complicated or unbearable, believe your body and find a doctor who will listen when you say “I want treatment for my period pain.”

Ironically, I started writing this hoping to be a voice for others, and in the process have become convinced that my chronic blistering headaches are connected to my menstrual cycle. And since I’m on the waitlist for a doctor, a list I’ll be on for years, I have no one to ask. 

Healthcare is rarely fair.

If you find yourself intrigued by the subject matter in the book and would like to learn more, I’ve included a recommended reading list at the back of the book. 

This book has been written and edited in British English. Don’t worry, I can spell. Usually.

Only my spellcheck knows for sure. 








one

Arden 
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The world was full of spirits. Anyone who wished to see them, who wished to live beside and in service to them, could do so. It took work, however. Patience. Sacrifice. In return, the spirits gave generously. Food, friendship, knowledge, and even magic. But it required a person to live within the expectations of the spirits whom they served, and not everyone was cut out for such a life.  

Arden lived and breathed that life, and she couldn’t imagine wanting to live any other way. 

The early morning sun peeked through the windows of her tiny cabin, casting rays of warm light across her bedsheets. The sunshine made her companion’s skin glimmer just slightly where she was curled up on the modestly sized mattress. That sight was a magic she would never take for granted.

Ilyana still slept soundly, her body nestled up against Arden’s. Breathing against Ilyana’s soft brown hair, Arden recognized the wild scent of an animal’s fur and the musk of autumn leaves. As it should be. Ilyana was a spirit of the forest, one who protected the fauna and their balance. Often, she was one of them, prancing among the trees in whichever form she liked.

Of course she smelled like the forest. 

Arden loved that about her, and she smiled for no particular reason at all, really. Simply because in that moment, everything was good. 

Trailing a finger down Ilyana’s arm, Arden dared to wake the spirit from her sleep. As beautiful as she was, her hair spread across the pillow, the blankets loosely draped over her stomach, Arden needed to get up at some point soon. Winter was approaching more quickly than she’d like, and she had things she had to attend to.

A long, languid exhale escaped Ilyana as she woke. Her limbs stretched and adjusted, and she settled back against Arden’s body, turning her head to look her in the eyes. “Good morning.” 

“Good morning.” Arden kissed her softly. “I hope I didn’t wake you from any exciting dreams.” 

Ilyana turned to face Arden, entwining their ankles together. She reached up to touch Arden’s hair, running her fingers through the witch’s long silver tresses, a colour she’d grown into decades too young. “I was in the body of a hare, running through a field. She was very fast and I can still feel the wind on me. Feel my heart.” 

Placing a hand on Ilyana’s breast, Arden felt the quick thump-thump against her hand. But it was Ilyana’s eyes that stole her breath, so wide and dark and innocent. She had no choice but to kiss her. 

Ilyana fell into the kiss, pressing against Arden and running her hands down to the witch’s strong thighs. The gentle touch stole a gasp from Arden, and she felt grateful for such soft, beautiful mornings. 

When Arden finally broke away to breathe and gather her wits, she placed another kiss on Ilyana’s nose. “Would you like some tea?” 

“Mmm, absolutely.” Ilyana let Arden loose from the tangle of their limbs and watched her lover get out of bed. 

The air outside the blankets was crisp. The fire in her wood stove had gone out overnight, as it usually did. The cabin was modest in size; it had room enough for a bed, a wood stove, a small table with two chairs, a set of cupboards, a working counter, and a washing basin. Everything she needed, but small enough that the fire would soon warm the space. 

Arden draped her favourite old shawl over her naked body and set about placing thin strips of wood in the stove. Two on the bottom, two across those, and the middle stuffed with kindling. She carefully set a quartered log on top and pressed her thumb to her forefinger. Where the two met, a tiny flame appeared. It was the handiest magic anyone had ever gifted her, and she used it most mornings to get her stove burning. 

When she peeked over, Ilyana was hugging the pillow against her chest, curled up, watching Arden’s every move with soft, caring eyes. 

“What?” Arden laughed, getting up from her crouch in front of the wood stove. 

“Your bum is sticking out of your shawl.” 

Arden rolled her eyes, smiling. “You never wear clothes.” 

Ilyana shrugged, a smirk playing on her lips. “It’s just an observation.” 

Warmth was already spilling out from the wood stove, and Arden was grateful for it. While autumn hadn’t become unbearably chilly yet, she still found herself eager for the warmth of a fire and a cup of tea. 

As Arden filled her kettle with drinking water she kept in a glass jar on her cabinets, Ilyana slipped out from under the covers. 

“What do you intend to do today?” Ilyana slid her fingers over Arden’s back as she passed. Her pelt was on the back of the chair where she had left it, and Ilyana slung it over her shoulder, back where it belonged. It changed colour all the time, and that day it was a soft, light brown, the same as Ilyana’s hair. The spirit sat down at the table, which had been made from the trunk of an eclectically shaped tree. 

With the kettle on the stovetop, Arden set to work pulling down jars of herbs and tea leaves, mixing highly personalised concoctions into two clay mugs. “The same thing I do every day, sweet thing. Get ready for winter.” She let out a long breath. “And prepare to make the offering.” 

Ilyana nodded. “It’s been some time since the last. Are the others growing restless?” 

“The Gloam is always restless,” Arden conceded. 

The mere mention of the Gloam soured Ilyana’s expression. 

“I know you don’t care for it.” Arden really didn’t feel like having that particular discussion again, but there it was. 

“Even among other spirits, the Gloam is a fearful thing.” Ilyana stared into the distance. “I hate that you work with it.” 

“So do I.” Arden put back the jars of herbs one at a time, deliberately not looking Ilyana in the eyes. “If I had any other choice, I wouldn’t.” 

“Isn’t there something the others could do?” Ilyana nervously ran her hand over the wood grain patterns of the table. “Dalic, or myself, or a spirit you don’t yet have a bond with?” 

“The Gloam is protection, Ilyana. You know that.” The kettle had started to steam, and Arden used a thick bundle of cloth to take it from the fire. She poured the water into the mugs, then set the kettle on the same burned ring on the counter that she always put it back onto. “If the village ever comes for me, I need more than a respectful relationship with the plants and animals to protect me. My mother needed it as well, and her mother before her. Working with the Gloam is the cost of being a living witch in these woods. If the village ever decided to burn me for their god, I need the power to end them all.” When Arden turned to give Ilyana her tea, the spirit was staring at the ground. Setting both mugs on the table, the witch took her lover’s chin in her fingers and urged her to look up. “It may never come to that.” 

Ilyana nodded. “Death of that scale is not in balance.” 

“I know.” Arden kissed her forehead and then sat in the second chair, their toes close enough to touch. “It’s a precaution, nothing else. Fear is a useful deterrent.” 

Picking up her mug, Ilyana blew on the tea for a moment. “I wish I understood these people better. Your people from away are not the same as the people of this land.”

Arden nodded in solemn agreement. “Their values are far removed from each other.” 

“They don’t understand what it means to live in balance with the world around them.” Ilyana took a long drink. “They take and take. The people of this land know better.” 

That too was a conversation the two of them had had over and over and over, often at length, and so Arden let it die. They agreed with each other, and to talk further was to mourn what neither of them could do anything about. Instead, they sat in the quickly warming cabin, their ankles entangled, and drank their tea in each other’s quiet company. 

When both their cups were empty, Ilyana stood to leave. She leaned down to kiss Arden. The brush of her lips made the witch’s heart skip a beat. The gratitude she held in those moments was more than she could ever put words to. 

“I’ll see you soon, yes?” Arden breathed against her lips. 

“Of course.” Ilyana brushed Arden’s cheek with her finger, adjusted the pelt hanging over her shoulder, and turned toward the cabin door. As she walked, that morning’s animal manifestation made itself known: a hare’s tail had grown just above her bum, a soft, fluffy brown point that twitched as she moved. 

Arden grinned as her lover left. She never knew which beast the spirit would take on the traits of, and a hare was always preferable to a snapping turtle.

[image: image-placeholder]The cool fall morning air was proving good for Arden. She’d thrown on a pair of loose trousers and gone out bare-chested to face the chill of the forest. The cold on her skin had woken her up right away. 

After gobbling down a breakfast of fresh fruit and deer jerky, she got right to work. She hoped the movement would drive the chill out of her body until the sun warmed even the underbrush. Among other things, wood needed chopping. Her cabin wouldn’t heat itself through the winter. 

She’d gotten through almost half the pile and was mid-swing when a young woman stumbled into view from between the trees. Arden put down her axe and waited for whatever would happen next. Visitors were few and far between, and when they did show up, it usually meant trouble.   

At first glance, the young woman looked about sixteen. Twenty at most. A girl to Arden, but a woman to most. If she was from the village, she’d probably be married with a child or two. Clothed in a long-sleeved grey dress and lacking a cloak, she was arguably underdressed for the weather. As she stumbled closer, Arden saw the blood. 

The stranger’s hand was clasped on her upper arm, red dripping liberally from between her fingers. She had nothing with her; no weapon, no pack, and clearly no sense. The woman’s dark brown hair had fallen over her eyes. She pressed forward, bumping into a tree and veering away. Dizzy, by the look of it. Perhaps from loss of blood, by how dark her sleeve was. The fool hadn’t tied off the wound. 

Arden wiped the sweat of hard labour from her brow and cleaned her hands on her trousers. She had a choice to make: save her as she had saved so many of the women from that village, or give the woman’s body to the Gloam. It was nearly time to make a sacrifice anyway, and that would save her the efforts of going hunting.  

Arden consistently walked a fine line between her spite and her duty. Her mother had been vastly more generous than Arden had ever been. Both of them had pledged to use their magics and their knowledge to care for the people who came to them looking for help, and yet Arden’s heart had blackened. The village had done damage to them both, and to everyone inside it. How generous was she expected to feel?

Arrothburg burned witches, and someday, they’d burn her. 

The thought curdled the kindness in Arden’s heart. If this woman had stumbled onto Arden’s land with a determination to die, she might as well take advantage of it.

Arden approached the young woman slowly. It wouldn’t do any good to spook her, and she barely seemed aware of where she was. A snap sounded, a stick breaking under Arden’s boot. The other woman looked up, lethargic fear spreading across her face. The woman’s weary eyes wandered down, trained directly on Arden’s bare breasts. The villager paused. Stilled. Her hand stopped cupping the wound and fell against her side. Wobbling a bit, the woman’s knees turned to jelly and she promptly passed out on the forest floor. 

Sighing in frustration, Arden walked over to her. “You could have at least come closer to the house.” She knelt to take a look. A person had to make sure the woman wasn’t infected with anything. Rabies. One never knew when the locals would come down with rabies. But there didn’t seem to be anything wrong with her apart from the nasty gash on her arm. She was still bleeding enough to be worrisome, but that hardly mattered if Arden intended to let her die one way or the other.

Arden’s back cracked as she straightened out. If she summoned the Gloam to dinner where the woman was already lying, there’d be gore all across her camp until she had the stomach to clean it up. The Gloam was a very messy eater. It was best that she moved the body, which meant she’d have to drag her by the ankles. Already tired from cutting wood, Arden slowly bent over and grabbed the woman by her bare calf. 

Pain lanced up Arden’s arm the moment she made contact with the woman’s skin. She hissed and drew her hand back. The skin on her fingertips was charred and when she looked down, the villager’s leg was glowing white. 

“Well, aren’t you special,” Arden hissed, curious but in more pain than she wanted to admit. 

“What is she?” The voice came from over her shoulder. 

Arden looked up. Dalic had crept up behind her, which seemed a near-impossible feat, given that she was made of thick, creaking wood.

The tree spirit bent over the woman from the village, curious. Willow leaves framed Dalic’s face, dripping down over her shoulders instead of hair. An entire ecosystem of creatures lived in the spirit’s hair, including a field mouse named Mouse, who was perched on the crown of Dalic’s head. The tree spirit seemed small that day. Person-sized and somewhat person-shaped. Each of her limbs was made of tangled roots and branches that creaked when she moved. The scent of wet earth and apple blossoms wafted off her.

“She looks human.” Arden stretched her fingers, ripped a piece from her own well-worn trousers, and—carefully avoiding touching the woman—wrapped it around her arm above the wound. She pulled it tight. The woman moaned but didn’t wake. 

Dalic squatted down and peered close to the woman’s face. “She smells strange.”

“It’s soap, Dalic. We talked about this.” 

“Why are you being so careful with her?”

Arden held up her scorched fingers. “Because most people don’t burn me when I touch them.”

Arden pulled the stranger by her boots toward the cabin. She never roused, all dead weight from start to finish. Once she was through the door, Arden took a moment to wipe the sweat from her brow and glare at Dalic. “At least help me get her onto the bed.” 

Dalic nodded and grabbed the woman by her shoulders, the two of them heaving her up onto the covers. 

Without needing to be asked, Dalic started gathering some of the forest herbs that Arden kept in pouches above the washbasin. Arden dragged a chair and side table to the bed and set to work mixing and grinding the right combination of herbs. Dalic offered up a drop of water from the pitcher, and Arden mixed it in, everything coming to a sticky poultice. 

“And one last thing.” Arden reached for a long silver tool that she kept tucked into her hair. It was almost like a needle, if one squinted. She pressed it into the tip of her finger and a drop of blood welled up. It dripped into the poultice and she gave the mixture another stir. A drop of life to keep the girl living.  

Leaning over her, Arden scooped out the sticky brown poultice. Trying not to touch her, Arden flicked a glob of the poultice onto her skin and just hoped it stuck. It landed near the wound and she spread it with the pestle. 

The herbs began to smoke. 

“Arden, that’s not—”

“I know it’s not normal, Dalic. What am I, a fledgling?” Though she didn’t want to admit it, Arden was growing flustered. She was good at what she did, but that was a matter of practice. This she had never seen before. 

The poultice caught fire. 

Panicked, Arden smothered the flame with the pestle and pushed the poultice off the woman’s skin. Some lingered, sizzling, but the wound was closed tight, as if it had cauterised the wound, which had not been the point of the poultice at all. What was the woman made of?

“Do you think she’s evil?” Dalic took a step away from the bed, her wood-scaley hands clasped over her chest. 

“That depends on your definition of evil. She’s likely just a girl.” But there was no denying she was something more than that. Arden reflexively put her hand out to check the woman’s pulse but stopped herself. “If I could touch her, I could get a better idea of her condition…” 

Dalic tilted her head, something in her neck cracking like a twig. Mouse clambered down to her ear and let out a series of squeaks. Dalic nodded, seeming to understand Mouse’s meaning. She extended her hand and Mouse crept down, hopping onto the strangely dangerous body of the villager. It scrambled to her chest and pressed its ear to her heart, then ran to pry open the woman’s lips. The woman’s breath ruffled Mouse’s fur, and it squeaked again, scampering down to the wound on the woman’s arm. Pushing the still-smoking scraps of poultice off the skin, Mouse took a closer look at the wound itself. The flesh seemed closed. 

Mouse sat up and let out a singsong series of peeps.

Dalic reached out and Mouse hopped back onto her arm, then up to her ear. She listened as the mouse chirped on further, then turned to Arden. “Mouse says the cut doesn’t smell like infection and her heart sounds like a human heart.”

“That’s something,” Arden sighed. “Have you heard of anything like this? From the other spirits maybe?” 

Dalic shook her head. “Never. Perhaps she can tell you when she wakes up.”

Joy of all joys. 

Once the woman woke up, the real trouble would begin. Forget that Arden didn’t know why the woman’s skin burnt hers. This unconscious thing would wake up with a very pious attitude about being under the care of a witch, and the burning threats would begin.

This was not Arden’s first time.  

Someone desperate was one thing. They were willing to go against their community and their god and their religion to save their own life, or someone else’s. 

They were rarely so generous when they were treated against their will. 

The people who lived on the other side of the trees had burned a lot of people they called witches. They had tried to burn her mother once, and they’d been trying to force Arden’s family out of the woods since her great-grandmother arrived from across the ocean. 

Yes, this woman waking up was going to be wonderful. A nice, scared, pious holy woman for company. 








two

Verity 


[image: image-placeholder]




Verity was used to waking up with pain. She was used to her body betraying her, harming her, keeping her up at night. But this time, when she woke, it was different from the myriad other ways she normally felt like death.  

Deep, groggy sleep numbed every one of her muscles. Underneath throbbed a subtle pain that grew more urgent by the second. Her arm felt raw and sore on the inside, the way it normally did after churning butter all day, but much, much worse. All that, and her mind was shrivelled like a piece of dried fruit.

Verity’s vision was hazy and she couldn’t quite recall what had happened before she was sleeping. The mattress beneath her was softer than her own. It felt strange and foreign. The ceiling wasn’t her ceiling. The bed wasn’t her bed. 

Something moved and her eyes darted toward it. A blurred shape—a person. She moved to rub her eye and hissed in pain. The muscles in her arm were angry and biting, forcing her to lay it back down.

A chair scraped as someone got up and came closer. Verity blinked away the sleep and the shape became horrifically clear. Long, silver-white hair framing a sharp face and silver, evil eyes. 

“Witch!” Verity threw herself out of bed and onto the floor. God help her, she was going to die. Her heart pounded against her ribs as she scrabbled across the old wood floor. Her head spun and she could only use one arm but she had to get up. The witch—she was going to eat her alive—

The witch groaned. “If you don’t stop that, you’re going to rip your arm open again. Will you please lie the fuck down?”

No! No, she would not lie down—she was not just going to give up, just agree to stop living. She scrambled toward the door on all fours, her arm screaming with the movement. The witch was going to peel off Verity’s skin and boil it in a stew and use her insides to decorate the rafters, that wasn’t how she was going to die; she had been a good, God-fearing woman and this was not how she ended; she just needed to get a little closer to the door—

The witch blew a fine powder into Verity’s face and the world went black. 

[image: image-placeholder]Verity’s head hurt twice as much the second time she woke up. She let out a low groan.

“Serves you right,” the witch said. “I save your life and you act like I’m some kind of deadly harpy. Ungrateful shit. Is that what they teach you in that church of yours? To serve your god by loving and cherishing and being an asshole?” 

Verity’s mouth was so dry she could barely speak. The witch rolled her eyes and held out a cup of water. Verity tilted her head and took a drink. She didn’t trust it, but her mouth tasted like copper and she was so very thirsty. Not to mention the dull pulse in her skull. She just wanted to feel better, and surely some water would help with that. 

After the witch took the cup and set it on the table beside the bed, Verity cleared her throat. “Are you going to kill me?” 

The witch had her back turned to her, working on something she couldn’t see. She turned her head to give Verity a sidelong stare. “I was going to let you die on my land, but then you got interesting.” She walked over to the bed with a mortar in one hand and bandages in the other. “Remove the cloth on your arm.”

Verity glared at her for a minute, but the witch just glared back, so she used her good hand to peel away the cream-white linen bandage. Underneath was a messy, burned patch of skin surrounding a scarred line that had seared shut. It was ghastly. “What did you do to me?” 

“What did I do?” the witch asked incredulously. “You wandered onto my land, bleeding out, and you want to know what I did? What about you? How the fuck did you end up here half-dead?”

Verity swallowed hard. It was bad enough she’d gotten turned around in the forest, but the rest was so much more embarrassing. “I was hunting. I’m not that good at it, but I sometimes have to be. There was a fox in a snare and when I tried to release the snare wire, it whipped up and I fell on my knife and…then I got turned around, I suppose.” 

The witch looked like she was a moment away from bursting into laughter, her lips pursed and her eyes wide. 

“That’s not very friendly,” Verity mumbled. 

The witch smirked. “An astute observation. Now put this fresh poultice on the wound, spread it out, and bandage it back up. It’ll help with the burn. I hope.” 

Despite being put off by the phrase I hope, Verity did as she was told, her eyes darting back to the witch every few seconds. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the woman was going to do something. Even though the village wasn’t that far a walk from the witch’s land, Verity had never seen the woman before. She’d heard about her though. How she drank the blood of toads and flew with the ravens and gave her body to dark forces in return for their evil blessings. The pastor talked about it every third day at church, usually when he ran out of things to chide the village for. 

When Verity was finished applying the poultice, the witch tapped a finger on the table. Verity set the empty bowl and old bandage down. Without thinking, she tried to put weight on both her hands to help her sit up, and her injured arm flashed pain down to her palm. She hissed and took the weight off it, managing to sit up against the wood wall. And then they were looking at each other, the witch leaning her elbows on her knees. 

“What are you?” The witch narrowed her eyes, looking Verity over. 

“I’m…a woman?” Verity wasn’t sure what she wanted to know, but the witch was looking at her expectantly, so she kept going. “I’m Verity and I live in the village. Seventeen years old. Still unmarried. Umm…bad at hunting? Can I please go home?” 

“Maybe. But that’s not what I meant and you know it. What are you?” Her expression seemed impatient. 

Verity was tripping over herself for the right answer. She just wanted to leave before she really made the witch angry. “I’m nothing. I don’t have a trade or a husband. My mother is dead and my father is tired and I just look after my siblings. I go to the market and to church and I shouldn’t be here. I’m not a wife or a doctor or a merchant. I’m nothing important to you, I promise. I’m just scared.” She shrugged, her confidence wilting. “I don’t know what you want me to say.” 

The witch held a hand out and the sudden movement made Verity jump. The tips of the witch’s fingers were scorched black. “When I touched you, this happened. Got a shock through my whole arm. I’ve spent a lot of time touching some otherworldly shit but this is a first. Why do you burn my skin?”

Clearly, the witch was out of her mind. “You’re mistaken, I’m sorry—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake—” She touched the skin on Verity’s ankle and it sparked like flint on wood. They both jumped, and heat burned up Verity’s leg, the skin glowing white. The witch was holding her wrist, staring daggers at her. “So. Try again.”

Verity’s eyes widened, terror rushing through her. “What was that? What was—? I swear I’ve never—I’m not a demon or something evil. I’m a good, honest girl. I don’t have any magic. Please, don’t hurt me again.” 

The witch stretched her neck, breathing deeply and clearly very annoyed. “You’re telling me you’ve never, ever noticed something unusual about yourself. Not once?” 

“No, ma’am, not until just now.” Verity stilled the quiver of her lip. “It can’t be me. I can’t be possessed.”

The witch got up, taking the chair with her and placing it back at the table. “If a spirit had possessed you, I’d know. All my best friends are spirits. You’re something else.”

“I don’t want to be something else.” Verity wriggled herself forward until her booted feet touched the floor. “Are you sure you didn’t make that happen?”

“Who’s the professional here? Me, I am. And I’m sure.” She tapped her fingers on her chin. “Well, short of cutting you open and taking a look around, I’m not sure what else I can do. I can consult someone, but not now. And when you don’t show up for supper, your gaggle of God-fearers will think of me first and foremost. I don’t need them on my doorstep looking for you.” She kept tapping, like she was thinking. 

“Shouldn’t I stay though? How much blood did I lose? It was a long walk here…”

She waved a hand, still staring into space. “You’ll be fine. The first poultice has life restoration properties—”

Verity’s breath caught. “You used witchcraft on me?”

The witch groaned. “It was a drop of blood and a bunch of herbs. Please remain calm, Dandelion.” 

Blood. She had witch blood on her. In her. What in the name of the Lord—? Verity dropped to her knees. “Heavenly Father, protect me from the blasphemous rites of this witch and the things she has done to taint me—”

“Nope, that’s it.” The witch snapped out of her bored gaze and grabbed Verity by the shirt sleeve. “You’re going home before you really need your heavenly father to step in.”

As she was hauled bodily across the cabin, Verity wobbled on her feet. Oddly, her body held up well enough for someone who had deeply sliced herself open with her own knife. Witchcraft must truly be powerful. 

The witch hurried her to the door and pushed her out. “Don’t come back unless you have answers for me.”

Verity turned to look at the witch, her hand over her bandaged wound. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll tell the others?” 

“Tell them what? That you came into contact with the devilish witch of the woods? I think your sense of self-preservation is better than that. They’d burn you right next to me just for fun. And believe me, if you bring an army of them back here, you’ll have started a war I’ll win. Everyone you love will die and I’ll finally be left in peace.”

The witch’s speech turned Verity’s blood cold. After all the stories she’d heard, Verity didn’t doubt the woman could do everything she’d said. As for the rest…people had gone to the witch for help in the past and been caught by the town. Every one of them had burned. 

Accomplices were witches too, in the eyes of the church. 

The witch put her arms over her chest and took a breath. “You may need an excuse though.”

“What do I tell them?” 

The witch sighed, as if she was dealing with a toddler and not a fully capable woman of God. She bent down and pressed her palm to the earth, humming low and rhythmic. Verity didn’t say anything, didn’t dare interrupt her. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to know what the witch was doing. 

After a few minutes, a beady-eyed rabbit hopped out from around the back side of the witch’s cabin and bounced toward them. 

The witch stopped humming and held out her hand to the rabbit. It came close and she crouched down, lifting it into her lap, patting its head and hushing it. She whispered into its skin, just loud enough for Verity to hear.

“I take what is freely given and thank you for your sacrifice.” 

The rabbit trembled under her, but didn’t try to get away. A spell. It had to have been. The witch held tight, reaching behind her for something. A large wooden bowl. 

Quicker than Verity could react, the witch had drawn a knife across the rabbit’s throat. She held its writhing body with one arm, the bowl in her other hand. The blood gushed into the bowl, filling up quickly, and the rabbit stopped fighting, slumping over in her grasp. 

Verity felt sick to her stomach. It wasn’t the blood; she’d killed plenty of animals to feed her family, and she dealt with her own bleeding each month. Blood was a part of life. No, it was the magic, the ritual of it. She swallowed the bile that had come up, not willing to risk any ire from the witch. Her mind raced with questions. Why keep the blood? Was she going to curse Verity? Set her on fire? Make her forget her name and her family and wander the woods forever? She couldn’t control her heart, her breathing quickening, the fear washing over her completely. 

The witch put the bowl down carefully and stood, the rabbit cradled in her arms. She stepped toward Verity.

Verity gasped and backed away. “I don’t want to die or become a frog or—or—” Her voice was more of a whimper than she wanted to admit. 

“Shockingly I am still not planning to kill you. Anymore.” The witch held the rabbit out to Verity, who eventually reached out with shaking hands to take it. “Now you have something to show for your hunting. You bring home food and no one asks a single question other than how could you, a clumsy little girl of all people, actually catch a rabbit?” She paused. “You know what? Maybe this is too much to believe after all.” 

“I’ve caught things before,” Verity protested, the rabbit cradled in her arms. She stared at the witch, feeling a little odd. This horrific woman of legend had taken her in, healed her wounds, and given her a story to protect herself with, when she should probably just be dead. 

It was a lot to contend with. 

“Thank you, I guess. For all of that.” 

The witch rolled her eyes. “Thank me by getting the fuck off my land.” 








three

Verity 
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Verity clutched the body of the rabbit tight to her chest as she walked between the trees on her way back to Arrothburg. The guilt was running rampant through every inch of her body. She had sinned, she had spoken with the witch, and something deeply ungodly was happening under her skin.  

Verity’s lungs felt tight. Every breath she drew was laboured. She was approaching the edge of the village, and she was sure anyone who looked at her would know what she had done. Any good soul would run to tell the pastor and she would surely burn. Verity knew all too well how small an offence could lead to being branded a witch, and though she hoped she was a godly enough woman, she’d harboured doubts in her heart since she was a girl. 

Perhaps they would see that on her face as well. 

When the trees ended, Verity bade herself to take a deep breath. She drew a thin smile on her face and stepped back into the village. 

Arrothburg was a fairly large town, or so Verity had heard it told. She’d never been anywhere else, so she didn’t really know for sure how large it was. It housed people she knew well and people she’d never spoken to beyond a passing hello. It was large enough to have a town centre, and for it to take time to walk from one side to the other. Where she was, far from the middle of town, most of the homes were quaint and surrounded by land for cattle or farming. The people she knew well were in those homes, as was her family. The ones with money and luck—and perhaps God’s favour—lived closer to the church and the market, and Verity had no business with them. 

She passed several homes, drawing shallow, frightened breaths. Each one was as familiar to her as the palm of her hand. Built of wood and will, some had one floor and others had two. Many had a barn or a shed to go with them, because even if there were no cattle or tools, every home with a woman in it needed a place to keep them for a week every month.

A shape rounded the corner as Verity walked down the trodden dirt road. She started. The shape was only Mrs Fairweather, but she was a gossip and something to fear indeed. Verity kept walking, keeping her head bowed in deference and giving the woman a friendly greeting as she passed. 

Mrs Fairweather said nothing, which was well enough. Normal, in fact. Verity sometimes bristled at the way some of the village looked down on her family, but she was thankful for it at that moment. She didn’t want anyone looking too closely at her. 

Verity followed the path where Mrs Fairweather had just come from, and her family home came into view. It was a small home on a large plot of farmland, and she was grateful for it, most of all because anything larger would be hard for her to keep tidy, a job that seemed already to take up all her time. The house itself had a living space and a kitchen downstairs, with three tiny rooms above it, and that was plenty. 

A small wooden fence circled the property, a second barrier of defence for the half-dozen goats they kept for milk and occasionally for meat. The goats lived in the barn when they weren’t outside, and Verity had spent enough nights sleeping in the barn loft to know them all by every speck of their colouring. They were in the small pasture as she approached, gnawing away at the grass. Behind them was the deep, seemingly endless sea of barley. Her father’s harvesting had removed several feet of it, but three times as much waited for him to finish. He was still out there, a tiny speck in the distance, his scythe glinting in the sun as he swung it. 

And thank God he was still out there. Perhaps Verity could still get through this evening unscathed. 

A high-pitched squeal sounded the moment Verity rounded the fence outside her family’s house. Clarabel had spotted her and was bounding toward her with the strides of a bolting doe. 

Her younger sister was a compact little thing, with all her looks from their father’s side of the family: hair so blonde it was nearly straw and a strong-framed, stout body. She was only seven years old but she could already beat her brother at every game he challenged her to. This was partly due to her strong stature, and partly because Clarabel wanted it more. 

“Careful, careful!” Verity came to a halt just as Clarabel ran into her, wrapping her arms around Verity’s waist. Verity was steadier on her feet than when she had first left the witch’s cabin, but she wouldn’t be able to stand up to any roughhousing. 

“You were gone too long! I’m hungry!” Clarabel eyed the rabbit in Verity’s arms. 

Verity laughed. “Well, there’s no eating until the work is done!” 

Clarabel released her, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Can I help?” 

“Of course.” In all honesty, Verity would be glad for the help. She was tired down to the bone and trying not to show it. “Do you remember what you did last time?” 

“I think so,” she answered, and began rattling off the steps of preparing a rabbit.  

The two of them started toward the back of the house. Verity only had the one good arm to hold the rabbit, and it had started to go numb. A small, out-of-the-way work shed sat in the back, needing about a half-dozen repairs that no one ever seemed to have time for.  

Clarabel held the door open and Verity ducked inside, setting the rabbit on the work table. Drops of blood had soaked through her clothing and dried. Both her arms ached, and she felt altogether grimy, including her witch-tainted soul. 

Verity was going to need a hot wash later. 

Clarabel pushed a tall wooden stool over to the shelves with a scrape and climbed it, selecting a pair of sharp skinning knives. She climbed back down and handed one to Verity, handle first.

“Where’s your brother?” Verity waited as her sister repositioned her stool next to the table. 

“He went to the market. The travelling merchant was in town again.” 

“Did he leave the chores for me again?” 
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