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1. Only nine years old
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Konitah froze when two wolves appeared out of the bushes, snarling. Her father pushed her behind him when they jumped to attack. Coltar stabbed one of them in the chest. He kicked wildly at the other one, grabbed his daughter and pushed her into the nearest tree. “Stay here until they’re gone!” He kicked at the wolf again before he continued. “Then you run as fast as you can back to the village.” He fell down to the ground when the wolf got hold of his leg.

Another wolf appeared. Coltar stabbed it in the throat when the wolf jumped on top of him.

He reached out to his little girl, but more wolves came and dragged him down.

“Konitah!”

There were too many now. The pack was on top of him.

“I love you . . .” The last words he uttered before the wolves ripped his throat apart and tore his body to pieces.

Konitah swallowed a scream and buried her face in her arm when the blood gushed from her father’s throat. Tears flowed freely. It was impossible to swallow them up as well.

The knuckles of her little hands turned white as she clenched the tree’s branch. With her knees bent and her feet pulled up high enough, she sat quietly in the tree. She listened to the wolves’ growls and fight over their prey.

When the growling faded, she lifted her head from her arm. Tears flowed again as the wolves dragged what was left of her father’s lifeless body into the woods.

She stared at his brown boot on the ground beneath the tree. All that was left of him.

She shut her eyes again, her hands still clenching the branch. She couldn’t let go now. If the wolves returned, they would catch up with her and tear her apart as well.

Her whole body shivered.

She looked around her. The forest was getting darker. What was she going to do without her father?

Her heart pounded. She was never scared of anything as long as he was by her side. Now she was all alone in this big forest.

***
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KONITAH ALWAYS WENT hunting with her father. As soon as they were out of sight, he gave her a pair of boy's trousers and shirt to put on. After she changed into boy’s clothes, she hid her dress, petticoat, stockings, and frilly white cap underneath the bushes. This was their little secret.

She was at her happiest when she wore pants. 

They would go into the woods to hunt. Sometimes they returned home with a few rabbits or squirrels, sometimes empty-handed. One day they came home with a small antelope, enough meat for a week.

When it was time for them to head back home, she would take off the boy clothes, under protest, before she put the dress and everything else with it back on.

It was always a mystery to her mother how clean her dress still was after a whole day out in the woods. When she asked them about it, Konitah and her father would glance at each other and shrug.

***
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SHE LIFTED HER HEAD from her arms again and looked down from the tree. She knew she had to jump. Knew she had to make a run for it; she had to get out of the woods. Back to Billedar, her village.

She held her breath for a moment to listen.

The leaves rustled in the breeze.

A squirrel squeaked and hurried down the tree. It sniffed on the ground and scurried back up the tree again.

There were no growling wolves close by.

She drew a deep breath and jumped out of the tree. A shrill cry echoed through the woods when she hit the ground. She grabbed hold of her ankle with one hand and covered her mouth with the other hand. Wide-eyed, she scanned the surrounding area.

She noticed her father’s hunting-knife a meter away and dragged herself over there to get hold of it. She sat quietly again, clenching the knife.

The dreadful pain in her ankle caused her to drop the knife. She grabbed her ankle with both hands and applied pressure to the painful area. She didn’t know what else to do. It seemed to help, though. The sharp pain in her ankle subsided after a while.

She stood up from the ground and took a tiny step, her eyes still on the lookout for those nasty wolves. It hurt a bit. She put her full weight on the foot. It still hurt, but she would be able to run home.

Konitah glanced at her father’s brown boot and grabbed it.

She started running, slowly at first and then increasing her pace. Her ankle hurt, but she had to keep on running. She had to get out of the woods.

Her father’s words, run as fast as you can, repeated in her mind with every step she took. She increased her pace even more with his very last words. I love you. Tears flowed down her cheeks again. She wiped them out of her eyes with her palm.

The house seemed so far away. It felt like she ran forever.

She huffed and puffed. She was getting tired.

Was the house always this far?

She sped past the rock where she hid her dress, but there was no time to change back into her girly clothes. The wolves could be behind her. She had to get home.

Then she saw it. The house her father built with his own hands.

Her lungs burned like fire with every breath she took. Her mouth was dry.

She became aware of the severe pain in her ankle again, but she didn’t worry now. She was almost home.

She stormed up the steps and barged through the door. It slammed as it shut behind her. She fell down on her knees, then flat on the floor, huffing. Her whole body shook when she started sobbing.

Arghanta’s eyes widened when she glanced at her daughter. 

She stormed up to her and fell to the floor on her knees. “Konitah, what’s wrong?”

Her eyes darted to the bloody knife and brown boot when her child pointed at it. Her eyes grew wide. She clenched her fist and hit herself on the left side of her chest. “No,” she hollered as she hit herself repeatedly while she cried out, “Coltar!” Tears welled up in her eyes before flowing down her face.

Arghanta got back up on her feet and sat down at the kitchen table. She stared at the flames licking at the cooking-pot hanging over the fireplace, simmering her husband’s favorite soup. She dried her tears and glanced at her daughter. “Stand up from the floor and come here.”

She waited until Konitah took a seat. “What are you wearing and why are you limping?” She grimaced while glaring at her.

The nine-year-old girl looked down at her clothes. She still wore the pants and shirt her father gave her. She looked back at her mother. “My father gave it to me.”

“Well, take it off and throw them into the fire! You’re a girl, not a damn boy!”

Konitah jumped out of the chair. “No! My father gave it to me! I will never take it off.”

Her mother grabbed her by the arm and ripped the clothes from her body. “I forbid you to wear pants ever again!”

She stood naked in front of her mother. Tears rolled down her face again. She tried to cover herself with her arms and hands.

“Go and wash yourself! And put on a dress!” Arghanta rushed over to the fireplace. She threw the shredded clothes into the flames, watching them set afire, burning to ashes.

She grimaced while stirring the soup. That’s why Konitah’s dress was always clean when they returned from hunting. Coltar tried to turn his daughter into a boy! That’s why he always took her hunting. He wanted a son.

How could he do this to her, his wife?
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2. The Awakening
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When Arghanta cleaned out her husband’s cupboard and threw his clothes into the trash, Konitah removed it and hid it from her mother until she was thirteen. Although it was too big for her, she still wore his clothes, by rolling up the trousers’ legs and shirt’s sleeves. His boots were enormous as well, so she had to put wrapped-up cloth inside the tips until they fit.

Arghanta nearly had a heart attack when her daughter appeared in front of her dressed for the first time in Coltar’s clothes and boots.

Konitah refused to wear dresses ever again and stood by her decision, regardless of her mother’s outbursts.

Many nights her mother would be angry with her, yelling at her for wearing men’s clothing. This is your father’s fault, she always said in rage. There were days when her mother was so mad at her. She even blamed her for his death. If you hadn’t been there, he would still be alive today! Afterwards, she rushed to her room and cried the entire night for losing her husband, murmuring how alone she was.

Konitah didn’t care whether her mother was furious with her, but the words she uttered were dreadful. It was even more painful than the day she hurt her ankle jumping out of the tree.

Arghanta refused her daughter to be in public with Coltar’s clothes. She kept her indoors, embarrassed of what the villagers of Billedar might think of her for allowing her daughter to wear pants and shirts.

People never saw Konitah again. Rumors were spreading about her going into the forest alone. The ghost of her father grabbed hold of her and kept her there with him.

***
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BILLEDAR WAS ONE OF the small, poor villages near the town of Brumahdor. It had a population of forty-five.

On the east side of the forest, the twelve white houses with thatch roofs stood in rows of three.

The houses were small, and few of them had two bedrooms. In the one-bedroom houses, the children had to sleep in the kitchen area, in a corner away from the fireplace, while their parents occupied the bedroom.

The villagers had small gardens next to their homes and planted vegetables, mostly for own use. Those who had bigger gardens sold some of it at the marketplace in town.

Arghanta and her deceased husband were the only farmers in the village who owned a farm. They employed a few men from the village to work on the land and paid them with a small bag of maize, which they ground between two stones into fine maize meal for making porridge.

When her husband died, Arghanta had to carry on hiring men to work on the farm. She still sold maize and vegetables at the marketplace.

Konitah started working on their farmland when she was thirteen, alongside the men her mother hired. None of the men knew she was a woman. The baggy shirts she wore hid her fast-growing bosom. She always waited until all the men left the land after work before she entered her mother’s house. The next morning when the men arrived back at work, they found Konitah already on the land.
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