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      To my husband,

      Thank you for all you give me every day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE & CONTENT WARNINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for picking up The Castaway and the Witch! I hope you will enjoy this novella and all the different themes I have tried to incorporate into Nefele’s story. I always struggle with finding the right words to market my work because whatever I come up with feels inadequate. For this book, the best I could manage is to describe it as a twisted coming-of-age story, accompanied by a soft enemies-to-lovers storyline. At the same time, this book borrows a lot from literary fiction as it can also be described as cerebral and allegorical. Like most of my recent writing, (I hope) it is a hybrid piece that can be read through different lenses and enjoyed by many readers.

      In between the allegorical fantasy elements, you will also find Greece, the culture I grew up in, and perhaps a touch of Scotland, my second home. The novella is heavily influenced by my long-lasting love of mythology, but it can be read outside of that framework. I purposefully resisted any direct references to Greek myths although, in retrospect, I think the novella is partly a reimagining of Circe, Odysseus and the mythical prison-island Aeaea. Mixed in with the classical elements, you will also find speckles of modern Greece, especially in the inferred family dynamics.

      I consider The Castaway and the Witch to be a far darker story than my debut novel and for this reason I wanted to give a list of content warnings:
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        Violence
      

      	
        References to sexual violence
      

      	
        Child isolation
      

      	
        Depictions of self-hate
      

      	
        Identity theft
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        Forced bodily changes
      

      	
        Loss of bodily autonomy
      

      	
        Starvation
      

      	
        Toxic relationships
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        Elements of misogyny
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Nefele knew the word dead. Growing up in the countryside, she had seen enough to know the difference between life and death, but the word was difficult to think and harder to accept. She shook her father, but he didn’t pay her any attention. No matter how many times she attempted to stir him, his body offered no resistance. She moved his hand, shaking and poking him. Nothing.

      The sea surrounded them. She heard it splashing against the boat’s wooden hull, but the rocking bounce which she had fallen asleep to had ceased. She managed to roll her father on his back and then rested alongside his body, using his chest as a pillow. She moved his hand over her waist and closed her eyes, waiting in desperate hope to feel his fingers move in soft circles over her skin. She waited for him to crack his eyes open, offer her a playful smile, and for the caressing circles to turn into tickles. She waited for this body, too cold and impossibly still, to act like her father, to prove to her that he was still there with her. She clutched him tightly and pressed her head against his chest, longing to hear something that would give her enough hope to continue.

      The waves around them kept softly tapping the boat, and the salty air mixed with her father’s sweat. The sun cast upon them a terrible heat, but Nefele was a good daughter to her father. She was his first daughter, his unofficial favourite as her mother had told her in secret for all nine years of her life, and she wasn’t going to give up on him. She promised herself she would stay by her father’s side forever, waiting for him to return, for the warmth of his hug and the pleasant tenderness of his calloused fingers.

      She resisted hunger and thirst, the need to pee. She held onto him. Whenever his limp hand fell off her, she moved it back, reconstructing their previous embrace. Whenever her mind travelled to other thoughts, she forced it back to praying and wishing for her father to return.

      Her stomach growled. The sound made her look up at her father’s face. She waited for him to offer to feed her, to find a solution to her discomfort. “I am hungry, Daddy,” Nefele whispered, wondering if all she needed was to speak to him and he would return to his body. Her voice came out in a painful croak, and she raised her hands to her throat. She didn’t realise how dry and itchy it had become. “I am thirsty,” she tried again after swallowing her saliva. The words came out easier that time, but neither her hunger nor her thirst pleas brought him back. She laid her head down and went back to hoping and praying, refusing to think of the word dead, even though she knew it.

      It was neither hunger nor thirst that convinced her to exit the boat and leave her father’s embrace. It was pain. Her skin burnt. She had lain in the sun for too long. She lifted her head and saw that the usually light brown skin on her arms had turned reddish. She remembered this had happened once to Fanouris, her big brother, when he had fallen asleep outside. Their mother had put yogurt all over him to ease the pain, but there was none of that inside the boat. There was nothing but Nefele and her father’s body.

      The pain wasn’t too bad, but it was enough to make her sit up. When her head was above the boat’s gunwales, Nefele couldn’t help but notice where she was. From one side she faced the same view she had last time her father spoke to her, before she fell asleep. The wide horizon of the sea was speckled with yellow-white glistening spots all over it, sunlight reflected and trapped amid the water. On the other side, just a few strokes distant, she saw a beach. It wasn’t a picture-perfect one, like those that made her mother sigh in glee and smile widely. The sand was mixed with rocks and pebbles and bad-smelling seaweed. Not far beyond it stood a row of tall dark trees.

      The sight was calming and familiar. Even though they were taller, the patch of trees reminded Nefele of her house. Except that her family’s trees hung heavy with fruit and weren’t so close together. She closed her eyes and imagined walking in the apple and pear orchard with her brother and sisters. She could taste their juices; she could smell their sweetness. If she was there now, she would turn to Fanouris and make him climb to pick one for each of them. They would sit under the shade and eat together. If she was back home, they would all be together, and she could spend her day picking up flowers to gift her mother, who would have cooked a tasty dinner for the whole family.

      With her eyes still closed, Nefele lay back down in the boat. She rested her head again on her father’s chest but didn’t move his hand to simulate a hug this time. The pain in her arm increased, becoming a sort of burning itch; she couldn’t ignore it, unlike her hunger and thirst.

      Eventually, she stood again and climbed out of the boat and stretched her body, slowly rotating limbs which felt as though ants were crawling all over them from the lack of motion. She wiped the dried tears off her face, more an act to give herself courage than anything else, and turned to the sea. She wet her hand and placed it over the red skin, hissing at the initial hurt but relieved at the subsequent cooling.
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        * * *

      

      When she was older, Nefele regretted not looking at her father’s face a bit longer under the bright sun. His features might not have faded from her memory if she had taken the time to gaze upon him. But such were adult thoughts and she was only a nine year old child then.
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        * * *

      

      She waded through the rocky shore until she stood in front of the first tree, with large leaves, jagged in shape. Their shade was a glorious relief from the sun. She leaned against the closest bark, enjoying more than anything how cool it was. She glanced beyond the first row of plants to see the ground covered in moss and grass. Despite needing the coolness this forest offered, her feet didn’t move. No matter how much Nefele wanted to enter this dark, nearly damp place that would offer relief, it evoked an image from a scary picture book. She wanted to return to the boat, to settle again under her father’s arm and hide. She would place his hand over her body, hugging her for all eternity, another word Nefele knew but didn’t understand. Her parents used to say it to her and her siblings. They would love them for all eternity.

      Tears blurred her sight at the thought of that word and how much she wanted to go back home. She was caught between her need for relief from the sun and her hunger and thirst, and her desire to be a good daughter—to not give up on her father and to keep believing he was going to return.

      Unable to move, her mind turned to the only people she thought might help her decide between the two desires, her siblings. “Fanouris!” she called for her brother. “Maria! Apollonia!” she cried for her sisters. She sat down next to the closest tree and hugged her legs with her hands, hiding her face between her knees. She pressed her burnt arm against the tree’s cool trunk and rested her face against it, realising that one of her cheeks was also burnt. “Mommy. Daddy.” She wept the last word because she knew the word dead, even if she didn’t want to think it nor accept it for her father.

      Determined to feel safe again, she called once more for her siblings. “Fanouris! Maria! Apollonia! Wherever you are, please come out.” She used the words from their hide-and-seek game, as if by invoking the power of their play, her present situation could transform into it and all would be well. “I don’t want to play anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      It would take years for her to learn that there was no magic she would ever wield that could have equalled that first spell she cast in her childish agony. No other desire was stronger, nor simpler, but still the spell failed.
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        * * *

      

      A soft tumbling of rocks made her freeze in terror. The sound of something moving amid tall grass made her ears stretch as she was torn between the need to run back to the boat—surely, her father would return to save her in the face of danger—and her knowledge that a sudden movement could be her undoing, as her parents had warned her in case she ever encountered a wild animal. She raised her face slowly from her hands and turned towards the direction of the approaching sound.

      Nefele was greeted with the sight of two large dark eyes. She froze and stayed still as those two black orbs examined her.

      The creature resembled a horse or a deer, but wasn’t either. Its large horns were a different shape, and it was bigger than the largest stag she had ever encountered. The creature’s brown face sniffed her, then took on a disgusted look, as if it could smell her sad wretchedness. It shook its head but still approached her. Nefele was torn between her happiness at seeing another living creature—proof she wasn’t all alone—and her fear as to what this other being could do to her. Her happiness won. She lifted her hand, and the animal nudged it with its head, giving her permission to pet it. Its hair was longer and thicker than a horse’s or deer’s and its nose was larger, warm, and comforting to touch. It was so clearly alive that Nefele wanted to weep at how nice it felt to not be alone, even if this creature could very likely be a deer or horse demon, looking like those animals but stronger and scarier.

      Letting out a soft chuffing sound from its large nostrils, the creature took a step back. Nefele’s hand was left hanging in the air, missing the animal’s presence against her skin. It took one more step backwards, retreating further into the dark and cool forest she wanted to be in. Suddenly afraid she would never see it again, that she would be left all alone with her father’s body which would never again smile at her, never again hug her or get warm, she stepped inside the forest, following this strange being into the woods.

      When she was fully past the first few trees, the animal stopped, allowing Nefele to reach it. It rubbed its head against hers. She pressed her forehead against its large nose and hugged its head. “I am so hungry, so thirsty,” she whispered. “So scared.” Hot tears flowed down her face, stinging her burnt cheek. In one surprising move, the animal licked her with its long tongue, removing her tears and cooling her skin. It started walking deeper into the forest, and with less fear this time, Nefele followed. The trees got thicker and taller as they walked. Their roots were so large that sometimes it looked like they had grown out of the soil to become new, smaller trees. She clung to her guide, unsettled by the wilderness and unnerved by the lack of sounds but her companion’s steps. There was no flapping of birds’ wings. No sound of insects. There was a stillness, similar to that of her father’s body. All these absences revived her fear, but each time she touched the animal’s hair and felt its warm life, the panic eased, and she continued following it until they reached a cave.

      She stood staring at the cave’s dark mouth and the edgy stones that made it. The stones weren’t smooth. They looked like waves made of rock, crashing against each other and frozen in time, as if cursed to stillness in that one moment. She didn’t want to enter. Such a place was where monsters lived. It was where animals rested, and if she disturbed them, they would eat her. She turned to leave, to return to the beach and the wide sea horizon, but her feet didn’t move.

      A hot wave of air made her shiver. Nefele turned to find the large face of the deer-like animal standing behind her. Her hand hovered around its head, before she placed her forehead against its nose and kissed it with her cracked, dry lips. Then the animal surprised her. Instead of walking, it sank to its knees and waited. She didn’t know how she understood its meaning, but she climbed on its back, and it lifted and carried her the few steps inside the cave. The moment they were inside, she felt a strong wave of relief. It wasn’t really a cave. It was the antechamber to a doorway. She jumped down from the animal’s back and turned to it.

      “I was silly, scared for no reason after all. Thank you,” she said, and caressed its large nose. She reached for the doorhandle and twisted it. The door was stuck. She tried again, pushing with her body weight. It took her three attempts to move the door enough to squeeze inside.

      If there was a house, there ought to be a human in it. She could ask them for help to return home. For food and water.

      Once inside, she faced a long indoor staircase. She walked up and reached another door. This one opened without any difficulty, leading to a tall, cylindrical house, smelling of wet mould and wood, and giving off a yeast-like odour.

      “Hello?” she asked, and her voice echoed. “Hello!”

      She walked around, trying to find clues as to who could be living in this house. The bottom floor was an open round space without dividing walls, with a very high ceiling and panel windows decorated with stained-glass designs of different women. She walked slowly under the colourful lights they cast inside the room until she reached a window covered by a large, dark blue, velvety curtain. She pulled it apart only to be disappointed to see that it was a plain window, without any designs, which illuminated a kitchen-like area beneath it.

      Although this window lacked the playful colours the others offered, it was bigger and allowed her to clearly see the room she had entered. She walked slowly around it, examining the objects that occupied the dusty space. It was plain, in contrast with the lush stained-glass designs surrounding it, apart from a brightly yellow velvet couch.

      On top of a large wooden table were various bottles and phials. The chairs were filled with mismatching cushions. An empty cauldron sat above the fireplace. Nefele immediately thought the house’s owner must be a witch, right out of a fairytale. Her parents used to scold Fanouris whenever he told her and their little sisters witches were real, filling their dreams with monstrous, colourful women. “Just a big pot,” she said, renaming the object.

      She was back to gazing at the stained-glass windows when she heard glass breaking. It echoed all around the cyclical building. Nefele wasn’t alone. She inspected the room and noticed a wooden ladder against a wall. It was in the darkest, least noticeable space of the room, so easily missed. She approached it and saw that there was a gap in the ceiling above.

      Determined to find the person who broke the glass, to find help and return home, Nefele climbed the ladder. This led her to a floor filled with books from top to bottom. “Hello!”

      She looked back down the ladder, wondering if she ought to return to the main entrance room. Her parents had taught her it was rude to enter people’s private spaces uninvited. She contemplated her choices but decided she preferred to break the rule of entering uninvited than to wait. She began walking around the floor. Filled with walls and bookcases, it was the complete opposite of the one below. She found another ladder which took her to a third floor equally filled with books.
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        * * *

      

      The books were categorised as one massive object, of no use to Nefele at her age then, but their content remade her, forging a new path for her, different from all her own childish dreams and her family’s expectations.
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        * * *

      

      The fourth floor was a bedroom. Light entered it through four round windows, which began on the floor and nearly reached the ceiling. Nefele walked to the closest one and wiped off the dust. A quick downward glance made her head spin. She was so close to the sky, above all the large trees, looking down at their tops and the wide horizon of the sea.

      She moved to the other windows and all showed a similar view. This place their boat had reached was an island. A forested island, she realised. Wanting a better view of where she was, she pulled one window open, requiring all her strength because of its weight. She let out a yelp at the cold wind, then paused as the breeze felt wonderful against her burnt skin. She looked down again, and her stomach clenched at the height. She gripped the edge of the window and poked her head out, coming face to face with a bald bird, which stared at her, bored.

      She nearly missed the tree bark. It was only the sight of a squirrel travelling upwards that made her realise the house was built inside a tree, or built to look like a tree. She looked ahead again. There was no other land on the horizon. All around the coast were beaches like the one where she had left her father’s boat, and then the thick greenery of the forest began. She took a careful step backwards and closed the window. She peered out from each window in turn, noticing from one that there was a patch of pink-leafed trees next to the house, a marked change from the green scenery.

      She closed the window and returned her gaze to the room.

      “Meow.”

      She turned and saw a black cat on the bed. Its hair was silky black and its eyes yellow, looking at her in intense curiosity. She moved to sit next to it, but the moment her hand lifted to caress it, the cat ran away.

      “I won’t hurt you,” she promised, and tried to approach the feline again. The cat eyed her and then, in one long stretch, it jumped to the exit and then down to the third floor. Hoping that it would lead her to its owner—and very much desiring to pet it—Nefele chased it. The cat led her all the way down to the ground floor, with its stained-glass windows.

      “I am not bad, kitty kitty,” she said, but before she had a chance to approach it again, the cat fled to the door. Nefele ran after it, only to find the cat had climbed on top of the animal which had brought her to the treehouse.

      “Tell them I am not bad,” she asked the deer-like creature.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Nefele never found another person in the house.
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        * * *

      

      There were no graves of the previous inhabitants, even Nefele never had one. It was hard but something to accept as part of the Floating Forest’s nature. It didn’t matter, not really.
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        * * *

      

      She explored the area around the treehouse which led her to a small vegetable garden, overrun with weeds. She found the pink trees which she recognised as cherries. She found another small corner with berries, and unable to resist her hunger anymore, she picked a few and ate them.

      She wiped her mouth with her sleeve, seeing the bright pink-red mark it left. She turned to the large deer-like animal. “Where do you drink water?” She didn’t expect an answer, but the animal led her to a small lake within the forest.
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        * * *

      

      Its existence didn’t baffle her then, because she was only nine and she knew little of how water travelled.
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        * * *

      

      She used her hand as a cup and drank the clear, cool water, and, on impulse, Nefele undressed and entered the lake. It was too cold, and she didn’t stay in it for more than a moment, but it felt so pleasant against her burnt skin. When she emerged, she looked at the clear sky as she waited for her skin to dry enough to put her clothes back on. For the first time in hours—possibly thanks to the cold clarity the quick dip gave her—Nefele thought of her father in the boat. How could she be so horrible as to forget his state? The thought translated into guilt which formed tears in her eyes. She resumed her usual position of wrapping her hands around her knees. Had she betrayed him by following the animal napping next to her? Had she given up on him because she had explored the house? Had she been bad?

      Unable to take these thoughts, to contemplate the mistake she might have made, Nefele jumped up, scaring the snoring animal next to her. “I have to go,” she said as she put on her clothes. Her skin was still glistening with remaining water drops and her clothes became damp as they clung onto her. If she was back there, and she wished and prayed and hoped with all her might, perhaps he would return from the dead. As she thought of it, Nefele knew the fallacy of her mind, but she was determined to not give up on him.

      “I have to go back to Daddy,” Nefele said, and ran into the forest.

      The moment she was under its shade, away from the sun’s clarity, her feet paused their running. She concentrated on the lack of sounds, the emptiness of the space, and the absence of other animals. What was it about these trees?

      She both sensed and heard the animal walk behind her. She turned, and they stared at each other. Knowing it was silly for a wild animal to understand her, but also unable to move or think of another solution, she asked, “Can you take me to where the boat is? Where you found me? I need to get back to Daddy.”

      The animal tilted its head slightly as if contemplating her request, judging if it would grant it. Eventually, it went on its knees and Nefele climbed on its back. “You will take me there, right?” she asked again. “Not to the tree house. I want to go to Daddy.”

      Having no way of knowing if it was granting her request, Nefele closed her eyes and gripped the animal’s fur for balance. Her mind travelled to familiar places. Her house. The garden her mother tended. The trees she and Fanouris picked fruit from. Her father’s shop. Her school. The square where the shadow puppeteers put on funny shows every summer. The church where she wore her good green dress. The tavern where her daddy took them any time there was cause for celebration.

      The more she thought of those places, their sounds, and their smells, the less she felt the world she was in. It was as if she were flowing in that mental world. She was travelling in a different realm, familiar and comforting.

      Only when her body left the coolness of the trees and the warmth of the sun made her skin itch again, did the spell break. Before she opened her eyes, she heard the waves of the sea, smelled the seaweed and the salt in the air.

      “Thank you,” she said, still with her eyes closed, even though she wished they hadn’t arrived. The animal sank to its knees again, but she didn’t dismount. Her feet touched the sand under them, less warm than when she had first walked on it. She didn’t want to open her eyes and face the boat where her father’s body was, but not her actual father.

      The animal didn’t pressure her to get off. Instead, she felt it position itself more comfortably; soon after, it began to snore.

      Like when she exited the boat, it was the burning itch that made her open her eyes. The sun was nearly gone, the sky was orange and pink, and the boat was still there. Unable to return to her mental daydreaming, Nefele finally moved away from the animal and slowly approached the wooden boat. She could see the body inside it. She leaned in and touched her father’s cheek with her fingers. It was colder than when she had left him.

      Instead of climbing inside and resting against his body, Nefele sat outside the boat. She rested her back against the hull, but soon the wooden planks felt like spikes against her back, and she simply lay on the pebble-studded sand around it. That was uncomfortable too, but less so. She pillowed her head on one arm and closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Nefele didn’t know how she slept. Her body hurt less; her skin’s burning sensation had turned into more of a permanent itch. When she opened her eyes again, the world was black apart from the silvery shine the moonlight offered. She turned to the boat next to her and looked at the dark, shadowy form inside. Her eyes teared, and for the first time that day, she thought of the word dead in relation to her father. There was nothing she could do anymore to bring him back.

      “There never was,” a part of her mind whispered.
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