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Katie Green, bright as a dream, hid in the hills, not fit to be seen.

Still sore, her bundle in her arms, she hurried down the muddy road, over leaves sodden from snowmelt and spring rain.  It's not safe, it's not safe, thrummed in her thoughts.  Peering about at the crossroads, she ran her tongue over her dry lips, and her heart hammered.  Even had Jack lived, they—her kin or his—would kill a baby.  (What were life and love and kinship when revenge could be won?)  Over winter, she had seen naught and heard naught—they had no taste for roving through frost and snow and brooks heavy with ice, belike—but spring came.  Earliest spring, with only the boldest sprouts unfurling, with only bits of buds on the most sheltered trees, but already kin of hers, sneaking about hillsides, asked of her swelling with child, of Jack, found in the winter wood, and buried in the old graveyard in stone-hard ground.  (How the grave-digger had grumbled!)

She bit her lip.  Had he borne any wound at all, as much as a bruise, she would have known it to be murder, but he had just lain, cold and pale, on wet dark leaf mould with leafless trees all about.

The old oak, towering at the crossroads, was bare as a gallows tree, but under it, scattered snowdrops flowered whitely.  Katie pulled her bundle closer.  A chance, her only chance—his only chance—she glanced down.  Solemn, the baby looked back with eyes as dark as Jack's.  Her teeth tightened on her lip.  Spring meant spring travelers.  Who might—not being of her kin, or Jack's—take up a baby.

Wrapping the blankets more tightly, and laying the oiled sealskin under him against the wet, Katie left him among the snowdrops.  She put the little saint's medal in the bundle, hoping travelers would guess to call him Kit, christened Christopher for the saint whose chapel lay by their cottage—for who else?  for any in their kin?  whether hers or Jack's?—hoping St. Christopher would watch his wandering little namesake when his mother could not.

She hurried off, pulling her shawl close about his head for fear he—always a sweet baby—would chose this time to wail, just as she deserved it. . . .

Wind tossed the branches and sent splatters of rainwater, cold as snow, down on her.  Katie stopped.  For a breath, in water-clear clarity, she thought.  As clear as some girl who picked a four-leafed clover and saw through some spell.  Water trickled down her face, and she did not raise a hand against it, too deep to even think of it.  She had nowhere to go.  Not hereabouts.  Jack's widow was welcome in neither his kin's house, nor her own's.

For a moment, she breathed air smelling of rain-wet earth and moldering old leaves.  She, she, she—could be a spring traveler and take her son.  She ran, mud clinging to her steps and slowing her.

At the oak, her baby was nowhere to be seen.  The only trace was her own footsteps, welling with water, and the press on the earth where she had laid him down.  No one had left any mark when Kit had been taken up again.  Not a footprint, not a bent leaf—

The medal lay there, too.

Her tongue felt like lead in her mouth.  Who—who—who—went her thoughts like an owl—as if any but the Witch Prince could snatch Kit away with not a mark of his feet.

And he had hunted the night of Jack's dying, she knew that, old men and little children had muttered it, and she had never so much as thought of how Jack had come to lie among leafless trees and dead leaves. . . she forced her breath in and out, and the air hurt.  The Witch Prince had witched her wits away.  Her hand formed a fist.  But he'd let her wits escape like a rabbit, and now they would run, uphill and down, and through all the woods and over every brook.

* * *
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"Oh no oh no."  The witching woman, wrapped in brown, rocked back and forth on her stool.  Her candle, in its candlestick, sat on the hearth beside her, and the flaxen flame wavered from the wind of her passing.  Candlelight danced, casting shifting shadows over her lined face, and vast shadows over the wall.  

(No place for Katie to sit but on the cold hearth.  About, dried herbs and their shadows loomed like skeletons.)

Katie's tongue touched her lips.

"Oh no oh no the witch prince has his ways and has your babe."  She chortled, leaning forward.  "Muddled your wits so you left your babe—you fight him now?  Where he lives?  You do not know his ways, you do not.  He hunts deer, he hunts hounds, he hunts men, he hunts the wind, he hunts the moon—"

"I must."  Katie's breath came light and fast.  

The witching woman grinned.  Her few teeth were like moon-lit scraps of cloud.  "When you found your man, your husband dear, lying in the woods after his hunting?  You must?"

Katie swallowed, too frightened to tell which affrighted her worse:  the witch's knowing that Katie and Jack had wed in the wood, with naught but the words of marriage, not one witness to them, or her knowing that the Witch-Prince's hunt had struck Jack down.

"He'd've left a stock to fool you, to look like your Kit, if he had aught to fear from you—"

Her breasts ached with the need for nursing.  "I must, I must—I go to Rook's Wood whatever you do, whatever you say, I know as well as you where the Witch-Prince lives—"

The witching woman cackled—long and long, stopping only when she was breathless and shaking her head.  "You will, you will—that's why you sit here when you could be doing what you say you do—"

Katie dragged in her breath and straightened.  "Tell me that you can do naught to help me, and I'll go."
The witching woman, frozen like an icicle in the dead of winter, eyed her.  Candlelight glittered from her unmoving eye, with the candle flame standing as still as a mountain.
Katie clamped her mouth shut, almost did not breathe.  Every tale said the witching woman could trick, could mislead, could leave out, but could not lie.  She could hold her tongue to find if it were true.

The witching woman snorted.  "There's a charm for the castle."  She looked aside, as if to talk to the candle flame.  "She'll be wiser ere she's much older, if she uses that."

"Always better, being wiser," said Katie.

The witching woman chortled, and the candle flame quivered.  "Wise against wiser—she's not wise enough for that."

Katie folded her arms.  "Too much a fool to leave without the charm."

"She'll be wet and cold ere she's much older," said the witching woman to the candle flame.  "Ere she's wiser."

* * *
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She should've left it to full day.  Noontide, at least.  After that hour, better.  Even early in spring, the sun brought the warmth.

Still, with chilly mist curling about pale birches and leafless brush, she plodded up the hillside, by the brook as it babbled and murmured over rounded gray stone.  Ice gathered only here and there, swan-white lacing caught in niches of stones, but the waters would be snowmelt cold.  With no path to lead her, she could not wander far from the waters.  She clambered on.  Her ankle turned sometimes on the jumble of stone, and her fingers tried to bite into rough stone to steady her.

The hillside rose higher, and flattened.  Bits of blue stood between the trees ahead, and the stream widened before her.  The current slowed, too, to amble along the streambed.  That was well, since in the waters spread an island, scarcely large as a cottage.  Three slim birches, their trunks snowy pale, grew there, perched in the jumble of stones.

Katie looked at the waters.  Too deep to wade.  She bit her lip.  And soaked clothing would not keep her warm.

Grimacing, she turned aside.  She should have waited, she told herself again, while she stripped off her clothing and draped it over the nearest brush—not heaping it on the ground, the only shield she could make against the cold.  The cloth hung there, as dark as a crow's wing or the damp bark about her, like dead leaves that the winter had not managed to tear from the tree.

She ran into the waters before she could think.

The waters were so cold they burned.  Gasping, she splashed through, though the water rose to her waist, and out to the island where she shivered more than any leaf in any wind—the charm, the charm, she scrambled over to the first birch and checked its roots.  The rocks trembled from her shaking, and she bashed her fingers, ice-white with cold, on the stone, but she found no charm.  She scrambled to the next, where the roots held it no more than the last.  And to the third, eying each root with care—she would freeze, she did not have the time to search for it—

A dark ring, made of nails, lay about one white root.  Her hands plunged for it.  A breeze made them shake worse than ever; she barely managed to brush the ring with her hand, and the point of a nail drew blood like a tiny red bud.  She forced down both hands to seize the ring and wiggle it, bit by bit, off the root.

Her hands trembled, and her clothing lay on the other side.  Still she turned her attention to the ring, seizing it in one hand to force it on a finger of another.  And when she looked back at her clothing, she said to herself, "Fancy fishing it from the waters?"  It did not hearten her as she shivered her way to the shore.

With the ring heavy about her finger, she plunged back in, chilling herself to the bone.  She barely scuttled out again.  With mist-pale hands she dressed, taking twice and thrice as long to don her clothes, but even with all of them on, she still shivered and trembled.

"Speed," she told herself.  "For warmth.  And to reach Rook's Wood."

With the ring on her finger and her blood bright red on it like autumn leaves on a dark
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