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			Lauren Taylor Bak




			“Maya stood outside the apartment with a bottle of merlot clutched in both hands like it might protect her from what was about to happen, which was ridiculous, because nothing was going to happen unless she wanted it to happen. Ellie had been very clear about that. But Maya’s anxiety didn’t particularly care about logic or any of the perfectly reasonable things Ellie had said when they’d invited her to “game night” with their polycule. The look in their eyes had made it obvious this wasn’t just about Settlers of Catan.

			She knocked before she could lose her nerve.

			Ellie opened the door wearing a purple button-down that made their eyes look more green than grey. Their blue hair dye had faded, leaving their bob a washed-out teal. The smile that spread across Ellie’s face when they saw Maya made some of the knots in Maya’s stomach loosen.

			“Hey,” Ellie said, taking the wine and leaning in to kiss Maya’s cheek. “You look gorgeous. I love the dress.”

			Maya looked down at herself nervously. She was wearing the green velvet dress she’d bought three months ago and hadn’t had the courage to wear yet because it actually showed her figure, and she’d shaved everything even though she knew nobody would care if she hadn’t and nothing was going to happen. But if something did happen, she wanted to feel smooth and soft and…right, even if “right” was a moving target she’d been chasing since before she had the language for why looking at herself in the mirror felt like living in someone else’s house.

			“I wasn’t sure if it was too much,” Maya admitted, stepping inside and immediately taking in the space with the kind of hypervigilant attention anxiety demanded, cataloging exits and the three other women in the living room. The room was cozy in that deliberate way of people who actually lived together, throw pillows and blankets scattered everywhere. The coffee table had been pushed aside to create floor space. The stereo was playing something light and jazzy.

			“It’s perfect,” Ellie assured her, closing the door and guiding her toward the group. “Everyone, this is Maya. Maya, this is everyone, but let me actually introduce you properly before Ash tackles you.”

			“I don’t tackle people,” protested a short, stout butch from the couch, though her grin suggested she absolutely would if given the chance. She had the kind of build that looked like she could lift a refrigerator without breaking a sweat, a buzz cut, and a mischievous glint in her eyes. She raised a beer in greeting. “I’m Ash. Ellie’s told us approximately everything about you, including that you have opinions about whether the 1995 or 2005 Pride and Prejudice is superior, which means we’re either going to be best friends or mortal enemies.”

			“Keira Knightly over Jennifer Ehle, but Colin Firth over Matthew Macfadyen,” Maya said reflexively, as if being quizzed.

			Ash looked delighted. “Great answer. Ruby’s a 1995 purist because she’s pretentious and wrong.”

			“I’m Ruby,” said the tall Black woman sitting cross-legged on the floor with enviable flexibility, shooting Ash an amused look before turning attention to Maya. “And I’m pretentious because I prefer period-accuracy…and hate Keira Knightly’s teeth.”

			Maya found herself smiling with less effort than she’d expected, though her heart still fluttered with nerves. “Hi.”

			“And I’m Caroline,” interjected the blonde woman draped elegantly across an armchair like she’d been arranged there by a photographer. She was wearing sweatpants, but Maya got the distinct impression that she should be dolled up in a vintage tinsel dress and red lipstick. Her dark eyes assessed Maya with an open appreciation that made heat crawl up Maya’s neck. “It’s lovely to finally meet you. Ellie doesn’t shut up about you.”

			“They don’t shut up about you all either,” Maya admitted, which made Ellie giggle.

			“Guilty as charged!” Ellie guided Maya to the couch and settled in next to her, close enough that their thighs were touching. The reassuring contact said I’m right here. “Should we crack open this bottle of wine?”

			“God, yes,” Maya said, perhaps too enthusiastically, which made everyone laugh. She felt a flush creep up her neck, but no one was laughing at her. They were just…laughing.

			Caroline flung herself from the armchair to get wine glasses from the kitchen. When she popped the cork on the merlot, she hit Maya with a smile and a wink that promised things Maya wasn’t sure she was ready for but desperately wanted. Nothing is going to happen, she reminded herself. She gratefully accepted an overpoured glass, careful not to spill wine on the sofa cushions.

			“So,” Ash said once everyone had settled back into their seats with their drink of choice, “Ruby and I were thinking we should play strip poker.”

			And just like that, Maya’s brain misfired. Her panic must have shown on her face, because Caroline looked like she was trying not to smile and Ellie’s hand found hers and squeezed.

			“Only if you want to,” Ellie said quietly. “We can play regular poker, or anything else, if you’re uncomfortable. Monopoly? Go Fish? Your call.”

			Maya took a gulp of her wine. The thing was, she did want to, had been thinking about this exact scenario for weeks, but wanting something in fantasy and actually doing it were separated by a massive canyon.

			“I want to,” she heard herself say. “I can’t say I’m not nervous, but I want to.”

			“Nervous is okay, but you let us know the moment you’re not feeling it,” said Ruby, her role as protector of the polycule immediately becoming obvious. “This is supposed to be a light and fun way to get to know each other, not a trial by fire.”

			“But that doesn’t mean it can’t also be hot,” Ash added, because she was incapable of letting a moment stay serious for too long. “I’m very good at poker, by the way, which means I’m going to win and all of you are going to be naked, just so we’re clear about expectations.”

			“You’re terrible at poker,” Caroline said, amused. She had draped herself loosely across the armchair again, her body boneless and relaxed. “Your eyebrows do a cute little thing when you have a good hand, like little inchworms.”

			“They do not!” Ash protested, her eyebrows immediately doing the thing. Maya laughed.

			Ellie squeezed her hand, checking in, and Maya squeezed back. Yes. This was okay.

			“Okay,” she said. “Deal me in.”
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        * * *

      

			The first few hands were almost anticlimactic. Chips pushed across the table. Raise. Ash badly bluffing. Call. Caroline had a full house. Ash tossed her vest. Maya quickly lost her cardigan, which barely counted since she’d been getting warm anyway. Then Ellie lost their button-down. Seeing them sitting in a black sports bra and jeans made Maya want to trace the freckles scattered across their shoulders with her tongue.

			The thought made her blush.

			By the time Maya lost her tights, she was two glasses of wine deep and feeling pleasantly warm. Her anxiety wasn’t gone, but it was easier to ignore. Ash was down to a tight white tank top and navy-blue men’s boxers, and Ruby had lost her chiffon blouse to reveal a nude bra and a phoenix tattoo across her ribs. Caroline had managed to keep most of her clothes on, through what Maya suspected might be actual card-counting.

			The casual comfort everyone had with their bodies was both intimidating and weirdly reassuring. Nobody was making a big production out of it, just taking off clothes like it was the most natural thing in the world. Like they had nothing to be ashamed of. They don’t, her brain supplied unhelpfully as Ruby slipped her cream linen trousers off to reveal long, shiny brown legs. She was wearing a thong.

			“This is rigged,” Ash complained, adding her socks to the growing pile of discarded clothing on the coffee table. “I think Caroline’s a card shark.”

			“I’m just lucky, and good at reading people,” Caroline said, sipping her wine with a satisfied smile from the armchair. The next round, she lost her sweatpants but kept on smiling in her tiny, lacy panties.

			After another round, Maya’s green velvet dress joined the pile, leaving her in the matching bra and panty set she’d agonized over before leaving her apartment. The dress was armor, and without it, she was suddenly very aware of her exposed skin, her small breasts, her bulge—the body she was still learning not to apologize for. She wanted to cover herself with a throw pillow, but she forced her hands to stay put, trying to channel even a fraction of the easy confidence Ruby had sitting there in her underwear like it was nothing.

			Then Ellie’s hand found her knee, warm and steady, and Maya leaned into the touch without thinking about it.

			“You okay?” Ruby asked, not looking away from her cards but clearly paying attention to Maya’s body language in that way that suggested she missed nothing.

			“Yeah,” Maya said, and meant it, mostly. “I’m fine.”

			“We can stop,” Ellie offered immediately.

			Ruby set down her cards, meeting Maya’s eyes. “How about we switch it up? I’ve got another game in mind.”

			“Oh?” Ash asked, interested.

			“Spill or Spin,” Ruby said. “It’s like Truth or Dare, but instead of having to think up dares, you spin the bottle. Either answer a naughty question, or spin and kiss whoever it lands on.” She went to the cupboard under the television and retrieved a small box. It said Sip or Spill; a drinking game. “We can use these questions.”

			Maya’s stomach flipped, anxiety and anticipation tangled together so tightly she couldn’t separate them. Truth or Dare. Spin the Bottle. Never Have I Ever. The rituals of sleepovers she’d never gotten to participate in before.

			“I like it,” Caroline said, already reaching for the empty wine bottle. She set it in the center of their circle, then pulled off her sweatshirt so that she, too, was just in her underwear. She was wearing a soft-cupped bralette that did nothing to hide or support the heavy weight of her full, round breasts. Maya couldn’t help but stare, her mouth going dry.

			“Maya?” Ellie asked quietly, checking in again.

			Maya looked around the circle at these four women in their underwear, all looking at her with varying degrees of interest and concern, and thought about how she’d spent so long being afraid of being seen, let alone…

			“Okay,” she said. “I’m in.”

			“I’ll go first,” Ruby offered, and Maya felt a rush of gratitude. She drew a card from the deck. “ ‘Who in the group has the most attractive parents?’ ” There was a beat of silence, then Ruby spun the bottle. “That can of Freudian worms is better left unopened!”

			When it stopped spinning, the uncorked neck of the bottle was pointing to Caroline. Ruby crawled over the bottle, bare ass in the air, like a panther stalking her prey. No words were exchanged. They kissed. It didn’t last long. It looked so easy. Maya felt a burning jealousy.

			“Me next!” said Ash, reaching for a card. “ ‘What’s the cringiest thing you’ve said during dirty talk?’ Oh, jeez.” She reached for the bottle. Caroline shook her head.

			“Cop-out! I want to hear this one!”

			Ash groaned dramatically. “Fine. Okay.” She cleared her throat, took a swig from her beer. “So, when I was, like, twenty-two and thought I was clever, I told this girl I was seeing that she was a ‘carpenter’s dream.’ ”

			Maya’s brow furrowed. Ellie scrunched up their nose. Even Caroline looked baffled.

			“What?” Ellie asked.

			Ash sighed. “Flat as a board and easy to nail.”

			“Oh my God!” Caroline said, dissolving into laughter. “That’s so mean!”

			“She dumped me immediately after,” Ash said. “Put her shirt back on and walked straight out the door. I thought it was a compliment! We met at Home Hardware!”

			Maya laughed. She couldn’t help it. Ash looked flustered. But there was instant karma.

			“Your turn,” Caroline said, looking at Maya. “Your card says: ‘What is the last thing you googled?’ Spill or spin?”

			Maya’s heart hammered against her ribs, her palms sweaty. The last thing she’d googled? How to join a polycule. She reached for the bottle shakily. “Spin.”

			The bottle rotated, slowing gradually, and landed pointing directly at Ruby.

			Ruby didn’t hesitate. She leaned across the circle, bracing one hand on the floor, and used the other to cup the back of Maya’s neck. When their mouths met, Ruby’s lips were warm and firm, tasting faintly of the merlot. It wasn’t movie-perfect; the angle was awkward, Maya’s jaw too tight. But then Ruby’s teeth caught her bottom lip and tugged. Maya’s breath hitched, her hands clutching at Ruby’s bare shoulders to stay upright as Ruby tilted her head to deepen the kiss, and the room blurred. When Ruby pulled away, she did it slowly, leaving Maya flushed, her lips tingling.

			“Wow,” Ash said into the silence that followed, breaking the spell. “I need a cigarette after that, and I don’t even smoke.”

			Ruby shot Maya a look that was equal parts checking in and playful challenge before passing the deck to Ellie. Maya touched her mouth with her fingertips, her lips still buzzing. The world hadn’t ended. In fact, it might have gotten significantly more interesting.

			Ellie drew a card. They blushed, the color rising all the way to their hairline. “Spin. Definitely spin. I’m not even reading that out loud!”

			They flicked the bottle. It clattered loudly on the floorboards before slowing to a halt, pointing at Ash. Ash grinned, leaning forward with her mouth already open, but Ellie pushed her face away playfully before pecking her firmly on the lips. It was the kind of kiss exchanged between people who knew how the other took their coffee. Watching them, the knot of anxiety in Maya’s chest unraveled another loose thread.

			“My turn,” Caroline said, plucking a card from the deck with manicured fingers. She read it, arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow, and tossed the card into the center. “ ‘What is your favorite part of your partner’s body?’ ” She didn’t reach for the bottle. She took a slow sip of her wine, her gaze drifting over Ash’s shoulders, Ruby’s curvy legs, Ellie’s bright smile, and finally landing, heavy and heated, on Maya. “Her hands. Specifically, what she does with her long fingers.”

			Maya folded her hands in her lap self-consciously. She looked down at herself—the pale curve of her belly, the gaping at the top of her bra cups, the bulge in her panties that she usually guarded like a state secret. Hands? Maya looked at her hands. Her awkward, clumsy, manly hands. She reached for her glass of wine, trying not to let her hands shake.

			Ash fanned herself with a discarded card. “Whew. Let’s move on before I do something brash.” She grabbed the deck and tossed the top card at Ruby. “Your turn.”

			Ruby caught the card. “ ‘What’s something you could never tell your therapist?’ ” Her mouth turned downward, thoughtful. “Oh, probably that I sometimes miss my dick.”

			Maya choked on her wine, nearly spraying a mouthful across the room. Ruby grinned wickedly.

			“I mean it! I don’t regret transitioning young in the slightest, and I love my designer vagina. But I regret never having used it for sex, and I miss standing to piss.”

			Ash laughed so hard, she toppled over. “Did you ever write your name in the snow?” she asked through her cackles. “I’ve always wanted to do that!”

			Ruby sighed. “Alas, no. The logistical convenience is the one privilege cis men have that’s actually worth envying,” she said. “Everything else they can keep.”

			Maya took a long sip of her wine to try to hide her shock. It wasn’t just the joke; it was the casual way Ruby had laid her cards on the table. There was no shame in it, just a practical assessment of the hand she’d been dealt. It was a relief to hear her joke about it so openly. It made the air in the room feel lighter.

			“Your turn, sweetheart,” Ruby said, sliding the deck toward Maya.

			Maya wiped her damp palms on her thighs and reached for a card. She flipped it over.

			“ ‘Who in this room would you most like to sleep with?’ ”

			Her breath hitched. She looked up. Ruby was topping up everybody’s glasses. Ellie was trying not to grin. Ash was waggling her eyebrows. And Caroline…Caroline was just watching, her gaze unreadable.

			“That feels like a trap,” Maya said, her voice sounding breathless even to her own ears.

			“Spin, then,” Ash chanted, drumming her hands on her knees. “Spin, spin, spin!”

			Maya gave the neck of the wine bottle a hard shove. It spun violently, a green blur against the floor. Maya held her breath. Please not Ellie, she thought, guilty but terrified. Kissing Ellie was safe. Maybe it was the merlot, but she was feeling a bit dangerous.

			The bottle slowed. It wobbled past Ash. It crept past Ruby. It came to an agonizingly slow halt pointing directly at Caroline.

			Caroline didn’t wait for Maya to come to her. She uncoiled from her armchair like a snake, sliding down to the floor to kneel in front of Maya. She smelled like expensive perfume.

			“Hi,” Maya squeaked.

			Caroline reached out with manicured fingers and tilted Maya’s chin up. She didn’t rush. She let Maya see her coming, let the anticipation build. When she finally closed the distance, it wasn’t a tentative peck. Caroline’s lips were soft, but the kiss itself was demanding. It took and took and took; it seemed to pull the breath right out of Maya’s lungs. For a terrifying, wonderful moment, Maya forgot to be self-conscious—she was too busy trying to remember how to breathe.

			When Caroline pulled back, she didn’t go far. She hovered just an inch away, her hazel eyes searching Maya’s face. “Good?”

			“Yeah,” Maya whispered, dazed.

			“Okay then,” Caroline said, a satisfied smirk curling her lips as she retreated to her throne. “I think it’s my turn.”

			She plucked a card from the deck without looking. “ ‘What is the most trouble you’ve ever been in?’ Boring!”

			She kicked the bottle. It spun rapidly, then landed on Ash.

			Ash scrambled forward on her hands and knees, meeting Caroline halfway. Their kiss was different—messier, punctuated by a grope that had Ash laughing into Caroline’s mouth. It was the kind of kiss that spoke of history, of years of learning exactly where the other person’s buttons were.

			Watching them, Maya felt a sharp pang of longing. She wanted that ease with Ellie, maybe even with the whole polycule. She wanted to be part of the web, not just a fly watching from the outside.

			“Alright, Ellie,” Caroline said, wiping smeared lipstick from the corner of her mouth. “You’re up.”

			Ellie picked a card. They smiled. “ ‘What was the biggest gamble you’ve taken recently?’ ” They looked at Maya. “Well, that’s obvious. Betting on tonight going well.”

			“Cheers to that,” said Ruby, raising her glass. “Why don’t you have another go, Maya?”

			Maya reached for the deck. Her fingers trembled as she flipped the card.

			“ ‘What is the one thing you want most right now?’ ”

			She stared at the card. She looked at the bottle. Maybe it was time to take a gamble.

			“I want…” She stopped, swallowed, and forced herself to look at Ellie. “I want to stop waiting for the other shoe to drop—for you guys to realize I’m too much work. I want to stop feeling like a guest you’re being nice to.” She looked down at her lap, then up at the group, her voice gaining a desperate edge. “I want to know what it feels like to belong somewhere.”

			“Oh, is that all?” Ash teased. Caroline elbowed her in the ribs.

			Maya bit her lip. It was time to raise the stakes. “I mean, I also want all of you to touch me.” She froze for a beat, almost losing her nerve. “Maybe even at the same time.”

			The silence lasted exactly one second.

			“Well,” Caroline said, her voice dropping an octave, turning almost smoky, like a femme fatale. She reached out and plucked the card from Maya’s fingers, tossing it carelessly onto the pile of discarded clothes. “I think that’s a winning hand.”

			“Game over,” Ash agreed.

			True to warning, Ash tackled. Caroline pounced.

			It was a coordinated attack. Ash didn’t actually knock the wind out of her, but she did wrap her arms around Maya’s waist and pull her down into a pile of cushions with a joyous whoop, burying her face in Maya’s stomach to blow raspberries. Caroline was there a split second later, straddling Maya’s hips.

			“Careful what you wish for,” Caroline purred, leaning down to bite lightly at Maya’s jawline.

			Then Ruby was there, settling behind her, a warm, solid wall against Maya’s back, her hand resting on the band of her bra. “Okay?” she asked, and Maya nodded, breathless. The clasp snapped open. As Ruby slipped the straps off her shoulders, the cool air hit Maya’s skin, followed immediately by the heat of Ruby’s hands sliding around to cover her small, pale breasts with dark hands.

			“Lovely,” Ruby murmured into Maya’s ear, her fingers kneading gently.

			And Ellie…Ellie was weaving through the chaos, pressing kisses to Maya’s shoulder, the sensitive cord of her neck, tangling their fingers together.

			“Strip her,” Caroline ordered softly. “I want to see her cock.”

			The explicit words, spoken in Caroline’s posh, commanding voice, shattered the last of Maya’s anxiety. Ellie hooked their thumbs into the waistband of Maya’s panties. They dragged the panties down slowly, watching her carefully for any sign to stop. As the fabric cleared her hips, Maya’s cock sprang free, heavy and aching, throbbing in the cool air of the apartment.

			For a heartbeat, Maya held her breath, every muscle tensed, waiting for the shift in energy, the subtle discomfort she’d seen on so many partners’ faces before. Ellie had seen it. They must have warned them, but—

			Caroline gave a low whistle. “Damn, girl! You’ve been holding out on us, El.”

			Ruby bit down on her shoulder and slid her hands down Maya’s stomach to wrap around the base of Maya’s shaft, her grip firm and confident.

			“Who gets first ride?” Ruby growled in her ear. She stroked upward once, slowly, spreading the pre-come over the sensitive head, and Maya cried out, a broken, happy sound.

			“Let me get my strap!” Ash crowed, disentangling from the pile of limbs. “Let’s make this a real party!”

			When Ash returned, she was belted into a thick black strap-on. Maya giggled, then groaned as Ruby’s hand began to work her.

			It was sensory overload in the best possible way. The weight of their bodies pressed the anxiety right out of her, leaving no room for the voice in her head that said she didn’t belong. Bras and panties were shed in light-speed. There was no space to worry about her body when it was being worshipped by eight hands and four mouths. Every part of her felt electric, alive, and wanted.

			“Too much?” Ellie murmured against her skin, breathless.

			Maya laughed, a wrecked, happy sound that bubbled up from her chest. She leaned her head back against Ruby’s shoulder, eyes fluttering shut. She felt exposed, yes, but the way Ellie was looking at her bare torso—like she was a piece of art—kept the panic at bay. She freed a hand from under the pile to tangle her fingers in Ellie’s hair, pulling them down for a bruising kiss.

			“No,” Maya said, pulling Caroline down with her other hand, surrendering to the beautiful, heavy heat of the pile. “Not even close.”

			





			
			
            Bog Flower

			Dani Finn




			Young John stood at the end of the road with his staff, pack, and hand-me-down boots. A narrow path led into the bog, weaving between withered bushes and clumps of dead grass. The path was said to lead wanderers astray, looping around and changing as they passed, leading them in circles within circles until they collapsed and the bog swallowed them whole.

			Young John knew how to avoid its dangers. He hunted here, black duck and hammer-tail and frogs the size of dinner plates. If you paid attention, the bog revealed her treasures like a flower opening to a moth. As long as you didn’t let your mind wander, didn’t go chasing after will-o-wisps and ghostly maidens.

			It was true that folks disappeared here sometimes. They reappeared too, often after hundreds of years, belched out of the sodden ground as fresh as if they’d died yesterday.

			The path was wet beneath his feet, muddy water squelching through the matted yellow grass with every step. His boots were soaked before he got out of sight of the road. He looked back over his shoulder, longing for the warmth of a fire to ease his already chilly toes, the comfort of lamplight and hot tea and anise cookies. He sighed and trudged onward.

			You didn’t get to be a witch by taking the easy way.
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        * * *

      

			He smelled peat smoke by mid-morning. The witch’s cabin had to be close. The winter sun had shoved aside the clouds, bringing a warmth to his heart more than his body. His feet were mostly numb by now, but he’d reached a drier part of the path, so at least he wasn’t squishing with every step. He shielded his eyes and scanned the horizon, to no avail. He trudged on, delighting at the appearance of a pair of orange finches chasing each other through the naked branches and hanging moss of a swamp oak.

			He spied the thin plume of white smoke between the skeletal trees, near where an overgrown path led off through a thicket of hookberry. It was just like a witch to make you tear your clothes and skin just to get a glimpse of her.

			He’d thought of nothing else for the past five years.
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        * * *

      

			He’d seen the witch’s cabin once, on a foggy morning out hunting sable cranes. He’d spotted a bird and waited until it caught some unfortunate fish or crustacean and was guzzling it down, beak open to the sky. The pop of his rifle sent a pair of crows squawking through the fog, which peeled back in their wake like a curtain drawn by a string. Across a field dotted with mucky little ponds appeared a mound of darkness with a thin stream of whitish smoke rising into the gray sky. Was there a figure in its shadows, leaning against a staff? Impossible to say as the fog rolled back in and hid the cabin from view.

			Young John collected his crane, beset by the certainty that the witch had seen him. That she was watching him through the fog. His hand slipped into his satchel and found the bird’s neck, still warm. He considered leaving it there for her as a peace offering. But what if she didn’t take it? What if there was no one there at all? Surely the greater sin was to waste a kill.

			He and his Ma ate well that night.

			The witch came to him in his dreams, but not the malevolent crone of fireside tales. She was terrifying in her beauty, bathed in soft pink light, wearing a gauzy robe that showed the curve of her hips, the heft of her breasts, the dark patch of midnight between her legs. Her smile was gentle and wicked at the same time, raising tender, sinful feelings in his heart. It was wrong to want a witch.

			It was worse to want to be a witch.

			“Find me when you are ready, Young John.” She reached out a gentle hand and cupped his cheek. Scents of violet and mint enveloped him, wiping all cares from his mind.

			“I will,” he whispered.
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        * * *

      

			The thicket ended in a small clearing with a solid-looking cabin in the center. The thatched roof was rounded on top except for the chimney and went all the way to the ground on two sides. The two angled spaces stored bricks of dried peat and an assortment of tools.

			He stood on the edge of the clearing for a long moment watching a ribbon of smoke twist out of the chimney. A marsh wren’s chittering song arose from across the clearing, in the puddled field where he’d first seen the cabin five years before.

			Something tugged at the back of his mind, something unsettling yet familiar. He felt her now, sure as he heard the marsh wren. He tried to move but was frozen in place with one foot in the air, poised for a step.

			Maybe she didn’t want him. Maybe he wasn’t meant to be a witch. Maybe she was going to kill him and bury him in the bog as the stories told, then raise him under a blood moon to dance with the other corpses.

			His foot fell forward, as if a spell had been lifted. He took a step toward the cabin, then another. The marsh wren went quiet. The only sound was his feet squelching in his boots. He walked without thinking, without hesitation, pulled by an invisible tether. As he approached the door, it swung open.

			“You know a man can’t become a witch, Young John,” said a dusky voice from the shadows beyond the frame. She appeared in the doorway, an olive-tan face beneath a fountain of braided hair. She wore a long gray robe that reached the ground, hiding her feet. A string of birds’ claws hung around her neck, arranged by size
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