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Despite the cruelty of the forest floor on her feet, her burning lungs, and her bleary vision, Helen didn't dare slow to assess the damage or even feel the pain. The silent burden in her arms kept her moving. She had to protect her daughter from the man hunting them.

Helen heard barking and only then did she slow to pick up a thick branch before resuming her flight.

Sure enough, the hounds caught up to her, and Helen stopped to meet the fastest one with a hard club to its head. It yelped and went down in a daze and Helen darted off again before the other two could catch up. She prayed the ties holding her baby to her chest would hold as she did her best to balance fleeing and fighting back but one missed swipe was all it took for one hound to sink its teeth into her ankle. Helen took the brunt of the fall on her shoulder, curling around the baby to shield her from the impact and the jaws of the snapping hounds. Other than the bite on her ankle, they seemed content to tug at her clothing and bark to alert her pursuer.

"It's over, Helen." The first rider yanked the reins so hard, Helen winced and even the dogs whined. "Give me the child and I'll make your death painless."

"Even if she were not mine, I would never leave anything so precious in your care." Helen sneered at him, holding her baby tighter. "I would not trust manure in your care."

The rider sneered down at her. "You are lucky I am acknowledging that bastard at all you whore-"

"Marcus DeLeary." A voice slithered through the air like autumn leaves in the wind.

Marcus had the good sense to look afraid as his animals backed away from the voice. "Shit."

"I thought you knew better than to ever trespass in my woods again." A hunched figure in a filthy, heavy cloak emerged from the darkness as if the night had poured her into existence. "And you come here on a hunt? I didn't think much of your intelligence but this is surprisingly disappointing."

"I beg your forgiveness, Mistress Umeka," Marcus attempted to incline his head but the indelicate movement made him look like a pecking chicken. "I wasn't paying attention and made a mistake. Allow me to take my leave and I will trouble you no more."

"Do so quickly before my mood darkens further," Umeka growled, the wind making her tattered cloak flutter against the ground near her feet.

"Of course." When Marcus went to dismount, a distant howl made both him and the dogs shrink away.

"You've no need to dismount. Go."

Marcus swallowed, terror clamping down on his throat. "I couldn't leave such filth in your domain. Let me spare you the trouble and-"

"I decide what is and is not trouble for me." Her voice surrounded them and Helen closed her eyes, covering her baby's ears with her hands. "Leave without a word or I'll steal your tongue."

He hesitated but when the moonlight seemed to fade with Umeka's growing anger, Marcus whistled for his dogs to follow him as he galloped away.

When the sound of hooves could no longer be heard, Umeka looked down at Helen with cold gray eyes. "Can you walk?"

Helen nodded and managed to get to her feet.

"Follow. And refrain from chit-chat. I've always got space for more tongues." The hunched figure turned and began walking without looking back.

Helen did glance over her shoulder in the direction Marcus fled. She couldn't allow him near her baby but the forest witch didn't take pity on those unfortunate enough to trespass. And running in the witch's territory alone was a death sentence of its own. She looked down at her daughter, whose plump face was also scrunched up in distaste at the situation.

Something howled in the distance and Helen decided her chances were best with the witch after all.
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Without fear to distract her, the wounds on Helen's feet throbbed, and the bite to her ankle caused a substantial limp, but there was no way she would be left behind to face the woods alone. Relief flooded her as a large cottage finally came into view.

"Don't dawdle, woman." Umeka snapped her fingers and held the front door open so Helen could drag herself inside. "Sit. And put the baby on the table."

She hesitated at the sight of an unfinished meal; pushing aside the thought of her child becoming a replacement for anything spoiled but Helen did as she was told. As she stroked the soft forehead, Helen glanced up to watch Umeka remove her cloak. Her jaw dropped as the witch's back straightened and the tattered fabric revealed smooth dark skin that covered powerful muscles. She was clad in what could be considered men's clothing but tailored to the curves of her body and cinched with a thick belt of tightly woven leather strips. Her ebony curls were streaked with silver and braided as intricately as her belt.

When Helen's eyes met the witch's clear gray eyes, Helen felt her face heat up. "Sorry. I shouldn't stare."

"No, you shouldn't." Umeka bolted the door and leaned over the baby. "What herbs did you use and how much?"

At Helen's dumbfounded expression, Umeka growled. "Did you think I wouldn't notice how quiet this child was while you were being hunted?" The witch drummed her blunt nails on the wood table. "Name, dosage, and how long ago?"

"Chamomile and valerian root," Helen stammered. "I gave it to her before I fled the village at sunset. There wasn't time to be precise."

"Damn fool," Umeka hissed, rushing to a shelf near the fireplace. She plucked a glass jar from her collection and pulled out the stopper. When she held it to the baby's nose, the little one squirmed and hiccuped before letting out a weak cry. "Nurse her."

Helen didn't realize how hard her hands were trembling until she tried to coordinate them to open her shirt. Impatient, Umeka helped to place the child back in the harness and ensure she latched. She tried to focus but Helen's vision swam and her ears rang.

"Don't fight it." The witch knelt to inspect Helen's feet. "It will be less disruptive if you're unconscious while I deal with your wounds."

"My thanks." Helen mumbled before her eyes shut and she leaned against the table to keep from falling.
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The pain was the first to register as Helen clawed her way from unconsciousness. Her muscles ached and every inch of her wanted to stay asleep but the gentle cooing of her daughter chased the cobwebs away and she opened her dry eyes.

"Don't worry," Umeka helped Helen sit up and pressed a hot drink into her hand. "Your babe is fine. Anxious to nurse. Her appetite is good despite some fool playing loose with medicinals."

Helen tried to scowl but she could tell it was a weak gesture covered by taking a sip. It was bitter but chased away the last bit of the clouds of sleep. "I shall keep that in mind next time I'm hunted in the woods."

"A strange habit but everyone has a vice." Umeka took the cup and settled the baby in Helen's arms; giving a curt nod when she latched immediately. "I have tended your wounds. Try not to aggravate them. In return for your life, you will work off your debt to me."

Her breath caught in her throat and Helen tried to quiet the undignified noise of fear. Her daughter whined in discomfort and she adjusted her hold to calm the baby as she fed. "I understand." She mumbled.

"It is hardly a gallows sentence." The witch chuckled as she moved around the small bedroom gathering up soiled bandages and cloth used to swaddle the baby's bum. "And I am sure you are as anxious to leave as I am to have my quiet once again. You will not be kept a second longer than necessary."

Looking down, Helen saw her feet had been cleaned and bandaged while she slept in what she was certain was the most comfortable bed Helen had ever felt. It was covered in soft blankets, some woven by the witch’s hand. By the time she found her voice again to thank her savior, Umeka was gone.
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Under the witch's care, Helen's feet healed quickly and the woman was happy to begin to work off her debt. While the bite slowed her down, Helen busied herself with cleaning their clothes, dishes, and whatever else the witch deemed safe enough for her to touch. Umeka created plenty of potions for those brave enough to seek her help; leaving offerings at the edge of her territory in return. Sometimes these offerings were so numerous that Helen would have to help Umeka bring them back in a cart.

"This life isn't so bad
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