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      For all the people who struggle to see themselves in stories, you are seen. 

      And for those who still don’t know who they are, it is never too late to find out.
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      The first three chapters of this novel contain some difficult scenes. 

      Please visit www.booksbynix.com/contentwarnings for a comprehensive list

      

      This book contains a lot of my personal trauma, seen through a fantasy lens. Much of this story is about found family, and finding the people who take you as you are. The villains in this story are a group who believe that only one type of person is acceptable, which I hope will resonate with many others who grew up feeling like their identities were “wrong.” 

      

      As a sexual assault and rape survivor, I wanted to write a novel in which rapists and abusers did NOT get away with their crimes. However, this is a fictional novel featuring mythological creatures and magic. I do not advocate for real-world violence, murder or assault.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      This book contains some topics that historically have been used in different ways to vilify and wrongly persecute the Jewish people. As someone who grew up in a Jewish household, I wanted to be sure to handle these topics in a way that was not linked to the historical propaganda against Jewish people. 

      

      I worked closely with a group of people from various Jewish denominations to ensure that these topics were handled in a way that did not perpetuate harmful stereotypes or other antisemitic tropes. I designed my characters with great care to not be Jewish-coded. However, these topics may be difficult for some readers, so please refer to the content warnings found at www.booksbynix.com/ContentWarnings for a comprehensive list. 

      

      Please find a link below regarding Blood Libel and its origins in antisemitic propaganda. 

      

      https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/blood-libel

      

      The characters contained within are inspired predominantly by Greek mythology—both the mythological creatures and the witches, who are based loosely on Hecate and her followers. I also drew inspiration from Norse mythology when creating the cloaks they wear. 
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            MORWENNA

          

          YEAR 958 - IOWAIN

        

      

    

    
      She aches—aches with the heaviness of her body, full with child and weighed down by knowledge. She feels as though all of Iowain rests upon her. At twenty-nine years, her swollen belly and the crushing pressure of her title to-be presses her down, down, down. She aches to escape this. She does not wish to be what she is. Morwenna mourns the child in her womb before it has even been born.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MORWENNA

          

          YEAR 959 - IOWAIN

        

      

    

    
      Morwenna was born thirty years ago today, and on that day the Crone bore witness. The Crone heard that mewling cry from across the plain, from atop her tower—the edict that her era as the seventh Crone had come to an end.

      All of witchkind chanted in unison, “Morwenna, Morwenna, Morwenna.”

      The plain shook with their stomping feet. The wind shivered with the weight of the command. It was decreed thirty years ago, and now it is time—Morwenna will begin her descent and become the next Crone.

      It is done. In the morning, Morwenna bore her witchling onto the morning dew, the cave walls weeping moisture down their faces like tears in the early sun. She did not allow herself to look at the infant nor hear her cry. Like every Crone before her, Morwenna placed a trembling hand onto that small forehead and, with a resolute mind, cast her own flesh and blood into ashes—burning her baby into dust. With shaking fingers, she cupped the remains to her mouth, consuming her child with salty sorrow running down both cheeks.

      She is stained with ash; it coats her face, her mouth, her hands. She will bear the stain forever. Already, her hair has begun to fade into a dusty gray; her nails have begun to blacken. But this is how it is done, how it has always been done. The child must be consumed for the Crone to come to power.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MORWENNA

          

          YEAR 970 - IOWAIN

        

      

    

    
      The man is dressed in rags, but his face is handsome. He looks as though he may have been a lord once, has the aristocratic tilt of the head. He does not know who she is, has no inkling of her power. All he sees is a beautiful woman on the plain, and she does not correct him. She is lovely, even now, as she nears her full descent. His eyes travel down her tall, slender, frame, seeing how gracefully her pale ash-colored hair falls in soft waves. Her eyes meet his, glacial, a pale aquamarine that reveals none of the darkness within. Her skin is cool-toned as if beneath perpetual moonlight, flawless and smooth save for small wrinkles beginning to settle around her eyes. His eyes catch on her hands. They are long and thin, tipped with claws as black as onyx, as sharp as obsidian. The claws no longer retract, forever extended. The lush red of her lips tempts most men, and he is no different. His breath goes ragged as her mouth curls into a smile.

      It has been eleven years since she began her descent, twelve years since she has brought a man into her bed. She has gorged herself on them, but has not permitted herself to feel one’s touch. She is forbidden to do so now. But as the former Crone nears her end and Morwenna approaches the start of her reign, she finds herself yearning for one more carnal moment. A single night to indulge in the pleasures of the flesh, to revel in the beauty of this body before it changes and curls into eternal age. One last night as a witch, before she becomes the Crone.

      The wind whispers Morwenna’s witchsong to him. His body does as it is beckoned, and he walks her way on silent, mindless feet—drawn inexorably to her. As he nears, her words flow into him like rich wine, intoxicating and dripping with sensual need. She sings in a steady cadence, each note bringing the man closer, rending away his ability to resist. This is but one of Morwenna’s many gifts. Soon Morwenna will take her place as the Crone. Centuries from now, she will pass those gifts to another, as her reign comes to its end, and she returns to the sky.

      The man’s heartbeat is so loud; she can feel it thundering through her own veins. She scents his blood. Her mouth waters. Yes, she will consume him, but first, she wishes to be ravaged by his touch. She loosens her grip on his mind, and his eyes brighten as he beholds her face. He opens his mouth to speak, but she silences his tongue. She has no desire for his words. She needs only his hands, his mouth, his body. She needs only to feel once more the pleasure of flesh against flesh. She chose her prey well. Beneath the rags he wears, his body is well made. His arms flex with lean muscle as he pulls her to him, and his chest is firm beneath her hands. She loses herself in this moment. Tearing the tattered clothing from his form, she succumbs to carnal need. The hot slap of flesh on flesh is the only sound across the desolate plain. She cries out her release as he grunts into her neck like a chuffing pig. Human men are not graceful, but witches do not bear male children.

      She feels no sadness or regret as she slides her black claw across his stubbled throat. He doesn't feel any pain. His mind is still tangled in her song, his skin still pulsing with pleasure. As his thick, crimson blood coats Morwenna’s mouth, she smiles softly. His taste is sharp, flavored with the salt and tang of a life built from hard work. She is certain now that he was well born. She can taste the subtle sweetness of luxury and a memory of fine food and wine. She does not gloat herself upon him, just a taste. He has wandered far from the opulence which bore him, become yet another stinking human man. She neither knows nor cares how he ended up traveling the plains of Iowain. His traveling is done.

      For some, this hellscape is a hideaway, a place to run from the actions of their past. Iowain harbors miscreants and criminals, violent and cruel men. For others, this place is a mystery. They seek to find fabled magic and gaze upon the tower of the Crone. Men are fools. The witches suffer most to live, to carry out their business in the city, but the worst of them are handled like cattle, led to slaughter with a promise of pleasure. They walk toward death on their own two feet. Witches do not need to hunt.

      Sated, she leaves him to the scavengers. This is not cruel.It is simply the cycle of life. Everyone has a place in the hierarchy of existence in Iowain, witchkind is simply at the top. Witches have populated this cold desert for as long as history has been written. While they age no older than thirty, they live for centuries in this form. They do not succumb to disease and are difficult to kill. They come in every shade and size, united only by their retractable diamond sharp claws and seductive song.

      The stain of sacrifice begins the Crone’s descent, thirteen years of power accumulating within a rapidly aging body. From a lithe body of twenty-nine to one made ancient, bent and broken, in only thirteen years. The Crone loses her beauty, loses her freedom, loses her name, but in doing so, she gains incomparable power. No one save for the Crone herself knows the depths of the raw and untamed Chaos magic she wields. She lives in the tower in solitude, watching the ways of Idythia and guiding her kin from above. Morwenna did not wish to be the Crone, but it was never her choice to make. She was chosen, and so it shall be. Morwennaa, the eighth Crone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MORWENNA

          

          YEAR 971 - IOWAIN

        

      

    

    
      She has hidden herself for nearly a year, since the moment she felt the flutter of life and knew the mistake she had made. This was an unprecedented event, a child conceived during the descent. She knew she had taken a risk when she lay with that final man, but Morwenna had made that choice on her own. She was a fool. Now she lay concealed in this dusty cave, chilled to her bones as she births a witchling that should not exist.

      For the first time in her forty-two years, she does not know what to do. From her birth until this point, her actions have been dictated by the title forced upon her. She has had so few true choices in her life. Now, she bears the consequence of the one choice she made for herself. This bloody infant in her hands seems so fragile, brittle as an eggshell. She can remember the cries of the baby before this one, though she tried not to hear. She remembers what she did. The dust between Morwenna’s fingers, something forever shattered. A place in her which cannot be repaired. Her last shred of morality was left in tatters. It was the blackening of a soul.

      On quick, quiet feet, ‌she makes her way across the plain. Bundled in thick wool, the babe is silent as Morwenna glides through the night. It is not love driving her at this moment. Her ability to love died with a witchling twelve years ago. This is instinct, primal and unshakable—the need of a mother to keep her child from harm. Morwenna will not look at the witchling, will not nurse her, will not love her, but she will let this baby live. She will give her babe one thing—a chance.

      The house she chooses is random. She knows nothing of the inhabitants, sees only a golden light seeping from the window to push back the stifling dark. She does not wait for an answer. After laying her burden before the door, she raps a single knock on the peeling wood and steals away into the night. She does not look back, does not permit herself a final glance. She leaves behind the last piece of Morwenna, the last piece of her that is not the Crone. This is the last time her feet will touch this ground. Tomorrow she will take the tower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAMÈRE

          

          YEAR 972 - KANITOSH WOODS

        

      

    

    
      The glade is verdant, carpeted in sun dappled grass and scented by a soft breeze that flows through the trees. The sheer volume of green would be overwhelming were it not for the brilliance of the thousand different shades filling the space. Olive leaves and viridian stems, climbing vines of jade, emerald grass and swaying hunter stalks, the only other color littering the floor of the glade comes from small, purple flower blossoms. Mamère sniffs the air, sensing a shift in the breeze. Someone is coming.

      As another strong contraction wracks her petite frame, her knees buckle, hooves digging into the earth. She places a hand on the gnarled bark of a nearby tree and attempts to breathe and steady herself. Five months, her pregnancy has lasted the full five months of a typical faun gestation. She has often wondered if she would make it this far. Stress is hard on a pregnancy, and saying goodbye to her lover after the thaw had nearly broken her. Trappers never stay long in the Kanitosh woods, but she had hoped that he'd be different. She had hoped that to him, she was different. But he had loaded his pack, kissed her one last time, and set off for Athydis as soon as the streams had swollen with melted snow. She takes another deep breath. It is not a man she scents now.

      Mamère has never smelled an essence quite like this. It tastes slippery on her tongue, oily, as if it would slither down her throat. The scent is dark, smoky, somehow a blend of ember and rot. She shakes her head, her mousy brown curls ruffling around dainty curled horns, and tries to clear the wrongness from her nose. It seems thick, like it could drip from her nostrils. Another contraction comes suddenly, and she cries out as she falls to her knees. She presses her face to the grass and prays, “Gods save me.”

      She senses the shadow before she sees it. Again, that oily sensation seems to slide along her skin. When she raises her flushed face, a man stands at the edge of the glade. She supposes it is a man. The figure is tall and clothed in a dark cloak. His hair is stringy, the color of granite exposed to the wind. His eyes are deep set, ringed by dark circles. His skin is a sallow beige, untouched by color. He stands at the treeline, in a shadow where none should be. He says nothing, only watches. Too soon, far too soon, another contraction rips a cry from her lips and forces her forehead back to the earth. She feels the wetness as it slides down the soft hair of her legs. It is time; the baby is coming. She lifts her head and glances back toward the stranger, but he and his shadows are gone.

      Mamère has attended plenty of births and knows what to expect, but that knowledge does nothing to ease her pain. Were her child a full faun, this would be easier. Baby fauns are soft, small and covered in downy hair. But Mamère had not laid with a faun that winter. Her trapper had been a man, a full-blooded human with a thick dark beard and bright dancing eyes. She had thought him the most majestic thing she had ever seen. He stood tall and proud as an oak, with rough, calloused hands that had seen a lifetime of hard use. He had caught her eye one morning as she gathered branches to stoke her humble fire, and for reasons she didn’t quite understand, she beckoned for him to join her in her little thatched cottage. The winter was a harsh one, and a deep carpet of snow had fallen upon the glade. Like all trappers, he had come fully prepared to face the elements with a sturdy leather tent strapped to his back, but she saw the chapped red of his wind-bitten cheeks and raised her hand to him. The trapper had called himself Kovic, and he had heated his numb fingers at her hearth for the next month. He was kind and good-humored, and he filled her winter with the warmth of stories from his many travels. He warmed her bed, and she filled his belly with hearty vegetable stews and freshly baked bread. He once offered her braces of rabbits and wildfowl, but fauns do not eat flesh. He cooked his meat far from the glade, where she couldn’t scent the smoke. He was considerate in wiping down his leathers with melted snow before returning to the cottage. His company made the winter days pass more quickly. She spent her afternoons milling flour and baking, checking the contents of her small winter food stores, and gathering nuts and seeds hidden beneath the bark of the nearby trees. She spent her nights in his arms, feeling his strong fingers gripping her thighs and feeling his lips along her neck. He was never bothered by the difference in their bodies. In fact, he seemed to revel in the feel of the smooth coat of chestnut hair which covered her legs. He nibbled her soft floppy ears and stared deeply into her warm brown eyes without even giving their slightly elongated pupils a second thought. She loved the feeling of her long lashes against his scruffy cheek, and the fullness of him within her—body and soul. She cared deeply for him, and when the leaves dripped in the sunshine, her heart fell, knowing her bed would soon be empty once more.

      She thinks of her trapper as she kneels in the glade, screaming her babe into life. She hopes he thinks of her too, and that maybe one day he will return to her. Breath after breath brings her babe closer to her arms. She bellows as the pressure rises, and she knows it will be only moments before she snuggles her soft infant. With a final cry she bears down, and her child comes to rest on the fine blades of spring grass. She reaches down and raises the babe into her arms. “I will call you Cicerine,” she whispers to her sweet baby girl.

      The spring passes quickly as Mamère watches her squishy baby grow. Though she is half human, Cicerine has the same softly haired legs as the other faun children in the glade, ending in small glossy hooves. Her arms are smooth and hairless, and her ears are only slightly smaller than an average faun, tipped in downy, white fuzz. She has no tail, and her head is a mop of warm brown curls with two tiny horn buds peeking through—the same cinnamon shade as her hair. Her eyes are golden, wide and bright, with impossibly long lashes, and a glint of merry mischief. Freckles spatter her rosy cheeks like a constellation of stars. Cicerine is the sweetest babe Mamère has ever seen.
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            MAELWEN

          

          YEAR 989 - IOWAIN

        

      

    

    
      I spit blood onto the dusty floor of this stinking shack. The massive fist swinging toward my face misses by a hair’s breadth as I dodge the strike. He howls in rage and lunges for me. My jaw is already beginning to swell, the throb of my blood a steady rhythm. He clomps over the creaking floorboards to me, grabbing my long, silver-streaked black hair, and flings me against the stone fireplace. My shoulder bears the brunt of the impact. I do not scream, but I do not consent. I let him drag me back into his bedroom, bile rising in my throat as I stop fighting. I cannot win against a creature twenty times my weight. A stronger witch than I could. I try not to make any sound as he lays his disgusting body over mine. I stare at the wall and imagine I am somewhere else. My dreaming continues long after he has cast me aside once again. It is all imagination; I have never been outside of Iowain. I imagine forests I have never seen.

      His name is Jarrus. He is a minotaur, exiled from Minos’Idyl long before my birth. He had a wife once, Kefleh. She was neither kind nor cruel. My parents died while I was barely walking, and she took me in, giving me a sleeping mat in exchange for labor. I have worked my entire life. Even as a toddler, Kefleh gave me duties to earn my keep, sweeping the floors, washing the clothes. I did not have a childhood.

      I am small, and my quick fingers are adept at sneaking into pockets. Jarrus is a laborer, shattering great boulders in the quarry to the east, but the pay is shit, and enough travelers pass through to make a pickpocket handy. He is absolutely massive, taller than me by double, his shoulders as broad as a human man is tall. His curling horns curve outward; his whiskered snout is wet and vile. His brown-haired, barrel-thick thighs end in hooves the width of my head. His wife was nearly his twin. Kefleh died three winters ago from a wasting sickness which came on quickly. She became a living corpse and passed in the evening as I made my rounds at the tavern. Jarrus had already buried her by the time I returned. I emptied my coat pockets onto the table, and he stuffed the coins into the pocket of his trousers as he unbuttoned them. He did not hit me the first time, but I did not fight him then.

      I have been hiding coppers in the floorboards. This ramshackle house is falling apart, and it was easy enough to find a loose plank in the kitchen. My meager pile has grown steadily, and soon I hope it will be enough to pay my way out of this shithole. Konidas is a few day’s ride if I can get a horse or pay my way into a caravan. I could pass for a performer with my sleight of hand. I just need to get out of this place. It chips away at me day by day, night after night.

      Jarrus wakes me with a hoof to my side. “Get up,” he growls in his low timbre. “Go to town. I need beer and grain.”

      It is assumed I will steal the coin needed for whatever he wants. He makes a wage at the quarry, but I have no idea what he does with it. He is certainly not paying a copper toward my keep. It is warm for the season, but the air still holds the chill Iowain is known for. My toes tingle in my boots as I walk the dirt path toward the rough town. It does not have a name; we just call it “town,” and I suppose that is fitting. Iowain is mostly cold, parched earth littered with shoddy encampments and dry brush. The looming tower of the Crone sits to the North. I occasionally spot witches in the tavern, but they pay me no heed. I wear gloves as I work, keeping my head down, my ice-blue eyes well hidden. They do not seem to notice I am their kin. Jarrus does not seem to notice either. He is a drunken idiot. Were he to ever truly look at me, he would see that my fingertips end in sharp claws. I keep them drawn in most of the time, but with a flick of my wrist, they extend to a horrifying length, lethal and razor sharp. I will kill him one day. I just need a way to get out of here first.

      Town is no different today than any other. The tavern is already busy as the sun begins its journey through the sky. It is only a few hours past dawn, but the night workers need their drink as well. I slither through the tavern patrons like an asp, my fingers light as air. I hum a little song to myself as I work, low notes that keep my mind steady and my hands moving. This place is full of large men. I barely reach their chests. I am thin and lithe, able to slip between them with ease.

      I wear a ruddy brown coat as I slink among the tavern's chairs. My skin color is uncommon, but not unheard of. I draw no attention, just another beggar child looking for a meal. Most assume I am very young, but I am an adult, albeit a young one. My small stature works in my favor in most ways, but it also puts me at risk of leering men and groping hands. Today, I escape relatively unscathed with a handful of coins in my coat pocket, heading out toward the open stalls of the market.

      I am familiar with many of the vendors, almost friendly with a few. The beermaker usually slips me a cup of ale to drink, and I know he always undercharges me. His daughter works alongside him in the busy season, perhaps he sees a bit of her in me. He gives me a generous smile from below his fat, red nose as he hands over the jug of beer for Jarrus and a small cup for me. I down the bitter beer in a few swigs and return his cup with a nod of gratitude, making my way down the market line with the beer warming my concave belly. After I have purchased my goods, a few coins still clink in my pocket, and I decide to grab a pasty for my daily meal. The price is low—I do not dare ask what variety of meat it is stuffed with. I savor the buttery crust and well-spiced meat, a small pleasure in an unpleasant life. I have a few hours before Jarrus will expect my return, so I head for the book vendor near the edge of the market. I toss him a brass coin and select a battered book with an illustrated cover and head for Jarrus’s hovel once more.

      I drop off the beer and sack of barley and head to a rock near the edge of town. A large bare tree presses against its craggy surface, its branches like skeletal hands reaching for the sky. I often sit here to pass the time, watching people pass by or reading whatever I can dredge up from the market. The book I flip through today ends up being poetry, rather dull and overly romantic, but there are faded illustrations of beautiful landscapes and great cities. One couplet catches my attention—The golden flow of Ichor goes through veins of mortal man. One taste, so sweet, the Gods entreat, that life begins again. It must have come from Athydis; it's written in the common tongue. If only I could have such a blessing, a new life. I have spent an hour thumbing through its pages and committing the images to memory when the soft sound of footsteps draws my attention. Peering from behind my rock, I see a woman walking with an unearthly grace. I do not need to look at her hands to identify her as a witch. She wears a long cloak of deep sapphire, striking against the pale hair that hangs like a rippling, golden sheet down her back. Her voice carries on the wind as she sings a low, haunting melody that feels as though it flows between my ribs. She looks back as she steps into a small building, at the man who follows her inside.

      I sit back against my rock and sigh as I stare into the book. Muffled sounds of sex come from the building where the witch and the man went, and my mouth twists in disgust. I have heard many whispered conversations about the … tastes of witches. Many men have disappeared from town throughout my years here, and most of them likely fell prey to my estranged kin. They are known at times to kill men, draining their blood and feasting on their flesh. I cannot speak on their motives, but the men in this place are rarely men of any virtue. I eat normal food like anyone else. I cannot say that a man has ever looked appetizing to me in any way. They are smelly and crass, and my lip curls just thinking about them. I do not want to touch them at all, let alone eat them. They have touched me enough for a lifetime.

      The noises pick up in pace, and I hope that they are nearly through. I enjoy the quiet of this place, and the rutting groans and grunts are distracting. A crash jerks me from my thoughts and I stand, peering toward the building from behind the rock. The witch tumbles out of the door with the man close behind, raining blows onto her head and face. She has her arms up to cover her head. If she were to extend her claws now, she would only succeed in slicing up her own flesh.

      She is fast and darts out of his reach, revealing her claws. From my vantage point, I can see no one else nearby. I impulsively grab a rock and head toward them, shoving the book in my pocket. She does not need my assistance, but something within me savors the weight of the rock in my hands, craves this, wants to feel like I am doing something. I am exhausted by the seemingly constant abuse in this place. I strike him hard from behind. He crumples to the ground, blood pouring from the split skin at his hairline. The witch looks at me, wearing shock across her face.

      “Witchling.” Wide-eyed, she rasps, “I am in your debt.”

      I am not sure how to reply, so I nod my head and turn to leave. My heartbeat is a rapid drumming in my chest, I have never harmed anyone before. It feels…good. Her thin-boned wrist darts at me like the strike of a snake, and she grabs my upper arm with her clawed hand. Her golden hair is stained copper with blood, and she pushes it from her face with a satisfied smile. Reaching down, she drags a claw across his throat, never taking her gaze from mine.

      She licks the claw clean with a flick of her tongue. “The kill is yours, witchling.”

      My brows furrow and my lips draw back in disgust as I realize what she offers. Surprise lights her eyes, and she lets go of my arm with a start.

      “Where are you from?” she asks in a sultry rasp. “I do not know you, witchling.”

      “Here?” I answer with a shrug.

      “And you do not feed? Have you no power?”

      I look down at his dirt-smeared, bloody face and his shabby, stained clothes and nearly gag, disgust contorting my features.

      “Another gift then.” Pushing her long hair over one shoulder, she unclasps the rippling blue cloak and slides it from her shoulders. With a tender touch, she wraps it around me. The edges of her mouth lift in a soft smile. “This cloak will serve you well. Embrace what you are, and it will help you on your way.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “My way where?” I ask incredulously.

      “Anywhere,” she says, her voice low. She walks away with her shoulders back and head held high.
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      Jarrus has been drinking more than usual. My split lip throbs from last night’s assault, when once again, he forced himself upon me. He passed out eventually, snoring in his bed. I slunk into the dark night and retched until my stomach was empty. My thoughts are crowded with images of his calloused, disgusting hands on my body, his massive head rutting, his foul spittle flying onto my face. My pile of copper seems to call to me from beneath the floor of the shack, beckoning me with the promise of freedom, of anything but this. The sapphire blue cloak lies folded beneath my crumbling pallet. I long to grab my coin and don the cloak—to escape into the waiting world.

      The tavern was nearly empty this morning, and my pockets feel too light as I head back across the dusty path toward “home.” I do not expect Jarrus to be here, but his bulk fills the space as I enter the doorway. His hot, yeasty breath already reeks of beer, and he grabs me by the throat before I can dart back outside. Hurling me against the wall, his thick fingers paw at my body and I kick at him wildly, trying to escape his grasp. His grip does not loosen. My vision begins to blur at the edges, stars shimmering and glinting before me. I cannot breathe, and I thrash beneath his powerful grip. His glassy eyes are inches from mine as he lowers his head, a drunken smirk on his crooked mouth. Instinct drives me and I choose to fight. I flick out my claws, shredding my glove, and I rake at his throat with all the strength I can muster. Air floods my lungs in a rush as he drops me to the floor, hands clutching his throat. Black blood seeps from between his fingers as a rattled wheeze shudders from his lips. And then he is falling, falling, and crashing through the thin wall. His horns knock twin holes into the wood paneling as he lands on the floor with a dense, deafening thud. I am frozen, immobilized by adrenaline and fear. I watch in tense silence as his breaths grow more shallow with each passing second, slow, and then stop altogether.

      Splinters from the dilapidated floorboards sting my palms. I crawl as far from the body as I can and catch my breath, my eyes never leaving Jarrus's still form. Time slides like silk across the tangle of my mind. I have no idea how long I sit pressed against the peeling wall. I dare a glance down and find my claws smeared with the burgundy-black of drying bull’s blood. I cannot explain the compulsion that brings my fingers to my mouth, but I suck his blood from my fingertips and loose a shuddering groan. It is salty and thick, tasting slightly of beer and boiled barley. As if I am watching someone else, I stare at my hands as they reach toward the dark pool of blood which has slowly spread across the floor. I lift my sticky hands to my mouth and lick them clean, over and over again. My heart races and my pace quickens, scooping handfuls of blood to my lips and slurping them down until the puddle is nothing more than a smear on splintered wood. Suddenly I am shaking, and my vision swims as I get to my feet on unsteady legs.

      As though someone has wiped a damp cloth over the dust of my surroundings, everything is brighter, more vibrant. I can hear every single nearby sound, from the scurry of mice beneath the floor to the faint groan of the planks beneath Jarrus’s heavy body. I walk, dazed, to my meager pile of belongings and strip out of my bloodied clothes, dressing in a clean set of pants and a loose shirt. I only have one other change of clothes, and I shove them into a sack along with a waterskin and a small loaf of stale bread. Tearing up the floorboards, I grab my meager hoard of coin. Searching through the house I find Jarrus’s own stash, which is more than I expected. I shove the lot into my pockets. There is enough silver here to last me months if I spend it wisely. One more reason to be glad that his corpse lies slumped in the other room. The drying blood on the floor makes a slight sticking sound as I step through it. A strange hum emanates from the other room, and I follow the soft buzzing, seeking its source. I lift my pallet and the cloak rustles as if tousled by an imagined wind. The sound buzzes in my ears, louder, insistent, and I lift the cloak toward my cocked head, listening. It tingles against my fingers, feeling like tiny bolts of lightning where my hands grip the smooth fabric. With newly steady hands, I wrap it around my shoulders and gasp as my mind explodes with light.

      It is a sunrise, an inferno, a windstorm, a maelstrom. The moment the heavy blue fabric settles on my shoulders, I feel a tempest of energy swirling through my veins, dancing across my skin. I startle at a brief flash of tiny sharp pains as the cloak seems to stitch itself to my flesh, running from my neck down to my wrists on both sides. The feeling subsides the instant the cloak settles into my skin. I tug on the fabric and find it firmly attached, like an extension of my own body. My mind reels with power, a sensation I have never ‌experienced. My outstretched claws clench and release, and I blink as I shake my head in an attempt to clear my racing thoughts. My heart thunders in my chest as reality settles upon me. I do not spare a glance around at the hovel I refuse to call a home as I make my way out the door into the murky dusk of the unknown.

      I can feel each grain of sand and dirt beneath my feet. The sensation is unnerving, like a teeming anthill underfoot. The cloak seems to pull at me, drawn to some unseen force. It is nearly dark outside, but I can see for miles, brighter than the midday sun. Did blood do this? What magic does a minotaur’s blood hold? I can hear the melody of the breeze drifting through the air. Raising a slender hand skyward, I feel the wind slip between my fingers, now a tangible flow. The cloak flutters from where it is stitched into my flesh. The currents and eddies of air slide through the spaces between my fingers. Exhaling, I let my arm sink back to my side, close my eyes, and try to center myself. This is a sensory overload, and my mind struggles to process each sensation. As if I am a marionette, my hands rise skyward unbidden, and I feel a soft current of air shift beneath my feet. I look down. I am no longer earthbound.

      The image of that golden witch appears before my mind’s eye. Her words about this cloak, about my nature, flit around my mind and begin to make some sense. I hover inches above the cracked earth, and I ‌understand. I have never seen a witch fly before, but I have heard about it all my life. I always wondered how it was done, and I suppose that now I know. This beautiful sapphire cloak, the blood of my captor, they have gifted me this freedom. If only I knew how to use it.

      It takes nearly an hour for me to figure it out. I am clumsy and awkward, glad to be alone in this silent corner of the plain as I bob and weave through the sky like a gawky fledgling bird. I fall twice, skinning my knee through my pants and scraping the heel of my palm. To my surprise, they heal in moments. I quickly learn the flow of the air currents. I can catch one and ride it, the cloak rising to glide over the air like the wings of a seabird. Maneuvering becomes easier as the currents glow in my mind. I can trace their path like streams of water flowing over the earth. I can smell the cracked plain, the trees, the buildings, and I feel how the air flows over and between them. This is an awakening of another sense entirely, one buried deep within the tapestry of my blood. At first, I am wary of being too far from the ground. The last thing I want to do is plummet to my death just as I have gained my freedom, but the sky calls to me, and I let the air carry me upward. Iowain is so ugly from the ground, but from up here, it is almost beautiful. Barren trees dot the landscape in little constellations, buildings glow like faint stars. My hair trails behind me, and the wind brushes over my face with a cool grace. The air feels clean in my lungs, free at last from the choking dustiness of the plain. I can truly breathe for the very first time.
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      Jynn is absolutely insufferable. I will never understand how I can love someone so fully while wanting to wring their Idyth-loving neck. I’ve known Jynn for as long as I can remember. She showed up in the glade when I was still in diapers, and we have been inseparable ever since. Jynn is quick-witted and smart as hell, but she’s also a magnet for trouble. This morning I find myself stomping through the woods, trying my damnedest to lure Father Farragen away from the schoolhouse long enough for Jynn to fix the mess she made.

      After our early worship service, Jynn thought it would be funny to steal a flask of apple mead. However, the knotted boards of the schoolhouse floor are a gnarled mess of ancient wood, and she managed to lose her footing and spill the entire flask. This would not be an issue for any other beverage, but the mead is sacred. Our glade has very few apple trees, and Mamère hiked nearly the entire length of the Kanitosh last summer to find enough apples to make a proper batch. We don’t disrupt the bees to harvest honey more than once per season, so our honey store is limited. This batch took the full autumn to prepare, using nearly all of our honey and all but a few apples.

      Father Farragen has told us time and again that without making the offering, Idyth will not see into our tree-hidden glade, and without his blessed light, none of us would thrive here as we have. It is only the third moon of spring, and we have less than ten bottles remaining in the cellar. The loss of even a single flask could leave us short for the months ahead. Father Farragen will be furious if he finds out, and I cannot allow him to punish Jynn.

      By the time I reach the east edge of the glade, an ache throbs through my hooves. I’m panting, and I hope that the raspy sound of my breathing is loud enough for Father Farragen to find me. He’s always had an uncanny sense of hearing, and I’ve almost never gotten away with deceiving him. His punishments can be swift and brutal. I am fortunate that his fondness for Mamère lightens his hand with me, but I still bear scars from the times I couldn’t escape his wrath, like the thin white line on my left flank from when I was barely old enough to coax the flowers from the snow. I had mistakenly crushed a pennyway blossom after summoning it from the soil, and no amount of scrubbing faded the violet hue from my fingers.

      Pennyway is the physical rebirth of the tears of Idyth, and to destroy a bloom is to insult Idyth himself. The gift of botanurgy is extremely rare, and the glade relies upon me to bring the flowers earthside when the winter frost has hardened the soil. To use my gift to call the blossoms forth, and to destroy one, is an unforgivable affront to Idyth. Father Farragen struck me so hard with a sun-dried liana vine that he split my hide in a single blow. The wound took a full moon to heal completely, and I can still feel a tinge of pain in it from time to time. I have never again allowed a single bloom to come to harm in my care.

      After what feels like an eternity, I hear the sound of boots on stone, and I know Father Farragen has crossed the small boundary at this edge of the glade. I’ve practiced the story I plan to tell him over and over in my mind, but my voice is still thin and wavering as I softly say, “Forgiveness, Father. Mamère’s birthday is in three days, and I wanted to grow some narcissus for her in celebration. I wanted it to be a surprise.” I bow my head in what I hope is a penitent fashion, my curved cinnamon horns catching the light that filters through the trees.

      His low voice is calm but clipped. “Abandoning your duties to sneak off and grow frivolous things disrespects Idyth, Cicerine. Was it your wish to disrespect our God?”

      He looks like a column of stone—gray, solid, unfeeling. My gaze shoots up to his, locking eyes with his inky pupils. “No Father, I would never wish such a thing. Please, forgive me. How can I best atone? Should I pray? Make an offering?”

      I’m beginning to panic. The words tumbling from my lips are nonsense, and he knows it. I’m certain he knows ‌I am lying. I can only hope that he chooses to overlook it and makes me scrub some floors, gives me extra schoolhouse duties, anything. I have done nothing wrong, but I know ‌he revels in the opportunity to punish the fauns of the glade.

      His long pale hand slowly emerges from his robe. “No, Cicerine. I believe a more…impactful penance is in order.”

      Before his arrival in the glade, we knew little of sin, but Father Farragen has taken great pains to educate us. He has taught us that Idyth often demands sacrifice in the form of physical or emotional pain, a reminder that no sin is without consequence. I find the emotional punishments are usually much worse. Father Farragen says he takes no joy in their administration, but that does little to assuage the guilt and shame which accompany his terms of penance. He says he doesn’t enjoy this, but I think maybe he does.

      I feel my hands ‌shake as I clasp them in front of me. Before I can move back, his bony fingers grip my wrist. He holds me firmly and takes another step toward me. ‘Not today, please, not today,’ I can smell his skin from this distance, a strange acrid odor with an undercurrent of sickly sweetness, like something burnt and putrid.

      His other hand reaches out to stroke the soft fur at the edge of my left ear. “Such a sweet girl you are, Cicerine. It pains me to see you darken yourself with sin like this. How can I help cleanse you of this stain?”

      His fingernails, too long for his hands, feel like claws against my face. Every time he touches me, my skin crawls, and I can’t help but flinch when he is nearby. I don’t dare look up at him. It’s best to remain demure. Maybe he will see the quiver in my hands and take pity upon me. He has before, but I realize I’ve led us too far from the village. There is no one here to stay his hand. His eyes slide down my body, and I can feel his gaze upon me as it lingers on my chest, down the curve of my hip. Idyth commands his chosen to live without many physical pleasures, but I’ve seen the way his eyes are drawn to Mamère, the extra notice he paid to Jynn last summer when her legs lengthened and her muscles lost the soft tone of childhood. I know he has forsaken intimate touch for his own enjoyment, but Idyth’s penance ‌calls for cleansing, and I believe he chooses these punishments for more than our atonement.

      His too-long nail slides beneath the strap of my dress, and it slips from my shoulder. “The purity of Idyth’s light shall burn away the smudge of your sin, Cicerine,” he says so low that it is nearly a whisper.

      My golden eyes fill with tears as I frantically look around us, searching for Jynn’s bright red hair in the trees. Regret turns my stomach; I should have let Jynn handle her own mess. My sense of duty to my friend damns me every time. I see nothing but green all around. No one is coming to help.

      His cold, damp fingers grip my wrist even tighter. “Make yourself ready for his light, my child.”

      My stomach roils. No, no, no. With shaking fingers, I raise my left hand and pull my other strap from my shoulder. The loose, rough-hewn fabric of my dress still covers my chest, but he reaches out and grasps the indigo linen and tugs it down past my breasts. It falls to the glade floor in a whisper, and a tear escapes down my cheek. I feel sick, swallowing down the bile in my throat.

      Again, his skeletal hand reaches for my face and brushes the tear away. “I am glad to see you understand the gravity of your sin, dear one. Now remove the rest so that his rays may light upon you and make you clean once more.”

      This is no penance, it is simply forced shame. His gaze sickens me as I watch it rake down my form. He lets go of my wrist and steps back as I reach for my under garment. I pull the soft cotton down the length of my thigh and drop it in a puddle at my hooves. His eyes meet mine once before he looks upon my naked body, roaming from my shoulders to my waist. His attention slides from where my skin is as hairless as a human down to my thighs and my hooves, to my soft, brown coat. His eyes linger a few inches below my navel, where a patch of cinnamon curls hides the most private parts of me. The skin of my breasts pebbles as a cool spring breeze blows over them, and my knees tremble as I stand in my shame, bare before him among the trees.

      “Step into the light, Cicerine,” he commands, and I take a single step into the small patch of sunlight that has made its way through the canopy. I see him swallow as he takes me in, and another tear runs down my face and chest. His black eyes watch as it rolls down my flesh, and I shudder at the expression curling the edge of his lips. “May Idyth’s light make you clean, my child,” he says as he stares at me. “May you be forgiven.”
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      My bare feet pad along the floor of my small apartment as I head toward the bedroom. The desolate and stark journey from Iowain to Konidas took three days’ time, and I arrived two months ago today. I slept on the open ground, wrapped in my cloak beneath the wide sky, full of stars. I did not encounter a single living creature as I flew. The nights were silent but for the whistle of the wind and the soft rustle of my cloak, becoming as familiar to me as a part of my ‌body. Tiny pinprick scars now run along my arms and back from wrist to wrist, where it stitches to my skin for flight, looking like a seam pulled undone. They are the only wounds which my body has not healed. It feels odd, like finding something I did not know belonged to me. The cloak currently lies draped over a chair in my sitting room, humming softly to me as I sit on my bed. Months ago, I only dreamed of freedom. Now, I have it.

      This apartment sits over a tavern in Konidas. The owners are human, plump, and kind-hearted. The night I arrived here, the tavern was the first open business I found, and I shook off the chill at a barstool with a tankard of frothy ale. The barkeep made small talk, and after the ale loosened my tongue, I let slip that I had just arrived and had made no arrangements for housing. I had planned on renting a room at the inn by the docks, despite the cost—rooms were rented by the day or the hour, not monthly. Without renting one of the rickety, dilapidated homes in town or an apartment above one of the small businesses, the cost of living in a transient city like Konidas is high. However, by the end of the night, I had made my first friend, the barkeep, Shell. She is the daughter of the tavern owners who coincidentally, and conveniently, had an empty apartment upstairs. I can’t help but feel like this is all too easy, too good. I have never had a home or a friend, and this comfort is unnerving. Some god or goddess must have been on my shoulder, guiding me toward complete strangers who somehow trusted me enough to offer up an apartment within hours of my arrival. I would say thanks if we still recalled the names of the gods. I paid them upfront for three months, a show of good faith that I can at least be counted on in that regard. I am not a friendly face, but money is just as good when it comes to trust. For the second time today, I pull out my sack of coin from beneath my mattress and count it. Jarrus’s savings and my meager hoard made a fair sum, and I have a decent amount left, but soon I will need to come up with a way to make more. I slide beneath my blankets and with a small smile allow myself to drift to sleep—almost happy for the first time in my life.

      I wake with the dawn, the pale pink light of sunrise filtering through my small window. There is a marked quiet to the morning and my brow furrows as I look around. My cloak has gone quiet. The persistent hum has stopped, and my senses feel dulled. I am tired, despite my night of sleep, and my body aches. Hunger grabs onto the pit of my stomach with a twisting cramp and I stand, unsteady on my feet. I dress in a pair of charcoal gray pants and a silk blouse, and I pull my long hair back into a leather tie. The staircase down to the tavern seems to shift beneath my feet, and I grip the railing to keep from falling. Shell is busy wiping down the bar, and I can smell something cooking in the kitchen, but it makes my stomach turn. Nearly gagging, I push my way through the door and out into the morning bustle.

      Konidas is more of a trading hub than a city, and it is busy no matter the time of day. The street is mostly well-packed, sandy dirt, but closer to the dock it turns to old cobblestones. Seedy men skulk about the docks and at the tavern, and very few people stick around for more than a couple days at a time. The small number of permanent residents live in peeling whitewashed homes further toward the city center. A general store, tannery, weapons shop, clothier and other various storefronts make up the main thoroughfare of the city, which is one street east of the docks. Passing by the clothier, one of the dark-eyed men lurking around the water leers at me, licking his lips as he stares. I sneer at him as I pass. I have learned to keep my distance and keep my gaze averted, lest they assume ‌eye contact is an invitation to approach me. I have no interest in speaking to human men.

      Shell warned me early on that the docks are a notoriously unsafe area for unaccompanied women. Men long at sea are known for taking women by force. After my experience with Jarrus, I assured her I can take care of myself, but I am no more comfortable with weaker human males than I was around a hulking minotaur. The dark-eyed man trails me as I walk, and I hate the uneasy feeling of his stare on my back. Even knowing my strength, I am uneasy around men. I can smell his sweaty musk from behind me, and I am not sure if my mouth is watering because I am about to vomit or because I am imagining the taste of his blood on my tongue. My pace quickens as I try to lose him, but without turning, I know he is still following. Lucky me. In my attempt to shake him, I have managed to walk nearly all the way to the docks, and my nose fills with the stink of salt and sea. The cobblestones click under my feet, and I look for some sort of shop or vendor. If this creep insists on following me, perhaps I can get chatty with a shopkeeper long enough for him to grow bored and abandon his endeavor. But there is nothing this close to the water except alleys leading to piles of rubbish and sun-bleached docks jutting out into the choppy water with ships and dinghies tied up to load and unload their wares. Nobody gives me a second glance. I am just a common woman walking by. Out of options, I stop walking and turn to face the man.

      He is just as repulsive as I had anticipated. He looks like a sailor—a wool cap pulled over his head, scraggly beard and sunbaked red cheeks. He wears a thick coat over a ratty sweater, despite the mild temperature of the morning. His boots are worn, and his hands are in his pockets as he looks at me from under bushy, unkempt brows.

      “Ey, ladie,” he says with a bit of a mainland brogue. “Fancy a tumble?”

      I bare my teeth at him as I grimace, “Fuck off.”

      He looks back with a sinister gleam in his watery blue eyes and the corner of his lips pulls up in a suggestive smile. “I were bein’ polite. You see anyone ‘ere who’ll care if I help myself?” He gestures around us, still smiling, “Be a good girl.”

      My eye twitches, and I swear I can hear the thrum of his heartbeat. “I said, fuck off.”

      Turning to walk away, I spit on the ground and head back toward the busier part of town. His hand falls onto my shoulder with a heavy thud, and he spins me back to face him. His stinking breath hits my face and his thumbs press into my upper arms as he grabs me, but I knee him in the groin and shake out of his grasp. He is momentarily winded, but he quickly snatches me by the shirt and pulls me back toward him. The steady throb of his pulse increases in volume, and I can feel his heart rate pick up as he looks down at my body again and yanks me into the narrow alley.

      It takes less than a second for me to rip his throat out. I do not even waste a breath attempting witchsong. There is no need to lure a man who has put himself on my plate. One moment he is breathing through spit-moistened lips, and the next his breath is wheezing from the hole where his throat had been. My hand comes up to my lips, and I lick his blood from my fingers while I watch him fall to his knees. The toe of my knee-high leather boot nudges him further
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