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This is not a romance – the characters are explicitly aromantic (they do not experience romantic attraction, in their cases, not ever) and allosexual (they do experience sexual attraction). 

There are both fade-to-blur and moderately graphic on-page sapphic sex scenes and M/F monster sex scenes. The world is queer-normative and includes non-binary identities.

This book deals with themes of death (loss, grief, murder, suicide, self-sacrifice, and the afterlife), community (its construction, reconstruction, and destruction), family (loss of family, found family, chosen family), and mental health issues. There is also civil unrest, lynching of landlords, and the appearance of soldiers and militia.

British English is used throughout.

CONTENT WARNINGS (A-Z)

	Animal death/harm – rot-plague related, rabbit butchery for food, wolf-hunting mention and art depictions.

	Body horror – fungal rot-related, injury-related, possession-related. 

	Civil unrest – revolution and war, lynching of landlords, soldiers clearing villages and hunting peasants

	Death – familial, parental, elderly relative on page, along with heavy themes of bereavement, loss and grief. 

	Mental Health issues – depression, depersonalisation, derealisation, dissociation, frequent suicide ideation.

	Sexual assault mention/implication/fear of – nothing on page. 

	Suicide (graphic, on page)



Part 1: The Village
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1: Whispers
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It began with whispers in the marketplace, cooing from the lips of Mistress Mercer, and they spread like a stain. 

The laundress who lives on the edge of the forest is a dark sorceress. She communes with dark spirits; she is corrupted in mind and flesh. 

Laundress Yelena knew all too well that some stains never came out. As soon as she heard the whispers clinging to her name and tinging once-friendly eyes with doubt and suspicion, she knew exactly what sort of stain this was. She also knew there was nothing she could do about it.

***
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YELENA KNEW THE RUMOURS about her would be circulating in the hostelry by that evening, and once they got back to the village’s landlord with complaints and fear and accusations, she would be evicted in short order. 

She had no idea what she would do after that, or where she could go. Apart from a short, unsuccessful sojourn in the port town where her aunt lived, she had lived in the village for all of her thirty-three years.

Renting a room at the hostelry was potentially an option, but Bellac the Hosteler already thought she had a touch of darkness about her. She’d ridden him like a wild donkey one memorable night for extra pay, and he hadn’t walked right for a week after. 

Right now, while she still had a cottage and some regular work, she was sorting the hostelry’s linens in the back room behind the bar as fast as her swollen wrists would allow. From here, she could hear Bellac and Old Jac the Fielder talking. 

Bellac was bursting with gossip about their landlord and his guests like an overripe fruit. 

“He’s sold the land. It’ll be a summer house for that Master and Mistress of the Mercer’s Guild not long come here. Hal snuck an eye at the plans.”

A summer house? Yelena frowned to herself. Where? 

She moved towards the taproom and leaned against the doorframe.

“Ah, there she is, the village beauty,” Old Jac said, with a mocking twist of his lips, so thin they disappeared in a wrinkled line.

Yelena ignored the jibe at her looks. She was a broad-shouldered, sharp-featured woman with a small mouth pulled into a permanent pout, mostly bone and muscle. 

Dressed in her late father’s hand-me-downs of faded blue smock and fleece-lined leather leg-coverings beneath, she was bulky enough to make two of the demure Mistress Mercer but didn’t quite come up to Old Jac’s shoulder.

“Nice to see you too, you old reprobate.” Yelena wondered how fast he would turn on her, once he heard she was a ‘dark sorceress’. Her cheek twitched involuntarily. “What’s this about a summer house? I mean... where will they build it? It’s not going to be as big as Master Joiner’s, is it?”

“Bigger, I heard.” Bellac drummed his fingers on the sticky bar. 

Old Jac gave a hacking cough into a stained kerchief and stuffed it back inside his jacket, next to his bony chest. “They’ll have to evict a few first. Tenancies aren’t up until... oh, when? End of next year?”

Now the rumours made sense. Yelena rubbed her forehead, suddenly drained. There would be no fighting that, then. The miserable woman with her silks and pearls didn’t even know her; she just wanted Yelena’s cottage to be empty, so it could be torn down. 

“They’d have to knock down half the village to build it where Hal said it’s going,” Bellac said, pulling Old Jac a pint of ale. “Including your cottage, Lena. Anyway, that’s against the law.”

Old Jac spluttered out a laugh. “No, it ain’t.”

The sick, cold feeling in the pit of Yelena’s stomach had been there for days, but this talk of the decimation of her home twisted it into sour knots. 

She paused, nursing her right wrist, the most painful of the two, and scowled down at it. “Well it ought to be against the law. Winter’s coming, Master Joiner can’t just evict people in the middle of the snows. He wouldn’t, surely.” 

But she knew he would. Her throat tightened.

Old Jac sniffed and shook his head. “Don’t you bet on it. The wind brings nothing but bad news.” 

“What have you heard?” Bellac dropped his voice, one eye on the main door, but they were still alone.

“Haven’t you heard? The landlord of Three Bridges got lynched,” Old Jac said, hoarse and low. “Master Glazier. They dragged the old man from his coach and strung him up at Brayford crossroads. The son’s still in the City for the elections, he’s tamping mad. He’s petitioning the Lord Protector to authorise the Guild Militia to come up here.”

Yelena’s insides curled up. Stories about the Guild Militia had given her nightmares as a child. She’d always preferred her Gramma’s tales of a monster in the forest. 

She caught Bellac’s eye, and could tell he was thinking the same thing; his beefy face had gone grey.

“Where did you hear this?” he asked.

Old Jac’s voice was low and flat. “Some from the wind. Warned me to come down off the top fields and stay here a while... Never been one to ignore the wind. The rest... heard it off the tinker when he came by. Thought I’d come on down. Get out of it.” He lapsed into a bitter, pregnant pause. 

Yelena knew that wasn’t the whole of it. 

Jac’s flock had been infected with the rot, and he had burned all his sheep on the hill before coming down. The acrid stench and dark smoke had swelled in the sky for days, looming over the village where the ditches burned away the insidious fungal ooze and kept it back from the village bounds.

Bellac, a square, balding menace of a man who had not shown a hint of revolutionary spirit in all his fifty-seven years, spat on the taproom floor. 

“Hot-headed bastards. Fat lot of good a bunch of farmhands will be against the whole Militia.”

Old Jac grumbled into the frothy head of his ale, and whispered a short rhyme-prayer. “Pech’a, Peoch’a, may I die in peace, safely bear me to the Fields of Lys.”

Bellac sealed and delivered the prayer for him by tracing a circle on his own forehead with his middle finger, and tapping the centre once. “May I see it come to pass for you, brother.”

Yelena did the same out of practiced habit, sending Old Jac’s prayer upwards with a stiff wave of her hand. Her wrist protested, and she went back to nursing it.

From your lips to our ears to the Gatekeepers.

Old Jac shifted his attention to her. “Where’s my linens, girl? And the smock I gave you? Not done yet?”

“Done, and I’ll have that half-guilder for them.” Yelena went to fetch them from the workbench, where her laundry sacks were carefully arranged and tagged.

Old Jac grumbled under his breath, but put his hand in his pocket as she bore down on him and handed over his bag of laundered clothes. Every hostelry regular knew Yelena was not someone to tangle with over money.

“Where’s the pretty Spinner?” Old Jac asked, passing her a silver coin. “Haven’t seen her for a wicked long while.”

Yelena tucked the coin away and didn’t answer. Spinner Velna’s struggles were her own business, and the last thing Velna needed was lecherous attention. Instead, she looked at Bellac and tried to lighten the mood.

“Any chance of travellers picking up, do we think? I can lead Erish worship if they’re good and pious.”

Bellac jingled the bronzers in his own pocket. “Likely there’ll be some in before the snowfall,” he said. “If there’s none come moonrise, you know I’m a pious man.”

Yelena gave him a pitying look. “Erish have mercy on you.”

Old Jac choked gleefully on his ale.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Yelena said, and headed through the back room to the stairs. 

She hadn’t seen Velna in a few days, either, and that was never a good sign. On her way past the worktable she rescued the crudely stitched and slightly under-stuffed prayer bags she’d made herself, and filled her pockets with them. Their sweet smell clung to her, soothing her, filling the musty air on the long climb to the attic rooms.

***
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SINCE HER HEARTHMATE’S untimely death, Spinner Velna found it cheaper to rent a room in the hostelry’s attics than a cottage in the village. The noise and company were a distraction from the nightmares. 

Her oldest friend shoved the door open and ducked into her small living quarters, instantly making it feel cluttered and cramped rather than cosy. 

Velna paused in her work, letting the wheel slow into silence.

Yelena was scowling and rubbing her swollen wrists. “No news is good news, but this is getting ridiculous.”

“I mended your wrist straps,” Velna said with a pointed nod to them. “Try them now.”

Yelena shot her a grateful smile that lightened her sullen resting expression, and made for the single chair in the corner, ducking her head to avoid the angle of the sloping roof. 

“And I picked up some prayer bags for you to burn,” Yelena said, carefully fastening one of her wrist-supports. “I picked the herbs myself.”

Velna hadn’t been outside for a week. 

She’d meant to. 

She would, tomorrow. 

When her dreams were bad, as they always were this time of year when Kella had died, she was afraid the rot was lurking, waiting for her under the slush, and every dark stain held its own terrors. 

Wainwright Kella, the big, soft, clumsy fool, hadn’t noticed the tiny stain on her leathers before packing them away for the summer. She had breathed in a cloud of spores re-opening the clothes’ chest, and there was no way to cut them out of her lungs. 

The longer she lived on without her, the more Velna had a perverse, desperate desire to join Kella the same way, to suffer the same thing she’d suffered, although it scared her sick.

“Nani?” Yelena got her attention with her childhood nickname. “You’re staring into space.”

“Was the rot any further along the river?” Velna tried to sound casual, but her voice quivered. She couldn’t focus on her friend, taking in her living quarters instead. 

She knew every inch and ell of this room by heart, but couldn’t help but wonder if the rot had gotten in when she hadn’t been paying attention, and if she would find it lurking somewhere in the cramped shadows, waiting for her to brush up against it. 

“No,” Yelena said, and Velna mostly believed her.

She took a deeper breath. “Well? What’s the news?” 

“The landlord in Three Bridges got lynched, apparently.”

Velna’s stomach dropped. “They’ll send the Militia up here, won’t they?” 

Yelena rebound her wrist, and didn’t answer. 

Velna tried not to catastrophise, not to worry, but she caught herself tensing over the wheel, shoulders twinging. She shook herself. “And the Mercers? Any news on their little project?” 

Yelena winced, and Velna didn’t think it was her wrists this time. “I’m a dark sorceress, apparently. Haven’t you heard, yet?”

Velna clicked her tongue, amused but confused. She played along. “Well, we all know that. What’s that got to do with anything?”

“I’m serious.”

“About being a dark sorceress?” Velna smirked. “I’m amazed you have the time.”

Yelena tutted. “No. That’s the rumour. People are whispering about me behind my back. I heard someone say I like to listen for the monster in the forest, in the middle of the night.” Her cheeks were red, but her eyes narrowed. “Have you not been outside in a while?”

Velna deflected swiftly, angry with herself for reasons she couldn’t explain. She had a lot of anger, these days, and nowhere to put it. “You do go out and listen for the monster.”

“Yes, that’s the problem.” Yelena’s voice had grown tight. “I swear, I’ve heard him.” 

Velna wasn’t so sure, but the strangest sounds were borne on the night breezes. “So, what? What’s she saying? That you listen for... dark spirits, monsters, you let them corrupt you, and you – what?”

“The usual bollocks, I would think.” Yelena sighed and gestured vaguely. “I’m a dissenter, a traitor, I probably want to restore the monarchy, because isn’t that what all dark spirits want? Chaos, tyranny, anarchy?”

“What, all at once?” Velna clicked her tongue. “And of course, that means you probably have some corrupting disease.” She rolled her eyes, but a crawling dread squirmed up from her belly and clawed at her heart. 

“I’ll be evicted as soon as it circles back to Master Joiner,” Yelena said. “And as soon as I’m evicted, the Mercers can knock the cottage down and start building, can’t they?”

Velna felt sick. She understood. “Oh, clever. Spread the rumours around the area so it’s common talk, and he’ll have to do something about it.” She swallowed a lump of bile, trying to claw back some optimism. “Well. All right then. You can stay here. With me.”

“Once I’m labelled a public menace, with soldiers on the way?” Yelena gave a nasty laugh. “No, I don’t think I can.”

“What will you do, then?” Velna asked, forcing herself to stay calm. “What does the wind say?”

Yelena sighed. “It warned Old Jac to come down from the hills, so I think it’s going to be bad. I don’t know, Nani. I think... I think I’ll have to go to Northport again.”

Velna hissed through her teeth, stomach dropping further. She hadn’t expected this conversation, hadn’t braced for it. When Yelena left the first time, Kella was still alive, and Velna hadn’t minded so much although she had missed Yelena terribly. Now, she would be left alone.

She scoffed dismissively. “That place? It’s saturated with laundresses and pleasure workers. You won’t earn much there, like last time.” 

“I know. I can do other things. Where else can you get a job without a guild pass?”

Going deeper into the Interior was out of the question without passes and papers, and even with them, Provincial folk were hard-pressed to find work. Some towns wouldn’t let them stay within the walls without references stamped and signed by high-ranking guild members, citing the same tired public safety concerns from fifty years ago.

“Then let me come with you.” Velna heard herself say the words without realising. As her brain caught up, her stomach flipped, as if she had hurled herself off a bridge and her mind was just catching up to her falling body. 

She meant it. She was almost sure she meant it. 

But the rot was out there, waiting, and she hadn’t set foot outside the hostelry in a week, not even to collect eggs from the hens in the fenced yard.

Yelena was quiet, and, as ever, hard to read.

“Lena?” Velna prompted softly, wrestling with herself. 

Yelena looked up, eyes bright, face blotched and pale. “I don’t want to think about this now. I want some flicker of joy in today. Want to help me find it? And I’ll do the same for you?”

That was a good idea. 

Velna could put thought aside for a few moments of physical pleasure, and it might do her good to have that kind of release. She realised, belatedly, that what she really needed was something grounding, somebody warm and familiar. 

She didn’t want to let Yelena go. 

“For Erish, then,” Velna murmured, although she didn’t believe in the spirits, and barely believed in the gods. She left her spinning wheel, unlacing the front of her tunic. 

They fell into each other with the familiarity of years, Velna’s big soft belly and dimpled thighs a marked contrast to Yelena’s firm, toned legs and shapely backside. 

It was easy for them now, the art of mutual pleasure, and exactly what Velna needed; someone who understood what she liked, and needed minimal instruction, someone for whom her body was an open book, no need to justify or explain or hide parts of herself that embarrassed her with strangers. She lay back with her eyes closed, savouring Yelena’s touch and tongue, her enthusiasm and care.

She teetered on the edge of her pleasure-death, balanced there until her throat was hoarse with pleading, and Yelena finally let her cascade into rigid, arched ecstasy, and again, and again.

If Kella didn’t have such a hold on her even now, she could have lost herself in the fantasy of Yelena; in these moments it was so easy to pretend Yelena was wholly attached to her in every conceivable way. 

But it wasn’t like that. It never had been. 

Yelena didn’t love like that.

Tangled together, their breathing slowing in matching rhythm, Velna felt lighter and freer than she had in days. She’d really needed that release. 

Yelena tried to get comfortable in the small space afforded her between Velna’s ample frame and the wall, without putting pressure on her wrists. Velna shuffled over a little, and her friend relaxed into the space she’d made for her, like they were children again sharing a bed as the snows rolled in. 

Velna’s thoughts went back to their youth, and their first falling out – before Velna understood her friend, and understood how she felt, how she saw the world, and before Velna had learned that things could not be willed into different directions simply by desire. 

Her eyes grew heavy. Velna allowed them to flutter shut. 

Just for a moment, the spinning can keep...

She should have tossed a prayer bag into the smouldering embers of the fire, but she didn’t. Both dream gates remained open, the Dark Gate unshrouded and uncleansed by the herbal smoke.

Yelena’s steady, deep breathing lulled her, soothed her, and before she knew it, she was falling through time and tangling them both in her nightmares.
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2: Old Stories
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​​​​With the gates of nightmare unobscured by prayer-smoke, Yelena lay beside Velna and dreamed, and remembered...

***
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THE WIND BROUGHT WARNINGS to the village, the dead voices it carried whispering that heartbreak was near. The elders took heed and cautioned their children to be careful with their hearts and their favours, but sixteen-year-old Yelena ignored them. 

Warnings like that were always for somebody else.

She had learned the art of self-pleasure two winters before, bored in the cottage with the snows trapping them in an endless cycle of sleeping and rationing. She’d been as quiet as she could, but the sensations took her by surprise. The crescendo overwhelmed her, a spasm of blank-minded joy she’d never felt before in her life, a moment of total bliss she, and only she, could control. She died to thought and reason in those seconds, and revived, gasping for air, her throat dry, to her father’s soft snores and mother’s pointed cough.

Her mother had given her the herb-talk after that, and instructed her in the old ways of Erish worship, the mutual giving-and-receiving of little deaths.

Pleasure, Yelena understood. Romantic love, of the kind that sometimes came with pleasure, was still a stranger to her. 

So, today, disregarding the warnings on the wind, and teasing her best friend into abandoning her duties, Yelena ran into the forest’s damp-needled jaws, young and gleeful and invincible.

Nettles swiped at her leathers, smock hem slapping against them, drawstring too loose around her waist. They slid down around her buttocks under the labourer’s cloth, and she didn’t adjust them. Her pursuer gave a small shriek as she flashed her arse and dashed off the track, giggling, towards the stream. 

Two butterflies joined in the race and danced above her head briefly before spiralling up into the trees; Yelena’s grandmother said butterflies were souls who loved their birthplaces too much to remain in the realms of the dead, but Yelena’s father said that was just a superstition.

Yelena felt she and Velna were butterflies tied to earth, spinning in the trees, dancing through the summer, anchored to their community forever. The village was the whole world, and it was enough.

Velna caught up with her at the edge of the lapping water, as Yelena meant for her to do, but stopped some way distant. Her skirts and stays were stained with rain and sweat. 

“What if the wind tells on us?”

“It only brings bad news.” Yelena lifted her smock up, showing how far the leather breeches had slipped down her thighs, the pink chafing on her skin where she’d gone without linen underclothes to feel the sting.

Her best friend’s eyes grew hot and wide. 

“I can’t,” she whispered. “Papa heard us laughing in the water last time. He said—” 

“He can say what he likes. You’re not bound yet, you can go where you please.” Yelena lowered the smock and let the leathers fall completely down her legs, dropping around her ankles. 

Velna was the pretty girl of the village, hair a rich, russet brown and eyes to match, cheeks glowing like the skin of a fresh apple. She was learning the loom like her mother, although she wasn’t taking to it well, and didn’t dress like a field girl. 

Everything took a little longer to get undone, but underneath, Velna was soft and round and full of secret, pliable curves that smelled of bitter fruits and homespun wool. 

Yelena was the sharp-faced girl with a shrewish turn to her small, thin lips and a pointed nose that made her father accuse her of sullenness when she was merely lost in her own thoughts, most of them pleasant. It was not surprising that Velna had the suitors and hand-carved trinkets, while Yelena had regular tastes of the strap.

“Why must you always tease me?” Velna’s eyes were watering from the chase, Yelena thought, but now she realised her friend was close to tears.

She frowned, fingering the smock’s stitches. “I’m not teasing. You’re not bound. We’re not even of full age for that. We’re not doing anything wrong.”

Velna’s lip trembled. “Then why don’t you ever bring me things? Why don’t you carve me something and give to papa for me?”

Yelena stared at her friend, utterly confused. “Because we’re friends. Your papa would think I want to bind to you.”

“Don’t you?” Velna took a step nearer, soles slithering on the damp stones. “Why not?”

Yelena hoicked her leathers up and drew the cord tight around her waist, cheeks on fire. “Nani, you’re my best friend. Why would I need to bind to you?”

Velna’s eyes sharpened. “The wind said a heart would break,” she said. “Now I see what it meant.”

“I don’t understand,” Yelena mumbled, hot panic in her chest. A crack was opening between them that she didn’t know how to bridge, or mend. “I thought you liked it too, and you’ve always seemed so excited about being bound to someone else—”

Velna stopped, fists curling. “Where did you get that idea?”

“You always show me all the trinkets they give you, you tell me every detail about what you do—”

“I don’t want to play games anymore!” Velna snapped, cheeks flushing darker. “Why do you tell me about your bed-count at the hostelry? Do you like hurting me? Do you think I like hurting you?”

Pain had not once entered Yelena’s mind, except the pleasurable kind, and Velna didn’t enjoy that the way she did. 

“I tell you things because you’re my best friend.” Yelena shook her head. “You don’t hurt me. You’ve never hurt me.”

“Never hurt you? All this time I’ve been telling you about what I do with the others, and that doesn’t hurt you?” Tears rolled down Velna’s cheeks, but her lips were peeled back in rage. “While you try and make me jealous with all your pointless little conquests? I just want to be with you, Lena, isn’t that obvious?”

Yelena’s ribs caved with the sharpness of a mule-kick, robbing her lungs of air. “Why didn’t – why didn’t you say something?” she asked faintly, twisting the smock out of shape in her clammy grip. 

Velna shook her head, bosom heaving. “Say something? Say what? Lena, I slept with you.” 

Dreaming adult Yelena wasn’t sure a fumble on the stream bank twice a week counted as ‘sleeping together’ but she wasn’t about to be pedantic. Young Velna was going through her poetic phase, which Yelena still didn’t understand.

“But you don’t want to bind to everyone you take pleasure with,” Young Yelena pointed out with the wisdom of Dreaming Yelena, trying to inject some rationality into this, and find some stable ground. “I never thought you’d expect me to bind to you.” The idea made her suddenly queasy. 

She wasn’t sure what was happening between them right now, but she knew she didn’t want to court her best friend like a moonstruck suitor.

“You’re not natural,” Velna spat, vicious as a poked cat. “I hate you.”

Yelena’s whole body seized in shock. Velna spun around and scrambled back the way they’d come, skirts snagging on the low twigs. 

Yelena hurried after her. “Nani, wait! Wait, I’m sorry!”

But ‘sorry’ couldn’t stop Velna being in love with her, and it couldn’t make Yelena fall in love. 

Velna sobbed as she ran, and stumbled on a tangle of roots as Yelena caught up to her. She saved Velna from hitting the ground face-first, and dragged her away from a patch of something dark and sticky. 

“Get off me!” Velna snapped, but Yelena held firm.

“The rot. The rot, be careful!”

The rot. 

That brought Velna up short, freezing instinctively in Yelena’s grip. 

The tree roots she’d nearly fallen over were spongey, rather than hard. From deeper into the forest, a slow, black trail of dense fungal growth, oozing sludge, crept across the path. 

“It’s on my shoe,” Velna whispered, looking down. 

It wasn’t just her shoe; Yelena saw some on the bottom of Velna’s skirt. 

“Don’t move,” she said. “Do you have your cloth knife?”

Velna nodded, pinching the skirt away from her legs. “My pocket.”

Velna’s pockets were voluminous, but Yelena found the small bag of cloth tools after a quick, expert rummage. “Take your shoe off.” 

Velna kicked it off, balancing awkwardly on one leg. “Is it on my stocking?”

A quick inspection revealed it was not. “No. No, just the shoe.” 

They were both thinking about Weaver Jolan, found in his cottage on the edge of the old king’s road, stuck to his bed with rot coursing down the walls and binding him to the mattress, until his living shell was bursting with the ripeness of fungal decay. When it all burned, it reeked with a stench worse than anything Yelena had ever smelled before, worse than manure-spreading on a summer day. She had not yet smelled the bonfire of goats and sheep when the rot got into their sheds, but that was coming like a storm. The sky darkened, clouds bruised with the promise of an oncoming disaster, rot streaming in the sky like dark ribbons.

“They’ll burn me like the Weaver,” Velna whispered, ashen with fright. At least – that’s what she had said back then. 

In the dream, what Yelena heard young Velna say in adult Velna’s voice was, “They’ll burn me like Kella.”

They weren’t in the forest anymore. This wasn’t how it had happened. They were in a cabin, a forester’s seasonal accommodation with the windows all shuttered and the fire blocked.

Kella was on the bed, her square face and no-nonsense resting expression covered with a crude leather mask as she coughed into it, large muscular frame wasting into something that didn’t suit her, although it had only been eight days. 

The rot inside her was feeding on Kella’s insides like substrate, and now it was pushing its way back up to the surface. 

Dark boils were appearing under Kella’s skin the way they appeared on rot-riddled trees, and when they burst, it would be over. 

“Nani, we have to go,” Yelena said through the mask she wore, but Velna wouldn’t move. “Nani, get up.”

“It didn’t get me, so it got her,” Velna whispered, and Yelena realised she meant that time by the river when they were young, the time rot got onto Velna’s shoe. 

“It doesn’t think. It’s not alive.” Yelena tugged Velna away, grabbing her around the middle and dragging her to the door. “You’ve heard her confession, it’s time for the death prayer, come on. Do you want her to join the restless dead forever?”

The cabin door slammed behind them and Yelena threw Velna out, back into her sixteen-year-old self, quivering with fear with rot on her skirt.

“They’ll burn me like the Weaver,” Velna whispered.

“Nobody’s going to burn you,” Yelena retorted. “Don’t be silly.” She cut a large square out of Velna’s skirt, but the stain had already leaked through to the linen underskirt, and that had to go too. It was bleeding upwards through the material, insidious as water, staining everything it touched. 

“Don’t touch it,” Velna whimpered, voice tight and high. 

“I’m not.” Yelena teased the cloth away with the small knife and long-bladed scissors, making sure it didn’t brush against Velna’s stockinged shins. She was careful not to let the rot touch the metal, in case it tainted that, too.

The cloth scraps lay on the ground, away from Velna’s foot. Yelena weighted them with stones, so they wouldn’t blow away before someone could come back and set them alight.

“It’s back early,” Velna said, choked with frightened tears. “They only burned the ditches four months ago.”

Yelena wondered how long it would be before they had to burn the ditches every month, or how long before the village would be ringed by perpetual, stinking fire. 

“Hold still. Let me see if there’s any on you.”

Velna shuddered and closed her eyes tightly, quivering as Yelena carefully inspected her legs and ankles, the sole of her exposed foot, and the other shoe. 

“You’re fine,” she said eventually, after checking twice. “I’m going to step over it, and you can lean on my arms and hop over. All right?”

Velna nodded, her eyes still screwed up tightly. 

Yelena gathered the hem of Velna’s skirts and tucked them into her friend’s pockets, stuffing them deep down to the seam and pushing the cloth tool bag on top on the one side. Taking Velna’s hands, she stepped carefully over the rot and helped her friend safely to the other side. 

“What do we say we were doing here?” Velna asked, already concerned about getting into trouble now that the immediate danger of rot-death had passed. 

“Worshipping Erish,” Yelena said, which would be the truth, but not the kind that Velna’s father would like to hear.

Velna flushed red. “Papa says Erish is just another name for one of the dead gods, and we shouldn’t worship them anymore. He says that sort of pleasure is only for seeking a hearthmate, for compatibility.” She lifted her chin, cold and hard as a river stone beneath her blush. “Is that what you want to tell him? If it is, there’s no taking it back.”

Yelena paused. If she said yes, she could mend everything. 

But her stomach didn’t flutter when she saw Velna; her heart didn’t race, her mind was not occupied with thoughts of her. She wanted to be free to worship the epicene ruler of pleasure-death as much as she wanted, without being bound to anyone.

“We’ll say I wanted to see if we could hear the monster roar,” Yelena said. “I brought you in here for a dare.” 

She let Velna lean on her as she hopped, one-legged, along the stony track. She liked Velna’s closeness, her sturdy pressure on Yelena’s arm, as if the argument at the stream had never happened and the crack did not exist. Maybe she could pretend it didn’t, and that would make it so.

Velna hissed. “You and that stupid story!”

“I love that story.” 

“There’s no monster in the forest,” Velna snapped. “Elder Katalina’s just a silly old woman.”

Yelena nearly tripped, startled by the venom in Velna’s voice. The crack between them widened, threatening to become an unbridgeable chasm.

Velna said nothing else, as if she knew she’d gone too far. The apples of her cheeks were a fading pink, leaving her blotched with shame.

***
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YELENA OPENED HER EYES to adult Velna’s warm, rosy cheeks, flushed by the warmth in the small room. She resurfaced from the almost-forgotten past to the present, so many years later. 

She took a moment to let her head clear, for the memories to settle and separate, the tendrils of nightmare to release her fully and retreat back into the realm of sleep. The cabin with Kella in it had burned, like the Weaver, like the cows, the goats, the sheep, and the ditches. 

Velna was her best friend still, her oldest friend, and soon perhaps her only friend. People already avoided Velna in the village as if her misery would bring them bad fortune, or simply because they didn’t know what to say. They would avoid Yelena soon because they were willing to believe she was corrupt and diseased. Better not make things worse for Velna by staying too long, tarring her by association.

Her wrist was aching again from where Velna had rolled onto it. The dream-memory still ached in her chest, but it was already fading.

She extracted herself with difficulty, trying her best not to disturb her friend, who needed the rest. She hoped Velna was not dreaming about the rot again.

Strangely, of the dream she’d had, the little detail of the butterflies dancing in the forest was the one that stuck with her. Had that been a memory, or something her sleeping mind had added? 

She hadn’t seen any butterflies at all this summer – even they had deserted the village. Perhaps it was the rot and the ditch smoke keeping the little insects away, or perhaps nobody loved their village enough anymore to return after death on fragile, mottled wings of yellow and white. 

Those villagers still clinging on were like ticks on a dead dog, as Yelena’s father used to say. Yelena knew she was the same. She was embedded here too, stuck so deeply in her birthplace that it was taking accusations of dark sorcery to uproot her for a second time. 

Maybe she would return as a butterfly, a dark-winged, smut-spotted one, blending in with the smoking ditches.

Yelena smiled to herself at that, and pulled her clothes back on. Once she was more or less decent, she tossed a prayer bag on the fire to sweeten Velna’s remaining dreams and headed down the rickety, narrow stairs into the heart of the hostelry, where the taproom was much livelier. A few evening coaches had pulled in, stopping for the night and offloading their passengers. 

It was a welcome return to the here-and-now.

She stretched her neck a little as she reached a place she didn’t need to duck. Her double-sided token denoting her occupation was hanging up on a nail in the now-bustling back room, where villagers without a trade, mostly children, were making themselves a few bronzers by preparing the rooms and taking charge of the laundered linens. 

Yelena herself had been ten when she started here, sweeping the floors and washing plates for a few bronzers a week, under the stern eye of Bellac’s mother, Brewer Mariola.

Yelena slipped the woven cord around her neck, and the token, a wooden disc with a rough image of a washing dolly carved on it on both sides, bounced against her chest. 

The villagers stayed out of her way, and two of them side-eyed her as they headed off down the short passage to the maze of guest rooms. The rumours had reached them, then. Perfect.

Yelena set about checking the rooms for laundry, not trusting the young ones to have collected it all.

As with all hostelries, the rooms ‘fit for the gods’ were on the ground floor, while the cheapest and worst rooms were at the top, where Velna was living in her cramped attic space. Hardly anyone went up there, except those unfortunate travellers who had to choose between sleeping in the attics or the stables.

Yelena had spent so many years of her life in this place that she knew every inch and ell of it blindfolded. Her favourite part were the passageways with carved murals on the wooden panelling. Each guestroom door had one of the Decad, or Sacred Ten, carved above it, each displaying their wound or missing body part from the cosmic war. 

The war itself was depicted at the far end of the corridor above the purging and cleansing rooms, showing the Decad fighting chimeric grotesqueries in twisted, unnatural positions. The victorious Ten then sealed up the shadowlands with a piece of their own divine flesh, and turned the realm of the dead gods into a sealed tomb. 

Long reign the Decad, and long may the dead gods rot.

Yelena liked this story – the power in giving, in sacrifice, in community. She wanted to be a part of a story like that, as long as there was rest to be had afterwards.

There was no time to appreciate the woodwork and its spiritual significance today. Down here, it was all bustle and bluster, the village youth running around with linens and pewterware and trying to earn any coin they could, while practicing their anticipated trade in their precious spare moments. 

As she joined the throng of busy hands and chatter in the linen room, the younger workers fell uncharacteristically quiet. Yelena caught the word sorcery from a hurried whisper, and shot the culprit a dirty look. 

“Rosella,” Yelena said, raising her voice, “I’ve known you since you were born, and I laundered the clothes on your back. Don’t you start that nonsense. I thought better of you. All of you.”

The girl, wide-eyed, ducked her head in flaming shame and scuttled off. The conversation in the back room died, and only the noise from the taproom filtered in. 

“Get back to work,” Yelena snapped, in no mood for this. “Don’t believe everything merchants tell you.”

One of the younger workers, a child she knew less well but recognised, although their name escaped her, approached tentatively with a pile of towels. They couldn’t be more than fourteen, and their hair was shaved on the sides in an old-fashioned style denoting they were isenkin; not male, not female, but more like the Seventh of the Decad, who embodied a whole world of options.

“Laundress,” they said, nerves quivering in their voice. “Is it true about the monster in the forest, though? Can you hear it?”

Yelena spotted a tight knot of three younger children pressed against the shelves in the corner, listening intently. She pursed her lips, the way her grandmother had done before telling a scary story.

“Oh, there is a monster in the forest, that is true. Big as the biggest bear that ever lived, maned and horned and tusked like a boar, with eyes like orange flame. And if you stand on the edge of the trees, when the moon is highest, and you hold your breath... the wind will bring his roar to you.”

The pile of towels in the youth’s hands were shaking, a barrier between them and Yelena. “Will you tell us the story again?”

“Have you done your work?” Yelena was in no hurry to collect more laundry, although she ought to be out in the taproom, squeezing bronzers and guilders from the new guests. 

Rosella crept back into the backroom to get more soap off the shelves, her untidy shock of rusty-red hair lingering in Yelena’s peripheral vision as if she wanted to hear the story again too, or apologise. Yelena certainly hoped it was the latter. 

The towel-carrying youngster didn’t respond to this, and looked over their shoulder to the other three children, still huddled in the corner and anxiously looking on. 

“We’re nearly done, Laundress.”

“Elder Mariola said we can take breaks,” one of them piped up. 

“Then she’s getting soft, isn’t she?” Yelena raised her eyebrows in mock-sternness, but they couldn’t tell she was joking. 

The towel-bearer raised their head a little higher above the pile, revealing a freckled nose. “Just one story? Really quickly?” 

Yelena narrowed her eyes as their new isen-name finally came to her. “Is it Taryl?”

The child nodded. 

Taryl was the youngest of six, and their mother had left the village and her hearthmate last spring for a better life with a trade guild apprentice, taking Taryl’s older sister with her, and nobody had heard from either of them since.

Yelena softened. “Well, alright then. Just one story.” She leaned on the mantle by the fire, waving them closer. “And I’ll tell Elder Mariola you’re all too young to be working without a story or two.”

The youngsters gathered shyly around the trestle table, keeping it between them and Yelena, and Taryl took a seat on a stool on the other side of the hearth. 

Yelena shot a look at Rosella, who was tiptoeing around the shelves for no real reason. Rosella had her back turned, so the look was wasted. 

“Right.” Yelena began the same way her grandmother had done when Yelena was a little girl, and adjusted her stance to compensate for the sudden twinge in her lower back. “Over the sun and past the moon, a Beast lived in an enchanted castle, in the darkest part of the forest. He was so monstrous that he could kill with a single kiss. He was cursed as a man, and the curse was contained in an enchanted flower from the realms of death.” She paused, allowing for audience participation. “And the flower had how many petals?”

“One hundred and twenty,” Taryl mumbled.

Yelena folded her arms. “And in the old way of counting?”

Taryl scrunched up their face. 

“Six score,” Rosella whispered, but loud enough for Yelena to hear over the chatter and burst of raucous laughter from the taproom. 

“Six score,” Yelena repeated. “If you’re telling an old story, you have to tell it the old way.”

“Why?” one of the youngest children asked.

“That’s how we remember things. It’s how your elders told it, and when you use their words, you’re keeping a part of them with you.”

The youngsters were quiet, and she wasn’t sure this was sinking in, but one day, hopefully, they would see why this was important. 

Her lower back complained again as she shifted on the spot, and Rosella dragged a chair over for her to sit. Yelena sank down onto it gratefully, and gave the red head a smile that was shyly returned before Rosella backed off to the shelves again, out of her eyeline.

“...When a girl came to the castle, he told her the rules – not to eat from the banquet feast, not to open the door in the West Wing, and never, ever to kiss him, not even in greeting or goodnight, unless she was certain she was in love with him, and he with her, or she would die by sunrise.”

Taryl was studying their fingers, already workworn and marked with callouses. “But she didn’t do any of that.”

“No, she didn’t.” Yelena nodded. “She kept to the rules.” 

I wouldn’t have, she thought, but that part was not for younger ears. I would have done more than kiss him. 

“She kept to the rules, and every night he came to her room as if he melted right through the wall, and all she saw were his amber eyes like fire in the darkness, approaching the bed, slowly, slowly...” she leaned forwards, hands like claws, reaching for her listeners, and Taryl scooted back against the table. 

“And he said...” She cleared her throat to put on the low, rumbly voice her grandmother used, but it was Velna’s voice that said the line, hoarse and frightening, from the stairs.

“O Katalina, Katalina, do you love me, Katalina? Do you love me now?”

The younger children jumped and squeaked, then fell to nervous giggling.

Yelena tilted her head. “Whose story is this?”

Velna ignored her, pulling a grotesque face to make the youngsters laugh that emphasised her double chin, and screwed her eyes into narrow slits. Her face was still flushed from the heat of the attic and the remnants of nightmare, but she was otherwise presentable in her sensible brown dress and flat-soled indoor shoes. 

“And she said?” Yelena prompted their small audience, getting their attention. 

“No, no, no,” they chorused, Rosella included, although she often said she was too old for fireside tales. 

“And he said...” 

Velna took her cue, approaching the knot of fidgeting gigglers with exaggerated slowness, hunching her shoulders and raising her arms like a bear. 

“O Katalina, do you love me now? For the last petal will fall soon, and I have nothing to lose, and soon I will kiss you.” She lunged at them on the word kiss, and they squealed with delighted horror, clinging to each other.

Yelena grinned. 

The way her grandmother had dropped her voice on that line had always made Yelena tingle with something other than fear. Her back was feeling better already for the chair, and she flexed her fingers to test her wrists. Even they were hurting a little less.

She continued. “The girl ate nothing from the confines of the castle, although it was full of the most delicious things. She ate what the Beast brought her from the forest – he could not go beyond the limits of the castle estate, not far beyond the walls, but she would eat nothing from the enchanted banquet hall, spread out with the most delicious food you can imagine.” 

Taryl licked their lips, as if picturing the tempting food laid out on the table that never went bad, and replenished itself every sunrise. 

Yelena’s lips twisted up in a wry smile. “The girl did not go into the forbidden wing of the castle, but kept to the rooms she was permitted in. And she never, ever kissed him, no matter how polite he was, no matter how... charming.” 

Yelena’s grandmother had always sighed then, wistful and sad. Yelena kept this in. “And he was charming. And persuasive. But she kept to the three rules regardless, hoping he would spare her life.”

Taryl sat straighter on their stool, although they knew how it ended. 

Yelena relished this part – you can do it all right, my darlings, you can live by all the rules, and it doesn’t matter. Those with the power will get you anyway if it suits them. 

“The final night, he came to her room, and said, ‘O Katalina, do you love me now?’ and she knew this was the night that she would be kissed, and she didn’t know how to answer him. But she had discovered that a secret passage in the castle led to the dungeons, where she might find a way out.” 

Yelena paused, lowering her voice as much as she could to still be heard above the taproom hubbub. “So she told him no, and he was furious. His rage was so terrifying that he lost all control, and she managed to flee the room and find the hidden passage. She made her way below the castle before he could find out where she had gone, and dived into the river that fed the castle well, and nearly drowned, but was washed up very near here, by the bridge over the old king’s road.”

Velna took over, folding her arms. “Now. You may not believe the story, but in that forest there is a monster, and if nothing else – you should learn that sometimes people do not wish to be kissed by you, no matter how much you want to kiss them.” 

Rosella made a little gasping sound, and as Yelena turned to her, the girl hurried off. 

Yelena looked back at Velna, who rolled her eyes and shook her head. She moved closer to Yelena, squeezing around the table to whisper in her ear. “She’s been after the baker’s boy.” 

Yelena stifled a laugh. “But he’s—”

“Oh, yes. He’s very.” Velna shook her head. “She’ll learn. You don’t get what you want just because you want it.”

Yelena kissed her fondly on the cheek. The dramas of the village youth were neither Yelena’s concern nor of any particular interest to her, but it was gratifying to know they were learning the same lessons as every generation before. 

“Not quite the moral I was going to go for,” she said, but Bellac stuck his head around the door and broke up the story time. 

“The Guild Master Venturer is here, Laundress, and his Guild Mistress is asking for your... services, as usual.” He jerked his big head. “Children, back to the rooms. Clean them up. More soap to the purging stations. And make sure every room has prayer-bags for the fire. We want nothing but sweet smells and sweet dreams, understood? Get your bony little backsides moving.”

Yelena levered herself up. “Alright, alright. Go on, you heard the Hosteler. Shift.” 

Taryl sprang up and scuttled away with the towels, and the others dispersed with similar speed. 

“You scaring them to death again?” Bellac shook his head. He raised his voice after their retreating backs. “One day the monster will come right out of the forest and eat you up!”

“That’s not the point of the story,” Velna told him tartly. 

“It’s a story. It can make any point you want.” Bellac snapped his thick fingers with a dull click. “Spinner, if you want to sell some yarn, now’s the time. A few travellers out there are knitting to pass the journey.”

Yelena sighed. “Never a dull moment.” 

They split up to go about their business, and
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