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In a land far, far away, in the Kingdom of Iceleea lived a valiant king who believed that choice more than chance created destiny. He spent many a fortnight searching for a queen to warm his heart, to reign as companion by his side, and to give him a prince or princess. Both choice and chance failed. So he remained known as the king without a queen.

This king ruled over villages dotting the countryside, protecting the common folk who toiled through bitter winters. Even the most daring of snow fairies declined to fly the whipping snowfalls of Iceleea. Nor did the woodland fairies enchant spring days or dance in the fall leaves. Wizards had long deserted this desolate kingdom, leaving the king without the companionable joys of the magical realm.

Within the royal stone castle of towering turrets among the ice-covered mountains, the king viewed the summits from his bedchamber window, honoring the sun by day and stars by night. Stars were the gems of the heavens, beaming bright as souls.

One evening, as usual, the king dined alone in the great hall, the walls flickering with shadows cast from one high candle. The single scratch, scratch of his fork against the plate drove him to put his fork down. With a heavy sigh, and staring again at that vacant chair opposite him, the king admitted his loneliness.

He likened this melancholy to a dome of dark rain slamming at him on all sides. After so many years, even his heart ached as if rain-choked. Yet, he would not shed tears, for a king who wept revealed weakness.

Casting his brooding aside, and resolute to find a queen, he galloped to the far northern kingdom. He did not ride with his soldiers, for he feared nothing in his woodland. His guide and companion, starry Orion above, had kept him safe since his boyhood. Yet, when the king returned to Iceleea’s dark forest, at the crossroads to his castle, he rested on a rock to ponder his failure.

“What shall I do?” he called to the stars and forest. “Is there no woman of pedigree for a good king? For I am an honest and reliable ruler, loyal to my people and their needs. Where is my queen? Where shall I find her?” 

Lights flickered in the forest with shadows shooting hooks in all directions. An odd howl, like a wild dog, struck the air. The king drew his sword, stepping down from the rock.

A woman dressed in black veils emerged from the evergreens. In her hands, two lit torches spread light across the meadowland. The king recognized snake rings on her fingers. The villagers’ tales of the Queen of Witches with her serpents had spread over the years—many stories he could recall from his childhood. Had he by chance stumbled upon such a wretched mortal?

She halted a few paces from the king, spires of fir trees towering over her like giants. “Your Grace, hail the King of Iceleea.” She bowed her veiled head. “By my art, I am Mother of Forests and Crossroads.”

The king lowered his sword. “You are no mother of this forest. I know every inch of my kingdom from my youth. You are Hekate, the witch among the restless dead from Hell. Black magick is your work.”

“I see the wicked tattles precede me.”

“Your disrepute precedes you, Hekate. You are known to make rivers scream in your presence. Meadowlands quake under your foot.” 

“Oh dearest king, too many wretches misunderstand my travels. They distrust my skills. Mere gossip. Pray, observe your meadowland at this moment. Is it not calm beneath your presence?”

“A sorcerer’s trick.” This witch of the woods would not dupe him. Sorcery had its own kingdom. 

“I beseech you, I am no three-headed monster as the gossip flies. I do have full vision in all directions, true. I am a goddess. A Titan, daughter of Perseus and Asteria, honored by Zeus and the starry heavens. I come to Iceleea’s crossroads.”

“Iceleea has no need of your evil powers. I command you. Be gone, witch.”

“Pray, I hear your call for a queen. I bring a gift. A destiny.”

“A king chooses his own destiny. I have my power, heritage, and strength.” He straightened his battle-ready shoulders bracing a high chest. “You have nothing of value to offer. Be gone.”

“I have a queen for you.”

What folly was this now? “You? Have a queen for me? Ha!”

“Test me not, Your Grace. Spend a night under a yew tree and your queen shall arrive. A maiden of imperial qualities. A shining beauty. Her loyalty to you shall be perfection.”

The desire for such a queen hit him hard. Yet, to choose to deal with Hekate, a woman of witchcraft, would prove disastrous. Tales still went round of her travels in the underworld with ghosts and winged monsters. Legends of her destroying warriors by casting dark bolts filled with poisonous snakes onto battlefields shook kings, knights, and soldiers to their souls. 

“My Lord, this queen will give you many princes and princesses for your kingdom.” 

“Heirs,” he whispered to himself. With his renegade younger brother coveting the throne, heirs were of great importance.

Hekate made a reverent bow. “Just say the word and all shall be yours.”

The king struggled. A divided mind was a king’s disgrace. Every good king knew the power of saying nay. Still, his words rushed out, “Imperial qualities, you say? And heirs?”

“She will be a charming presence at your table each night. Her talents for conversation are gentle as well as clever.”

He savored the idea of such a woman. “And what will you require as payment for such an arrangement?”

“A most reasonable request. I ask you to erect a statue of me here in the meadowland, at this crossroad. I ask that you inscribe it ‘Hekate, the Good Goddess of Earth, Sea and Sky, honorary of Zeus.’ ”

The king nearly laughed. What vaunting pride, this witch. Yet, a feasible contract—although some villagers would likely disapprove. He approached the woman. “Old crone, you tempt me.”

“I am no crone.” She stepped out of the shadows and lifted her face demurely. 

To the king’s surprise, he beheld skin like warmed cream, dark eyes full of lashes, and cheekbones elegant enough to belong to royalty.

“Lest you misunderstand me, Your Grace, I insist you forge the statue before your queen arrives.”

“Do you? What guarantee do I have that you will deliver?”

“Once the statue is completed, find a yew tree. Spend the night under its magical branches. If your queen fails to arrive, I will grant Iceleea victory in every battle. Your soldiers will never know bloody defeat. You will be hailed the greatest army in the region.” Hekate smiled brightly. “I give you my word.”

Much to the king’s astonishment, he believed her. He hadn’t noticed earlier, but the woman wore a high crown of tarnished silver, without a jewel present, among her veils. What kind of witch wore a crown?

“Where do I find this yew tree?”

“You know of no yew trees in all of Iceleea?”

“Perchance.”

“You will find one, or I am not the Mother of the Forests. The yew shall stand strong with my blessing. When you secure the yew, sit with your body close to the branches to smell the aromas. Once your queen appears, you must pledge to not ask her name. Nor ask what kingdom she is from. I require your oath.”

The king dropped his chin. A good family name was more desirable than silver or gold. A person’s kingdom—their dignity. Ancestry required his queen must be of worthy bloodline. He observed the witch for a moment. “For what reason? Some shame or guilt? Why must I not know this queen’s name and heritage?”

“As it is written in the stars, I am bound to keep my contract of confidence. I do not play the fool to let secrets fly like squawking hawks. Leaked secrets become the bread of gossipers.” 

The king knew well the malicious power of gossip, especially regarding the character of women. 

“Gossip bubbles into lies. Lies are swapped and enlarged among the prattlers,” Hekate snipped. “They murder a character that no sword or fire can halt.”

“Yea. Rumors are abhorrent.”

“As king, you have held crucial confidences for the good of all?”

“I have, in great measure,” the king said in his most honorable tone.

“Then we concur. You will keep this pledge of silence? You will accept her as your queen without name or kingdom.”

The king huffed and sighed. He felt compelled to agree, felt compelled to decline. “And if I fail to keep this pledge?”

Hekate winced. “Oh, My Lord, fail this pledge and you reveal your vulnerabilities. Your foes will flood the castle gates. Doom will spread across your kingdom. War will ensue. You will be dethroned.”

The king fisted his hands. No good king risked exposing a single weakness to his enemies. He recalled the old stories of Hekate seen on the battlefields wielding her powers of bloody slaughter, with a hundred owls flying over the field as a sign of victory. Be it true or tale, better to be wise than chance trouble.

“Your Grace, surely you have the strength to keep this secret?”

He searched for a clean breath. “I have the strength. Do not doubt me. What if I dislike this woman? I’ve met many maidens who are greedy, stupid, or full of intolerable giggles.”

“This woman is none of those.”

“I require purity.”

“You deserve nothing less. She is a woman of grace. A maiden with proficient hands who creates magnificent embroidery.”

“Embroidery?” His mother had excelled at embroidery as queen dowager of Iceleea, his castle walls draped with her tapestries. “She must have nobility in her blood, then?”

Hekate shrugged, curling her upper lip like a sheep. “If you wish.”

Again, he paused for thought. Yea, he did wish it. “What king would trust a witch like you? You, who hold the keys to Hell on your skirt.” He observed the black iron dangling from her waist, just as the villagers had described. 

“Trust is a choice, My Lord. You are a wise and brave king who knows the value of this opportunity. And a handsome man with your clipped whiskers and starry eyes.”

“What flattery you thrust at me.”

She puffed out a breath. “You deny you are wise and brave?”

The king stepped back. He found no security in this witch’s chance offer. He strode away to his faithful mare. “Be gone, witch.”

“Her nature is steadfast and as brilliant as Orion’s stars.” 

The king halted. 

“More chaste than a garden of the whitest snowdrops. Her thighs no man has yet to savor.”

The king tipped his head toward the witch. 

“She carries the scent of lusty oak leaves in her hair. A gift from her mother.” 

He focused his vision on the road back to the vacant castle waiting for him, rooms dark and damp, the mute air without fire. 

Turning slowly, narrowing his eyes, he gazed upon Hekate, her words throbbing full in his head. 

Hekate clucked her tongue. “Be your reply a nay, I shall take my offer to another. A prince in the Kingdom of Kaffa will soon have need for a queen. He does not shrink so easily from opportunity.” 

The king let go of a growl.

“Your Grace, do you choose to take this oath of silence? Or do you doubt your own resolve?”

He gripped his sword and pulled back his shoulders. “As King of Iceleea, I pledge my silence to this confidence. What shall I call this woman with no name?”

She scrunched her face like a shriveled quince. “Call her whatever you like. You are the king!” 

Hekate floated
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