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 Author’s Note: 
 
      
 
    I’ve always been fascinated by villains. Growing up reading everything from fairytales to romances, I often found myself rooting for the villain in a story rather than the protagonist!  
 
      
 
    I love writing villains and anti-heroes, as I’m a sucker for a tormented past. As a writer, though, it’s a delicate balance that makes a villain have understandable motives while also making him less sympathetic than the main character. After all, every story needs a villain, and yet, every villain is the hero of his own story. 
 
      
 
    In this story, I chose to blur the lines between villain and hero. The Raven Queen is a close retelling of a fairytale simply titled “Doralice.” I made explicit some of the more obvious but unspoken moments in the fairytale, fleshed it out, and added paranormal elements, but the biggest change I made was to include elements of another fairytale—“The Sun, the Moon, and Talia.” You might recognize aspects of the villainous but arguably sympathetic queen from that tale in my Doralice.  
 
      
 
    Please note, this is a fairytale villain story, NOT a romance. There is no happily ever after. It is a tale of horror, one in which the heroine is very much a villain, but one you just might, for a few moments, understand and sympathize with as you follow her descent into madness.  
 
  
 
  



 Fall, 1990 
 
    1 
 
    When telling the story of how we met, Owen always says that if there’s one thing I know, it’s how to make an entrance. I just smile, because I’m the last person to seek attention. I’m still trying to figure out how I attracted his. For years, I pined after him, as did most of the girls in the valley. But unlike them, I never thought I stood a chance.  
 
    As life so often happens, the day Owen noticed me, he was the last thing on my mind. I was ready to leave the valley for good. It was a warm Sunday afternoon in early October, and I was leaving because of my father. An ordinary human, my father didn’t belong to the Three Valleys. He worked on an oil pipeline somewhere out west, a place so far and foreign to me it might as well have been one of the stars we could see on summer nights, the faint ones that colored the sky pale along the path of the Milky Way. When he came home every month or so, he’d eat a nice big dinner and then get busy getting drunk. And he didn’t do it halfway. 
 
    By midnight, he’d come staggering down the hall, banging on all the doors, yelling, “Where’s my favorite little whore?” 
 
    Along the pipeline, little shantytowns sprang up, filled with people eager to take the workers’ money and give them whatever their hearts desired. Like my father, many of them desired a little whore—often underage, often unwilling. The men who sold them weren’t like pimps in movies, with gold teeth and rings on every finger. They were just everyday guys, my father had once told me, like you’d see in the gas station grabbing a soda and chips in front of you.  
 
    But they found the girls. Runaways, sometimes, or they’d just kidnap them or trick them from their parents’ homes with promises of a modeling career or an easy maid’s job. But they’d never send them home again.  
 
    That night, when I heard his heavy footsteps, I woke at once, my whole body going rigid.  
 
    “Where’s my little whore?” he slurred, his fist hitting the bathroom door. I heard him enter, heard the stream of his piss. And then he was back in the hall, imagining he was in his whorehouse, I supposed. And like always, he ended up at my door. His little whore on his visits home. 
 
    I lay still while he did his thing, which took ages because of his level of inebriation. His heavy, stinking body crushed me into the thin mattress. For days afterwards, even when I changed the sheets, I could smell him in the bed. The stink of sour sweat and body odor and whiskey breath.  
 
    In his mind, he must have been with his little whore. I made up my own fantasy. That boy at school, son of the shifter king, Owen. His broad shoulders and towering height bursting through the bedroom door. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, you sick pervert?” he yells, leaping towards the bed. In one swift heave, he tears my father from me. “What is wrong with you? That’s your daughter,” Owen rages. He grabs my father’s neck and begins to shake him while my pathetic excuse for a parent flops drunkenly, still unable to figure out what’s going on.  
 
    After all, no one has ever stopped him before. No one cares about his loser daughter, with her raven hair and shadowed eyes. The dark circles never went away, even when my father was gone. Good sleep was hard to come by when you woke in terror every hour, sure that it was the weekend again, that he was home. 
 
    When my father begins to fight back, Owen punches him in the face. I hear the bones of his nose snap as Owen’s fist pistons up and down, hammering until that face that looks so much like mine is nothing but blood and skin and bone shards, maybe some brain matter if his fist made it that far in. In a rage, he grabs my father’s head and wrenches it backwards. I can hear the bones snapping in his neck and spine as Owen rips his head from his body and hurls it out the window. Glass rains down on the carpet as Owen rushes to the bed. 
 
    “Doralice, my darling, I’m here.” He gathers me up in his arms and kisses my tears away, tells me he’s always loved me. He’s been watching me for years, but he didn’t know it was this bad for me at home. If he had, he would have come sooner. And now, he’s going to take me away and keep me safe forever. He lifts me from the bed and carries me out of the room, down the hall, out the front door. And then he’s carrying me up the aisle at our wedding.  
 
    It doesn’t matter how we got here or what happened in between. This is my favorite part.  
 
    He looks down at me, his eyes full of love and pride for his wife. My long white dress drapes over his arm, the train falling all the way to the ground as he sweeps me away. Everyone from the shifter community is in attendance, sitting on pretty white folding chairs. They all turn to watch us pass, throwing birdseed and clapping and smiling. 
 
    I am loved at last.  
 
    And not in the twisted way my father was doing as he lay there after his satisfaction, stroking my hair and telling me all the supposed benefits of my young body, ones which enhanced only his enjoyment and never my own. I hated this part more than the other. I wanted him out of me, off me, gone, so that I could strip the bed and pretend this hadn’t happened, that it had never happened, that we were a normal family and I was a normal girl. 
 
    I fought the urge to vomit at the stink of his sour whiskey breath clogging my mouth and nose.  
 
    “Come with me,” he said. “When I leave in a few days, come with me, baby. We can ditch your mother, leave her here. She don’t care.” 
 
    Suddenly, my whole body went cold. My blood froze in my veins as I tried to breathe. He knew.  
 
    All this time, I found some excuse for him the same way she did. The first time I went to her, after the first handful of times it happened, I cried and told her he’d hurt me. She held me and stroked my hair and said she was so sorry, but that he didn’t mean it. He didn’t know what he was doing, he was so drunk. He didn’t know where he was or who I was. 
 
    That’s what she said, and I believed her. Where else were we going to get the money to live? We couldn’t go anywhere. Not with my mother in her wheelchair since I could barely remember. She used to ride a motorcycle, not a big fancy one, but she loved it, and when I was little, I loved riding on it with her. She met my father at a rally in town before I was born. One weekend, they went to a motorcycle rally in town, leaving me with a neighbor. They got into a brawl outside a bar, and she hasn’t ridden a bike since. Or walked. 
 
    This is what we had, the way our lives had to be. My mother took care of what she could, worked from home stuffing envelopes, which made about as much money as you’d imagine.  
 
    I took care of what she couldn’t.  
 
    He made the money, sent it home, worked himself to the bone every day for us. The least we could do was make his trips home pleasant. We pretended we didn’t know what that entailed, pretended it was just nice meals and a clean house.  
 
    He wasn’t supposed to know who I was. He thought I was one of his whores. 
 
    “What d’you say?” he slurred, his wet lips moving in on mine. I squeezed my eyes shut and swallowed past the gag reflex turning over in my throat.  
 
    “N—no,” I managed, pushing at his chest. “Get off me.” 
 
    “Come on, baby…” His lazy eye drifted sideways, away from me, like it always did when he was drunk. All this time, I’d thought he didn’t know it was his own daughter. Somehow, that made it bearable, even when it shouldn’t have been. “We’ll have a good time. I miss you when I’m up there, all by myself. No one will know who you are. We can tell them you’re my wife.” 
 
    “No,” I burst out, horrified. I hadn’t said that word to my father in a while, since the first time or two, when it didn’t do any good. It was better just to lie there and think about something else. But I couldn’t do that anymore. 
 
    “We can have all kinds of fun,” he said, as if I hadn’t spoken at all. “I get so lonely, baby. Don’t you want to keep your old man company?” 
 
    “No,” I said, stronger each time I said it.  
 
    I pushed his chest, hard, but he didn’t budge. He was made of lead. I should’ve known better than to try to move him. He’d passed out on me before, and I had to lie there all night, his sweat trickling down my sides, barely able to breathe, sure I’d suffocate under his weight. 
 
    “What do you mean, no?” His heavy black eyebrows drew together. “You’re mine, Doralice. I’m your father. You do as I say.” 
 
    “It’s a little late to start treating me as a daughter now.” 
 
    As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew I’d said the wrong thing. His nostrils flared, his eyebrows drew low over his bulging, furious eyes. “You little whore,” he said, his hands gripping my neck. I grabbed his wrists, trying to pull his hands away before he got a good grip, but I wasn’t strong enough. His thick workman’s fingers tightened around my throat.  
 
    It’s just like in my fantasy, I thought as I heard something in my throat popping. Except it’s me dying, not him. 
 
    I dug my nails into his skin with all my strength, but he wouldn’t let go.  
 
    This is not how my story ends, I vowed. Not with him still inside me. 
 
    I gathered all the strength I had left and thrust myself towards the raven huddling in my chest, that black heart pounding with the rhythm of wingbeats, taking shape from the inside out. 
 
    If I was stronger and had more time, I could have changed into a lion and ripped his throat out. But I didn’t. I had only the strength to take my natural form. His grip was slipping now as he blinked stupidly, trying to figure out what was happening to his daughter, why she was disappearing under him. If he was even conscious enough to feel that my body was no longer under his, that he was lying on a damp sheet holding a shrinking girl, a girl who was sprouting feathers, whose hands were now wings beating at his arms.  
 
    With a cry, he threw me from the bed, leapt to his feet, and stumbled backwards. He looked terrified as he crashed into my closet door, his arms wheeling to keep balance, his naked, hairy body exposed. It would’ve been funny if it weren’t for the horror of the moment, if it weren’t for the fact that he’d almost killed me. I flew around the room, unable to get out. A cry of disgust and fear erupted from the man below me, now collapsed against the wall.  
 
    I should have done this years ago. But we weren’t to tell my father our secret. Mother said he’d never send money if he knew what we were. He didn’t have to send us a dime. They never married. If he knew what we were, he’d disappear forever.  
 
    Good riddance. 
 
    I swooped at him, and he raised his hands with a high-pitched shriek. I slashed at him with my talons, my beak.  
 
    He batted me away before gathering enough wits to run for my bedroom door. His flat, pancake ass was the last of him I saw as he lurched down the hall. Tomorrow, my mother would convince him it was a drunken hallucination…if he remembered it at all.  
 
    I couldn’t see in the dark, but I was too scared to return to my human form. What if he came back? What if he demanded to know what I just did, how I did it? If I didn’t shift back, though, he could put me in a cage and take me with him. Or shoot me. 
 
    After circling the room a few times, I was calm enough to land. I shifted into human form quickly, relieved I didn’t have any clothes on to get in the way. I raced to the door and closed it, then turned back to the room. 
 
    “Doralice?” His voice was bellowing and angry. “Is that you?” His footsteps shuddered through the trailer again.  
 
    I threw open the window and punched out the screen.  
 
    Behind me, the doorknob rattled. The fear must have sobered him up a little.  
 
    My throat ached so badly I could hardly swallow, but I didn’t think I was seriously hurt. Yet. When he swiped for the doorknob this time, he got it. As the knob turned, I tried to think of the fastest nocturnal creature I could imagine, one that could flee a drunken man.  
 
    I was on the windowsill when he kicked open my door. The trailer shook under his weigh as he lunged at me, arms outstretched. Before he reached me, I jumped. His hand swiped the air, catching a single strand of hair. The sharp prick was so small I almost laughed. Tonight, he couldn’t hurt me more than that, less than the sting of a honey bee. I landed outside the window, wincing at the pain of the sharp weeds biting into my feet in our overgrown, unkempt side yard. Not that our trailer’s weed patch counted as a yard. 
 
    My father was at the window, reaching for me. I dropped to my hands and knees and shifted. I wish I could say I turned into a lion, or a wolf that could bite his face off and tear out his throat. Instead, I turned into a scared little rabbit, which was exactly fitting, I suppose. It was also fast enough to disappear into the night, leaving him drunkenly bellowing out the window after me, calling me a whore and a sorcerer and a witch. If only I were all three of those things instead of just the first.  
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    I arrived at the orchard in the valley a while later. There was a big barn where all the apples were kept, and it smelled so amazing right then that I squeezed through a spot under the hinge where a piece of rotting wood had broken off the corner of the door. Inside, it was dark and smelled of fermenting apples, but in a warm, pleasant way, like apple cider. I sniffed around the barrels and found a half rotten apple on the floor to munch on.  
 
    After a while, it started getting on towards morning, and I thought I probably needed to change into a mouse and hide in one of the barrels. But a mouse is not a very desirable form, as it doesn’t live long and has many predators. I knew I could hide that way, but what then? As I thought of it, an idea began to form. If the apples were shipped off to the nearest town, I would go with them. From there, they might go further, into Missouri, or who knew where.  
 
    We didn’t have a huge operation, but I knew one thing for sure. They went further than this valley, and that’s where I needed to go. Anywhere but here. 
 
    After some thought, I decided not to spend the day as a mouse. If the barrels were loaded first thing in the morning, I’d be stuck in the truck all day, as a mouse. I couldn’t shift back into human form, because the barrel would be filled with apples. And if it took a few days to get to whatever warehouse was going to store them, I’d lose years off my life by remaining in mouse form so long.  
 
    If I found an empty barrel, I could climb inside as a human, bring a few apples to eat throughout the day, and open it from the inside any time I wanted to climb out or get more apples from the other barrels. At some point, the barrels would be left overnight, and I could escape. So I shifted back into my human form, found an empty barrel in the corner, and rolled it over to the others. The lid was a little loose, but I could hold it on from the inside, when the time came. 
 
    I wedged it in behind the others, making sure it looked like part of the group. Hopefully whoever was doing the loading would be so tired by the end that he wouldn’t notice a weight difference. I needed my barrel to be loaded close to the end, so I wouldn’t be trapped behind all the others inside the truck.  
 
    It wasn’t exactly comfortable inside the barrel, though. The rough wood was hard against my elbows and knees and spine, and after a while, my legs were numb and cramped. I waited all morning, sure that the truck would come to load me up. By midday, I had to climb out and stretch my aching limbs and relieve myself. I ate a few apples and sat on another barrel, listening for approaching engines. Every time a car passed, I was sure it was time.  
 
    Finally, towards evening, the loud motor of a truck approached. I climbed into my barrel and slid the lid on, my heart pounding when a door slammed outside. Footsteps approached, and the barn doors opened. This was it. 
 
    I was really getting out of the Third Valley. Out there, Mother said there were every kind of unimaginable creature, not just humans. There were things that lived in the Enchanted Forest, although most of them hid so humans wouldn’t eradicate them. Faeries and goblins, witches and warlocks, imps and nymphs, elves and trolls. But outside, there were even more creatures—wizards and sorceresses, satyrs and centaurs, Merfolk and sirens, dragons and beings we couldn’t even imagine. 
 
    Footsteps scuffed across the floor, and male voices sounded. I thought I might recognize a few of them, but I couldn’t be sure. I knew most of the men in the valley by sight, though I hadn’t talked to most of them. Mother and I kept to ourselves, and I didn’t have many friends at school.  
 
    I was the weird girl with the disabled mother, the girl with the outsider father who was sure to get drunk and cause a scene if we ever joined the other shifters at an occasion in the valley, which was seldom. We didn’t participate in the few events our pathetic excuse for a king tried to organize, as if that would somehow engender shifter spirit. It was like hosting a pep rally to boost the morale of a perpetually losing team. 
 
    At first, I was so nervous that I shook as I waited. But after a while, I got bored again. It was warm inside the barn, which had sat in the sun all day, and stuffy inside my dusty barrel. My feet grew numb again, and I had to fight an almost uncontrollable urge to stand up and stretch my legs, to move them, to do anything but sit cramped in the wooden barrel another minute.  
 
    Finally, their footsteps began to scuff the packed dirt floor closer and closer to me as they removed row after row of barrels, carrying them out and loading them onto a flatbed trailer.  
 
    “Five more barrels, boys,” a voice said, almost directly over my head. Startled, I bit back a gasp and tried to steady my breathing. The barrel in front of mine scraped against the wood where my knee rested. I was so close. So close to getting out of there forever.  
 
    Every sound was magnified—the scuff of shoes, heavy breathing from the exertion, the grunt as they each picked up a heavy barrel, the strained voices when they talked while carrying the weight. I gripped the inside of the lid, praying they wouldn’t look down through the seam around it and see white skin and black hair instead of red apples. But they walked away, and I was still there. Suddenly, my heart was hammering with dread. 
 
    Had they skipped this barrel? Was there a mark on the ones they were supposed to load, and I’d missed it? Had they somehow known this one wasn’t full of apples?  
 
    I listened to their grunts and cheers as they loaded the last few barrels. Maybe the trailer only held an exact number—the number already sitting in the barn, ready for them. I fought the urge to scream and kick my way out of the barrel. Of course I couldn’t get out of this shithole as easy as that. I’d be stuck there my whole life, just like my mother, probably dependent on some sicko just like she was. 
 
    Just as I pressed my eyes into my knees to keep from crying, though, the now-familiar scuff of shoes against the floor approached. It couldn’t be. I didn’t dare to hope. But maybe, just maybe, they’d come back for me.  
 
    I gripped the lid of the barrel again and held my breath. Suddenly, the barrel tipped—so suddenly, I almost yelped in surprise. My heart raced, and adrenaline shot through me so abruptly I almost vomited. Everything around me slowed to an excruciating pace.  
 
    The barrel turned on its point of axis, and I squeezed my eyes shut, sure it would fall onto its side and I’d give myself away somehow. His breath came so close to my face that I could almost feel the heat of it as he exhaled, and then I was lifted up in one swoop. He swore under his breath, and lifted me higher, onto his shoulder. His hand clapped the side of the barrel where my back was pressed, and he began walking towards the door. The door that led out of this valley, out of this life.  
 
    From some distant place, I heard voices calling, telling him to hurry up, they were done at last and let’s get out of here and do something tonight… 
 
    A mixture of exhilaration and terror tumbled through my veins, and suddenly, I had to stop myself from bursting into hysterical laughter. I was hyper-aware of how close I was to this man, that just on the other side of a slat of old, greyed wood was a man’s hand, a man’s shoulder and neck and face. And on this side was me, but he didn’t know it. Only I knew it.  
 
    Tears began to leak from the corners of my eyes at the effort of holding the tension inside me. And then the light filtering through the slats in the barrel changed from dark and muted to a softer, bluer light as he stepped through the doors of the barn into the outside world. A creak sounded, followed by a thump, a scrape, and a metallic clank as someone closed the barn door and latched it.  
 
    I was seconds from the truck, from freedom. 
 
    The barrel began to tilt as he moved to set it on the trailer. He was setting me upside down, on my head. I started to panic. Couldn’t he see the lid? I clung to it, sure it would slip off at any moment and fall to the ground, revealing the girl inside.  
 
    Instead, I slipped. The barrel was almost vertical before my weight shifted, sliding towards the top end of the barrel. 
 
    He swore again. 
 
    The barrel tilted, then righted, then tilted again as he tried to manage the unwieldy, uneven weight. He stumbled forward a step, cursed when his legs hit the edge of the trailer. And then he dropped me. 
 
    The barrel fell onto the trailer, and my arms flew out by instinct to keep my head from smashing against the floor. The lid flew off the second my grip released. Then the barrel bounced off the trailer and onto the ground. Everything happened so fast, I was overtaken by the disorientation of flipping upside down and then hitting the ground hard enough to knock me breathless. 
 
    For a second, I was so caught in the action of the moment that my mind was gone, like a blackout.  
 
    And then it was back, and I was staring up into Owen’s face. Hands on his knees, he was leaning over me as I sprawled on the ground, my legs still inside the barrel. I threw my hands over my chest as I took in the three other men—three of Owen’s friends, all of whom I recognized from school or around the valley. 
 
    A slow smile spread across Owen’s face as his eyes moved over my exposed body. “Well, boys,” he said, straightening up and clapping his hands once. “It looks like we got ourselves a little reward for all our hard work.” 
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    I was at my locker after school on Monday when I heard a guy calling my name. Until that moment, I didn’t know Owen knew my name. He didn’t pick on me like some of the others at school, including his friend Ira, but he never spoke to me, either. I didn’t want to look up, but I couldn’t help it. Owen was a natural leader, and not just because his father was the shifter king. He was the kind of person that others obeyed without question, a person who took control of every situation by simply stating what he wanted.  
 
    So when he said my name, I wanted to hide behind the door of my crappy bottom locker with the layers of paint chipping to show the previous layers of paint and the bent grating in the door. I wanted to hide my reddening face, to pretend I hadn’t heard him. Instead, I looked up from where I was kneeling in the hall, my stomach heavy with dread.  
 
    It wasn’t that we’d done something no one had ever done before. Shifters weren’t exactly keen on monogamy, especially at our age. But that didn’t mean they weren’t going to say something about it, brag to their friends, call me a whore, and, apparently, torment me about it. 
 
    “Hey, Doralice,” Owen said again, arriving at my locker flanked by two of his friends.  
 
    “Hi,” I said, dropping my gaze and shuffling books so I didn’t have to look up at him.  
 
    He leaned his hip against the bank of lockers and crossed his feet, just standing there grinning and waiting for…something. At last, I couldn’t fake interest in my books any longer, so I slowly closed my locker door. I was staring directly at his crotch.  
 
    I stood and hoisted my backpack onto my back. Then I just stood there like an ice sculpture, because girls like me didn’t walk away from guys like Owen. Hell, girls like me didn’t even talk to guys like Owen. At our small school, everyone knew where they belonged. People were casting curious glances our way. I was frozen in place, my skin breaking out in a cold sweat.  
 
    He let me sweat for a minute before he spoke. “So last night was fun,” he said, pushing off the locker beside mine. God, he was tall. And big. He could have killed my father with his bare hands, just like in my fantasies. “How about next weekend? Same time, same place. We’ll see you there.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered. 
 
    With one last grin, he sauntered away, taking his sweet time, as if daring someone to ask him why he was talking to that loser girl who wore Wal-Mart shoes and obviously hadn’t bothered to brush her hair that morning. I stood there watching him walk away, my heart hammering in my ears so loudly I barely heard the cute girls snickering, barely saw the dirty looks they cast my way. 
 
    Owen had talked to me. In school. In front of everyone.  
 
    Everyone except his girlfriend. 
 
    Owen had been dating Willa Golden, the smartest girl in school, for over a year. She was so smart that she’d graduated a year early and gone off to college in September. I knew better than to think he’d want to date me, but maybe, for a minute, I entertained the fantasy. As I climbed onto the bus and scrunched down in a worn, brown seat to stare out the window, I told myself how stupid that was. I couldn’t let myself have those fantasies, ones that ended happily. I wasn’t fated for that kind of life. Girls like me didn’t get happy endings. 
 
    It was one thing to imagine him murdering my father. It was equally impossible that he’d want me, and yet, that fantasy had taken hold in a deeper place, one that was dangerously close to hope.  
 
    All he wanted was a little fun while his girlfriend was away at college. I’d known that the whole time. And as he’d loomed over me on the ground outside that barn, I hadn’t been madly in love with him. It hadn’t been anything like my fantasy. I’d been scared. It wasn’t like when my father did what he did, but it hadn’t exactly been enjoyable, either. I might have wanted Owen, but not like that, with all his friends waiting in line.  
 
    One of them had been an underclassman, and though he was a shifter, I didn’t even know his animal form. He was a sophomore, short but stout, with blonde hair and bad skin. He’d been hooting and hollering the whole while, slapping Owen’s back and dancing around at the prospect, giving everyone high-fives. And then there was Galon, a guy I’d barely even seen before, an outsider who had come to the valley the year before. And then there was Ira.  
 
    I didn’t know any of them well, though I’d admired Owen from afar since childhood. Ira was always by his side, until one day during his junior year, Ira disappeared with his beat-up old truck. Everyone figured he’d gone off to make trouble in some bigger city where there were more people to torment and less chance he’d have to face the consequences of it the next time he ran into them. No one had expected him to finish high school, anyway, and not even his family was sorry to see him go.  
 
    Then a month ago, he reappeared just as suddenly, looking at least ten years older. And he was not alone. Where he found another bobcat, no one knew. People kept their distance, not sure whether to approach the trailer Ira had dragged back with him and parked on a piece of empty land. After meeting Ira’s companion around town, people speculated whether sweet, stupid Galon had come of his own volition, but no one wanted to cross Ira to find out. Judging by the constant smile on his face, Galon was the one person in the world who found Ira not just tolerable, but loveable. And since his company made Ira at least marginally less hateful, and Galon himself had a smile and a kind word for everyone, no one was clamoring to save him from Ira’s clutches. 
 
    I was pretty sure that neither Ira nor Galon had the slightest interest in me or any other female, but that didn’t stop them from participating in the male bonding ritual. No one had protested. When Owen said something was going to happen, that’s how it happened.  
 
    Now, as I climbed off the bus and checked the mail, I pushed those thoughts aside. They wouldn’t do me any good. But I already knew I’d go back the next Sunday. Owen was the kind of guy you just obeyed. It didn’t matter what he wanted. And it wasn’t like I was some virginal innocent he was corrupting. It was better to be his little whore than my father’s. 
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    I went back the next weekend, though I was a little scared they’d bring some more guys or the entire senior class, which numbered less than a dozen boys, but still too many. When I arrived, though, it was just the four of them again. They did their thing, and I didn’t complain. I went back the next week, and the next, and the next, even though the apples were gone by then. 
 
    Thanksgiving weekend, my father came home. I hadn’t seen him since that night, and the magnitude of it all came crashing back at once—his request for me to go with him, how he’d tried to kill me, and how I’d turned into a bird in his hands. How I’d shifted into a rabbit and fled. I didn’t know how to act around him, if I was supposed to pretend it hadn’t happened. I was a little surprised he came back at all, after seeing his daughter turn into a raven right in front of his eyes. 
 
    Sometime Friday morning, my father started drinking. By noon, he was stretched out on the couch with the whiskey bottle tucked between him and the cushions. My mother sat in her chair, sharing the ash tray with him as he lay there, cigarette in one hand and remote in the other. I’d never asked her what had happened after I ran that night, what he’d told her and what she’d told him to make him stay. In return, she’d never asked me where I’d gone. 
 
    While they were busy watching whatever was on TV, I snuck out. Before shifting, I stepped behind the trash pile that squatted in the corner of our yard—two old cars my father had insisted he would fix up one day, a bedframe, a box spring, an old couch, and a cracked toilet, along with a collection of rusted out paint cans, whiskey bottles, and disintegrating milk jugs. Once I’d stripped off my clothes, I took my animal form and hopped onto the top of one of the old cars. 
 
    A part of me hoped my father would look out, see a raven on the roof of the car, and remember that night. But he didn’t come, and soon, I got bored with waiting. I took flight, beating my wings hard until I was swooping through the chilly November sky. It was one of those wet fall days when the air was heavy with cool moisture, the clouds low, and the wind gusty. I spread my wings and soared.  
 
    As a raven, I was in my element. Though some people were comfortable in either form, I knew the raven was my true form. The human form was secondary for me. I never felt comfortable in my human body, but when I was a bird, I could float above the valley for hours, wheeling through the sky or letting the currents take me where they wanted. I suppose I could have left the valley as a raven. But somehow, I knew I couldn’t. 
 
    I drifted down to the valley floor, hovering just above the trees, and glided along for a while, not really looking for anything, just flying. And that’s when I saw Owen and Willa Golden, sitting on the rocky bank of the creek with a blanket wrapped around them. I could have gone on, probably should have, but I was drawn to Owen. What girl wouldn’t watch her crush if she could get away with it?  
 
    There was a beauty in the tragedy of it, in the pain and longing I felt as I sat in a nearby tree, watching them.  
 
    At first, they just sat there. They talked, and then they lay the blanket down and started kissing. I knew I should leave, but I couldn’t. I stayed for the whole thing, torturing myself with it. It wasn’t like when we were together, when the underclassman would be cheering everyone on. He wasn’t so bad, though. He only took a couple minutes. And it didn’t matter. I always had Owen first. I could close my eyes and pretend with the others, with the younger guy and with Galon. It was Ira I didn’t like—the way he’d snap at me to turn over so he didn’t have to see my face, his bony fingers biting into my sides hard enough to leave bruises. 
 
    But it was Owen I went back for, who made it all worth it. Owen, who was silent and passionate when he was with me, who looked at me the whole time, like it wasn’t about the other guys, but about me. About us. Owen, who would stroll by my locker and tell me to come by again that Sunday. Owen, who smiled at me in the halls now, like he didn’t care what other people thought of me, or what they’d think of him. Of course he didn’t. He could do anything, have anyone. 
 
    But when Willa came back, it was about her. There were no other guys around. It was just them. And that’s what I wanted.  
 
    Even after they gathered up the blanket and walked back to the road, their arms around each other and the blanket draped across their shoulders, got in Owen’s car, and drove away, I stayed. I stayed, and I thought about what I could do to become Willa Golden. 
 
    The next Monday, back at school, Owen stopped by my locker, like usual. “D’you have a good break?” he asked, like we were friends. Like he hadn’t spent his break with his girlfriend.  
 
    “Sure,” I said, refusing to give him my attention. He liked to stand right by my locker, so I had to look at the bulge in his jeans when I closed the door. But I wouldn’t look today. 
 
    “See you Sunday?” he asked. 
 
    I stood up and closed my locker door. “I can’t make it this week.” 
 
    He reached out to take my hand. “What? But you have to come,” he said, almost pleading.  
 
    “I didn’t realize that concerned you,” I said with a little smile. “You’ve never mentioned it before.” I’d almost said something about his girlfriend. At the last minute, I chose coy instead of bitchy. Owen never bothered with the bitchy girls. I knew, because I’d been watching him for years. 
 
    I could tell he was surprised by my answer. He studied me for a minute, eyes narrowed, like he wasn’t sure I meant it the way he’d taken it. Then he laughed. “We’ll have to get that on the agenda,” he said. “So what do you say? Wanna come on Sunday?” 
 
    I wanted to say yes. My heart was fluttering in my throat like wingbeats. But I dropped my gaze from his, before he could hypnotize me into doing his bidding by his very presence, the assuredness that radiated from him like the rays of the sun. He was all golden and light and smiling where I was dark and cold. We’d make a good match, balance each other out. Willa was too much like him, too light. He needed someone to curb his unrealistic expectations, to tame him a little.  
 
    I shook my head. “I have something to do that night.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. “I’ll help you with it. The apples are done. I’ve got nothing else to do.” 
 
    This was new.  
 
    And it was how Owen ended up at my house the next weekend, helping me find a Christmas tree in the woods and haul it back to the house and put it up. My mother could hardly hide her giddy grin at the sight of the shifter king’s son in her living room, putting the star on top of the tree and handing her ornaments out of the box. 
 
    It was so easy after that, I kept waiting for the catch. It was like all I had to do was invite him over, and he was suddenly part of my life. Not just mine, but my mother’s, too. He was quick to offer to help with anything around the house that needed doing when my father was gone, quick with a joke or to help my mother with anything she couldn’t reach from her chair. And she loved him, like everyone did. She allowed us freedom to be together in whatever ways we wanted. 
 
    A few months later, he broke up with Willa. And then it was real, me and Owen, the Shifter Prince. How had this happened? I kept waiting to wake up from the dream.  
 
    And then, just a month before graduation, my father came home. I didn’t know then that it would be the last time I’d see him or my mother. 
 
  
 
  



 Spring-Summer, 1991 
 
    1 
 
    The day my father came home, as we always did, we had dinner together as a family. My mother and I had cleaned the trailer, as we always did, and made cornbread and chili. But things were different now. My mother had hopes for me, dreams that I’d become the shifter queen. Inside me, things had changed, too. Owen had changed me, saved me. Some part of me knew, even as I sat there eating dinner and politely answering my father’s questions about school, that it wouldn’t be the same anymore. I just didn’t know how different things would be. 
 
    My father had come home a few times since Christmas, but this was the first time I was officially Owen’s girlfriend. Belonging to him gave me a reason to live. I wasn’t going to let my father ruin that. Someone wanted me now, valued me. Someone wanted to make my life better, thought I was worthy of that. 
 
    When dinner ended, my father went into the living room to start drinking while my mother washed up. I went to my room and changed, then came back to the kitchen.  
 
    “I’m going to stay at Owen’s tonight,” I said. 
 
    I saw her narrow back still for just a second, and then she continued scrubbing the pot. “That’s probably a good idea.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom.” I went to the sink that my father had lowered to her level sometime after the accident. Mom was resilient and capable. I leaned over and kissed the top of her head. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” she said. She slid an arm around me, keeping her soapy hand off, and gave me a quick squeeze. If I’d known we wouldn’t do that again, I’d have wrapped her up in both arms and held on for five minutes straight, not caring about her wet hands dripping dish soap down my clean shirt.  
 
    But I didn’t know, so I let go and tried to slip out. I didn’t make it out the door before my father bellowed, “Doralice! Where you think you’re going this time of night?” 
 
    “I’m spending the night with a friend tonight.” 
 
    “The hell you are,” he said. “You can do that when I’m gone. I’m home a couple nights a month, if that. We spend that time as a family.” 
 
    “No, you spend that time getting drunk,” I said. I could have said worse, a lot worse. 
 
    “Don’t you talk to me like that,” he said, jumping up from the couch. “I am not your mother. I will put you in your place. Now go to your room, and don’t come out until you’re ready to obey the rules of this house.” 
 
    “I’m almost eighteen,” I said. “I think I can choose to go see a friend.”  
 
    Before Owen, I never would have stood up to him like that. He noticed it, too.  
 
    “You ain’t eighteen yet,” he said, grabbing my arm. “You’re still under my roof, and I’m still your father. When I say get your ass in your room, you say ‘yes, sir.’ Now get in there.” While he spoke, he’d dragged me down the hall. He shoved me, hard, and I went careening into the room and crashed face first onto the bed. Blind terror shot through me like a spear in the gut. I scrambled onto my knees and huddled in the corner, my knee sinking between the mattress and the wall. 
 
    He stepped into my room and shut the door. My heart clawed inside my chest, a trapped raven fighting to breathe, to fly away.  
 
    “You’ve gotten too used to being here with your mother,” he said, stepping closer to the bed, stalking slowly, ready to pounce if I tried to run. I wrapped my shaking arms around myself and pressed my back into the corner. “I’m sick of you taking advantage of her disability, doing whatever the hell you please. I’ll tell you what, Doralice. That’s about to change. Because I’m home for a full three months this time.” 
 
    I tried not to let the shock and horror register on my face. But he must have seen it, because he let out a soft, menacing laugh as he loomed over my huddled, trembling form. 
 
    “That’s right,” he said. “You ought to be afraid. It’s about time we had some discipline in this house. You’ve been running wild for years.” His eyes narrowed and he reached out and grabbed a handful of my hair, pulling my head back until my eyes stung with tears. “Haven’t you, you little slut?” 
 
    A mewling sob escaped me, and he yanked my head back further, his other hand closing around my throat. 
 
    “Answer me when I ask you a question.” 
 
    “Y-yes, sir,” I rasped, his fingers digging into my throat when I spoke. 
 
    He let out another soft laugh, his whiskey breath hot against my face. “That’s right,” he said. “You’ll show me the respect I deserve. Yes, sir. I like that. Now I’m going to go in the other room and have a drink and relax, because a man deserves that after working as hard as I do.” He released my hair, but kept his iron fingers wrapped around my throat, just tight enough that I could feel the blood pounding in my head. He stroked my cheek with the back of his free hand. “And you’re going to stay right here and wait until I’m good and ready for you,” he said. “Because a man deserves that, too.” 
 
    He pulsed his fingers around my neck once, and I gasped in pain. He laughed again, and then abruptly released me, turned, and strode from the room. Gasping for breath, I collapsed onto the bed. I curled into the fetal position and sobbed, holding my pillow and pressing my face into it so my mother wouldn’t hear me crying. When I was empty, I stood and undressed. I stared at myself in the mirror, my snowy white skin as pale as moonlight, my face splotchy, an angry red handprint marking my throat like a brand. 
 
    I turned away and stared at the bed, the scene of so many crimes. Cheating on Owen was not going to be one of them. 
 
    Before I could talk myself out of it or think too long about the consequences, I hurried to the window and threw it open. I balanced on the windowsill, shifted into an owl, and disappeared silently into the night.  
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    I didn’t like Owen’s father. He was a greedy, unsympathetic man who had caused a lot of division in the shifter community. A few families had left the valley because of offenses he’d caused, and a lot more would have left if they had the money to move away.  
 
    So I didn’t want to walk up onto the doorstep of their little house that night, naked after shifting. Instead, I crept up to Owen’s bedroom window, thankful their little old house was only one story. Although their family had gotten plenty of money from letting loggers cut down almost every tree in our valley, they’d squandered it all. They lived in a plain house with faded white siding and two bedrooms inside. I’d been to Owen’s enough to know which room was his. I could hear music playing inside, Lynyrd Skynyrd I thought, as I approached the side of the house. 
 
    My heart hammered as I stood outside. The window inside was open behind the screen, letting in the cool late-spring breeze. Owen’s large form was hunched over his desk inside. Feeling suddenly guilty, as if I were spying, I tapped on the frame around the screen. Owen jumped up and came to the window, popped out the screen, and reached down to hook his big hands under my arms. He hauled me up through the window as if I weighed nothing. 
 
    “I was just thinking about you,” he said, his hands moving down my back to my hips. His mouth found mine, and though I was still shaken by the fight with my father, I found my body relaxing into the safety of Owen’s arms. With him, everything else melted away, and I knew I’d be okay. He lifted me off my feet and lay me on the bed, then climbed on top of me, kicking off his jeans as he went. Owen never wasted any time getting what he wanted. 
 
    Afterwards, he rolled over and pulled me into his arms. “You should surprise me like this every night,” he said, squeezing my body to his. 
 
    “Can I… Stay here tonight?” I’d never asked before, though I’d stayed over lots of times. He always asked me to stay if he wanted me to. Suddenly, a bundle of nerves knotted inside me. What if he hadn’t asked tonight because he hadn’t wanted me there? 
 
    “Of course, silly,” he said, kissing my nose. “You can always stay. You should just stay here forever. Quit leaving me, woman.” 
 
    I smiled and rested my hand on his broad, warm chest. His heart beat strong under my palm. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Hey, what’s wrong?” he asked, pulling back a little. I opened my mouth to tell him nothing, that everything was perfect now, but before I could, his eyes traveled from my face to my neck. “What the hell,” he yelled, rolling away from me and jumping to his feet. “Who the fuck did that to you?” 
 
    “No one,” I said, grabbing the sheet and pulling it up to my chin. “It’s nothing. It doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    His eyes had gone hard with fury. “Who put their hands on you?”  
 
    “It’s… It’s not like that,” I said, knotting my hands into the sheet. “It’s just… That’s why I wanted to stay. Please don’t be mad.” 
 
    “Your father did that?” he asked, grabbing his jeans off the floor. “I’m going to kill him, Doralice. No one lays a finger on my girlfriend. I mean it. I’ll fucking kill him.” 
 
    “No,” I said, grabbing his arm. “Don’t do this. Just… Leave it. It’s not that bad.” 
 
    He threw my hand off and buttoned his jeans. “Why are you defending him?” 
 
    “Listen to me,” I said, sitting up on the bed. “You can’t kill him, Owen. You’ll go to jail. He’s only home every few months. I’ll just stay here when he’s home. Please?” 
 
    He looked at me a long moment. “You’re going to let him get away with this?” 
 
    “You’ll ruin your whole life if you go over there,” I said. “It’s not worth it. He’s not worth it. And he has a gun. He might hurt you. I need you, Owen.” 
 
    At those words, his eyes softened, and he sank to the edge of the bed. “Damn it, Doralice,” he said. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I sat up and rubbed his back. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What about your mom? Does he beat her, too?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “And he doesn’t beat me.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, where was she tonight when that happened?” 
 
    “It’s not her fault,” I said. “She doesn’t like it, either. But she can’t stop him. And… She needs the money. He comes home for a weekend every month or two, and the rest of the time, we’re fine. He sends home money, and she lives on that. We live on that.” 
 
    “So she stands by and does nothing? What else does she let him do to you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said quickly, but I could feel my face getting hot even as I willed it not to.  
 
    Owen jumped to his feet and screamed a curse, kicking the side of his desk so hard it cracked. It toppled over, textbooks and notebooks from school cascading off, pens flying. He screamed again and punched the wall, then charged around the room like he was looking for something else to destroy. 
 
    “Owen, stop,” I pleaded, jumping up from the bed, the sheet still tangled around me. “I’m fine. See? I’m not hurt. There’s nothing wrong with me. Please sit down.”  
 
    He stopped pacing and turned to me, breathing hard. His hands were balled into fists at his side, his muscles twitching with pent-up energy. “Tell me you’re not saying what I think you are. Tell me he’s never done anything perverted to you.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, but my eyes filled with tears before I could speak. I couldn’t lie to Owen. I bit down on my trembling lip.  
 
    “When was the last time? Was it when we were together?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he said, coming back to the bed. He sat down and pulled me down beside him, sliding an arm around my back. “Is he… Is he your real dad?” 
 
    “What does that matter?” I asked. “And yes, he is.” 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t,” he said after a pause. “I don’t see how you can be okay, though. Why don’t you want to kill him?” 
 
    “I do,” I say. “I think about it. I hate him. But I don’t want to ruin my life for him. I wouldn’t get away with it. I’d go to jail. And how would my mom live without me or that money?” 
 
    “That’s a high price you’re paying for your mother’s happiness,” he says, his voice low and deadly. “And it’s time you cut her off.” 
 
    “It’s not her fault.” 
 
    “The fuck it’s not,” he burst out. “She’s your mother. She’s supposed to protect you with her life. If I ever laid a finger on our kids, you better be ready to fucking kill me, Doralice. I mean it.” 
 
    He turned to me, and I sat there, frozen by the weight of his words. What he’d just said. It was one thing to be dating Owen Stanfield, though he’d dated just about every girl in the valley and at school, shifters and regular people, too. Of course I’d dreamed about marrying him, but it was a dream. I didn’t let myself hope. It was too dangerous for a girl like me, a girl who couldn’t afford to hope for happily ever after. 
 
    “We—we’re going to have kids?” I whispered past the lump in my throat. 
 
    “At least a dozen,” he said, slipping his palm around the back of my head. He pulled me in and kissed me, softly this time. When he pulled away, he gave me a goofy grin. “I gotta carry on the family line. My children are the heirs to the shifter throne, remember?”  
 
    He looked embarrassed saying those words, as if still not entirely comfortable with the thought. It was a bit outdated, calling his father a king. In the old days, the shifter king had been a king. Now he was just someone with royal blood, not much better off than anyone else in the valley except that he officially held the deeds to all the property in the valley. He didn’t hold much authority over the people, though they looked to him and consulted him in community decisions, on the rare occasion one was needed.  
 
    “Do you mean that?” I asked, still not able to believe it. “You don’t hate me, or think I’m disgusting? I mean, you still want me, even after I told you…” 
 
    “You are not what happened to you,” he said fiercely. “I love you, Doralice. You can stay here. You’re not going home. Ever again.” 
 
    “But—.”  
 
    “I don’t care what you say,” he said. “Your mother is just as bad as your father. If she couldn’t stop him, she should have found someone who could. I still have half a mind to go over there and rip him to shreds with my teeth.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I said. “Promise me you won’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    He hesitated and then nodded. “I won’t go over there if you don’t,” he said. “You’re never going to see them again. He’s lucky you’re the kind of person you are, or he’d be dead right now. He owes you his life, Doralice. You don’t owe him a damn thing.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered. I couldn’t believe this was happening to me, that I was suddenly going to be living with Owen Stanfield, Shifter Prince. I kept waiting for him to say it was all an elaborate prank, or that he couldn’t look at me the same anymore, or that he’d gotten back together with Willa. I agreed to stay with him, knowing I had to make the most of it while it lasted. Good things never lasted, not for me. Sooner or later, he would realize I wasn’t worthy of him. As the saying goes, all good things must come to an end. 
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    It didn’t end. We graduated that summer, and though Owen told me I couldn’t invite my mother, I did call her and tell her what had happened, so she wouldn’t worry about me. The next month, we were married at the Baptist church in front of a justice of the peace and Owen’s parents. That night, we went back to the house that he shared with his parents. I was finally free—not of the valley, but of my father. I had everything I’d ever dreamed of and a thousand times more.  
 
    That’s what we don’t tell people when they ask how we got together, on the rare occasion that they do. Owen likes to tell stories, so he makes it a good one—one about how I was going to run away, so I hid in an apple crate and he found me and instantly fell in love. I don’t correct him. Sometimes, the lie is better than the truth. 
 
  
 
  



 Fall, 1994 
 
    1 
 
    We hold the First Annual First Frost Banquet a week after the frost, in October, a month after Owen takes over as leader of the shifters. I tell Owen it sounds silly, even more silly than it will ten years down the road, when we’ll have the Tenth Annual First Frost Banquet. But he just laughs and says, “I’m a man who knows when a little silliness is required, my dear.” 
 
    Last month, the shifters in the valley had finally had enough. They came together in secret and voted unanimously to exile Owen’s parents and instate Owen as our new leader. Suddenly, he wasn’t the Shifter Prince. He was the Shifter King. A whole new set of burdens and expectations was heaped on his shoulders.  
 
    The golden-haired son of our ruler, a prince among commoners, Owen has always drawn attention with his quick smile and quick temper, his fickleness and favoritism. The community must have thought anyone could do better than his father. I expected him to take the job a little more seriously, considering he’s lived in the community all his life, the same as the rest of us. He’s been through the lean years under his father’s rule, which was most of them. But maybe what he promised me is true—as leaders, we will never know hunger. Maybe, because he’s always been a prince, he’s never known hunger in his twenty-one years.  
 
    I’ve known hunger. Sometimes, it still hits me, even after three years of marriage. I’m no one, just another shifter girl, raven hair for the raven girl who hungered for everything—food, friends, a loving family, status in the community, and most of all, for Owen. Though we’re married, I haven’t known that favoritism for long, and part of me is still waiting for it to end.  
 
    Owen stands up on a picnic table and tells the short story of our meeting, his eyes shining with merriment as he watches me squirm.  
 
    I don’t stop him, though. As if by some miracle, I am his wife. The queen of the beasts. I look around at the tables laden with food, guilt weighing huge in my belly, like I’m already swollen with nine months of child. As queen, it isn’t just my duty to throw parties and demand the other shapeshifters give me their food when I’m hungry. It’s our job to take care of these people, from the largest grizzly to the smallest mouse. It’s our job to feed them, not the other way around. 
 
    In recent years, through a series of bad decisions, our hunting ground has shrunken too far to sustain us. Owen’s father let loggers take more than half our valley, sure that the money would be worth losing a little forested acreage. In the ensuing years, what remains has been hunted until the predators have little left to hunt. When one of our young girls, a half-grown fawn, was attacked in the woods by another shifter, something had to be done. But the surrounding land is owned by weres and witches, so we can’t purchase land, even if we had money left from the logging. We don’t.  
 
    The only thing the community could think to do was to overthrow the king and install his son in his place. Let him figure it out. And so, here we are, gorging for one night. I can’t help but think we will regret this next spring. But there is no going back now. Owen is too young to be overthrown by an heir. Leadership must only pass from one generation to the next.  
 
    His son, I think, pressing a palm to my flat belly. I smile to myself, imagining the delight with which he will receive this news later. I didn’t want to spoil his fun. This night is just for him. There will be many, many nights of diapering and feeding and wiping tears. Those nights can be about his son. This one is about Owen.  
 
    I watch him dancing in the firelight, spinning and jigging with a child, and I think he will make the best father. Unlike his own father, he will not be overly serious and preoccupied. Unlike mine, he won’t be gone half the time and drunk the other. Owen will be an engaged father, carrying his sons on his shoulders, letting his daughters braid his beard.  
 
    Now he takes the hand of Ericia, the slim teenager who was attacked in fawn form, and spins her around and around and around until she is dizzy and squealing with laughter, her tawny brown hair flying out like a fan around her shoulders. I can practically see her falling in love with my husband, the same way I did when I was her age. Though now his beard is full and his shoulders wider, he’s still the rambunctious boy who splashed all the girls at the river and put mud down their shirts back then.  
 
    I can tell he feeds off her adoration, the adoration of the crowd. Our people are grateful for the food and the chance to have a good time, even if it’s only for a night, even if they’ll pay for it later. Owen is right. They need this. My little boy of a husband is happy and laughing, and that’s what they need to see. He’ll be a good leader. He already is. And I will be a good wife, let him bask in the glory of a king—the crush of every girl, the idol of every boy. Soon enough, I will have his attention again. I will give him something none of these girls can. I will give him an heir. 
 
  
 
  



 Summer, 1995 
 
    1 
 
    Something is wrong. Owen went out hunting this evening, and he never came home. Now I lay in bed, wide awake, my hand on my belly. Something terrible has happened. I can feel it building inside, like an abscess. Where is he? 
 
    I cooked a pot of beans for dinner, throwing in some bones and herbs for flavor, and a lot of vegetables to make them go further. We only have a few handfuls of dried beans left from last fall, and I don’t want to ask the other families for food.  
 
    Owen says they’ll give it happily, but I don’t want to ask. I don’t want to take food from anyone who has as little as we do. And I don’t want them to know we’re as hard off as they are. Owen is good at faking it, at convincing everyone they are happy to eat tomato and squash soup all summer long. I’m not as good.  
 
    What will I do if he never comes home? 
 
    I was proud of my thin bean soup, and I set the table nice, sure that he’d come in at any minute and see dinner all set out and waiting for him. He’d be happy, even if he hadn’t had any luck hunting. That always puts him in a bad temper, but I can usually fix it. But my own temper soured as I waited. I worked hard on that dinner, and he didn’t even show up for it. He didn’t send someone over to tell me he was eating at Ira and Galon’s, as he sometimes does. Or that he’d drunk a little too much blueberry wine and was going to be playing cards until late into the night. 
 
    But as the night wore on, the anger turned to worry. And now I’m here, my hands pressing in on the mountain of my belly, alone. The baby hasn’t moved all day.  
 
    It’s a funny thing, that feeling you get so used to that you only notice when he jams a foot up under your ribs or throws an elbow at your bladder. You no longer notice the little flutters as you go about your day, hoeing the garden, weeding, digging grass roots and rocks. You know it’s there, but you pay more attention to the restricted motion as you stoop to pick potato beetles and bean beetles and flea beetles and blister beetles and cucumber beetles. There are so many pests, so many small, insidious things that can destroy you.  
 
    And you don’t notice when it goes to sleep. You only notice later that it never woke up. How long has it been? I can’t remember the last time I felt him move inside me. Last night? Yesterday? This morning? I was too busy worrying about Owen all evening and up until midnight, when I was too exhausted to stay up any longer. Even as I crawled into bed, I knew I would only manage a half sleep, with worry holding court in half my brain, refusing to let it rest. My ears still listen for his footsteps even when I manage to slip halfway into oblivion.  
 
    I don’t know when I noticed the baby wasn’t moving. Now I lie worrying about that. Pressing down on one side of my stomach and the other, feeling the bulges of his body inside mine. A head, a rump, a pair of knees. Sometimes, I move him inside me, changing his position from the outside. Sometimes, he does somersaults in there. Mostly, he sleeps. 
 
    He’s just sleeping, I tell myself. He’s asleep, but he’ll wake up soon.  
 
    And that’s what happened to Owen, too. He ran into a few other men on his way out, and they joined him on the hunt. They got something good—a buck, maybe even an elk that wandered up from the valley, or a bear. To celebrate, they drank a little too much persimmon brandy, and he fell asleep. That’s all. I didn’t lose the two most precious things in my life in one day. They’re just sleeping.  
 
  
 
  



 2 
 
    I wake slowly the next morning, groggy and exhausted. My thoughts fly to Owen, and my hand stretches across the bed for him. But the bed is cold.  
 
    I remember the baby, and my hand searches for that life now. He’s always active in the morning. Except this morning, when my belly is as still and quiet as the other side of the bed. I poke at it, kneading my thumbs into my flesh, trying to rouse him.  
 
    In a haze of dread and weariness, I get up and eat a few spoonfuls of cold bean soup from the pot, tasting nothing. Outside, I hear children shrieking and singing. I plod to the door and outside, where I squint into the bright yellow sunshine of a summer morning. Two kids with sticks are chasing a plump goat along the dirt road in front of our house. They wave and smile, yelling hello on their way. I don’t know if their goat is always their goat, or if it is their mother, getting fat on grass to provide them milk and cheese and butter at the expense of her own life. 
 
    When a shifter takes another form, there is a cost. If a cat lives twenty years, and a human lives eighty, then one human year is four to a cat. If I spent a year as a cat, I’d shift back four years older than I am now. Which isn’t so very much, but what if I spent a year as a mouse? What if I spent an hour every day as a raven, which only lives ten years? In short, most of our people grow old before our time, and do not live to see those eighty human years.  
 
    I think of my own mother, how she must have changed in these years. I wonder if she ever put her hand on her belly and felt me moving inside her, if she loved me the way I love this child. An ache builds behind my eyes, but I won’t call her. Owen told her never to call us again, and I haven’t contacted her since our wedding. Maybe now he’ll let me. Maybe he’ll let our child see his grandmother, if she’s even still alive.  
 
    And the child in my belly, will he even live to see a day? Inside me, he sleeps, as still as a stone, as heavy, as cold. I know it’s my imagination, but I feel the coldness seeping from him, filling my womb with ice. The crystals spread like frost, consuming me from the inside out, blooming across the inside of my skin in wicked crystalline patterns. And though I imagine the beautiful, stark world inside me, the frost blue of his unseeing eyes, the snowflakes gathering on his eyelashes, freezing to his sightless eyes, the beauty holds only horror for me.  
 
    I miss the turn to the midwife’s house and have to back the truck up for a hundred feet along the dirt road. The yard is empty, and no one answers the door. I sink onto her old grey porch swing and stare sightlessly at the assortment of old junk piled along the border of her yard. After a time, I rise and return to the truck, making my way further down the valley to the doctor’s house.  
 
    When I pull in, I spot her rusted out hatchback in the yard without relief. She calls to me from the fenced garden beside the house, where she is spreading a wheelbarrow full of old rotting leaves on a bed of tomatoes. I don’t know the doctor, though I know who she is. I’ve seen her more intimately than most people, although she doesn’t know it. I’ve seen her trading goods at the weekly swaps, and around the valley since she moved back. But I’ve never spoken to her. There are whispers among the women that she is a witch as well as a shifter, that she made some unholy bargain with them to come here. 
 
    “Dr. Golden?” I ask, as if I don’t know her name. She’s older than me by only a few years, with two long, yellow braids hanging down her back to her waist.  
 
    “Here I am,” she says, her voice higher and sweeter than I remember. She has feathers braided into her hair, and a flower tucked into it above one ear. But she’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt, the same as anyone else. “Are you here about your health? Or the baby’s?” she asks, gesturing towards my belly, where my hand rests protectively. 
 
    “The baby.” The catch in my voice surprises me.  
 
    “Come in,” she says, smiling with such reassurance that she doesn’t have to tell me the baby is fine. That’s how powerful her calming effect is. As I follow her to a small, clean bedroom, I wonder if she has a calming spell on her house or an enchantment on herself. If she learned these tricks from witches.  
 
    “What is your natural form?” she asks as I shed my pants and lie down on the floral quilt tucked tightly around the bed. “It’s probably nothing to do with that. But you do know the dangers of shifting while pregnant?” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” I assure her. “I usually go to the midwife, but she’s not home today. And I’m a raven, so I can’t shift at all.” Not without losing the baby. Raven’s do not have wombs.  
 
    She quirks an eyebrow at me as she tugs on a pair of examination gloves. It strikes me as funny, suddenly, that she takes this precaution, and that I’ve never noticed that the midwife doesn’t. It seems so sterile, like something that happens at the big hospitals, the nearest one over an hour’s drive away. But it gives me hope, too, that she thinks there is still a life to protect. 
 
    “I need this baby to live,” I say as she pushes her fingers inside me. I adjust my shoulders on the bed and fix my gaze on the ceiling. “It will be my first. Our first. To carry on the royal line.” 
 
    Her fingers cease their probing for just a beat, but I feel it. “You’re Owen’s wife?” she asks.  
 
    Not, You’re Doralice, or You’re the Queen of the Beasts, or even, You’re the king’s wife.  
 
    But that’s silly. Of course she doesn’t have to ask that. Everyone knows Owen by name. He’s universally known, gregarious, a good leader who speaks to everyone, not only his own friends. And no one knows me as anything but the lucky girl who made it good. 
 
    Her fingers press at my stomach, knead it, but suddenly, I don’t want her hands on me. I remember then that my dislike of her didn’t just stem from the whispers of witches, but from the knowledge of her and Owen. I remember her legs around him on that streambank, when he was hardly more than a gorgeous boy I had a crushing crush on.  
 
    She’s going to kill the baby inside me. She wants to get rid of him, so I can’t give Owen what he needs from a wife. Because she wants Owen for herself. I can see it on her face, in the determined set of her mouth as she digs the baby loose from his moorings inside me, as she strangles the life from him with her witch-trained fingers. 
 
    “No,” I gasp, squirming away from her digging fingers that do their magic within me, where Owen has been so many times, even when he was hers. Where his baby will travel to reach the world he will rule just as Owen does, with kindness and humor and empathy. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asks, her fingers sliding from me. “Did that hurt?” 
 
    “What did you do to him?” I hiss, snatching up my pants. I knew better than to come to her, this witch doctor set on revenge. “If you killed him, you’re going to be sorry.” 
 
    “I am sorry,” she says softly. “But I don’t think there is life inside you.” 
 
    “It’s you,” I scream. “You did this!”  
 
    With that, I flee. I leap into my truck and spit gravel all over her driveway as I rev the engine, spinning out onto the road. I crush the gas pedal and weave through the valley, back up to my house. I know I just acted like an insane person, but I’m too hollow to care. 
 
    When the truck’s engine dies in our driveway, I sit behind the wheel for a time, the truck growing warmer and warmer under the punishing sun. I roll down the window, but I don’t get out of the truck. If I get out, I’ll have to go inside. If I go inside, I’ll know if Owen’s home. And if he’s not, there is nothing left for me. I will turn into a fruit fly and expire in a day. 
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    That night, the house feels cold, although it’s the middle of summer. The rain has cooled everything, but this time, I miss the heat. I sit on the porch, waiting for the midwife, while the world sheds its tears around me.  
 
    If Owen doesn’t return, I will have to tell the others in the community. I don’t know who will become our leader. One of Owen’s cousins, probably. And I will become nothing, just a poor raven girl who, for a moment, was a queen. If I’m lucky, I’ll marry a time or two—we aren’t known for the longevity of our relationships—and live out the rest of my life as a destitute wife. But I’ll never love anyone the way I love Owen.  
 
    I’ll never forget the chance I had for a moment, a chance that was ripped away. Without a child, I’ll never be anything other than I am now. Broken. Defective. Barren.  
 
    If this child had lived, even without Owen, I’d be the mother of the future king or queen. I’d be taken care of by the community until he was old enough to claim the throne. Now, I’ll go back to being alone, like I was growing up. No one will want to befriend me, the disgraced, fallen queen. They’ll say I’m putting on airs, the way they do now. Except then, I won’t have a husband or a title in my favor.  
 
    I’ll have nothing. Maybe I’ll never get married at all. Because what man is going to marry someone who was once the queen of the beasts? What man’s ego can handle the fact that I was once married to the king?  
 
    The midwife arrives, interrupting my thoughts, and I rise to greet her. By the look on her face, I’m sure she thinks that I put the future king in danger, that I killed my baby. They would believe anything that let them hate the upstart queen, a nobody who caught the eye of the king. The king, who could have done better. Who do I think I am, to consider myself worthy of his proposal? 
 
    “Yesterday, there was warmth and roundness and life,” I explain as I undress for the examination minutes later. “Today there is only stones.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ve all lost one at some point,” she says, her skillful hands working first on the outside of me, then inside, as I lie on my bed. “You will bring Owen a child yet, a leader for our future.” She smiles reassuringly, but all I hear are the words she didn’t say. I failed Owen this time. Not just Owen and myself, but the whole shifter valley. It’s up to me to give us a future. All of us. 
 
    And the future inside my womb is dead.  
 
    And though I already knew, when she says the worst, great sobs well up inside me. I hold them back. I’m no longer the raven girl with the father who drinks too much. I can’t sit at the river with tears carving lines in the dirt on my face. I’m an example. 
 
    I rise from the bed when the midwife is done. I accept the tonic she offers, ashamed that I forgot to prepare something to trade for it. In the kitchen, I search for something of value. At last, I push a jar of honey into her hands, knowing it’s worth far more than the tonic she gave me, but wanting nothing more than to be rid of her.  
 
    With a promise to be back in a few hours to check on me, she departs. I drink the tincture. The contractions come, and when the midwife returns, she brings forth the grey thing, so tiny her fingers are like twigs, her eyelashes like the down on a peach. I want to stare at her longer, to hold her, to see what could have been. I want her to be my baby.  
 
    “Whatever you need to do,” the midwife says, arranging a small box and lining it with an old sheet. “When you’re ready, we’ll take her away.” 
 
    “What?” I ask dumbly, blinking at the midwife without comprehension.  
 
    “Would you like to name her?” she asks, giving me a pitying smile. 
 
    We already named him, Owen and I. We were sure it was a boy. 
 
    “Eastwood,” I whisper, remembering how Owen had worn me down, insisting on naming him after his favorite actor. I argued that he’d be teased in the larger community, but Owen didn’t care.  
 
    “Oh yeah? I’d like to see the kid that teases my son,” he said. “He sure as hell won’t do it twice.” 
 
    “That’s lovely,” the midwife says. “I’ll give you some time with her. Tomorrow, we’ll make arrangements.” 
 
    When she’s gone, I hold the baby. A girl. She would have been a real queen, unlike me. One with royal blood. She’s still warm from her time inside me, her little body wrapped in the rags of the old sheet we’ll bury her in tomorrow.  
 
    At last, I cry. Tears flood from my eyes, enough to wash her clean, to wash her away. Enough to wash away the house, to fill the valley and spill over the ridge into the werewolf valley, to drown their self-righteous, greedy village. Enough to spill over the next mountain into the Enchanted Forest, to drown all the trees and release the spirits imprisoned within each one, so they could dance with my baby girl as she departed this world. 
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    Owen bounces down the driveway with a silly grin on his face, all chagrin and charm, looking so ridiculous in a pair of boxer briefs and hiking boots that I could laugh. But midway through my laugh, it turns into something grotesque, a choking, strangling sob. Owen rushes to my side on the porch swing that doesn’t swing because the chains are missing, so he converted it into a bench seat.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asks urgently, wrapping his arms around my shoulders. “Did something happen while I was gone? Did someone hurt you?” 
 
    I try to answer, but I can’t. All I can do is cling to him, half hiccupping and half wailing from the pain twisting inside my chest, wracking my body with awful, ugly sobs. I press myself into his arms and wish that he could take me away from here, from this body, from this life. I can now shift into something else, but the memory of the baby will still be inside my body, no matter what form I take. It will be with me forever. Owen has always made me forget my sorrows, but this time, it’s all I can think of.  
 
    At last, he pulls back and cups my face between his hands. “What happened, Doralice? Tell me. Who did this to you? I’ll take care of him. Was it your father? Did he come home?” 
 
    I shake my head, too scared to point him to my shrunken belly. He’s too busy looking at my face to notice that I’ve grown smaller in his absence, not bigger. My belly still protrudes from the pregnancy, even now that it’s gone, a cruel taunt reminding me of what I’ve lost. How can he not see it? 
 
    “What?” he asks, impatient now, his bushy blonde eyebrows drawing together in a fierce frown. 
 
    “The baby,” I choke out, drawing in a deep, wet breath. “I didn’t know what to do. You told me not to call my mother, and the midwife—” 
 
    “You didn’t call your mom, did you?” he asks, his mouth tightening in disappointment. 
 
    “No,” I say, drawing a wet, wavering breath. “You told me not to.” 
 
    “Good.” At last, his eyes leave my face and find my belly, and his frown deepens. “What happened?” he demands. 
 
    My eyes spill over with tears again. I shake my head, managing to convey that I don’t know. When he pulls me into his arms this time, I rest my head against his chest and let the tears stream steadily down my face, as silent as an unbeating heart.  
 
    Owen strokes my hair, his strong, broad chest rising and falling under my cheek. “It’s okay,” he says at last. “We’ll have another one. We can start again tonight. We’ll have a baby, Doralice. This was just one, your first one. I’m sure it happens a lot. We’ll just have to try again.”  
 
    “What if,” I choke out, lifting my head from his warm chest. “What if I can’t?” 
 
    “You can,” he says. “You can and you will. We’ll have a child, because we have to. Don’t worry. It will happen. Pretty soon, you won’t even remember this one happened.” 
 
    For the first time in our marriage, I can’t convince myself that his little white lies are true. Though I know they are always for my benefit, meant to comfort rather than hurt me, this time, I can’t talk myself into believing him.  
 
  
 
  



 Fall 1995 
 
    1 
 
    The Second Annual First Frost Banquet is held on a cold, drizzly day in November. After helping set out dishes and greet guests, I retreat to the porch, where I sit on the porch swing-bench wrapped in a long sweater, a hat pulled low over my ears. I press my palm to my abdomen, tight with cramps, and close my eyes. It rained last night, and the smell of wet leaves hangs thick in the air. The trees are bare and ghostly against the fog creeping in as night falls. Every night since the frost last weekend, the sky has been a miserable grey. Undeterred by the dismal weather, Owen makes the rounds in the mucky yard.  
 
    He leaps onto one of the picnic tables he built for this very occasion after being short tables at last year’s banquet. His foot knocks a bowl of Jell-O salad towards the edge of the table, and he snatches for it, fumbles it. Just before it can topple to the ground, he recovers it and balances it on his fingertips, as if it were all an act, all intentional. Everyone around laughs, and a few of his friends applaud. Owen always says his friends are my friends, but I’ve never gotten past some invisible barrier with them. They are civil to me, and that’s all I can ask.  
 
    “I just wanted to thank you for coming out in this shitty weather to celebrate with me and my wife,” Owen says, standing and holding up a plastic cup that no doubt contains some variety of homemade whiskey or moonshine. “This year, our fortunes are going to change. I can feel it. I can smell it. Can you smell it?” He stops speaking, throws his head back and inhales a deep, long, audible breath, his eyes closed. Letting out his breath in an explosion, he raises his cup again. “Who can smell it?” 
 
    A bunch of men and a few women cheer and hold up their cups. I’d like a change of fortune right about now, but I don’t have a cup to raise.  
 
    “This year, we’re going to get two things we need,” Owen continues. “A treaty with the wolves so we can hunt in their valley, and an heir so you all won’t have to look at this ugly mug forever.” He grins that big, disarming smile. “In fact, I hope my old lady won’t mind if I tell you we’ve been doing everything we can to make a baby. And I do mean everything.” 
 
    The men all laugh and whoop, and their wives and girlfriends elbow them and scowl. Owen knows how to work a crowd, and I’m too preoccupied by the heaviness inside my womb to be humiliated.  
 
    “And I think it’s safe to say that inside a year, you’ll be looking at a much cuter, littler version of your king than you have to look at now. I’d bet you anything this is the very month we’ll find out. What do you say, baby? You feel like this is it, too?” He raises his cup to me this time, and I manage a tight smile. I should have told him this morning, but I didn’t want to ruin his good mood. I don’t know how many more months I can go through the cycle of cautious hope and crushing, inevitable disappointment. 
 
    And worse, I don’t know how I could get through another pregnancy. But what choice do I have? Owen is everything to me, all I have in the world. And he wants a baby. I want a baby. I just don’t want to risk falling in love with it again, only to have it ripped away at the last possible moment.  
 
    “Come on, let’s get this party started,” Owen yells. He throws his head back and downs the contents of his cup. Crushing the cup in one fist, he hurls it the ground and whoops. Everyone cheers and hollers, and he leaps off the table, grabs Ericia, the girl who was wounded as a fawn, and bends her over backwards. She just has time for a shriek of surprise before his mouth possesses hers, devouring her as her coltish body quivers in his burly arms.  
 
    I sit frozen, the smile on my face stretched so thin I think my lips will split. I don’t know what to do, how to react to this situation. I know I can’t expect complete devotion every minute of my life. Many shifters never marry at all, and those who do usually make our way through several marriages. But a king lives under different expectations. A king chooses a queen to bear a child for him, and until the heir is firmly established, usually with a backup or two waiting in line behind him, he is bound to the wife he chose. That is how it’s been for hundreds of years, so that no one questions the legitimacy of the heir or squabbles over which child has a rightful claim. 
 
    A king and his queen are examples in the community, and usually stay together until their children are grown, sometimes until the eldest takes over and they are no longer under scrutiny from the rest of the shifters. They might take advantage of an opportunity when in animal form, but that’s just nature. And even then, kings are careful to be discrete. They usually do not get drunk and ravage teenagers with their tongues right in front of their wives. 
 
    When Owen finally straightens and pulls away, the girl is starry-eyed and stumbling, a dopey grin glued to her flushed face. “Let’s dance,” Owen yells. 
 
    Galon hits a switch on the stereo. Pulsing music pounds from the two large speakers set up on the porch, grating against my growing headache.  
 
    Owen runs up the steps, grabs my hand, and pulls me to my feet. “Come on,” he says. “You’re my wife, dance with me.” 
 
    I let him drag me off the porch into the muddy yard, where people are dancing and jumping around and rubbing their bodies together. Owen leans in and kisses me, his tongue swiping across mine. I pull back, sure I can taste a hint of her on his tongue. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be mad about that,” he says, laughing. He could always read me too well. “It’s just for fun. You know you’re the only woman I’ll ever love.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, forcing my body to move with his. I remember a year before, when the only thing that made me feel alive, like I belonged, was when I was by his side. At the banquet, I danced with him all night, never wanting that feeling to end. I believed his promises that I’d feel at home with them if I just relaxed and was myself. But myself never feels at home anywhere, with anyone. Except Owen. 
 
    I cannot lose him. If it means dancing when my head is throbbing, I’ll do it. If it means swallowing my pride when he flirts with other women, I’ll do that, too. Most of all, it means giving him a child. I must find a way to do that, even if it means going back to the witch-trained doctor who might have killed my last one. What choice do I have?  
 
  
 
  



 Winter 1995 
 
    1 
 
    Every time Owen leaves, my stomach tightens and churns all day. My womb aches as if I’m losing that child all over again. We’ve tried to replace her, my darling Eastwood, but with no success. And lately, we haven’t even tried.  
 
    It’s my fault. I know I should be softer, more serving, more loving. I know that’s what kind of woman Owen likes. Also, I should be fun. Owen loves fun. But every time I think the word, it sounds foreign in my head, like when you say a word over and over until it has no meaning. Except that word is like one I’ve never said, one I’ve never known. 
 
    I shake the thought away. That’s no way to entice a man into bed with you. Lately, I’ve been seeing more of the midwife. I asked if Dr. Golden could have caused what is wrong inside me, and she said no. She says that if she had caused it, I would know. And in truth, I already knew the baby was gone when I went to see Willa Golden. I only want someone to blame, someone who swings her hair and her hips a little too much when Owen is around, at the feasts. Someone who had Owen before I did, even if it was back in high school.  
 
    I want to go to her, to ask her what she did to keep his attentions. What she put up with, pretended not to see. But I can’t ask her that, because every time I think I’ve worked up the nerve to do it, I remember that I’m the girl who stole him away from her. She’d laugh in my face, tell me to sleep in the bed I’ve made. She’d say I must already have the secret, or I wouldn’t be the one married to Owen. 
 
    Maybe I do have the secret. I know what he likes, everything he wants. And so, while he’s visiting with wolves to seek a peace treaty, I make his favorite meal—meatloaf, made from the venison he hunted in the fall, mashed potatoes from the garden we grew, homemade catsup for drizzling over the slabs of meatloaf and mountains of potatoes. Just the way he likes it. 
 
    While it cooks, I push away the memory of that fateful evening when he didn’t come home last summer. When it’s ready, I wash up the dishes so the kitchen is clean. Owen does not like chaos, despite his carefree attitude. I make the bed in the bedroom, too, turning down his corner of the blanket to make it inviting. The stub of a homemade candle remains from the last time we had a power outage, and I set a book of matches beside it for easy access when we get to there. 
 
    I listen, my heart pounding in my ears, but I don’t hear the telltale clank of the truck’s motor yet. I strip quickly, well aware that the image will be shattered if he sees me getting ready for him. The magic is in the presentation, not the preparation. I rush to dress in a soft gown, though I’m wracked with shivers in the chill of evening. After adding wood to the fire, I get out the plates and serve the meal.  
 
    It’s still warm when the truck grinds to a halt outside the house. Owen’s boots thump up the steps, and then he’s looming in the doorway, his large frame nearly filling it. I bite my lip, waiting for his response. Praying silently that he’ll even notice. 
 
    “Smells great,” he says, striding to the table. He scoots his chair in and picks up a forkful of potatoes before he’s fully settled. “Mmm, tastes great, too.”  
 
    Though he speaks through a mouthful of food, I know what he’s saying. I smile, relaxing enough to take a bite. My hands are shaking. I can’t tell if it’s from cold or from nerves.  
 
    “How did it go?” I ask at last. 
 
    “What? Oh, the meeting? Didn’t work,” he says, stuffing meatloaf into his mouth and chewing.  
 
    “What did the wolves say?” I press. 
 
    “They didn’t say anything,” he says, shifting through his food before scooping up another bite. “Except no.” 
 
    “And that took all day?” 
 
    He swallows, then sets his fork down. “We got anything to drink?” 
 
    “Oh—of course. Sorry,” I say, scooting back. I go to get a jar of water and bring it back to the table. Owen takes it and chugs about half, then wipes his mouth on the back of his hand and resumes eating.  
 
    I take a small bite, wanting to push for answers but not sure I want to hear them. Finally, I can’t take the silence a moment longer. I try to keep my voice light and casual, like I’m just making pleasant dinnertime conversation. “So where did you go the rest of the day?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You left this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he says. “I just took care of some things, ran by the store in town, hung around with some old buddies.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I say. “You’ve been doing that a lot lately.” 
 
    “What’s this about?” he asks, dropping his fork on his empty plate with a clatter. I wince. “Now you’re telling me how to spend my day? That I can’t hang out with my friends because you don’t have any friends? I told you this morning, Doralice. Go visit some of the wives. They won’t think you’re so uppity if you just hang out with them.” 
 
    “I did,” I say to my plate. “I went to see the midwife.” 
 
    “The midwife, the midwife, always the midwife,” he says. “You’re obsessed with this, Doralice. Stop worrying. That’s probably why you haven’t gotten pregnant. All that stress. We’ll have a baby. Just let it happen.” 
 
    “And if we don’t? You’re never here. You’re always off…doing whatever you do…and I’m here alone. How is that going to make us a baby?” 
 
    “I work,” he says through gritted teeth. “I take odd jobs to make money for us, so we can afford to eat. Sometimes, I need to relax afterwards, and it’s not exactly relaxing to come home to…this.” He gestures vaguely, though I don’t know what he means. It’s not easy waiting for him to come home, worrying all day and night, never knowing when he’ll show up, if he’ll show up. If I should cook or if he’ll have already eaten. If he’ll be drunk or sober. I can’t sleep at night, waiting for him to come crawl into bed, wondering if he’ll reach for me. Aching for him to touch me, but almost scared that he will.  
 
    Sometimes, I pretend I’m sleeping when he gets into bed. Because every time we make love, it’s one more time that I haven’t given him a child. Every time I fail, the odds seem longer and longer. And if I can’t give him a child…what then?  
 
    “I know,” I say. “I’m sorry. I appreciate all you do. I wasn’t saying that I don’t. I see how hard you work.” 
 
    He does, too. He goes out into the outside world to build houses, sheds, fences, to help with haying and harvesting, plowing, whatever needs to be done. He’s strong and capable and he works himself to exhaustion. But I also know that there’s more to it. That sometimes, he disappears and comes home without money. Sometimes, I reach for him at night and he says he’s tired. And I know what all this adds up to.  
 
    For once, I can’t convince myself he’s being honest with me. He’s doing the one thing he can’t be honest about, the one thing he would never tell me. He’ll admit to the drinking, to the trysts in the woods while in animal form. But he won’t tell me this—that he’s found another woman to spend his days with, a woman he prefers over his own wife. 
 
  
 
  



 Spring 1996 
 
    1 
 
    “Is this the month you’ll give me good news?” Owen asks as he pounds a stake into the garden behind the house. I wait for him to finish before kneeling to wrap the end of a wire around it, tightening it with a pair of plyers.  
 
    “Maybe,” I say. “I have been feeling a bit achy.” 
 
    “That’s good, right?” Owen says, moving on to the next stake. “Do you feel pregnant?” 
 
    “I…can’t tell,” I admit. “But I could be.” 
 
    “Great,” he says. “Because I’m starting to wonder, Doralice. Maybe that last one… Well, maybe it messed up something inside you. I’m going to need an heir. If you can’t give me one, I’m going to need to know that.” 
 
    I swallow past the tightness in my throat. “How can we know, until it happens?” 
 
    “I can talk to Goldie,” he says, then clears his throat. “Dr. Golden. She can give you a checkup, see if everything looks okay.” 
 
    “The midwife did that after the last one,” I say, hunching into myself, remembering that greedy look in Dr. Golden’s eyes when she shoved her hand up inside me. Like maybe she could steal Owen back out of my womb. 
 
    “That old bag doesn’t have any modern equipment,” he says. “What’d she do, swing a crystal over your belly?” 
 
    “I like her,” I protest. “You told me to make friends, and I did.” 
 
    “With my friends’ wives,” he says. “Not some old crone who’s weirder than you.” 
 
    I bite my lip and keep my head down, fighting the sting that rises to my eyes. “I’ll give you a baby,” I say. “I promise. Give me a chance, Owen. Don’t leave. We’ll have an heir, we will. I promise.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything, and I bow my head as I move along the wire, twisting it around the next post in the garden. A hot tear leaks from my eye and slides down my cheek, dripping into soil at my feet. Turn the beds, ready the garden, plant the seeds, tend to them, mulch them, give them water. Which step am I missing? Why is Owen’s seed unwilling to grow within me?  
 
    As he moves off to pound the next post at the end of a row, I take a deep breath and try to get hold of myself. My teary response does not bode well. I know this emotional rollercoaster too well, the monthly onslaught of uncontrollable tears, the heaviness in my lower belly. I know that again this month, I will bleed.  
 
    My mind turns to what Owen said. If I can’t give him an heir, he might find someone who can. And do what? Secret the baby away in the night, into my bed, as if I will wake up and believe it’s mine as easily as a broody hen will wake up to find chicks under her and accept that they are her own? No, he’s not foolish enough to think that would work. Not foolish enough to think the mother would agree to it. Unless, of course, he planted that seed in my mind on purpose, to prepare me for what’s coming. There is, after all, that fawn he’s been running around with, as if I’m not right here, waiting for him each night, hoping he’ll come home to me, hoping he will want me the way he wants her. 
 
    If he has already impregnated her, she won’t want the baby. She’s barely more than a baby herself. We could raise the baby together, the heir. As long as it’s Owen’s child, it can take his place one day. But it won’t be mine. The thought makes a chasm open inside me. Everyone would know I was raising her child, the child of his mistress. They’d gossip, call me a baby snatcher. They’d hate me and pity me at once.  
 
    “Yoo-hoo, Owen, man, are you here?” a voice calls, startling me from the never-ending spiral of my thoughts. I turn to see Galon striding around the side of the house, his thick mat of brown hair always a little too long, giving him a charming, unkempt look. “What are you two lovebirds up to?” he asks, stopping at the fence. 
 
    “We’re almost done,” Owen says. “Or I’m almost done. She’ll be out here all day trying to figure out how to run a wire from one post to the next.” 
 
    Galon crosses his forearms on the top railing of the fence and smiles first at Owen and then at me, as if waiting for us to let him in on some joke that neither of us knows. Even in early spring he’s tan, his arms knotted with thick muscles and lined with tattoos.   
 
    I force a laugh. “I am hopeless when it comes to wiring.”  
 
    “Ha, good one,” he says. “I get it. Wire, wiring. Like an electrician, not a gardener.” He shakes a finger at me like I was trying to pull one over on him. Which wouldn’t be particularly difficult. In the years I’ve been with Owen, I’ve gotten to know Galon much better than our few physical intimacies allowed. He’s nice to look at, but that’s about where the fascination ends. I could hold as stimulating a conversation with him in bobcat form as in human form.  
 
    The only person who doesn’t seem to mind is Ira, who is also nice to look at, but the niceness also ends at skin level. Unlike Galon, Ira’s perfectly capable of holding a conversation, but chooses instead to save his wit for cutting remarks and cruel taunts. Coupled with an uncanny ability to detect the exact weakness of his victim and exploit it, the mockery can feel downright lethal. I was the object of his ridicule too many times in high school to forget how much it can sting, and how that sting can linger, filling the mind with poison long after the offending comment itself has been forgotten.  
 
    “I’m taking off,” Owen says, tossing his gloves on the ground beside me. “Don’t wait up.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to come home?” I ask. “In case…?” 
 
    “Tell me the good news tomorrow,” he says, already passing through the gate.  
 
    Galon grins and gives me a lazy wave. “Have a good one, pretty lady,” he calls before following Owen back around the corner of the house. I let myself watch them walk away, watch the nice shape they both cut in their work pants. Owen’s a little more stout, more solid, but Galon’s massive all around. Tall and muscular.  
 
    When the truck fires up in front of the house, I go back to twisting the wire with the plyer tip on the wire cutters. But I sneak a glance to see if all three of them are in the truck when it pulls out. I always worry more when he’s with Ira. They have been friends longer, and though I hate to admit it even to myself, that makes more sense than Ira and Galon. Owen isn’t cruel like Ira, but he has a hard side. He’s a perfect blend of his two friends, fun-loving and smiling but with a dangerous edge, too. That combination seems potent when it comes to women. 
 
    I stand and stretch. This early in the spring, the truck kicks up no dust on the dirt road. It’s as if it was never here at all, as if the conversation with Owen might have been all in my head.  
 
    There’s a lot that’s all in your head. 
 
    I spin around, startled, when I hear Owen’s voice. I watched him leave just minutes ago. But I’m also a shifter, and these sorts of things do happen. You forget something, park the truck, turn into a raven, and fly home to grab it. Easier than turning the truck around and driving back.  
 
    But when I turn, the garden is empty. The forest beyond is empty—as far as I can tell. And animals, even shifters, don’t talk in human voices.  
 
    But I definitely heard Owen’s voice, as clear as it was when he was standing here.  
 
    I must stand there for five minutes, my heart pounding out of my chest, trying to understand. But there’s nothing to understand. It must have been something he said to me before, and I remembered it so vividly I thought I heard it. After all, he couldn’t know what I’m thinking. He couldn’t know what was going on in my head. 
 
    If he could, he’d be furious when, later, I go inside to use the bathroom and find my underwear streaked with blood. He’d be furious that I sit there crying instead of just moving on. He’d be furious that after I cry, I sit up and stare at the wall for a long, long time, thinking that he’s not the only one who could get a child off someone else.  
 
    If I did it, no one would know it wasn’t his. No one would even suspect. Because no matter what they think of me—weak, pathetic, upstart—no one in the entire valley would ever think me capable of such deviance. I know the perfect man for the job, too. One who is big like Owen, so the baby might grow to resemble his father in some way. Someone who doesn’t know enough about our valley’s customs and taboos to know that touching the king’s wife is an unthinkable, unspeakable, unpardonable crime. After all, he’s done it before, with Owen’s blessing and even encouragement. Someone who thinks I’m pretty and already likes me. And if his hair comes out a little darker than Owen’s, if his face is a little narrower, well, he gets that from his mother. 
 
  
 
  



 Summer 1996 
 
    1 
 
    I barely feel Owen driving into me over and over as I lie there. How long can I keep doing this? How many times can I bear his rejection when I try to seduce him? I’ve worn ever dress I own, every undergarment, and nothing at all. I’ve made him his favorite meals, I’ve done his favorite things. And still, I can tell he’s not making love, but fulfilling his duty. And I don’t know how much longer I have. I’m sure that I’m dying.  
 
    It’s entirely possible that it’s my own fault, that I’ve done this to myself. My constant worry, the monthly cycle of hope and devastation. It might have driven me mad at last. The mad raven girl. I could fly away, like Ira disappearing, and no one would be sorrier to see me go than they were to see him disappear. Owen would stuff some other girl fat with babies every year, and the valley would prosper again. How can they believe in prosperity when their own queen can’t produce a child? 
 
    At last, I feel Owen’s seed spill into my parched womb.  
 
    I’ve planted my own seeds in conversations with Galon, growing closer to him over the past few months. But I haven’t been brave enough to try yet. For one, I love him in the way you love a beautiful child that’s not your own, with fierce protectiveness. I don’t want him to be punished if anyone were to find out. For another thing, I don’t know if he would be willing to give me a child. What’s in it for him? 
 
    And then there is my own safety to worry about. If Galon let it slip—not out of malice, but out of simplemindedness—he would be punished. But he would also be forgiven. I would be the evil queen, while Galon was the unwitting accomplice. And where he would find forgiveness, I would find none. I would be the seductress, the evil temptress, who lured an innocent, childlike man into my bed. I would be the one who betrayed the king of the beasts.  
 
    “Are you awake?” Owen asks.  
 
    “Yes,” I say quickly. “That was great.” 
 
    He snorts and rolls over, turning his back to me. “Where were you?” he asks, his voice edged with accusation. “Who were you thinking about?” 
 
    “No one,” I say, which isn’t a complete lie. I was not fantasizing about Galon. I was only fantasizing about having his child. But the distinction brings me no less guilt. “I’m just worried,” I add, rolling over to wrap my arms around Owen, to press my cheek to his broad, strong back. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything. I don’t know why I feel so guilty. Even if I had been with someone else in my mind while he did his duty, at least I am here in person, in his bed, every night. Who knows where he goes. I only know that most nights, he doesn’t come home until dark, which is late this time of year, and sometimes, not until morning light. 
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    Something is wrong. I’m trapped. I can feel the weight on top of me, pressing me down into the bottom layer of myself. I can’t move, can hardly breathe. I try to push the weight off, but it’s like when my father would drink so much he passed out on top of me, and no matter how hard I struggle, it’s immovable as a mountain carved out by glaciers. 
 
    I try to scream, but I no sound comes. I can’t even open my mouth. I am frozen inside that glacier, staring out at the world through a distorted lens.  
 
    I try to wake up, but like the other times, I can’t. This has happened before. These nightmares I can’t wake from, can’t escape from, that feel so real I wake up physically shaking, gasping for breath, wondering if it’s possible to stop breathing in your sleep and die.  
 
    This time, when I wake, I’m disoriented. Another woman is in the bedroom with us, standing over the bed with Owen. Scraps of the past hour come back to me—this woman showing up at our door, telling me Owen had sent her. Turning around to find her muttering a chant under her breath. I walked backwards into the bedroom and lay down, her hypnotic stare and chant irresistible.  
 
    And then the dream of suffocating. 
 
    Before I can ask too many questions, they slip from the room. Disoriented, I try to grasp the meaning. Owen wasn’t here when I went to sleep. Was he? How long was I sleeping? Outside the window, the sky is a milky purple. It’s evening.  
 
    “Who was that?” I ask Owen when he returns to the bedroom. “Why was a witch in our house? What did she do to me?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he says, sinking onto the bed beside me. “I asked her for help.” 
 
    “To get me pregnant?” I ask. “The baby’s going to come out deformed, or evil.” 
 
    “Not to get you pregnant,” he says with a sigh. “To see if there’s something else wrong, if there’s an evil spirit hanging around you.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say, clutching at the blanket, thinking of Dr. Golden and her witch-trained hands. “What did she say?” 
 
    “She said they lock up all the displaced spirits in the Enchanted Forest.”  
 
    He won’t meet my eyes.  
 
    “What’s wrong with me?” I ask. 
 
    “Nothing,” he says. “She said you should eat more, and that you’re already pregnant and you need to take care of it.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask, not daring to believe it.  
 
    “Really,” he says, a smile crinkling the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “Oh, Owen, I’m so happy,” I say, throwing my arms around him. “I’ll eat better, I promise. I’ll take better care of myself. And you. And the baby.”  
 
    At the thought, my insides quell. Could it be true? 
 
    “I know you will,” Owen says, his strong arms holding me close, like they used to. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’ve been…like this,” I say. “It’s not fair to you. I’ll be better from now on, I promise. We’re going to get the valley an heir, and everything is going to be good again. Isn’t it?” 
 
    He kisses the top of my head. “Yes.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper, my voice thick with tears. “Thank you for forgiving me. For putting up with me so long.” 
 
    “It’ll be all right,” he says. “And the witch is going to help me make a treaty with the wolves.” 
 
    I pull back and study him carefully. “What do you mean, she’s going to help you?” 
 
    “Don’t make a big deal of this, Doralice. You know the valley needs our help.” 
 
    “And how is she going to do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” he says. “I have to go see them tonight.” 
 
    “Tonight?” I ask, my voice high. “You’re leaving tonight?”  
 
    “I need to go and see them.” 
 
    “But why tonight?” I ask, my hands balling into the fabric of his shirt. “Owen, please. Don’t leave tonight. Now when we just found out.” 
 
    He detaches my hands and presses them down on the mattress. “Doralice. Nothing is going to happen to the baby. It had nothing to do with me being gone last time. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    “And what about you?” I ask, narrowing my eyes. “What did you promise the witch in return for all she’s doing for you?” There are always strings attached with favors, and with a witch, it’s more like a web.  
 
    “Nothing,” he says, standing. “It was something we weren’t using, anyway, and I’ve already given it to her.” 
 
    I curl my hand around my belly and look down at it. I wonder if he’s lying about this, too. If somehow, she put the baby in there. My only comfort is that if she did, I know she put Owen’s baby in there. Whatever he did to me while I slept, and whatever bargain he’s struck with her, he’s too proud to have it any other way.  
 
  
 
  



 Winter 1996 
 
    1 
 
    I wake up shivering. The fire has gone out, and the house is cold. I’m so cold. My legs are frozen, my bottom half drenched in cold sweat. 
 
    No. No no no no no. 
 
    I stifle a scream, clamp my hand over my mouth to hold it in. I reach for the lamp beside the bed, my icy fingers fumbling for the cold metal chain. Before I pull it, I hesitate. If I pull the chain, I’ll know. If I don’t, I can lie back down, tell myself it’s just a night sweat. If I lie back down, maybe it won’t be there in the morning. The sweat will dry, and I’ll be fine. Everything will be fine.  
 
    I reach out my other hand, moving it across the cold, rumpled sheets. Far, far across the bed, I find Owen’s back, turned towards me in sleep as always.  
 
    My fingers tremble as I touch his shoulder. If I wake him, he’ll want to know why. He’ll feel the wetness in the bed, demand to know what’s wrong. I scoot back down in the bed, lying in the wetness. Cold seeps into me, through my skin, into my blood, into my bones. I don’t dare touch my belly. If it’s flat, the baby already gone, I’ll know it’s the witch’s doing.  
 
    Ever since that fateful day last summer, Owen has barely spoken to me. But he doesn’t go out on the days he doesn’t work. He rarely stays out all night anymore.  
 
    I almost wish he would. 
 
    Instead, he stomps around the house, glowers at me when I’m resting, accuses me of laziness. He slams doors, slams pans on the stove, slams his shoes on the floor in the morning. He demands dinner, wordlessly shovels it into his mouth, stomps out onto the porch to smoke a cigarette, a habit he’s picked up from Ira in the past few months. When he finally goes over to Ira’s, or spends an evening tinkering in the shed with his tools, it’s a relief. I don’t know what happened to the person I married.  
 
    I’m sure he would say the same about me. 
 
    I’m sure the woman he married would not lie in a puddle all night, scared to touch her own body for fear of what she will find. The woman he married risked everything to run away from her father. She’d let his friends have a little fun with her if it meant she’d get to have a little fun with him, too. She wouldn’t lie in her own filth, not knowing if it’s urine or amniotic fluid or blood. She would not be so scared to find out that she’d risk bleeding to death. 
 
    But what does it matter? If I don’t give him this child, there will be no more chances. This was the only thing holding him to me. And when he leaves, I’m not even sure I’ll try to stop him. It’s beyond me to care about that now, when I’m lying here, my womb turning to stone again as my fingers stiffen with cold. I remember this feeling from the last time, when Eastwood left me empty. The heaviness, the stillness, the icicles that poison my veins as they form, filling my heart and womb with beautiful, sterile fractals.  
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    When at last the sky begins to lighten outside, I can see that steam collected on the inside of the windows last night, then turned to ice as the house grew colder. Owen slips from the bed wordlessly. I listen to the stream of his piss in the toilet, strong and alive. It’s probably steaming in the cold house.  
 
    “Are you going to get up and light the stove or just lie there all day?” he calls from the bathroom as he dresses. The heavy thud of his boots leaves the bathroom, stomps through the kitchen, out the front door, where he will smoke the day’s first cigarette in the icy morning.  
 
    I could lie here longer, tell him I don’t feel well. But then he will want to know what’s wrong, how long it’s going to last. He might let me lie here a whole day before he demands I get up, power through it. So I slip from the bed, my thin legs quaking in the cold. My nightshirt clings to my thighs, still damp. I check the bed. No blood. 
 
    Before Owen returns, I strip the bed. I’ll tell him it’s wash day. He’ll never know the difference.  
 
    I ball the sheets and stuff them into the hamper, then grab new ones. I dress quickly, shivering from cold even with thermals under my jeans and sweater. Nothing is wrong. If I keep telling myself that, maybe it will be true. I could have wet the bed. Pregnancy sometimes causes that.  
 
    I can see my breath in the cold house. The door crashes open, slams closed hard enough to make the little house tremble. I cower beside the bed. His heavy footfalls approach the fire, stop. A huge crash sounds through the house as he throws an armload of wood into the wood box. 
 
    “I’ll do that,” I say, emerging from the bedroom. 
 
    “I got it,” he snaps. “I wouldn’t want to bother you.” 
 
    I start to tell him it’s not a bother, but a sudden flutter in my belly stops me. My hand flies to the spot where I felt it. It wasn’t just gas. I’m sure of it. Which means the baby is okay. I did just wet the bed. The relief is so intense I almost collapse. Now I’m glad I didn’t wake Owen in the night, screaming about losing the baby like a crazy woman. 
 
    You are a crazy woman. 
 
    Not even the nasty voice of that witch can crush my spirits today. Maybe I am crazy, like she says. Because now, I don’t just hear Owen when he’s not around. Once in a while, I hear her voice, too. The witch. But I don’t care today. Today, I may be crazy, but I’m the crazy queen, the crazy mother of the prince or princess. I may be crazy, but I’m still pregnant. 
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    That night, I lose the baby. 
 
  
 
  



 Summer 1997 
 
    1 
 
    As soon as Owen is off, I pull open the front door, crouch down, and shift. He’s been disappearing every day for months. Of course he offers no explanations when I question him. So now I’m going to find out for myself. 
 
    I swoop out the open door and beat my wings hard. I was shocked the first time I spied out the window and saw him shift into a hawk before taking off. Like many shifters, Owen doesn’t like sprouting feathers through his skin. On top of that, he’s scared of heights and once confessed that he’d shifted into a bird only to discover he didn’t know how to fly. 
 
    He seems to have remedied that. I don’t attempt to catch him, but fly some distance behind, dropping down into the trees when need be. I’m not trying to stop him. I only want to know where he’s going.  
 
    When he lowers towards the trees, I drop as well. I soar over the treetops, gliding, letting the wind streak across my feathers. I resist the warm current of air offering to buffet me higher, and instead, sink into a tree not far from where Owen has perched. When he takes off I watch, amazed at how adept he’s become. Is this what he’s off doing every day—practicing his flight skills? I feel suddenly silly. All this time, I thought there was another woman, that he was replacing me. But he’s simply teaching himself new skills. 
 
    Suddenly, a shriek sounds behind me. Before I can turn, a pair of talons grips me, and I’m torn from my perch. I scream, beating my wings as we plummet through the branches towards the ground. With a thud, I hit the ground under him in a cloud of feathers and shredded oak leaves from the tree now looming over us.  
 
    I scream again, trying to free my wings. For a moment, his grip loosens, and then grows larger, duller than the steely talons biting into my wings. Suddenly, I’m lifted into the air not by a bird, but by human hands. I scream again, beating my black wings against his arms, slashing at his skin with my talons. But one small raven is no match for a large human man. The muscles in his forearm flex, and I watch the flinty hatred burning in his eyes as his hand tightens around my neck.  
 
    With every bit of strength that remains, I will myself towards human form. Maybe he doesn’t know who I am. Maybe he doesn’t recognize his own wife, the raven girl he fell in love with so many years ago. My throat strains under his fingers, and my eyes fly open. It’s my human throat I can feel trying to swallow under his crushing grip. My hands fly to his, pry at his fingers, scratch at his skin. I can’t breathe, can’t swallow. Blackness swells and recedes in my eyes. 
 
    “Owen,” I gasp. “Let me go.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing following me?” he asks, hurling me to the ground.  
 
    I cradle my throbbing throat, staring up at him with uncomprehending eyes. It’s true that he doesn’t love me anymore. Anyone can see that. But for the first time, I’m actually afraid of him. I’ve been mourning my losses and trying to become the wife he wants for so long that I failed to notice I no longer know this man. Maybe I never did.  
 
    We’re in the woods, barely in shifter territory anymore. No one comes out here but hunters. And if there’s anything a shifter can do convincingly, it’s make a death look like an animal attack. If he wanted to get rid of me, now’s the time to do it.  
 
    When I left the house to follow him, I never expected this. But then, I never expected to be afraid to be alone with my own husband, either.  
 
    “I—I’m sorry,” I say. I push myself up to sitting, scramble away on my hands and knees, then turn to face him.  
 
    He towers over me, breathing hard, his face red, tendons standing out in his neck. “Why—are you—following me?” he asks again, this time more slowly, as if speaking to a child. A child he’s very angry with.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I burst out. “You’re always leaving, and you won’t tell me where you go, and you never want to make love anymore.” 
 
    His face twists into an incredulous snarl. “You want to make love?” 
 
    “Of course,” I say, my voice tremulous. “You’re my husband. I love you.” 
 
    “Then we’ll make love,” he says, barreling toward me. He drops to his knees between my legs, pushes me back in the leaves, and rams himself into me. I’m so shocked I don’t protest, but the pain is so sharp, so intense, that tears spring to my eyes. “Why are you crying?” he snarls. “I thought this is what you wanted.” 
 
    “It is,” I manage, then bite down on my lip while he continues to grind himself into my dry, unready body. Tears pour down my cheeks, but he doesn’t stop again. He crushes me into the leaves, pounding into me relentlessly, his teeth clamping down on my shoulder, his hand fisting my hair. I try to relax and absorb his passion, his fury. This is what I wanted. I wouldn’t give it up for anything, the chance to try for another baby. It’s the only thing that will save us now. 
 
    But I can’t help wondering if he’s somewhere else, with her. If there really is someone else. Because he hasn’t had such passion in years, since before we were married. He hasn’t been so ferocious, like a starving animal. 
 
    He finishes with a brutal thrust, then lies there, breathing hard into the hollow of my neck, before unclamping his hand from my hair. With a shuddering breath, he heaves himself from me. Crouching, hardly pausing to concentrate, he swiftly shifts into a hawk and takes off, beating his powerful wings until he’s rising through the trees, disappearing from view.  
 
    I sit up, gingerly touching my tender parts. I’m bleeding a little, but nothing that won’t go away in a few days. When we were first together, he was often too impatient to wait for me to get warmed up. It’s like that. A little soreness, that’s all. Maybe it’s because after months and months without it, he needs this as much as I do. Even more. He couldn’t wait because he wanted me so much. At least, I try to convince myself.  
 
  
 
  



 Fall 1997 
 
    1 
 
    My heart leaps when I hear the truck clank into the driveway. I have put on my favorite dress and a record on the record player in the living room. I made a roast with carrots and potatoes in the Dutch oven, which now sits on a hotplate on the cheap Formica table. I even found a few tapered candles with half the wax left. And though they are now little more than stubs, he’s finally home. 
 
    I swallow hard and knot my hands in my lap, my heart pounding in tempo with his boots clomping up the three steps he built outside. The door swings open, and for a second, he stands in the doorway, his huge silhouette filling the frame. In that moment, I’m sure I’ve made a terrible mistake.  
 
    I’ve been caught. It’s the wrong man. 
 
    But then he steps inside the trailer and closes the door. “Doralice,” he says, turning back to me and smiling. “It’s good to see you out of the house. How you been, girl? I haven’t seen you around in ages.” 
 
    “I’m good,” I say. “I made you dinner.” 
 
    “Well. I don’t know what to say. That’s a nice surprise.” 
 
    I swallow again, trying to keep from fainting face-first into the Dutch oven. “You said I should come over sometime,” I remind him. “When our husbands were gone. You said it would be nice to have some company.” 
 
    “I sure did,” Galon agrees, going to the sink to wash his hands.  
 
    I twist my own hands tighter in my lap until my knuckles ache. I knew it was a casual conversation, maybe not even a real invitation, when he said it a few months ago during a chance run-in at the gas pumps in town. 
 
    “Do you think we should be worried?” I blurt out.  
 
    He stops halfway into his seat and frowns at me. But he drops into his chair and scoots in to the table. “No.”  
 
    “I mean, I don’t think Owen is after Ira or anything, but… I just don’t know what they could be doing. And why they don’t take you. You used to hang out with them, too.” 
 
    “Owen doesn’t think I can keep a secret,” Galon says, sounding wounded.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” I reach for his hand but stop before I touch him. Suddenly, I don’t know if I can do this. Most shifters marry once or twice legally, then decide it’s too expensive and just move into someone’s house. When it ends, they move on to the next relationship. And we’ve been together before. It would be easy, nothing new. 
 
    But I still love Owen, after everything. I still want to be his wife. I’d do anything to have his love again, to have his child.  
 
    Anything.  
 
    “I think you could keep a secret,” I lie, smiling at Galon.  
 
    “I can,” he says. For a second, I’m not sure if we’re talking about their secret or ours. The one we don’t have yet. Then he tears his eyes away and serves himself a hunk of meat and some vegetables, then dishes me up with more food than I could eat in three days.  
 
    “Ira knows,” he says, slicing into the meat. 
 
    “He knows where Owen goes? Of course he knows. He goes with him.” I force a laugh. “Do you know?” 
 
    He cuts his food in silence, frowning down at it. At last, he takes a bite and chews. “This is good,” he says. “It’s real good.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, wiping my hands on my dress and forcing another laugh. “I’m not actually sure what we’re eating. Nothing in your freezer was labeled. Just a lot of wrapped packages.” 
 
    “Probably deer,” he says. He eats with great concentration and speed, like someone ravenously hungry but with manners.  
 
    “So…do you?” I ask after a minute. 
 
    “I can guess,” he says, his attention to his food never wavering. 
 
    “Oh?” I move my food around with my fork, hoping he won’t notice that my hands are shaking. Trying to sound casual, like I’m not concerned, either. 
 
    “You want some more?” he asks, reaching for the pot.  
 
    I haven’t taken a single bite. 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    “I’m going in for seconds. This is fine food, Doralice. We should do this more.” 
 
    “Yeah, for sure.” I put a slice of carrot into my mouth and chew. 
 
    “I ought to get your recipe.”  
 
    I set my fork down and sit back. “So where do they go?”  
 
    He chews, frowning, and just when I think he’s going to say he can’t tell me, he begins. “This one time, about…two years ago, he had us drive him over into wolf territory. They made me sit in the truck and keep a lookout while they went looking for…something.” He looks up from his food and give me the most hurt look. “Like I wasn’t good for anything but a lookout. Like I was going to mess it up.” 
 
    This time, I reach over and take his hand, squeeze his big fingers. “I know how that feels,” I say. “I want a baby so bad, but Owen…well, he thinks I’ll just lose it again. Like it’s my fault.” 
 
    “That’s rough,” he says. 
 
    “Sometimes, I think maybe it is my fault,” I say, my fingers massaging his. “But then I think, it could just as easily be his problem. And I’ll never know, unless…” 
 
    “Unless…?” he prompts. 
 
    This is torture. But I knew I couldn’t use hints with him. If I don’t say it, he’ll never know what I’m talking about. “Unless I tried with someone else, and it didn’t work. Then I’d know.” 
 
    He pulls his hand from mine and wipes it on his jeans. “Doralice, I’m real flattered, if you’re saying what I think you’re saying.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you think I’m saying,” I say, picking up my fork.  
 
    “I—I apologize,” he says, picking up his own fork. His tan cheeks have gone a little pink. “I thought something else. I’m not real good at reading people for clues. That’s what Ira says.” 
 
    “Oh, Galon, it’s okay,” I say, feeling suddenly guilty. “I know you’re gay.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” he says quickly. “I mean, I am. But I could make a baby. I could. You know that. Just not…well, Ira’d have to agree. And Owen. I can’t do something like that behind their backs.” 
 
    Why did I make such a heavy dinner? I’m sweating. “I didn’t mean right now,” I lie. “I just thought…since you and Ira can’t have a baby by yourselves…that then we’d know at least if I could have one. And maybe Owen would want to try again, if he knew it wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Oh.” His face is as red as mine feels. “I’m sorry I thought… That wasn’t what you were thinking.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    He finishes his food and pushes his plate away. “I’m real sorry,” he says. “But I do hope we can do this again. I know I could use a friend or two, now that Ira’s gone off with Owen so much. And maybe you could, too.” 
 
    “Right.” I remember Owen telling me to make friends. And even though Galon’s not one of the wives, he’s not a threat to Owen’s manhood, either. If only he knew what I’d tried…my blood freezes with humiliation at the thought. I’m such a fool. What made me think I could seduce a gay man, when my own husband doesn’t even want me? 
 
    “I haven’t had a friend of my own since I moved here,” Galon says. “I got Ira, and Owen, who’s Ira’s friend. But I haven’t made my own friends.” 
 
    “Then we should definitely be friends,” I say with a smile that’s not completely forced. “Because I have no friends, either.” 
 
    “Ah, come on, that can’t be true. You’re the queen.” 
 
    The thought makes me want to laugh and cry at the same time. I remember when Owen called me the queen of the beasts, a hundred years ago, before the first baby.  
 
    “Hey, don’t look so sad,” Galon says. “We have each other for a friend now, right? And hey, if we’re friends, I can share my secret with you.” 
 
    “What secret?” I ask, remembering the speculation of whether or not he was kidnapped and dragged here for Ira’s amusement. I’m not sure I want to know that secret. 
 
    “You know how you said you believed me, that I could keep a secret? Well, you’re right. I can.” He sits back and smiles, his huge legs spilling from under the table, his thighs like tree trunks. Is it wrong that I am imagining them crushing mine? He was always big, but he wasn’t that big when we met. I try to remember what it was like being with him, but I can’t. It was something I endured then, not enjoyed. 
 
    “Can you?” he asks. 
 
    “Of course,” I say. “I’ve been a loner all my life. I’m great at secrets.” 
 
    He leans forward, his eyes shining, so close his beard brushes my cheek. “I’m not a shifter.” 
 
    “What?” I pull back, staring at him. My mind is racing back over the years since he’s been here. Six years? Seven? The bobcats. Everyone knows they’re bobcats. Right? 
 
    Owen always told me that. Ironically, he formally introduced me to them when we started hanging out, back in high school. After several months of meeting in the apple barn, I had to be introduced as his girlfriend, as if I were now someone else. Galon and Ira weren’t in high school anymore, but we still hung out. I’ve known these guys for years. 
 
    Have I ever seen Galon shift? Surely I have… 
 
    “Come here,” he says, standing. I hesitate, but when he pulls my chair back from the table, I stand. My legs are suddenly shaking. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Why am I always alone with these big men when I find out I can’t trust them?  
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” Galon says, his hand on my back, steering me towards the back door of the trailer. “I wouldn’t hurt a fly.” 
 
    Maybe not a fly, but a girl? A raven?  
 
    He opens the back door and herds me down the steps into the soft grass of his back yard. I should run. Shift into a bird and fly away. But my legs trudge forward instead, my body numb with dread as we approach their little barn. Galon pulls a keyring from his pocket, and the keys jangle while he finds the right one. 
 
    Because everyone keeps their barn locked. It’s totally normal.  
 
    I am about to die. I can feel it, the blood in my veins turning cold and sluggish, like the babies when they die inside me. 
 
    Galon unlocks the barn, which is really more like a shed, and pulls open the door. He crowds in behind me, his body pushing me into the small space. When he door closes behind us, it’s pitch dark. It smells like cat pee and straw. My breath is coming so fast I think I might faint before he does whatever he’s going to do. I thought Ira was the sick and twisted one. But maybe they both are. Like attracts like. 
 
    A dim bulb blinks on overhead, and I squint against the dull light. Galon’s large hand comes down from the chain on the light and points to the corner, where something brown and furry lies curled against the wall inside a cage. “That’s the bobcat,” he says.  
 
    Along both sides of the small barn are more cages, some empty, some with different animals in them. “What—what about Ira?”  
 
    “He’s a real shifter,” Galon says. “I just pretend.” 
 
    “What do you mean, pretend?” 
 
    “Watch,” he says, opening another small cage. His big hand closes around a little finch, which tweets in protest. Its wings beat inside his cupped hands for a minute, while he holds them in front of his mouth and whispers to it. When he opens his hands, it’s lying still. He picks up one of my limp hands and sets the little bird in my palm.  
 
    “You killed it.” 
 
    “No, feel,” he says, stroking its tiny body with the gentlest touch. He takes my other hand and places my finger on its chest, where I can feel the racing flutter of a heartbeat. “Now watch.” He kneels on the floor, and I wait for him to open another cage, but he doesn’t. After a second, he keels over on the floor.  
 
    “Oh my God, Galon,” I say, dropping to my knees. The little bird lets out a series of loud cheeping noises. I’m so startled, I release it, and it flutters its wings and goes careening around the shed. “Galon,” I say, shaking his shoulder. The finch suddenly swoops down and lands on his shoulder, where it, too, tumbles to the floor. I shriek and jump up, away from it, from whatever just got both of them at once.  
 
    Galon sits up, laughing, and picks up the little bird. “See?” he says. “I can move around. So I can be a bobcat, or a bird, or a man. Just like a shifter. But…not.” 
 
    “How?” I whisper, my back pressed to the door.  
 
    “I’m a Nix,” he says, standing to replace the sleeping bird in the little house inside the cage. 
 
    “Oh God,” I say, pressing my palms to either side of my head. I should have known better than to think someone normal would want to be my friend. 
 
    “We’re not evil,” he says. “Neither are witches, or humans, or werewolves. We’re all capable of good and evil both, whatever we are. You are, too.” 
 
    “No,” I say, shaking my head back and forth.  
 
    “You are,” he insists. “I don’t use magic to do what you just saw. That’s what my kind has to do. I could borrow a little bird flying by, but I’d kill it. Instead, I keep a few animals here. We’re good to them, Doralice. They’re our pets. Only sometimes, I put a little sleeping charm on them, and then I’m the pet.” He grins at me, like a kid showing off some neat trick.  
 
    But I remember that witch who came to the house to wait for Owen, and when she told me to go to sleep, I simply obeyed, powerless to do so much as ask why. I remember how I felt when I woke up, like I was going mad. Like something was wrong, very wrong, as if a pillow was being held down on my face while I panicked. Only there was no pillow. I couldn’t get it off. I don’t know if I’ve ever felt right again. And suddenly, I know what happened to me that day. She was inside me. In my body.  
 
    I shudder at the thought, gasping for breath and cowering against the door. 
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” Galon asks, reaching for me. I shriek and close my eyes, ready for him to do that same thing to me that he just did to the bird. 
 
    Instead, he reaches past me and presses the latch, and the door swings outwards. I tumble to the grass outside, sucking in the green, clear air like I’m dying.  
 
    “Doralice, I’m sorry,” Galon says, hauling me to my feet. “I didn’t know that would scare you.” 
 
    “Do you…can you…” I pant, trying to clear my head, until I can speak. “Could you do that to person?” 
 
    “No,” he says, drawing back like I slapped him. “Course not. That’s dark stuff. I stay away from that. I’ve never tried, and I never will. That’s something you just don’t do.” 
 
    “But it’s possible?” 
 
    “Sure, anything’s possible,” he says, walking up to the back step. He sits and pats the spot beside him. “It’s called projecting. But to do it to a human… We got natural shields. You’d have to be a super strong projector, and find a real weak body, probably one who’s dying, before you could displace them like that.” 
 
    I approach the step with caution. Everyone knows not to trust a witch, but a Nix is an unknown quantity to me. They live near the ocean, not in landlocked valleys. 
 
    “I think…someone did it to me,” I say slowly. “While I was sleeping. I think it was Owen. Is that possible?” 
 
    He frowns and rests his elbows on his knees. “Yes,” he says after a long pause. “Anyone can project.” 
 
    “I think he also…let someone else do it.” I tell him quickly about the witch who came to the house and told me to go to sleep, and how I had no choice but to obey. And how I woke up, and how I felt funny and heard her voice afterwards though I had never met her. How before that, I’d heard Owen’s voice, and thought I was going crazy, but I knew him, so I hadn’t thought it was so strange until the witch did it. 
 
    When I finish, Galon stands and disappears into the house. A minute later, he comes back with two beers. He sits beside me on the step, opens a beer, and hands it to me. 
 
    “Why would he do that?” he asks. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I got to tell you something,” he says suddenly, turning to me. “You know how I said they never invited me to come out with them again?” 
 
    “Yeah….” 
 
    “Well, they didn’t. But once, I followed them.” 
 
    I take a swig of beer, already feeling woozy. I probably don’t need this, but I take another swallow anyway. My heart is beating so hard I can barely hear him when he speaks. 
 
    “I don’t know exactly what they’re up to,” Galon says. “And I probably shouldn’t tell you any of this. It goes against all the codes of everything there is. But Owen’s got a girl over there.” 
 
    “Oh God,” I whisper, clutching the beer so tightly I think the bottle will shatter. I wish it would, wish the shards would slice through my wrists and I’d bleed out. It couldn’t hurt more than this. “I knew it.” 
 
    “You did?” he asks, letting out a breath. “I’m kind of glad. Not that he has one, but that you know. I hate to be the one telling you.” 
 
    “I—I always knew,” I say. “It’s been going on a long time. Who is she?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Is she…a wolf?” I ask. I can’t ask what I want to ask, if she’s prettier than me. Look at me. I’m nothing but bones inside rags. Anyone’s prettier than me. No wonder he wanted another woman. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says. “I didn’t want to know. I thought I did, but when I heard what he was doing, I left. I’m sorry, Doralice.” He puts a hand on my bare shoulder. I’m cold even in the warm evening air, but his big hands are hot and calloused, like Owen’s when he used to touch me.  
 
    “Then it doesn’t matter if we do it without telling him,” I say suddenly, my voice high, desperate. “We can see if I can have a baby. He’s obviously seeing with someone else. Why shouldn’t I?” 
 
    I turn to him, but he only looks at me with his sad, kind eyes.  
 
    “Oh, right,” I say. “Of course. I’m sorry.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, too,” he says. “If there’s anything I can do…besides…baby making…” 
 
    I laugh a little at the way he says it, and he smiles, too. “I know it’s pathetic,” I say. “But if you could just be my friend…that’s what you can do.” 
 
    “I can do that.” He clinks his beer against mine and smiles. “Friends.” 
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    Owen is gone again. I sit on the porch, wrapped in a blanket even though the warmth of the day still hangs low over the yard. The trees sag with heat, but I am cold, like always. There is nothing left of my body to keep me warm. Even the midwife says I’m nothing more than bones, that I wouldn’t be able to carry a child anymore. 
 
    I laughed when she said that. As if I have a chance for that now. Owen hasn’t touched me in years. Galon won’t touch me. I’m untouchable, a dried and shriveled skeleton sitting on the porch waiting to die. Waiting for Owen, knowing he won’t come home again tonight. I rock forward and back, as if the swing had chains instead of legs, as if it were a real swing instead of a bench. Like me, it is counterfeit, a promise that couldn’t deliver. 
 
    I blink when headlights sweep into the driveway, washing the porch in a yellow glow. The truck bounces to a stop and the door swings open. Though it’s not Owen’s truck, I crane my neck, trying to see past the lights, to see if he’s in the cab. Instead, Galon hops out. The truck rises a few inches when unburdened from his weight.  
 
    “Hey there, pretty lady,” Galon calls, shutting off the lights. For a moment, I’m blind as a mole in the darkness left by the light’s absence. I hear the truck door slam, feel the porch sink as he climbs the steps. “How’s my girl?” he asks. “I brought you a little treat.”  
 
    A bag crinkles as he sits down beside me. My eyes have adjusted to the darkness again, and I take the package he hands me, a honeybun from the convenience store. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, setting it in my lap. Later, I’ll add it to the drawer full of little sweet things he’s brought me. I keep them, waiting for the day when I’ll need them. But I don’t let myself have them yet. When Owen is ready to try for a baby again, I’ll need to gain weight, to have enough to nourish the baby inside me. Until then, I save them. 
 
    “No word tonight?” he asks, ripping open the package on his own honeybun.  
 
    “No word.” 
 
    He tears off half the honeybun in one bite, then pushes it into his cheek long enough to say, “Ira’s home.” 
 
    “I just wish I knew where he went,” I say, sneaking a glance at Galon. Since the day Owen stopped taking Ira with him, I’ve been waiting for Galon to offer to spy for me. Just a month or so after Galon and I became friends, Owen stopped taking Ira on his nightly excursions. It’s as if he sensed that I might have a friend of my own and had to do something to stop it. As if the mere possibility of my happiness was cause for alarm. 
 
    When Galon doesn’t offer, yet again, I take a deep breath. I’ve waited long enough. At first, Owen would disappear for a few hours every day, only rarely staying away all night. But in the past month, he’s only been home a handful of nights. 
 
    “Do you think you could follow him for me?” I should have asked months ago. I know that Galon doesn’t take hints. “I would go myself, but he caught me last time I tried.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Galon says, shifting on the swing and swiping crumbs off his lap. “You’re my friend, Doralice. But so is Owen.” 
 
    “You’re right. I shouldn’t have asked.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” he says. “I should probably stay out of it, though.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll do it. He probably won’t even notice me this time. He never notices me anymore, anyway.” 
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    I don’t say what I’m thinking, even though it’s the truth—no one would care if I got hurt. Probably, no one would notice if I didn’t come back. Only Owen, and he’d be too relieved to go looking for me or send out a search, unless he was trying to cover up my disappearance by pretending to be the grieving husband. Instead, I tell Galon I will be careful, because that’s what friends say to reassure each other. 
 
    “What have you got to gain by it, anyway?” Galon asks. “Why would you want to see where he goes, who he’s with?”  
 
    I remember sitting on that branch by the river a thousand years ago, watching Owen and Willa Golden make love. “I don’t know,” I say. “I just…I have to know. I don’t know why.” 
 
    “It won’t change anything,” Galon says quietly.  
 
    “Maybe it will.” 
 
    He glances sideways at me, his big beard outlined by the silvery moonlight. “What are you planning to do, Doralice?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I say. “I just have to see for myself. I need to know. I don’t know why, and I know that it will probably make things worse. I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “I know you’re not,” he says. “That’s why I don’t understand you wanting to do this. Do you think I’d lie to you about this? You think I’d say a thing like that to hurt you?” 
 
    “No,” I say quickly, putting a steadying hand on his knee. “I trust you, Galon. It’s just something I have to do. Maybe to make it real, so I can finally accept it.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “And then… Maybe I can let him go.” 
 
    Galon shifts, his big body like a horse next to my frail one. “I reckon if you wanted me to go with you, just for a lookout, I could maybe do that. Just to keep you safe, not to spy on my friend.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” I say. “I don’t think the wolves care much about birds on their property. We’re not competition.” 
 
    Galon shoves the other half of the honeybun into his mouth and crumples the wrapper in his huge fist. If I could get him to hate Owen somehow, he could scare Owen straight. Maybe even scare him into staying home with his wife every night, like he used to. But I don’t think Galon is capable of hate, and he’d never want to scare his best friend.  
 
    “They’re not in wolf territory anymore,” he says, his voice a low rumble, almost inaudible over the song of insects in the trees. 
 
    “What?” I ask, turning to him in the dark. Though the half-moon provides enough light to make out his features, I can’t see his expression clearly in the shadows. “Where are they? How do you know?” 
 
    He hesitates a long moment. “They’re in the Enchanted Forest.” 
 
    “Who is?” I ask, the knife of his betrayal twisting in my gut. “How long have you known? And why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I didn’t think I ought to. It wasn’t going to make anything better for anyone.” 
 
    “Who is she?” I demand. “That witch?”  
 
    He shakes his big head slowly back and forth. “I don’t know, Doralice. All I know is what Ira said. He stopped going with Owen because they decided to meet up there, and Ira didn’t want to risk angering the witches. I don’t know if she’s a witch or what.” 
 
    I know why Ira wouldn’t want to go in there. No one wants to risk it, to go into the forest and have a tree pull you limb from limb or steal your soul. But I don’t know why Owen would go there, and how he could be safe there, unless that witch was with him. I should have known it was her all along. He’s always liked to dance with danger, defending Dr. Golden and her witch skills when she wanted to come back the valley, and now this one, the one who got inside my head and my body and did… Who knows what.  
 
    Sometimes, the wondering drives me madder than the thought-trails she left, the random times her voice pops into my head to answer an unspoken question. Not knowing what she did in there, what they used me for, what evil collaboration I was a part of without even knowing. Or what Owen got in return for letting her use me for dark purposes for those few hours I was asleep. The madness of not knowing, of being in the dark, gnaws at me again when I think of it. I’ll get her back for what she did. I’ll find a way to repay her for invading my body against my will, without my consent.  
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    After two days, when Owen hasn’t returned, I go to the kitchen in the morning and open the drawer full of goodies. I stare at the jumble of honeybuns, Cosmic Brownies, snack cakes, Twinkies, Sno Balls, oatmeal pies, moon pies, bear claws, Ding Dongs, and individual-sized cherry pies in waxed paper packages. I’m not nourishing a baby yet, but I need the energy if I’m ever going to get Owen back. 
 
    Gripping the plastic wrapper of a packet of Swiss Rolls in both hands, I pull it open. The sweet smell of chocolate is tinged with a cardboard smell, probably because I’ve left the rolls on their cardboard tray for so long. I peel back the plastic and eat them, one after another, standing in my kitchen with the morning sunlight streaming in the window to pool at my bony feet. I chew slowly, relishing the way the frosting coats the inside of my mouth while the creamy filling slides right down my throat. When I’m done, I scrape the chocolate off the cardboard with my finger and pop it into my mouth, sucking my finger clean. 
 
    I could eat another, could sink to the kitchen floor and open one package after another, eating every single one until my belly protruded like a pregnancy. But I stop myself, pushing the drawer closed with my knee so I can’t see the temptation. I trod back to the bedroom, determined to go through with this. I’ve already fortified my strength. If I back out now, I’ve just stolen food from my own unborn child. 
 
    I start to get dressed, then laugh at the ridiculousness. I’m not driving over the mountain to pay him a visit. I drop my nightgown onto the floor and wrap my arms around myself, instantly shivering despite the lack of chill in the summer air. As I start for the door, I catch a movement in the corner of my eye and turn, halfway expecting Owen to be striding past the window. But it’s only my own reflection in the mirror. For a second, I stand there studying myself.  
 
    If I want Owen to want me again, I’m going to have to do something to win him back, starting with the way I look. Whoever his girlfriend is, she’s got to look better than the pasty, emaciated thing I see in the mirror, as dry and stringy as a piece of jerky. I remember the witch only vaguely—full lips telling me to go to sleep, golden hair swinging like a pendulum, hypnotizing me into obedience. I know she was pretty. 
 
    But that will have to come later. For now, I need to know where he is. I need to see for myself. I don’t know why I have to know, but I do. After my conversation with Galon, I feel too guilty to ask him to go along with me. Because I am spying on his friend, on my husband. Just once, to check out the competition. If it’s a witch, she could have some kind of love spell on him, and I’ll never get him back. But I have to know.  
 
    I open the door and step out onto the porch, take a deep breath, and change into my natural form. It’s easier than I expected in my weakened state. When I’m in my raven form, I beat my wings against the thick air pressing up against my feathers, lifting me into the sky. I’m weightless, floating above the trees, borne on a warm current towards the top of the mountain. I am truly myself for a moment. From here, I can see across the wolves’ valley to the lookout tower across the valley, on the next mountaintop.  
 
    I scan the valley below, where the little wolf community nestles in the trees, then set my sights on the tower and head for witch territory, alone.  
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    I sit frozen in the tree below the Lighthouse, watching the witch disappear into the Enchanted Forest. I don’t completely understand what I’ve just heard, but I understand enough. If it’s not bad enough that Owen had fallen prey to a witch’s seduction, he’s now moved on, judging by the vitriol in the words she just flung at him. 
 
    As much as I despise her for leaving her thoughts in my brain, for invading my body for unknown purposes, I can’t hate her. As I watch her race away, catch a vine, and swing far down the mountain, all I feel for her is pity. I know what it feels like to lose Owen to another woman. I know the pain that made her scream loudly enough to bring my attention. If not for her shrieking, I may never have checked the Lighthouse. But when I arrived, there she was with Owen. At first, I thought she was the woman. After hearing their conversation, I know better. She’s a jilted lover, like me. 
 
    I remember Galon’s warning, that knowing won’t make anything better. And I know he’s right. I don’t want to know who’s up there in that room, who he’d risk angering a witch for. But I can’t unclench my talons from around the branch where I’ve perched. I can’t let go and fly all the way back home without seeing her. At last, I let the air buoy me upwards, past the window that is now standing open, the shutters thrown back and the sun falling through the opening.  
 
    I circle the tower once, just above the trees, before rising to the window. When I see them, my warm blood freezes in my veins. Beneath my black feathers, inside my raven heart, the last warmth blinks out. If it were possible to plummet from the sky, I would. Instead, I land on the windowsill and perch there, watching. I don’t care if they see me. 
 
    But they are too busy. Busy holding two beautiful, perfect, pink-skinned babies. Not only does Owen have another lover. He has one who can give him not one child, but two. The barrenness is not his problem. It’s mine. I am done, used up, cold and grey as a winter sky, while inside the room, an eternal summer spills its bounty over the ungrateful, undeserving, unsuffering, blessed family. 
 
    Owen is changing the diaper of one baby, singing to her as he does so, trying to quiet her fussing. She is tiny and plump, her bare legs covered in chubby rolls of fat. The girl is nursing the other one at her full, life-giving breast. Golden light spills into the room, bathing the woman in sunshine. She is all gold—hair, skin, eyes. Her skin glows with health and youth. Her golden hair radiates its own light. It bathes the babies, her voluptuous body, and my husband.  
 
    My husband. Not hers. 
 
    The sun behind me makes a black outline of my silhouette on the floor. But they don’t look my way. As I watch them, an arctic tsunami of cold, black rage builds inside the unremarkable bird on the windowsill. When at last it reaches its crescendo, the last threads of sanity stretch thin within me, and then, one by one, they begin to snap. 
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    I stand facing the door, my heart quelling inside my chest. I can do this. I will do this. I think of the plump and juicy legs of those little babies, and I steel my resolve. I lift one hand and knock. 
 
    The door swings open, and the face of my one friend in the world smiles back at me. “Doralice,” Galon says, gesturing for me to come inside. “How you been, pretty lady?” 
 
    “Good,” I say, a grin stretching across my face. It feels all wrong, but I can’t remember how to do it the natural way. “Is Ira home?” 
 
    “No,” Galon says. “Why? Come on in and have a drink. I got tea, and coffee, and probably a can or two of Busch.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, following him into the trailer’s narrow kitchen. “I followed Owen.” 
 
    “You did?” Galon asks, pausing to look at me.  
 
    “She has babies. Two of them. I’m going to take them, and then he won’t want her, because she won’t have his babies anymore.” 
 
    “Doralice,” he says, his voice conveying the shock written all over his face.  
 
    “You’re going to help me, right?” I ask. “That’s why I told you.” 
 
    “Doralice.” This time, he makes my name into a scolding so clearly he might as well have finished with, “You should be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    And that’s when I know how stupid I’ve been. He’s not my friend. He’s not going to help me put those babies in the white paper packages in his freezer, unlabeled, where no one will ever know what happened to them. He’s never been my friend. And I was so desperate that I’m even more pathetic than he is, so pathetic than even big dumb Galon could fool me. But now I see clearly. We aren’t friends. I have no friends. I’ve never have. I’m alone in the world, as I’ve always been.  
 
    I’m on my own. Just like when I was too young, and my father came staggering into my room, and I told him to stop, but it was like he couldn’t hear me, like I wasn’t there at all. Nothing I did could help me, nothing I tried did any good to stop him. I was on my own then, and on my own later, when my mother told me to treat him well, because he worked so hard, and I knew she wasn’t going to help me. I was on my own then, and I’m on my own now. 
 
    “I think you are going to help me,” I say evenly. “I don’t know what he told her, but he might have told her about me. He might have warned her to watch out for a raven queen. And I’m not strong enough to shift into anything other than my natural form anymore. How is a raven going to carry two babies all the way back from the Lighthouse?” 
 
    “Sit down, have some coffee,” he says, pushing a mug into my hand. “I’m sure you’re in shock. We’re not going to steal anyone’s babies.” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” I say, looking up at him. I thought he’d say yes. I thought he’d be outraged on my behalf. But no one has ever been outraged on my behalf except Owen. No one has loved me but Owen, and no one ever will. My only hope is to get him back, and now I have the means.  
 
    But he’s Owen’s friend, like the rest of them. Of course he’s not going to take my side.  
 
    “No, Doralice,” Galon says patiently. “We’re not.” 
 
    “Actually, you’re right,” I say. “We aren’t going to. You are.” 
 
    “No,” he says, shaking his head and turning away. Has he always been this big? He’s like a giant in the small kitchen, knocking over a bottle of some spice on the counter, then squeezing past the refrigerator door when he opens it to pull out a jar of milk. I remember her nipple, pink as a rose petal, leaking milk into that baby’s mouth.  
 
    “You wouldn’t want Ira to find out about us, would you?” I ask.  
 
    Galon stops with his hand on the lid of the jar and stares at me across the table. “He knows we’re friends.” 
 
    “Oh, but we’re much more than that, aren’t we?” I ask.  
 
    His eyes are harder than I’ve ever seen them, his jaw set. “No.” 
 
    He could snap my neck with his bare hands if he wanted to. For the first time, I’m not sure that he’s beyond violence. But I’m beyond caring. “Are you sure about that, Galon?” I ask, my voice taking on an edge of coyness I didn’t know I still possessed. “And more importantly, will Ira be sure?” 
 
    “Of course he will,” Galon says, opening the milk. He splashes some into my coffee cup and then his own before sitting down across from me. His hulk takes up the entire side of the table. He could probably eat a whole baby in one sitting and still have room for gravy.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I say. “We’ve spent an awful lot of time together. Lots of time alone, at night. Once the rumors start, all kinds of people will be able to say they’ve seen our trucks at each other’s houses at all hours of the night. And with Owen running around on me, no one will be surprised. I can tell them intimate details about you, give the rumors some validity. You have a scar just above your pubic hair. And a mole on your inner thigh, higher up than anyone could see, even if they saw you shift. Which you don’t do, anyway. I know that, too.”  
 
    His eyes are steel. “Ira doesn’t believe gossip.” 
 
    “No, but he might start to wonder. Why is my hair on your pillow, and what’s that earring doing down the side of the bed? And how did a pair of women’s panties end up in your laundry, anyway?” 
 
    He stares at me across the table, but I don’t flinch. Not even when he drops his eyes, and his shoulders slump. “I thought we were friends.” 
 
    “I did, too.” 
 
    “Won’t the mama come looking for them?” he asks after taking a sip of coffee. “And Owen—he’ll know they aren’t your babies.” 
 
    “You let me worry about Owen,” I say. “You just worry about the babies.” 
 
    He has no idea just how much he should worry about them.  
 
  
 
  



 5 
 
    That night, I pace the house in the dark, trying to find a way out. A way out of signing the papers Owen brought me this afternoon. Divorce papers. I can’t see anything ahead but more bleakness than what lies behind me. And I can’t pretend life with Owen has been the fairytale I envisioned when I married him.  
 
    At last, when the first streaks of dawn rake across the cold and starless sky like the claws of a lion, I creep into the bedroom. Shivering with cold and fear, I nudge Owen. He gives a single loud snore before falling silent again. I press my frigid hands to his broad, warm back. When he still doesn’t move, I move towards him under the blankets and nestle my body around his. The thought of living without this warmth, this comfort, for the rest of my life grinds away at whatever shred of hope remains inside me.  
 
    I have nothing to lose. I’ve already lost Owen, the babies, everything. What is one more rejection? 
 
    I slide my hands down Owen’s strong, furry chest, where his heart beats strong as a lion inside him, unlike the erratic bird that flutters its last wingbeats inside my chest. His stomach is flat and almost painfully hot against my cold hands. His deep, steady breathing falters, quickens. Is that my doing? 
 
    Hardly daring to breathe, I let my hand creep further down, into the hot fur nestled at his groin.  
 
    “What are you doing?” His voice rumbles from somewhere deep inside his chest, but he doesn’t spring from the bed, even when I grip him and begin to move my hand the way I still remember he likes.  
 
    “I’ll sign the papers,” I say. 
 
    For a minute, he doesn’t say anything. But my cheek pressed against his back senses the increase in his heartbeat. “But?” he asks, still not pulling away. 
 
    “I’ll sign the papers if you’ll try this one last time.” 
 
    “I’m not going to wait for nine months to find out,” he says. “Or even two.” 
 
    “I’ll sign them tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’m not coming back to you even if it works,” he says. “We’ll be divorced. You understand that? You’ll leave me alone.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whisper, my heart filling my mouth like a second tongue. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll sign the papers and leave us alone.” 
 
    Us. What’s left of my frozen heart shatters inside me.  
 
    But I know my husband. He may be fickle and easily distracted by his appetites, as apt to chase shiny things as a crow, but he is a good man. He will take care of his family, like he took care of me and took me away from mine. If I were to have a child, he could not ignore it any more than he could ignore his own natural inclination to change to a lion rather than a bird. He will always return to his true form, his true nature as king. And he will always return to his family, to what’s right. 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    He rolls over onto me, and to my surprise, kisses my lips. The familiarity of his warm lips, of his soft beard against my face, brings tears to my eyes. I grip his shoulders, shaking suddenly. “This is the last time,” he says firmly. “For old time’s sake, nothing else.” 
 
    I nod mutely, and he strokes my hair back. I can see as much sorrow pooling inside him as in my own heart, but mine is a bottomless well where I can sink forever before finally drowning in the cold darkness of it. His is capped with a glacier’s worth of ice, freezing his heart from admitting that this is as painful for him as it is for me. On top of the ice, his new lovers may come to play to skate and entertain him like toys. But underneath, the sadness for what we shared will always lie hidden. 
 
    When he’s done, he remains on top of me for a long time, until I think he’s fallen asleep with his face buried in my neck. But finally, he rises without a word and leaves the room. I lie there, not daring to get up and spill the last seeds that will ever be planted in my barren womb. 
 
  
 
  



 Fall, 2000 
 
    1 
 
    My breasts are heavy and tender, and the tell-tale cramps foretell my fate. More blood coming. My last chance at giving Owen what he wants has come and gone. I sit at the kitchen table, the late afternoon sun streaming in the window marking out a rectangle before me, spotlighting the papers waiting for my signature. For a few days, I have been able to put off Owen’s repeated requests, but there’s no point now. I can feel the ache inside my womb, telling me it’s too late. There’s no point. 
 
    All I have now is a plan to destroy him, to have revenge for the ways he has destroyed me. He tried to bypass me, to find another way, but if he won’t have my heirs, he won’t have any. The babies are on their way. Through casual conversation, I have already gleaned the information I need from Galon. I know where he took his meat to have it butchered and wrapped in unmarked white paper. I will fill the freezer and feed Owen the tenderest cuts, never letting on that I serve him his own end the way he served me mine in these papers. 
 
    With grim determination, I press the end of the pen, and the tip pops out like the blade of a box cutter. That’s what I will use. A box cutter I found in Owen’s shed, one he uses to open boxes filled with supplies for his new home. He won’t be needing that anymore. Once they are gone, all of them, he will know that I’m the wrong woman to leave.  
 
    I look up at the crunch of tires in the drive. Is that him, home at last?  
 
    But before I reach the door, I hear the mewling squall of a creature that is not Owen in any form. It’s not an animal at all, but the delivery I’ve been waiting for. I throw open the door and rush outside to greet my accomplice. He carries one in a basket and one in a backpack dangling from his hand.  
 
    “Here,” he says, thrusting them both at me at once. “I did it. Now you have the babies you’ve always wanted.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” I cry, snatching the basket from him. One fat, tiny baby stares up at me, her eyes brimming with tears and her lip trembling.  
 
    “I don’t know how you think you’re going to get away with this,” Galon says, his eyebrows drawn together like thunderheads. “And I don’t want to know. Don’t ask me to go back and tell the mother. Don’t ask me for anything.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I say, ushering him inside. He stomps up the steps, and the whole house shifts under the weight of his fury.  
 
    “My duty is done,” he says. “And so is our friendship. I thought you were a good person, Doralice. I always thought you were. But this…” 
 
    “It’s not my fault,” I say, lifting the second baby from the carrier. I begin to bounce her in my arms, and her crying quiets. “If you hate me, I’ll have to accept that. But I hope you know, this is Owen’s doing. If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t have to do this.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” he says. “Let me take them back. You can still do the right thing.” 
 
    His eyes are pleading, but I steel myself against the hurt I see there. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Then we’re done,” he says. “I don’t want to know you anymore. Don’t bring those kids around and ask us to be their uncles. You’re dead to us.” 
 
    I look down at the little wet face of the baby, her golden eyes fixed on mine. This baby who will be dead to Owen soon, to her mother and the whole world. Only I will know what became of her. Suddenly, it is a burden I’m not sure I can bear. 
 
    “So be it,” I say to Galon. “Thank you for your friendship while it lasted. And for this.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be thanked,” he rumbles, then storms out the door. “Don’t ever talk to me again.” He slams the door behind him. His footsteps reverberate through the house, and the baby turns her head to look after him.  
 
    The other one lets out a mewling grunt, and I lift her basket and set it on the couch. I sit down beside her, still holding her sister. We listen as the truck door slams and the engine roars as loud as a lion, as the tires spin on gravel before the truck barrels out of the driveway. He guns the engine, and the truck roars away down the road.  
 
    I lay the baby on the couch on my other side, but she immediately begins to cry again. I lift the one from the basket, lean back on the couch, and cradle her in one arm while I gather up the other one. She falls silent, mouthing her fist as she wriggles against my body, nestling herself into my arm. Looking down at her, the reality of what I’ve lost begins to sink in.  
 
    I will never have a baby look up at me this way again. I will never see her eyes moving across my face, studying me with such avid, trusting curiosity. I will never feel her move inside me or lie on my belly while she nurses. I will never see her satisfied, milky smile after feeding her, or the mischievous grin when she’s done something deliberately naughty. I will never see a first smile, a first tooth, a first step. I will never hold her and comfort her through her first skinned knee, her first rejection by classmates or snub by a friend, or her first heartbreak. 
 
    My own heart breaks inside me as I look from one of these children to the other. Owen will experience all the things I can’t. Owen and his new wife. These beautiful, perfect babies will smile up at her, not me. They will run to Owen when the other steals her toy or pushes her down. They will cry on the shoulder of that other woman, with her head of burnished gold and her full, vivacious body. What did she do to deserve this love, their unconditional adoration? Besides birthing them, what has she done? 
 
    I birthed my own babies. I gave birth to stiff and cold things, not children. They never opened their eyes and gazed at me as I gazed back in mutual wonder. They never took my breast or let out a single weak cry. Don’t I deserve this happiness? Don’t I deserve it as much as she does, if not more? I have been waiting for seven years to give my husband what his heart desires and our people require. Why can’t I be the one to give him his destiny? What have I done that renders me unworthy of the love of not only my husband, but a beautiful, innocent, blameless child? 
 
    Besides wanting to kill them? 
 
    I startle at the voice inside my head. It has fallen silent in recent years, only popping up occasionally. And though I know it’s only in my head, I still glance around guiltily, as if she can somehow see or know what I’ve done. One of the babies jerks to attention when she feels my body stiffen. She lets out one uncertain mewl, then goes back to mouthing her fist. When I look down at the other, she’s fallen asleep, her lips slightly parted, her eyelashes curling delicately against her soft cheek.  
 
    An ache as deep as the sea swells inside me, building like a tsunami. I stifle a cry of anguish, but I can’t stop the tears from bursting forth. They course down my cheeks in giant streams, pouring onto the babies in my arms, dripping off my chin, soaking my shirt. I fight back the loud sobs threatening to rip from my throat, to tear me in half. Instead, I only choke on them, my body heaving as the sobs grip me, wracking my decimated body. All I wanted was to make a life, to give my husband what he needed and wanted, to be a mother to a child such as this. I would have been happy with one. 
 
    But I was given two.  
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    I wait for Owen that night, wringing my hands as the pale winter sun sinks lower and lower. At first, I think I’ll simply hide them in a closet once they fall asleep, but of course that won’t last. They’ll wake up hungry any moment. Slowly, a plan begins to form in my mind. I will tell Owen that Ira brought them here, that the girl fell from the Lighthouse and died. And then I will leave him to deal with the babies for a few hours while I orchestrate such an accident. 
 
    By the time I return, he’ll be relieved to have help with the babies. He’ll see what a loving, understanding wife I am, that I am willing to take care of his bastard children, love them as I would love my own. He will rip up the divorce papers right then. Of course he’ll go and see for himself that his mistress is dead. He may even grieve for her. But he will take refuge in the arms of his wife, the woman who has always been there when he needed her, always done everything in her power to make him happy. And though I couldn’t give him a child, I can now raise his.  
 
    I wait up all night, unable to sleep even when the babies do. I have to call the midwife around midnight, and she comes with cloth diapers and a can of baby formula. She looks at me in a way I don’t want to interpret, but she leaves without asking. She must know every pregnant woman in the valley, every baby. By tomorrow afternoon, she will have ascertained that the babies are not stolen from one of our women. When Owen returns, he can decide what to tell people. Perhaps we will simply say we adopted them.  
 
    The next night, I’m finally too exhausted to stay awake. I slide into the bed between the twins, touching them each in turn, still unable to believe I’ve been blessed so thoroughly. I lay a hand on each tiny back as I fall asleep, the lulling rise and fall of their breathing a comfort I didn’t know existed. My life has never been easy. At last, something is going right. For the first time in years, I sleep contentedly that night.  
 
    I wake with a start in the morning, my heart pounding. He’s coming to take them away. Something is going to go wrong. It always does. I want to count my blessings, but I can’t. I’ve spent my whole life waiting for life to get better, to give me what I want. Now I’m waiting for it to take it all away. Surely something will spoil this happiness. Nothing in my life comes this easy. For a happiness this deep, the price will be steep. I’ve never been the girl who gets a happy ending.  
 
  
 
  



 Winter, 2000 
 
    1 
 
    Two weeks later, I’m still waiting when I’m woken in the night. I sleep happily but lightly now, always waiting for this moment. I will be ready. When I hear the crunch of tires on gravel outside, I sit bolt upright, my heartbeat thundering in my ears. My hands fly to each side of me, finding the little warm lumps of babies under the blanket on either side. I know who it is. It’s Owen. I’ve been waiting for this. I’d begun to believe—to let myself believe—they would never come. I should have known I would never receive the blessing of children from him. Not without a fight. But for the first time in a long time, maybe in my life, I’m ready to fight. 
 
    Once, I despaired when Owen didn’t come home. But this time, I was relieved. Only now, when the realization of where he’s likely been—with her—sets in, do I realize the error in my plan. He’s returned to take my babies away. The dread returns with him, the dread that has become such a constant companion over the past few years that I didn’t know life without it. Now that I’ve had children, for the first time in my life, I know what life really is.  
 
    I convinced myself that he’d gone away with his new lover, not bothering with the babies at all, they were so wrapped in each other. The thought made me sick, but I had no other explanation. Now it’s clear. He just wanted a babysitter while they ran off on a honeymoon.  
 
    We never had a honeymoon. 
 
    A knock comes on the front door, the blows heavy and thick. I slip from the bed, careful not to disturb the babies. Still, one of them lets out a sorrowful little wail, feeling my absence even in sleep. With a glance at the door, I pull the blankets up around the girls, then dart out of the bedroom. If they think I’m going to babysit Owen’s bastard children because I’m so desperately starved for one of my own, well, I suppose they’re right. But if they think I’m going to give them back… Never. 
 
    I grab Owen’s rifle and check the ammunition. Satisfied that I can defend myself and my children to the death if I need to, I go to the door. 
 
    Though I knew this was coming, I haven’t had time to dwell on it. Taking care of twins is a full-time job. Unfortunately, it doesn’t pay much. I could get government assistance down in town, but Owen took the truck when he left, so I couldn’t get down there. 
 
    I’ve doled out one of Galon’s treats to myself per day. Luckily for us, Owen left enough venison in the freezer to last the winter, along with the beans and rice I can get for cheap if I ever get into town. Once I deal with this, we’re going to be okay. It won’t be easy putting in a garden with two babies hanging on me, but I’ll make it work. If nothing else has gone right in my life, this will. This will be my success and glory, to raise these beautiful babies as my own, to give them a life and love that even their birth mother couldn’t give.  
 
    And she won’t be able to, because I’m about to get rid of the meddling slag once and for all. Balancing the rifle against my shoulder, I grab the door knob and yank the door open, drop the barrel into my waiting palm and curl my finger around the trigger.  
 
    But it’s not Owen. 
 
    There, standing on the porch in the rectangle of light spilling out the door, stands my father. 
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    I don’t drop the rifle when I see who is standing there. And if he’s surprised to see me staring down the barrel of a rifle at him, he doesn’t show it. I haven’t seen him in six years, and time has not been good to him. His full head of black hair, so much like mine, is now an equal mix of black and silver. Wrinkles that I don’t remember being there now line the corners of his eyes, his forehead, his cheeks. Though his skin is still weathered and tan, his nose is slightly swollen and red with broken blood vessels, the tell-tale sign of an alcoholic. His eyes are slightly rheumy, as if belonging to a man twenty years his senior. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” My words come out stronger than I expected, cold and accusing.  
 
    “Doralice,” he says, his voice breaking. It’s somewhere between a sob and a groan as he holds out a supplicating hand. He sways slightly and grasps the door frame for balance. “Please. It’s your mother.” 
 
    The ice in my veins instantly melts as if it were never there. I’ve been thinking about her since I had the babies, aching for her in a way I didn’t even when I lost the others. I’ve wanted to call her so many times, to pick up the phone and ask her for help, for advice, or to share with her some new marvel. In the years since Owen told me it was her fault, I let him convince me. But strangely, I’ve missed her more in the past two weeks than I’ve missed him. 
 
    “What happened?” I ask, moving back from the door. I unchamber the bullet and set the rifle aside. This is not the man who tried to choke the life from me when I refused to live as his wife instead of his daughter. This is a sixty-year-old alcoholic who can barely stand up. For the first time in my life, I’m stronger than someone else. Strong enough that I’m not afraid.  
 
    Father stumbles to the couch and sits down heavily, dropping his head into his hands. I perch on the arm of the couch, since we don’t have armchairs.  
 
    “Cancer,” he says. “Lungs.”  
 
    I swallow hard, my hand going to my throat. I’d forgotten that she smoked. I’ve probably forgotten most things about her. I was too absorbed in my own troubles to really know her as a teenager, and now that I’m a woman, it may be too late.  
 
    “Do you think I could visit her?” I ask. “Would she want to see me?” 
 
    He raises his head from his hands, his eyes taking a moment to focus on me. “You can’t visit, Doralice. She’s dead.” 
 
    I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “When did it happen?” I ask at last. 
 
    “A couple weeks, maybe a month.” 
 
    “And you’re just now coming by to tell me?” I should be surprised that I didn’t hear it in the valley, but then, I haven’t been part of the community for a long time. Who would have told me? The midwife, maybe. No one else talks to me, not even Galon.  
 
    “Did she…” I break off and swallow, my throat choked with tears. “She didn’t ask to see me, not even at the end?” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I can’t tell what he’s saying sorry for, if it’s for not telling me sooner or if he’s sorry for what he did back then, all those years ago. It seems like a different person, a different lifetime, when all that happened. Maybe Owen was right to convince me to cut them from my life. Now, looking at this man who gave me life and half my genes, I don’t recognize him at all. It’s strange how someone can be physically half of you, and yet, a complete stranger, further than two sleeping infants who aren’t any part of you.  
 
    “Did she suffer?” I ask. “When did she find out?” 
 
    “A while back,” he says. “A few months, a year…I don’t know, Doralice.” He drops his head into his hands again. “What am I going to do?” 
 
    I have so many questions, I could stay up all night asking him everything I want to know. If it broke her heart that I didn’t invite her to the wedding, even though we didn’t have a ceremony. If it broke her heart that I had to cut her out of my life, that I chose Owen and marriage and a future over my troubled past, my mother included. Or if she understood that I had to leave it all behind, to start over as the person I wanted to be, the person I thought I could be with Owen. Someone else. 
 
    But in the end, I’m the same person I tried to bury with the rest of my past. The freak, the weirdo, the unlovable girl with the raven heart. The only difference is, in the past few weeks, I’ve ceased to care. I’m no longer lonely. I’m content being the crazy woman in the valley, the eccentric hermit. I have what I want, what I’ve wanted for so long. My life is complete. 
 
    But there are other questions I could ask. What their lives have been like for the past seven years. If she bore her illness with strength and grace, the way she did her injury, or if it defeated her spirit at last. I could ask about the house, or if my father ever got around to fixing up the old cars in the yard. I could ask if they ever married, though she always said it didn’t matter to her.  
 
    But before I can ask anything, one of the girls begins to cry.  
 
    Father looks up at me, his face broken and miserable, and attempts a tremulous smile. “You got kids,” he says. “I’ll be damned.” 
 
    “Two,” I say proudly. “Twins.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” he says again, fainter this time, his eyes staring off at something long past. Maybe he’s remembering when I was a baby.  
 
    “I better get her, before she wakes the other one,” I say, standing.  
 
    “Oh,” he says. “Right, okay. Of course. I should be getting back…” He trails off and looks up at me like a wounded animal. He has nothing to get back to. An empty house where everything reminds him of her, from the sinks he adapted so she could wash up in the kitchen to the shower chair in the bathroom. Without having to say a word, his face tells me all this. He’s as transparent as I am, unable to hide anything.  
 
    “Sleep on the couch,” I say with a sigh. With the fear, my hatred of him is gone, too. He’s just a sad, pathetic old man now. But I still pick up the rifle and take it with me when I go to bed.  
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    A few nights later, I wake in a cold sweat. Wind howls like wolves outside my window, rattling the glass. Tiny pellets of sleet bounce off the pane, the sound like the ticking of a clock. Time is running out. I need to take the babies and leave, before something terrible happens. My heart races in my chest, my fingers clenched so tightly in the sheets that my knuckles ache when I pry them loose. I stare at the ceiling for a second, listening. Waiting.  
 
    Something woke me. Something terrible is just around the corner. I can feel it. It’s coming for me. 
 
    Another gust of wind whistles through the bare trees outside, and the house shudders. Is it just the wind? A moment later, the house shudders for a different reason. The heavy, plodding footsteps outside my bedroom door. I lay frozen, an ice sculpture in the bed I shared with Owen all these years. Now it’s cold, empty of his warmth as it has been so many nights. The girls sleep in the bedroom next door, the one I’ve been converting to a nursery over the past week with my father’s help. How could I have let them out of my sight? 
 
    I’m alone in this room, suddenly not so brave and sure as I’ve been since he came. Even the small presence of the babies was a comfort to me, would feel safer than facing this darkness alone. All at once, I’m seventeen again, helpless and alone and afraid, waiting for him to stumble through the door. I’m once again without Owen, without anyone to save me. A gust of wind rattles the windows and I start. Listening again. Waiting again. 
 
    I can hear him breathing, the raspy cigarette breath and the unsteady whiskey gait as he moves past my door. He’s only going to the bathroom. I relax a little when I hear the hiss of his stream in the toilet bowl. I’m being silly. He’s not interested in me, a dried up old thing, only capable of thinking of her babies.  
 
    The babies. I sit bolt upright in the bed, my heart hammering, blood rushing in my head. For a second, it blinds me, the white rage obliterating everything like the fury of a blizzard. Hatred isn’t red or hot. It burns with cold, the sting of frostbite like a slap across the face. In seconds, I’m out of bed, the rifle in my hands.  
 
    Break it open, chamber the bullet, push it closed. My hand is damp and clammy when I grip the doorknob. I slowly turn, ignoring the slide of my slick palm on the cold metal. I draw the door inwards quietly, then stop.  
 
    Waiting. Listening. 
 
    My heartbeat hammers inside my skull. I lean forward, peering out into the hallway. The house shivers under another gust of punishing, icy wind, and a soft creaking sound comes from somewhere in the house. A draft finds its way in, creeping along the hall and up my bare legs, sending a chill racing up my spine and crawling across my scalp. Where is he? 
 
    I strain my ears in the silence, but all I hear is the shriek of the wind through the frozen, barren twigs outside. My bare toes curl with cold against the wooden floor, my trembling fingers like crooked icicles forming around the barrel of the gun. With a deep, shivery breath, I shoulder it and step out the door into the hall.  
 
    He can’t move so silently, so stealthily, can he?  
 
    There is nothing. No sound in the bathroom, where I heard him last. The emptiness of the house around me is infinite, swallowing me like a gnat in its great gaping maw, the eternal blackness as cold as death. 
 
    I step forward, my eyes aching with the effort of seeing in the dark hallway. A faint glow comes from the girls’ door, standing open. I closed that when I went to bed.  
 
    Didn’t I?  
 
    My finger drops onto the safety. The house falls silent between gusts of wind, and in the stillness, I can hear him breathing again. Or is it my imagination? The click of the safety lock disengaging echoes through the hall, like one pellet of freezing rain bouncing through the window and dropping to the hard floor.  
 
    I closed that door. I didn’t want them to wake my father when they cried in the night. I step forward with more confidence now, my finger curling around the trigger like an old friend. When I was a child, my father took me out hunting, taught me to sit still and be silent. A habit he instilled in me as both hunter and prey. 
 
    This time, I am the hunter. 
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    My father’s back is still broad, but his shoulders are now slumped, his spine slightly bent. His shape seems grotesque as it looms over my babies, the slope-shouldered hunchback shape of a monster. A beast standing over my innocent angels, who lie sleeping in their beds, oblivious to his perverse intent. 
 
    Suddenly, I’m back in my parents’ house, but I’m not seventeen now. I’m much younger, lying awake in my bed with my father breathing heavily over me, the first time I woke and asked what he was doing. Back when he was satisfied to touch only himself and not me. That came later. 
 
    And I’m older, pretending to sleep while he takes my hand out from under the blanket and uses it like an old rag. I’m older still, again pretending to sleep while he lies beside me, pressing against my hip. I’m crying into the hollow of his hand while he finally does the deed that I’ve always known was coming, on some level, since the first time I woke to find him looming over me. 
 
    Now, as he looms over them, the white-burn flash of hatred that charges through me makes me gasp in pain at its pure, obliterating power, as if I’m being electrocuted by the current of it. Held rigid in its grasp, I level the gun at my father as he turns to face me.  
 
    “Doralice,” he says, an edge of panic in his voice. “Baby, please. I was just looking. You have to believe me.” 
 
    No. I don’t. Because it’s not just looking. It’s waiting, it’s stalking, it’s the beginning of everything in my life, starting over.  
 
    I remember Owen telling me that if he ever hurt our babies, I had better kill him.  
 
    I loved my mother. Maybe I still do. And I never blamed her for what happened, despite all Owen’s attempts to convince me otherwise. But this cycle ends here. I am not my mother. 
 
    I pull the trigger. 
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    If the shot echoes, I am deaf to the sound reverberating through the house. Dimly, as if down a long tunnel, I hear the babies begin to cry. I drop the barrel of the rifle and stumble to the bed, where they are both wailing. My ears are stuffed with hot cotton. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I whisper, kissing one damp forehead and then the other, though I doubt they can hear me, either. “It’s okay. I’m here, and I’m never leaving you again. Don’t cry.” I hold them in my arms, cradling their warm bodies against my frozen one until they fall asleep again, sometime in the night. As the light begins to rise in the sky outside the window, I can make out the shape on the floor. A tear slips down my cheek, and I kiss the soft, downy heads of my girls. I will have to get rid of the body. I can only be thankful that the babies are too young to know what happened, too young to remember the night they heard a gunshot in their bedroom. 
 
    When the sun comes up, I will get up and begin the grisly task. I know just what to do with a body. I already have the white, waxy paper I’ll need to package him. 
 
    And I know I have to leave this house. Even though the neighbors probably didn’t hear the shot over the howling wind, they could have. If they woke in the night or were kept up by the eerie shrieking through the trees, they might have heard. Even if they didn’t, this is Owen’s house. It was never really mine, not even when we lived here together. It was always his house, where he took me in out of generosity or duty or love.  
 
    My father is not a local. He’s a traveling man, one who might disappear for months or years at a time. If he’d never come back to my mother, no one would have been surprised, if they even noticed. Now that she’s gone, there is no reason for him to return. People expect him to be gone one day and never return. I might just get away with this. Excitement grows inside me like hysteria. 
 
    I’ll return home to my mother’s trailer, foreign after all these years absent, but still somehow home. And Owen, when he comes home from wherever he is, will live in his own house. No one will be surprised to see me move back home. Like he said, no one will blame him for getting rid of me. If I can sneak into the trailer without being seen, I could live there for years without anyone seeing the babies. Owen will never know I have them.  
 
    He’ll come home with his new bride and make more. They will probably have the dozen he once said he wanted. They don’t need the twins like I do, won’t appreciate them the way I will. To me, they are everything. To them, they would just be two of many. To save them from that fate, I will take them away, will sign the papers and leave the house for Owen.  
 
    I’m not waiting any longer. For years, I waited for him. In high school, I waited for him to notice me. Then, I waited for him to marry me, then to become the king. I waited for him to step up and lead his people and stop straying every time a pretty girl caught his eye. I waited for him to fall back in love with me, to come back to me. But most of all, I waited for him to give me a baby.  
 
    At last he has, and I’m not about to give them back. When he gets home, I’ll be long gone. I’ll even leave him a little extra meat in the freezer.  
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    It takes the better part of a week to get rid of the body and the evidence, and then to pack up our things. Every morning, I still wake with a start, sure that someone has turned into the driveway. I lie awake, straining to hear the sound of a car’s motor. Each morning, there is only silence.  
 
    But I know they are coming. Maybe it will be Owen, maybe the police, maybe a neighbor. If there’s one thing I know, it’s that life is never this easy. Sometimes, I let my guard down and think it is, only to learn my mistake when it’s too late. I get the boy I’ve always loved with seemingly no effort whatsoever, only to have it fall apart before my eyes while I’m helpless to stop it. I know better than to think I get a happy ending.  
 
    Every blessing turns out to be a curse in the end, as if I were cursed to a life of unhappiness and pain from the moment of conception. Maybe I was. But that only makes me more determined to savor each precious moment with these babies, who are now my whole heart.  
 
    When they are ready to go to our new home, I kiss their soft cheeks and lay them on the bed. I can’t imagine my life without them. Without them, it wouldn’t be life at all, but a slow death.  
 
    I’m about to put them in the carrier when a knock sounds at the front door. I freeze, listening for it to come again. Who could be knocking at my door? No car has arrived. I listen for it unceasingly, never letting my guard down. I will not be caught unaware this time. Owen wouldn’t knock on his own door, even if he’s abandoned his truck somewhere. He wouldn’t try to sneak up on me. I realize as the knock comes again that Owen doesn’t even know I have the children. Only one person knows that, and he has too much at stake to betray me. 
 
    Which means it’s someone else, perhaps the midwife or a nosy neighbor come to see why she heard crying. In case I need to escape quickly, I lift a baby into the basket she arrived in, now lined with a blanket in preparation for the journey. I lay the other baby beside her sister, then close the door. Maybe they will fall asleep, as they like to do in the basket while I do chores around the house. 
 
    Not only does Owen not know I have his children, he might never know. He’ll never find out who took them. I’ll disappear with them, and no one will come after me. They’ll think I’m hiding out in my old house, brokenhearted and alone. Owen’s new wife will tell him a man took them, so I will be beyond suspicion.  
 
    I have waited for and longed for these children all my life. Now that they’re mine, I’ll never let them go. I would die before I’d give them up. As I pick up the rifle and prop it beside the door within easy reach, though, I think of simple, smiling Galon. Galon will never be able to keep my secret. Not from Owen, his best friend. I should have thought of that. I should have stocked Ira’s freezer, too.  
 
    I pull open the door, ready to tell Owen I need a little time to say goodbye, so that I can slip out the window and disappear into the forest. But it’s not Owen. 
 
    Standing on the porch are two women I would recognize anywhere. Stunned, I take a step back, my fingers grasping for the rifle. And that’s when the baby starts to cry. 
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    Everything happens so fast. The witch laughs, and the birth mother says, “Where are they? Where are my babies?” 
 
    She tries to push past me, but I grab the rifle before she can. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she shrieks, ducking back when I lift the muzzle and aim it at her chest. 
 
    “They’re my babies now,” I say calmly. “Where were you the past month while I’ve been taking care of them? While I was walking them, and feeding them, and washing their clothes?” 
 
    She stares at me like I’ve lost my mind. “They’re my babies,” she says. 
 
    “I’m just leaving,” I say. “I was getting them ready to go right now.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she asks. “You don’t take someone else’s babies!” 
 
    “Then maybe you should have taken care of them.”  
 
    The witch is standing there looking a little bored. “Where’s Owen?” she asks. 
 
    “He’s on his way,” I say. “So, I have to get out of here. You can have the house. You can have my husband. But I’m taking the babies.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” the golden-haired woman says, grabbing the barrel of the rifle. She shoves it down like it’s nothing, a toy gun in a child’s hand, and pushes past me. Like I’m nothing, like I’m furniture. Like she didn’t hear what I said at all.  
 
    My whole life has been this moment, replayed over and over. My father, ignoring my protests. My mother, pretending it was nothing. Owen and his friends, never asking if I wanted to do what they did. Owen, refusing to listen when I said I didn’t blame my mother, that I forgave her and wanted her in my life. The midwife, telling me it happened to everyone, I had nothing to worry about. Owen, telling me that my grief was too much, that I needed to move on. Galon, refusing to take my side even after he saw how Owen treated me, after he knew what Owen was doing with this woman, after I told him Owen invaded my body and let a witch join him in whatever twisted scheme they’d cooked up. 
 
    I’m tired of being ignored. I’m tired of being told I don’t matter. I’m tired of people not taking me seriously. They’ll take me seriously now.  
 
    As she strides towards the bedroom where the babies cry, I lift the rifle, and I shoot her in the back. 
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    Before I can chamber the next slug, Owen bursts through the door, naked and out of breath.  
 
    A car door slams. 
 
    A gunshot sounds outside.  
 
    I raise the rifle, ready to finish her off. If she’s gone, Owen and I can raise the babies together. I’ll have my babies and my husband. I’ll be the queen, and he’ll be the king. Without her, everything will be as it should.  
 
    But I should know better than to hope. 
 
    Another explosion sounds, and a dagger of fire pierces my body. I look down, uncomprehending. There’s a hole in my shirt. A searing pain rips through me when I try to inhale. I cough, and the fabric of my lungs tears apart. My mouth tastes bitter and sharp, as if I’ve been hiding pennies under my tongue.  
 
    And then something happens. Something is pressing down on me, suffocating me, like in my dream. I yank the rifle barrel up. If I’m going to die, she’s going with me.  
 
    Before my finger can find the trigger, an invisible force slaps the gun from my hand. It clatters to the floor even as I search the empty space around me for a sign. But whatever force made me drop the gun, it isn’t there. It’s like the witch’s voice, when it comes from inside me. This suffocation, this pain… It’s inside me.  
 
    It wrenches at some hidden part of me. I scream in shock and fury and pain. It’s as if a foreign entity is invading me, eating my soul from within.  
 
    And I’m sure then that the witch has planted something in me, something that is not a baby. Whatever she did to me back then, whatever dark seed she left inside me, it has sprouted. Like a fungus, it has grown there, poisoning me. And now it’s grown strong enough to eat its host from the inside out, to take over my body. 
 
     I scream again, trying to tear it away, to tear it loose, to get it out of me. But I don’t know how to battle an enemy that’s taken up residence inside my body. Hands close around my neck, but they’re somehow inside my throat, closing it so I can’t breathe. I scratch at them, but I can’t pry them loose, because they aren’t there, not in the physical sense. All I want is to breathe again, to draw that one life-giving breath. But I can’t.  
 
    I’m suffocating, dying, and a panic I’ve never known charges through me like an electric current. Every muscle in my body goes rigid as I scratch at my throat, shredding skin, clawing for breath. I have to get it out.  
 
    Not it. Him. It’s not a witch child inside me. It’s Owen. 
 
    It hits me like a blow to the skull. A cold clarity settles over me. I’m going to die.  
 
    After all this time, after all we’ve been through, it’s Owen. I can feel him pressing me down, slowly forcing me to the furthest corners of my mind. I know Owen. I know this feeling as surely as I’d know the touch of his body in the dark. This is Owen’s doing, Owen’s soul crushing mine. It’s Owen killing me. 
 
    I try to hold on, but he’s too strong. He’s always been stronger than me, so much stronger in every way. I’m weak, just a timid raven, no match for a mountain lion. White spots bloom and recede before the red behind my eyes, pulsing with each beat of my heart, like frost crystals forming on the clearest glass. I can’t breathe. He’s actually going to kill me this time. Now, he’s not going to. He is. He is killing me.  
 
    Something wrenches free as he wrestles for my body, crushing me out with slow but relentless force, the pressure growing with every passing moment until I can’t bear it. Somewhere inside I am screaming, but I can’t hear it. 
 
    The whiteness begins to grow, snowflakes overlapping, at first just the edges, and then… Building faster and faster, they obscure everything. The world, his hold, mine, even the pain. I can’t see. My eyes are open, but they are frozen, frost crystals covering the delicate wet surface. I’m not struggling anymore. And then I feel it, the moment I let go, the moment I sink into the snow and accept death. 
 
    They are wrong about it. Death is not blackness. It’s the purest white. Not like freshly fallen snow, when there is stillness and beauty and something else to compare it to. But white like a snowstorm that blots out all else from existence. A snowstorm that is sucking me in, tossing me relentlessly. There’s no peace and stillness in this death. It’s strife, and agony, and most of all, terror. Blind terror as I’m tossed about like a ship in a raging storm. I reach for something to hold onto, but there is nothing. 
 
    My body releases its last hold on me, and I tumble away into the void. I am the raven queen, a soul as black as the feathers of my wings, lost in a storm of everlasting, frozen white.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The End. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    This concludes the story of Doralice. If you enjoyed it, please consider leaving an honest review. 
 
      
 
    If you haven’t read the other books in the Three Valleys world, I recommend starting with Girl Among Wolves complete trilogy and reading on from there. You might even catch a glimpse of Doralice’s ghost if you look closely! 
 
      
 
    To hear about new releases, cover reveals, and other fun stuff, click here to join my VIP Readers Club.  
 
      
 
    You can also join my VIP Club on Facebook. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    Excerpt from 
 
    Unlikely Magic, Girl Among Wolves 1 
 
    (A Dark Cinderella Retelling). 
 
      
 
    About Unlikely Magic  
 
    Devastated by her father’s sudden death, Stella barely protests being shipped off to live in a secluded forest encampment with the mother she never knew. Upon arrival, things go from bad to downright creepy. Everyone in the cultish community stares at her like she’s a mutant, including the two sisters her father failed to mention in her fourteen years, and her mother promptly locks her in the attic. Her only companions are a mouse and fantasies of befriending her own sisters. 
 
    Desperately lonely, Stella watches from the window as her family leaves for a night each month to attend mysterious “lunar meetings.” While they are gone to one of these meetings, Stella escapes the attic, only to discover why her mother has kept her locked up since her arrival—the entire community is made up of werewolves. Intensely protective of their privacy, they would do anything to keep their secret from outsiders…outsiders like Stella. Once she knows their secret, she must fight for her freedom...and her life. 
 
   
 
  
 
    1 
 
    The taxi driver tells me we’re almost there, that it’s just a little further. I want to answer, to be polite, but I can’t find words. The social worker probably told him what happened, that I’m an orphan. Technically, I suppose that’s not true. But I’ve never met my mother. The thought of her makes me need to swallow hard.  
 
    Instead of speaking, I lean my head back against the seat and close my eyes, blocking out the wave upon wave of blinding green assaulting my senses. I never knew so many trees existed, let alone grew so close together. A wall of ultraviolet, stifling forest flashes past on each side, as if we’re driving through an undersea tunnel. Dad would have known the name of every different tree, but they all look the same to me.  
 
    My eyes snap open when the cab slows. It turns onto an unmarked forest path and rocks first one way and then the other as the wheels sink into potholes. I sit up straight and squint to see through the pattern of sun and shadow dappling the narrow road ahead. Trees loom on both sides, seeming to lean closer as we approach. It makes me shiver, how cocoon-like it feels, like a Venus fly trap ready to snap shut. Like the forest will reach into the car and pull me out, snakelike vines twisting around my helpless body, crooked roots dragging me into the ground to join Dad.  
 
    I take a shuddering breath and squeeze my eyes closed to force back the tears that threaten at the thought of him. Every time I think there can’t be any tears left in the world, especially not in me, I am proved wrong. I spent the last week in my room, sobbing until my throat was raw and my eyes felt like squeezed-out sponges.  
 
    Even Emmy, my best friend since I was five, could not console me. She came over every day last week, telling me I needed to get out of my room, that her mom would take us to the mall. Any other day, any other week, those words would work like magic. I used to think there was nothing that shopping couldn’t fix. Now I know better. 
 
    Ahead, a log seems to leap out of the dizzying pattern on the road, which has gotten progressively worse. Now, it’s not much more than a set of tire tracks through a narrow corridor of trees, grown up with a tangle of weeds. The driver sees the log at the last second, too, and he slams on the brakes. He curses under his breath as the cab rocks to a halt just before it would have smashed into the log lying across the trail that definitely no longer qualifies as a road. 
 
    The driver turns in his seat to look at me. “I’m sorry, honey, this is as far as I go,” he says. He has an honest-to-God toothpick in the corner of his mouth. I want to tell Emmy so bad it hurts, but even more, I want to tell Dad.  
 
    “Are—are you serious?” I ask, my fingers closing around the smooth honey-and-chocolate colored stone on the necklace Dad gave me when I was a kid. If I hadn’t promised him I’d never take it off as long as I live, I would have put it in the casket with him. 
 
    “I’m real sorry,” the driver says, looking pained. “But I can’t ruin this car. It’s what pays the bills. Can you call ahead, have somebody come meet you? I don’t want to leave you out here alone…” 
 
    He looks like he’s considering it, though. A dart of panic flickers through me at the thought of trekking through that shadowy passageway of looming trees. I pull out my phone, my hands shaking.  
 
    No service. Not a single bar of my signal shows.  
 
    I take a deep breath and stow my phone in my bag. “It’s okay,” I say. “I can walk in. They’re coming to meet me. You can go.”  
 
    I don’t know why I say that. Maybe I just don’t know how long I can keep it together without bawling my eyes out. Again. And I don’t really want to do it in front of this guilty-looking stranger. Maybe it’s that I don’t want to admit how scared I am, and if he’s gone, he can’t see it. Or maybe I just don’t know what else to do, and I don’t want to hold him up any longer. He’s already driven across an entire state of Oklahoma to get me here. I hope Dad had enough in savings to pay for the day of driving, that the state didn’t have to pay to ship me out here like a charity case. 
 
    “You sure about that?” the driver asks doubtfully.  
 
    “Yeah, of course,” I say, climbing out of the back seat and shrugging into my puffy white jacket. The goose down is too warm for the autumn afternoon, which is only mildly chilly, but I didn’t have room for it in my suitcase.  
 
    “How about I wait with you?” the taxi driver asks. He gets out and unloads my two suitcases from the trunk, all I had room to bring. I know I’m lucky. A lady at church got a foster kid once, and she said he came with nothing more than the clothes he was wearing. I think I would have died if I had to give away all my clothes. Emmy and I saved every penny of allowance, worked odd jobs, asked for money for Christmas instead of gifts—all to work on our wardrobes and buy makeup. When you’re planning a career as a model, looking the part is important. 
 
    My former excitement at the prospect of that future is absent now. When I was packing, I kept telling myself that I might want cute shoes in my new home. But even then, I didn’t believe it. Nothing seemed to matter anymore—it was like I couldn’t see the colors or fabrics. Without Dad, the world has become flat and grey.  
 
    “You don’t have to wait,” I tell the cab driver after an awkward few minutes of silence. “Really. I’ll be fine. They’ll be here any second.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says, rubbing at the back of his head. He turns to look down the shadowy trail, deeper into the woods. 
 
    I stifle a shriek.  
 
    On the log in front of the car, just inches from his bumper, stands a woman. A woman who appeared out of nowhere, out of thin air.  
 
    How long has she been standing there? 
 
    “Come along, then,” she says, looking down her nose at me. I don’t have to ask if her name is Talia to know she’s my mother. Her hair is a few shades darker than mine, burnished gold rather than white, but it falls in the same soft waves. Though her heart-shaped face is severe, the pointy chin and wide-set golden eyes are familiar. Unlike me, she has apparently never heard of fashion. And why would she, living out here in the middle of nowhere? She’s wearing a brown wool sweater that hides her shape, and a long green maxi skirt with brown hiking boots under it. When she steps off the log, I catch a glimpse of wool socks bunched above her boots.  
 
    I try to formulate a greeting, but nothing comes. In the past week, I’ve imagined a hundred scenarios, pictured everything from tearful embraces to unending, probing questions to doubts about my identity. I’ve wondered what she’s like, this mother who didn’t die in childbirth like Dad said, and what she’ll think of me. But none of it prepared me for this moment. It’s so…flat. So nothing. 
 
    She gestures impatiently, and I pick up my two suitcases, staggering under the weight as I stumble towards the log.  
 
    “You can go,” she says to the cab driver, flicking her wrist as if dismissing a dog.  
 
    I cast one last pleading glance over my shoulder at him, but he’s already getting into the cab. And he can’t take me back there, anyway, to my old life. My life isn’t there anymore. 
 
    As I struggle to drag one suitcase and then the other over the fallen log, my mother stands motionless, emptyhanded, regarding me with her cool gaze. I flash back to the moment Emmy asked if I wanted to move in with her. Now her charity seems more appealing than this mother I never knew existed. 
 
    This morning, I was going to wear the same ratty grey sweatpants and one of Dad’s comfy sweaters that I’d been wearing all week. But I got nervous at the last minute and put on a pair of designer jeans, a tight long-sleeved t-shirt, and a pair of ankle boots. Now I wonder if it’s too much. Obviously, I should have worn hiking boots instead of heels. But if my mother told the social workers that she lived in the middle of a freaking forest, they failed to convey the message. 
 
    Talia strides ahead, leaving me to drag my suitcases over the rutted path. Thorny weeds choke the trail and scratch at my jeans, and I turn my ankle when my heel hits a soft spot where the dirt crumbles. I’m out of breath within minutes, already hot inside my puffy jacket. I blow my hair off my forehead and stop to shake out my arms.  
 
    As I reach for the handles of my suitcases again, a movement in the woods catches my eye. Dread lurches in my gut. But when I turn, it’s only a deer, watching me with its wise, wide eyes. After a moment, it resumes chewing the leaf hanging out of its mouth. I pause, captivated by its nearness, its serene beauty. I’m so close I can see each individual long, black eyelash on its deep brown eyes. Suddenly, its ears and tail shoot up, its eyes go wide, and it lets out a loud snort. It turns and bounds away, disappearing into the trees within seconds.  
 
    And there, standing twenty paces behind where the deer stood, is a crouching mountain lion. Adrenaline bursts through my chest, but I stand frozen, my body turning to liquid inside my skin. I open my mouth to scream, but all I manage is a pathetic, squeaky whisper. “Mother?” 
 
    When she doesn’t answer, I turn, calling out in a slightly higher, tremulous voice, “Mother?” But she has disappeared as suddenly as she appeared. The path ahead is completely empty. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
    Click here to read the complete trilogy! 
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