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Isabella
Fox was not prepared to be set on fire.  As was common among witches,
“being burned at a stake until dead” was her least favorite way to spend an
afternoon, and it was such a lovely afternoon.  Isabella took up
her broom and her satchel, her best hat and her tabby cat, Alice, and crept out
of her rented cottage with what she hoped was supreme silence.  


The mob
never noticed her leave.


“You’ve
really got to stop screwing up,” said her cat, Alice, without any tact
whatsoever, when Isabella finally set her down on the forest floor after their
fleeing.  The witch bristled at this, hefting the broom over her shoulder.


“I didn’t
screw up,” she retorted, straightening her skirts and unrumpling her
hat.  ”Why was I cursed with a talking Familiar!”


“Because
I’m the closest thing you’ve got to a conscience,” said the tabby dryly.
 ”When someone comes to you for a love spell, what are you supposed to
say?  It’s in the witch’s manual, for the stars’ sakes, Isabella!
 ’And thou shalt not commit a love spell for another or thyself, on pain
of Bad Things Happening.’“


“It is in
the revised edition of the manual,” said Isabella through gritted teeth,
“and it wouldn’t have gone wrong if...”


“That’s
what you always say,” replied Alice.  ”But it always goes wrong.”


They
walked along through the woods in silence.  It really was a lovely
afternoon, but Isabella was too lost in thought to notice the late autumn
sunshine falling through the trees, the way that the leaves crunched underfoot,
how clear and cool the woods was at this hour, or the scent of snow in the air.
 


Isabella
was a witch for hire.  She’d graduated from the Academy two years prior
without a single letter of recommendation and somewhere near the last in her
class.  Now, she wasn’t a terrible witch by any stretch, but she
was highly mediocre.  She excelled at mediocrity, actually, and
those were the types of witches who peddled out their services:  the
not-so-good ones.


That this
was the third time in as many months that she’d been run out of a town
was going to push her toward the tail end of mediocrity.  She was
dangerously close to bad.


She
tried.  She really did.  Being a hired magicmaker for a town was no
easy task.  There were endless bones to mend and potions to brew and
blessings to perform, and there was just an unending list of things to
do, really, and she was a daydreamer, had always been.  She’d look out the
window, watch the falling leaves, think about pretty girls and forget she was
stirring a potion to make the town dogs stop barking.  And then, of
course, because the potion hadn’t been stirred enough, it caused the dogs to
turn into cats, and that wasn’t so bad, really...


Isabella
sighed, shifted her broomstick to her other shoulder.  No, the
dogs-to-cats thing had actually been kind of funny.  That wasn’t what had
made the villagers start talking about a witch burning... The last straw was a
love potion gone terribly, terribly wrong.


Alice
interrupted Isabella’s glum thoughts.  ”Hate to break it to you, darling,”
she said, sitting down on a patch of overly green moss, “but have you decided
where we’re fleeing to yet?”


Isabella
had not.  But she wasn’t about to tell her prim little cat that
fact.  Her mind whirled, and it only took a heartbeat to know where she had
to go.


“The Hag
Bar,” she said in a breath.  Alice sighed but did not protest.  A
witch has to do what a witch has to do, after all--especially one who just so narrowly
avoided being set aflame.


 


*


 


The Hag
Bar was located in the most out-of-the-way swamp in the world.  Or at
least that was its selling point.  Only broom-flying witches could get to
it, so it made sense that it had evolved, over the last few centuries, into the
primary witch hangout.  That, and only the Hag Bar could sport that much
black-and-purple sparkly decor.  


It was
poorly named.  Witches hadn’t been considered “hags” for at least a hundred
years, and when Isabella crossed the bar’s threshold that evening, she did not
see a single “hag” in the place.  Actually, it was filled with younger
witches, one she even recognized from her graduating class at the Academy, all
nursing various mugs of tea in front of the roaring fire.  Isabella had no
desire to be close to any sort of fire at the moment, so she took a
booth close to the bar, dropping off her broom and hat before she circled back
to the cork board by the door.


If you
wanted to hire a magicmaker, you advertised where magicmakers gathered.
 The board at the Hag Bar was where any self-respecting village put up an
advertisement if they had an opening for a village witch.  Isabella’s
heart sank even lower as her eyes roamed over the tattered pieces of paper.
 Most bore the terrible red ink from the “POSITION FILLED” stamp the
barkeeper kept behind the counter.  The only one that didn’t bear the
stamp was for the town that Isabella had been run out of two months prior.


Probably
they had not forgotten what had happened to their sheep.


“Broomsticks
and figs,” she muttered, rubbing Alice’s head.  The cat was perched on her
shoulder, purring loudly in her ear.  She turned to go, but Alice’s little
paw stayed her.


“What’s
under the one for Nanoot?  The paper with the pretty writing on it?” she
murmured into the witch’s ear.


Isabella
blinked and turned back.  She moved aside some papers and dug under the
summons with cold fingers.  She touched more paper.


There,
beneath the POSITION FILLED-stamped advertisement for a witch in Nanoot, was a
crinkled summons, penned delicately on a piece of parchment paper.
 Isabella tore it off the wall and brought it closer, into the dim light.
 Some of the words were a little smudged from being so near to the bar (witches
were very liberal with their cups after a bit of tea consumption), but there
was absolutely no stamp on it whatsoever.


It was a
job opening.  For a witch.  In the town of Benevolence.


Isabella
turned on her heel and marched up to the bar.  ”Excuse me, Margaret!” she
said, waving the paper at the barkeep, a stout little woman who never stopped
smiling.  ”Is this real?  Why hasn’t the position been
filled?”


Margaret
took the piece of paper from her, adjusted her spectacles and read it over.
 Her smile actually faltered, something Isabella had been certain to be
impossible.  ”Because it’s a position for the town of Benevolence,” she
said, eyebrow raised, handing the paper back to the witch.  ”You kids
these days, you want happening towns.  Benevolence is in the middle
of nowhere, on Glimmer Mountain...”


The
tingle began in Isabella’s toes and drifted up to the top of her head in the
matter of a heartbeat.  A town in the middle of nowhere.  More
than likely, they hadn’t heard of her!  She could have a fresh start!
 Maybe, this time, she wouldn’t screw things up!


“I’d like the job, please,” she said, hands shaking
as she pushed back the piece of paper. 


Margaret
kept her eyebrow raised but took the POSITION FILLED stamp out from under the
counter.


“Are
you...sure?” she asked, looking the eager young witch up and down.
 ”There’s nothing to do.  You’ll probably be bored out of your skull.
 They only want one spell a year; they don’t need a magicmaker for
anything else.”


Isabella
couldn’t believe her ears.  One spell?  Surely even she could
not screw up one spell.


“Oh,
yes,” she whispered rapturously, holding Alice so tight against her breast that
the cat squeaked in protest.


The stamp
practically sparkled as it came slamming down on the piece of paper, and Margaret
went off to send word to Benevolence.


Isabella’s
luck was finally changing.  


 


*


 


The next
morning, Isabella landed her broom on the outskirts of the tiniest town she had
ever seen.  Benevolence.  Her boots crunched in newly fallen snow,
and as she took up her broom, she drew her red shawl closer about her,
squinting.  Up on the mountain, they were no longer waiting for the first
snowfall, had probably been covered in the white blanket for a month at least.
 It was only a few weeks until the Winter Solstice, but an uncommonly warm
autumn had kept the snow at bay for most of the other villages, a fact that had
made Isabella a little wistful.


She loved
winter, loved the warmth of a snug little cottage, the taste of snow, the way
it shone in the morning sunshine.  Solstice was her favorite day of the
year, and her heart ached and yearned for the possibility that--maybe, just maybe
this year--she’d actually have a home to spend it in.


As if
reading her thoughts, Alice leaned against her head from her usual perch on the
witch’s shoulder.  ”Don’t screw this up,” the cat muttered to Isabella.
 Familiar words. Wise words to live by.


It was
too early for any normal mortal to be awake (Isabella wanted desperately
to make a good impression), so she readied herself to sit on random doorsteps
for a few hours.  But perhaps the townsfolk in Benevolence weren’t quite
normal.  There were many people in the streets, moving from shop to shop,
carrying baskets and small packages, some dragging little sleds loaded with all
manner of boxes and bags behind them.  As she stood at the entrance to the
village, the little lane of brightly painted houses and shops with their
chimneys curled with smoke and their diamond pane windows glittering, Isabella
felt something she had not let herself feel in a very long time:


Longing.


“Don’t
screw this up, don’t screw this up...” she muttered under her breath, keeping
one hand on Alice’s back as the cat crouched, having just spotted a dangle of
ribbons dancing brightly in the window of a small toy shop.  Both cat and
witch stared through the window, their noses almost pressed to the glass.
 There were dolls and little animals and books and wooden toys, and all of
these treasures were mounded and piled up around the crowning glory...a small
pine tree in a great ceramic pot covered in sparkling strands of silver.


The tree shone--literally
shone--magic emanating from its bark to play along the needles and gleam
out through the window to touch Isabella’s heart.  What sort of people
used magic to light up a Solstice tree?  Isabella pet Alice
absentmindedly, earning a little purr.  Only magical people, those ones
that the magic came to as easily as breathing, used it so casually.  


So why
did they need a witch?


“Miss
Isabella?  Is that you?” a voice called.  The witch turned and was
confronted by a panting woman who clutched her hat to her head, running up to
skid to a stop before her.  She was covered in all manner of shawls and
sweaters and skirts, so many layers of cloth that it was a bit difficult for her
to put her arms down.  Through the wreath of scarves and hoods, her
so-blue-they-were-almost-white eyes twinkled.  ”I’m Miss Polly Cat,” she
said, extending a multi-gloved hand.  ”So sorry I’m late!  Got held
up.  Lovely to meet you!”


After the
enthusiastic handshake, Miss Cat turned and began to stride briskly through the
town. Isabella trotted to catch up.


“Welcome
to Benevolence!” declared Miss Cat, throwing back her arms to encompass the
whole little town.  ”It’s been forever since we’ve had a magicmaker,
and we’re just so thrilled.  Really, you have no idea how thrilled we
are,” the woman practically purred, taking Isabella’s arm and threading it
through her own.  Alice leaped off the witch’s shoulder, indignant, as the
woman steered Isabella down the street.


“This is
the baker’s, Mr. Ox, and this is the dried goods store, owned by a Mrs. Goose,
and this is the bookshop, run by Miss Peacock, and this is...”


Isabella
tried to keep up not only with Miss Cat’s steps but the litany of names.
 As the shops gave way to cottages, Miss Cat paused, and Isabella
hurriedly tried to ask her question. “At the Hag Bar, I was told I only needed
to perform one spell a year,” said Isabella, with a forced chuckle.  ”That
couldn’t possibly be true…could it?”  


But Miss
Cat was nodding. “Yes, true.” And then she laughed, casting a sidelong glance.
 ”Why, Isabella--why would we have need for daily magic?”


Isabella
shrugged, confused.  ”I mean, doesn’t everyone need a village witch?”


“Not
Changers,” said Miss Cat with an eyebrow raised.  Isabella stared at her
for a long moment before she opened her mouth and shut it, realization sweeping
through her and leaving a feeling of vast stupidity behind.


Miss Cat,
Mr. Ox, Mrs. Goose…of course.


“You’re
shapeshifters,” breathed Isabella, trying to keep the wonder out of her voice.
 Any seasoned witch knew many shapeshifters--Changers--throughout her
life, but Isabella was far from seasoned, had actually never met a Changer and
had only read about them in some of her classes and her great book.
  Here and now, she did her absolute best not to be speechless.
 An entire town of Changers?


Miss Cat
hid her smile beneath her hand.  ”So, you can see we’d need very little,
magically speaking,” she said, eyes twinkling.  ”But we do need that one
spell a year--the most important spell.”


“But just
one a year,” said Isabella, brows furrowed.  She wanted to make absolutely
certain.  It seemed far, far, far too good to be true.
 ”You don’t need bones set.  You don’t need any potions or…”


“Not a
one,” said Miss Cat blithely, spreading her arms wide to the morning sunshine.
 ”We have all we need!  The last village witch ran the sewing circle
and did a children’s story hour once a week, but you don’t have to do those
things.  I hope you have hobbies, Isabella. I’m afraid you might get
frightfully bored otherwise.”


“I’ll...find
some,” said Isabella, a bit weakly.  


Miss Cat
took her arm again and led her down one of the side streets. “The witch’s
cottage is right on the edge of the forest, of course,” she said, voice prim.
 ”It has all of the latest fashions for the sophisticated witch.
 Perhaps you can do a home study course in potions or some such to keep
yourself occupied…”


Isabella
clenched her jaw to keep in the truth: she could think of nothing lovelier than
days filled with quiet comforts, in which she would be responsible for no one’s
broken arm...or heart.  She was descended from a very long line of
witches, and magic came quite naturally (if imperfectly) to her, but the real
world of a magicmaker was never as textbook as classroom situations had led her
to believe.


And, of
course, she couldn’t screw anything up if there was nothing to screw up.


“Here we
are!” said Miss Cat, spreading her arms before a little cottage squatting
beneath the pines.  It was made of fat logs with a sharp peaked roof and a
chimney made of river rocks.  The door was painted bright purple, and two
wind chimes clanged cheerfully in the morning breeze.  Isabella stared at
it, utterly embarrassed that honest-to-goodness tears had sprung to her
eyes.


“Oh, it’s
lovely,” she breathed, as Miss Cat handed over the worn silver key.


“Let me
see, let me see,” said the woman, tapping her lip thoughtfully.  ”I’ll
come by in a few days, get you started on the yearly spell.  It’s for the
Winter Solstice, but it’s quite easy, nothing to fret about.  I’m trying
to remember if I’ve told you everything,” she pondered.


Movement
at the edge of the trees drew both woman and witch’s attention.  Alice
leaped forward a step and stopped, paws stock still in the snow.


It was an
animal, a large animal that moved in the shadows of the trees.  Isabella
cocked her head, shaded her eyes, peered intently at the shadows.  Was it
a deer?


Miss Cat
shook her head, put an arm about Isabella’s shoulders and began to steer her
toward the cottage.


“Was that
deer…white?” asked Isabella.  The trees obscured her view now, but she
could have sworn…


“Never
you mind about that deer,” said Miss Cat, mouth in a tight line.


“But I’ve
never seen…”


“Isabella,
our town is a haven,” she said, words clipped.  ”Our lives are perfect...now.
And it took quite a bit of work to get us to this point.  And Miss
Deer--” Her lips curled up on the words. “She is the exact opposite of all
those things we hold so close to our hearts here in Benevolence.”


“She is a
Changer?” asked Isabella, peering around the edge of the cottage, even as Miss
Cat pushed her up the stairs.


“Yes,”
said the woman, with the ultimate testiness, the warmth of their earlier
exchange gone.  ”She’s an outcast.”


Isabella
stared mutely as the key was snatched from her hand.  Miss Cat finangled
with the doorknob until it gave way beneath the key.


Looking
over her shoulder at the mute witch, Miss Cat sighed, urged her forward.
 ”Let’s get your fire set.  And I shall tell you a story.”


 


*


 


“Once,”
said Miss Cat, crumpling bits of paper on the hearth, “there was a terrible
winter in Benevolence.  It was a few hundred years ago.  The crops
were bad. We had very little food.  It was a terrible time.


“It drew
close to the Winter Solstice, and there was so much snow that no one could
leave their houses.  At night, we huddled about our little fires, and--one
night--we heard a great howl…like a wolf, but a monstrous wolf.  And it was
a monstrous wolf: the Wolf of Winter.”


Isabella
shook her head.  She’d never heard of such a thing, but Miss Cat’s face
was deadly serious.


“The Wolf
of Winter brings blizzards, brings sickness, brings death to a place,” she said
gravely.  ”We had many wards--protections--on our town, on our houses, but
they weren’t strong enough.  At that time, there was a Mr. Deer here in
Benevolence, and he disabled the wards, let the wolf in.  Almost everyone
perished.”


Isabella
listened intently, arms folded.  ”And then?”


“And
then!” said the woman, rolling her eyes to the heavens.  ”Think, girl!
 We ran him out of town!  He betrayed us all, and most folk died
because of him.  None of his descendants are allowed on our streets.
 They’re all bad.”


Isabella
choked a little, cleared her throat.  ”That was two hundred years ago,”
she said gently.  ”His descendants had nothing to do with…”


Miss Cat
cast such a sharp glance upon the witch that she fell silent.  ”You cannot
speak because you do not know,” she said coolly.  ”But mark my words--do
not approach Miss Deer.  She is bad, through and through, just like her
great grandfather.”


Isabella
sighed, rubbed at her temples.  ”She…lives around here?”


The woman
snorted.  ”In a little hut up the mountain.  She’s a curse on us
all.”


 


*


 


Miss
Cat’s mood improved after they ceased speaking of the Deers, and when she left,
she kissed Isabella on both cheeks and gave her a great hug.  ”Welcome,
welcome,” she purred, then winked.  ”You know, I thought you were a
Changer, too.  Your last name, Fox…”


“Oh!”
Isabella chuckled.  ”No, I’m not--I’m just a witch.”


“I think
you’ll do well here,” said Miss Cat, and then she was gone with many promises
to come on the morrow, after Isabella had gotten settled.


“If that
woman changes into a cat in my presence, I can’t promise to maintain common
decency,” said Alice, sniffing around the hearth after Miss Cat had gone.
 ”I don’t think she was very nice.”


“No,”
said Isabella, shivering.  ”But there has to be a catch to everything,
doesn’t there?”


“What was
that whole business about outcasts?” said Alice, stretching.  ”That’s the
type of thinking that makes it so easy for people to go from nice, calm
citizens to witch burners, you know.”


Isabella
shrugged, sat down on the floor before the fire, patting her lap.  Alice
obliged, crawling up and onto her, kneading even as she began her purr litany.


It was a
very clear rule: no associating with Miss Deer.  But Isabella’s interest
was piqued, and she felt terribly sorry for the Changer.  Was she old,
young, lonely, sad?


She had
woken unreasonably early, so Isabella had a little nap curled up on her
new living room floor, head in arms, warm cat on her stomach.


She
dreamed of white deer against white snow and white stars burning.


 


*


 


“I
won’t,” said Alice, shrinking down even closer to the rocking chair, “and you
can’t make me.”


“That’s
just cruel, Alice,” said Isabella, exasperated, holding out her hands to the
puffed-up cat.  ”You want me to explore all by my lonesome?”


“You got
along perfectly well before me,” pointed out the cat.  ”It’s too cold!
 I’ll freeze my whiskers off!”


There
would be no cajoling her.  Isabella gathered up her basket and held her
shawl closer.  ”You’re terrible,” she hissed to the cat on her way out,
but Alice had already forgotten her and was purring with gusto before the fire.


It was
almost sunset; Isabella was itching to be outside.  She’d brought her
first day’s dinner from the Hag Bar, had everything else she needed, but it
wasn’t sustenance she was after.  She wanted to do a little spell for her
own prosperity.  If she was perfectly truthful with herself, she would
have admitted that it wasn’t so much a spell for prosperity as it was for
things-actually-going-right-for-a-change.  And, for such a spell, she
needed luna leaf.


Luna leaf
grew at all times throughout the year, the little silver plant growing
companionably on the branches of pine trees.  For the purposes of magic,
it had to be gathered at sunset, and it had to be gathered the day of the
spell.  She had chosen the spell from her great book with care; it might
be the most difficult spell, but it was almost guaranteed to provide results,
and Isabella was tired.  She was tired of being run out of
towns, and she was tired of always having to leave, and though Miss Cat
had shown her an alarming tendency toward prejudice, it wasn’t enough to lessen
her adoration for Benevolence.  She’d only been here about half a day, and
already she loved it with all of her heart.


It
helped, too, that the villagers hadn’t yet considered setting her on fire.


So
Isabella set out of her little witch’s cottage, moving through the snow with a
deliberate stride.  It was almost sunset, and she didn’t have much time to
find what she was looking for.  Her breath came out in great, white puffs,
and she set off along a small path through the greater pine trees, gazing up at
the cobalt sky, the bright splash of gold that rimmed the world where the sun
was descending.


Ah-ha!
There!  Isabella strode over to the smaller evergreen and put up her
hand.  Yes, the luna leaf was within reach.  She peeled off her
mittens, taking the sharp herb-gathering blade out of her satchel.  She
watched the sun setting, allowing her vision to blur a little.  Her heart
slowed, her breathing stilled, and she began to listen to the music of the
forest, gathering cold and close, all of the creatures getting ready for sleep
or waking, leaping from branch to branch or rustling through the snow.


There was
movement to her right, and she cast an incurious glance toward it before
stopping, breath frozen in her throat.


A white
doe.


The doe
had not yet seen her, was standing alert and stiff, gazing off in the direction
opposite Isabella.  She had never seen a white deer before in her life,
and now twice in one day?  This could not be a different animal.
 This could only be the woman, the Changer...the outcast.


The doe
turned and--one forefoot stilled in the air--saw Isabella.


Her
great, wide eyes were as wet and wide as pools, set in her delicate, fragile
skull.  Her nose quivered, and as instantly as an eye blink, the doe was
gone, and a woman stood in its place.


She was
covered in multiple furs, white furs like the hide of the doe, and her face was
hidden from view by a thick shawl, her skirt dragging in the drifts.  


Woman and
witch paused, staring at one another for a long, piercing moment.  The
moment shattered when a crow took off from a close pine, cawing and showering
Isabella with a thick clump of snow from the branch.


“Ugh,”
she muttered, shaking the snow out of her hair and shivering as it slid down in
the tiny gap between the scarf and her neck.  When she looked up again,
the woman was gone, vanished, melted into the twilit woods without a sound.


Isabella
sighed, hands on hips.  The sun had already slipped beneath the edge of
the world, her chance to gather the luna leaf leaving with it, but she wasn’t
particularly distraught about that fact.  She gathered up her basket, her
knife, and turned to leave the woods, feeling the whole while the skin-pricking
sensation of being watched.


The witch
took the cheese sandwich from her satchel, wrapped in the too-red cloth napkin
of the Hag Bar, and--with a slow deliberateness--placed it on a drift.


She felt
quite silly about this action later--really, who would want a day-old cheese
sandwich?--but her motive was true.  If she’d been an outcast with few
comforts, perhaps the thing she’d miss most was cheese.


And,
anyway, the sandwich was gone in the morning.  Whether it was taken by
forest creatures or the Changer, she couldn’t know.


 


*


 


“Why do
you do that?” asked Alice, patting her knee with one paw.  Isabella woke
from her reverie, glancing down at her crochet.  The last row was all
wrong.  She sighed, began to pull out the stitches.


“Do
what?” she replied, a bit testy.  The cat sat down at her foot and stared
up, imploring.


“You
leave,” said Alice.  ”You’re here, but you’re not really...here.”


“Just
thinking about something,” she mumbled, trying to concentrate on the next
stitch.  It was hopeless.  She set down her little hook, the yarn and
the wretchedly misshapen scarf, and rose from the rocker.  


“You’ve
been like this all day,” yowled Alice plaintively.  ”What’s the
matter?  Are they going to come for us again?”  The cat’s “they,” of
course, referred to the recurring mobs hellbent on setting fire to Isabella.
 


The witch
shook her head.  ”No,” Isabella reassured her cat, scratching her behind
the ears.  ”I’m just thinking of someone.”


Alice
cocked her head but said not another word, narrowing her eyes with a feline
shrewdness.


Miss Cat
came at half past noon, the wan winter sunshine still bright enough to make the
snowdrifts glow.  She stood on the doorstep, hand outstretched, face set
in a curious  expression, as if she’d just tasted something quite bad.
 Isabella looked from her eyes to the outstretched hand, and then paused. 


Made from
twigs and bits of string, a tiny deerlike shape crouched in the woman’s hand.
 It was so small, it lay between the two lines in Miss Cat’s palm that
would denote how long her life might be, and if it would be happy.
 Isabella felt a strange sensation come over her, even as Miss Cat asked,
“What is this?  It was on your doorstep.”  Not your typical greeting,
and the sharp way that she clipped her words was less than friendly.
 Isabella swallowed.


“It’s…part
of a spell I did,” she lied, snatching the small thing from the woman and
secreting it to her skirt’s pocket.  


Miss Cat
did not look convinced, actually appeared quite suspicious, but when Isabella
smiled widely at her, she sighed and relented. “I came to show you around town,
and to explain the Winter Solstice spell,” she said, reluctant.  


Isabella
patted her pocket to make certain the deer was still there and took up her
shawl.


A few
thoughts circled the witch’s mind, but the most incessant was this: The
Changer made this for me.  But why?


Had Miss
Deer really been moved so much by a day-old cheese sandwich?  As Isabella
scooped Alice up from her warm spot by the fire, shut and locked the door
behind her, she dropped the silver key in the same pocket that housed the
little deer and--inexplicably--felt her heart flutter. 


…What was
going on?  She bit her lip, followed Miss Cat down the street and into the
town proper, trying to stay her trembling heart.  She tried to remind
herself, and repeatedly, how Miss Cat had all but forbidden her to have any
contact with Miss Deer.


But, as
Isabella knew too well, some things just couldn’t be helped.


“The
spell,” said Miss Cat, hurrying down the street, witch in tow, “is begun two
weeks before the Winter Solstice.  So...now,” she said, over her shoulder.
 ”It is completed the night of the Winter Solstice, when we begin our
celebrations.”


“What is
it for?” asked Isabella, running to catch up.  ”The spell--what does it
do?”


Miss Cat
stopped before the dry goods store, hand upon the doorknob.  ”It is to
ward the town from the Wolf of Winter,” she said with deep sincerity.
 Isabella stared at her, then tried her best to wipe the disbelief from
her face.


The Wolf
of Winter was just a story.  Isabella hadn’t believed a word of it
when Miss Cat had regaled her the day before, but apparently Miss Cat had
believed, and deeply.  


They
ventured into the shop of one Mrs. Goose, an elderly woman with pristinely
pinned hair who nodded at the two of them from behind the wide wooden counter.
 Miss Cat went straight to the big, carved spools of ribbon.


“It’s a
simple weaving spell,” she said, running her fingers over the loose ends of
ribbon.  Isabella stared at them skeptically as Miss Cat picked one up
here, dropped one there, testing the weight and length of each piece.
 Finally, the woman turned to Mrs. Goose.


“None of
these will do, Eliza.  They’re not special enough,” she said, shaking her
head, but Mrs. Goose was having none of it.


“Every
year, you say the exact same thing, Polly,” said Eliza, sighing.  ”The
Wolf of Winter hasn’t been seen in generations.  The ribbons we have out
will do nicely. You don’t need nothin’ fancy for a weaving spell.”


Polly Cat
appeared horrified, mouth round in indignation, but Isabella stepped between
them.


“Hi,
ma’am,” she said, smiling at Mrs. Goose.  ”I’m the new magicmaker of the
town.  Name’s Isabella.”


“Hello,”
said Mrs. Goose warmly.  ”How is the witch house treating you?  Do
you like it all right?”


“It’s
lovely.  The whole town is lovely,” said Isabella, smiling.  ”I’m so
happy to be here…”


Miss Cat
pushed between the two women and slammed three bolts of ribbon down on the
counter.  ”Fifty lengths, all four feet,” she muttered to Mrs. Goose, who
turned her lips up thinly at the corners and drew large, sharp shears out from
beneath the ribbon.  The sound of snipping filled the store while Isabella
wandered from row to row, marveling at the pretty fabrics, the dry bags of
beans, the wooden barrels of flour and sugar and hard candy.  


She went
up to the front and picked up a delicate glass ornament, a blue sphere, from its
little bed of straw.  It was hand-blown from a far-away city, maybe even
Angotha, where the Academy had been.  She’d never really noticed all of
the fine things in the city.  Maybe she’d been jaded.  But here, in
this little, secreted-away town, the fragile glass in her hands seemed as fine
a treasure as a palmful of gems.


“Here are
your fifty,” said Mrs. Goose heavily, pushing the ribbons across the counter at
Miss Cat. 


“Now,
child,” said Miss Cat, holding the ribbons out to the witch, “you must begin the
spell.”


A weaving
spell.  Isabella’s mind raced.  ”How do you usually do it?” she
ventured.


Miss Cat
held up one of the ribbons and handed it to Mrs. Goose, who took it, albeit
gingerly.  She took another strand out of the pile and tucked it into her
coat pocket.  ”Every person in the town gets one ribbon to imbue with
magic,” she said. “On the night of the Solstice, they all bring them together,
you weave them at the entrance to town and seal the spell, and it’s done.
 Another winter without the Wolf.”


Isabella
pursed her lips, stared down at the mound of ribbons in her hands doubtfully. 


“Hand
them out over the next few days. It’ll be a lovely excuse for you to get
acquainted with everyone in town,” said Miss Cat, nodding her farewell to Mrs.
Goose.  Eliza winked at the witch as she turned to leave the shop.


“Don’t
let her boss you around,” said Mrs. Goose, voice a conspirator’s whisper.
 ”She’s not bad, just headstrong...ever since Mr. Cat passed.  Well,
she got more stubborn.”  She frowned.  ”She’s been getting
worse--don’t let her boss you,” she repeated, and then Isabella was ushered out
of the shop, Polly Cat’s arm snaked around the witch’s waist.


That
night, Isabella stared glumly at the mound of ribbons on the rug before her
fire.  A weaving spell--why did it have to be a weaving
spell?  They’d never even covered them at the Academy in her
courses, which were all General Witchery.  Of course the instructors had
mentioned weaving spells as something you could do but had never
bothered to mention how.  Isabella had time to dig through her great
book, read up on them, but how could she be assured that she would be up to the
task?


She rose,
straightened out her skirts and filled the tea kettle with water from the
earthen pitcher.  She hooked the kettle over the fire and stared at the
crackling flames until the spout began to whistle merrily.  Her mother had
always said that any problem could be cured with a good cup of tea. This
prescription for life was one that Isabella lived by and she believed it with
her whole heart.


Once the
tea had steeped in her own favorite mug, she curled up again by the fire, lost
in thought.  Next to the pile of ribbons sat the little twig deer.
 All throughout her worried musings over the spell, she’d held the deer,
turning it this way and that in the firelight.  It was such a little
thing, a veritable stick figure, thin twigs held together by bits of thread,
such as one found in a wren’s nest.  It was so crude, so small…so
charming.  Whenever Isabella looked at it, her heart made that strange
little flutter. 


She tried
to push it from her mind.


As the
night wore on, Isabella broke from her reverie again, last drop of tea
consumed.  She had a very funny feeling she’d forgotten something, so she
stood and stretched, wandering over to the back door of the cottage. 


Alice had
been unusually quiet...


Alice.  Oh, no.


She
opened the back door and called for her Familiar.  Alice, as stubborn as
any cat, had declared that she needed to go exploring and hunting right at
sunset.  Isabella had obliged, holding the door open for her, warning her
not to be gone too long.  


Alice
detested the cold, had been out for hours, and Isabella hadn’t even noticed!
 Oh, her cursed daydreams!  Isabella went out onto the back lawn
without her shawl, casting about for her cat.  In the almost full
moonlight, there were many tracks across the backyard but none of little cat
feet.  Isabella went back into the cottage, paced the kitchen, tugging at
her hair.


And then
a knock came at the door.


She was
across the expanse of the cottage in two bounds, jerking the door open.
 There was Alice in a stranger’s arms. 


“Oh,
Alice,” whispered Isabella, gathering the limp feline to her.  Alice
made a plaintive little mew, snuggling closer to the horrified witch who peered
down at her Familiar’s back left paw, covered in dried blood.


“Here,
help me,” she muttered to the stranger, not even looking up to see who it was
that had delivered her cat back to her.  She closed her eyes, concentrated
on the magic and began to close the wound on Alice’s paw, lacing the skin
together with a spell.  She felt a boost of magic from the stranger, and
when she opened her eyes, the wound was sealed.


Alice
struggled out of her arms and leaped down to the ground, completely unhurt,
wound vanished.


“Oh, thank
you,” said Isabella then, looking up at the stranger.  And everything
stopped.


It was
Miss Deer.


Her furs
were down around her shoulders, and her hair was long and tangled, a good brown
color, like a grackle’s wing.  Her eyes were wide as a doe’s, and wild,
but with a steadiness, too, and as Isabella stared, they blinked once,
languorously.


“Oh,”
said Isabella, in a very small voice.


“Cat was
caught in a snare,” said Miss Deer gruffly.  Whatever Isabella had thought
her voice might sound like, this was most certainly not it.  The Changer’s
voice had a full tone to it, like music--soft and throaty and warm.
 Isabella processed the words, swallowed, and then there were tears in her
eyes.


“A
snare?” she whispered, looking over her shoulder at her plump little tabby,
busily washing her face on the hearth.  ”She could have died.”


“I cut
her down,” said the Changer, nodding. “No harm done.  She’ll be fine.”


Isabella
suddenly remembered that she possessed something akin to manners.  ”Oh,
please,” she whispered, stepping back quickly.  ”Will you come in?
 Have some tea?  How can I thank you?”


Miss Deer
narrowed her eyes, took in the hearth and cottage all in a glance.  ”I
can’t stay,” she whispered, and looked back over her shoulder, toward the
village.


Isabella
felt her throat tighten.  ”Please,” she said, and the word broke a little.
 Damn it all.  ”I don’t care what they say,” she said, and she
put up her hand to touch the Changer’s arm and stopped.  Her hand dropped
to her side.  ”At least warm yourself by the fire before you go back out
into the night?” she offered.  The Changer considered this, and--after a
long moment--nodded. 


“I’ll
warm my feet,” she managed, and then walked stiffly into the room.
 Isabella was horrified to see that the woman limped.


“Oh,
you’re hurt,” the witch whispered, darting forward and putting out her arm to
steady her.  Miss Deer shook her head, squatted down by the fire, and then
gingerly sat back into the rocker.


“It’s my
boots,” she said, voice suddenly tired.  ”I’m good at spells having to do
with ropes, knots…  Terrible at most others.  Can’t even do a simple
mending charm.”  She winced and straightened out her feet, and Isabella
stared with horror down at boots that were more holes than hide.  She could
see the woman’s skin through gaping tears, could see how it had been rubbed raw
and red in the snow.


Isabella
knelt down before the woman and stared at the boots.  ”I can fix these…”
she said, and looked up.


The
Changer gazed down at her, expression searching, curious.  Her mouth was
open a little, her lips soft and parted, and when Isabella’s eyes strayed to
those lips.  She felt herself blushing even before she realized that she’d
placed a casual hand on the woman’s knee.  ”Forgive me,” she whispered,
snatching it back as if burned, but Miss Deer put out her own hand, slow and
gentle, and gripped her fingers tightly.


“What is
your name?” she whispered to the witch. 


“Isabella
Fox,” said Isabella, smiling a little.  ”…what’s yours?”


“Emily,”
said the Changer then, letting go of Isabella’s hand.  She slumped back in
the chair, wincing. 


“Is it
your feet?” said Isabella, wincing, too.  They looked like they were on
fire, thawing much too quickly from the cold.  Emily nodded, eyes closed,
biting her lip.


“Can
I…will you let me?” asked Isabella, then, hands on her own knees.  


Emily
opened her eyes, looked down at the witch. “Yes,” she said.  


Isabella
reddened under her gaze.  No one had ever looked at her like that, that intently,
that...all-consuming.  When Emily looked at her, it was as if there were
nothing else in the world but where her gaze fell.  Isabella chanced a
sidelong glance and reddened further to see that Emily was now staring intently
at the witch’s hands.


She held
them out over the Changer’s boots.  She concentrated, felt the energy coil
up, snakelike, moving from the earth and through the floorboards, through her
body, out into those feet, those boots.  She felt the pain slacken in
Emily, felt it leave completely, and then the boots began to repair, the tears
mending like a wound grafted.


When
Isabella opened her eyes, she examined her handiwork.  Emily’s face was
open, wonder-filled, eyes wide, and she smiled down at the witch.


“I just
have to seal it,” said Isabella, unthinking.  She kissed the tips of her
fingers and then tapped her fingers to the Changer’s boots.


“What was
that?” asked Emily, curious.  


Isabella
looked up, shrugged.  ”It seals the spell,” she said, suddenly
self-conscious, rubbing at her arms.  Emily leaned forward, and Isabella
realized in that moment how very close she was, so close that if the witch
angled up her face just so, she could reach up and…


“I saw
you in the woods, saw what you left for me,” said Emily softly, brows furrowed.
 Isabella felt the softness of skin against her palm, and then the Changer
was holding her hand again, fingers dancing lightly over her wrist.  ”Why
did you do it?  Haven’t you been told that I’m…forbidden?”


Isabella
sighed, feeling in that moment more exhausted than she thought possible.
 ”I’ve been told,” she muttered, shaking her head, shifting from one knee
to the other. 


Emily’s
brows went up, a question.  ”Then why did you invite me in?”


Isabella
opened her mouth, closed it.  Emily smelled of the woods, of bark and tree
and moss and wild, running stream.  She smelled like the good wood air,
and the way the firelight fell upon her tangled hair…  Something fluttered
in the pit of Isabella’s stomach, and she knew that she could not put it into
words.  Not yet, not now.  She had often daydreamed of pretty girls,
had almost asked one of her classmates to the great Witch’s Ball once, but had
never summoned up the nerve.  Daydreams were safer; wishes could be kept
secret.  


But this
wasn’t a secret right now, her hand held by the Changer, whose skin was soft
and warm, like silk and tea.  Isabella looked up into the questioning,
questing eyes of the stranger and felt something fall into place, something she
hadn’t even known was wrong but was now made right.


“I’ve
always been an outcast, too,” she said, then, voice so quiet she almost
couldn’t hear it herself. 


“You?”
Emily stared.


Isabella
laughed.  ”Yes, me.”  And then:  ”You’d be surprised.”  And
she actually winked.


Emily
looked deeply into the witch’s eyes for a long moment, as if searching for
something.  But she didn’t find it.  She stood after a small space of
heartbeats.  ”I should go…  I’m too close to town.”  She set her
lips in a long, thin line.  ”You could be run out for associating with
me.”


“That’s
ludicrous,” said Isabella, shaking her head.  ”You did nothing wrong.
 This whole thing isn’t even about you.” 


“Well,
Benevolence holds a grudge forever,” she said, voice small.  ”My great
grandfather was a scoundrel.  We’ve never denied that.  But I’m
not like him.  I never have been.”  


“I know,”
said Isabella, surprising herself.  She believed it, believed it deeply.
 ”It shouldn’t be this way.  What’s this whole ‘Wolf of Winter’ thing
about, anyway?  They don’t really think it’s true, do they?  It seems
more like a story, a myth to explain away a storm.”


Emily
shrugged.  ”They think it’s true.  I couldn’t tell you.  I don’t
know.  But they cast the spell every year.  They believe the Wolf
brings pestilence, snowstorms...  They think the spell bewitches it to
keep it away from the town, hypnotizes it.  If the Wolf doesn’t enter
Benevolence on Solstice night, it vanishes by morning.”  She shook her
head.  ”This is a story everyone knows by heart.  I can’t say if
there’s truth to it or not.”


Isabella
considered this a long moment, watching the Changer.  ”You know I don’t
care what they say.”


“You
will,” Emily said, and the words were so soft, they were almost lost to the
wind. 


A knock
at the door.  Isabella jumped. Who might it be?  It was so late.
 Emily’s face blanched almost as white as the snow, and as Isabella
turned, horrified, toward the front door, the Changer bolted for the back one,
as fast as a deer in flight.


And,
indeed, even as Isabella crossed slowly toward the door, the back door banged
open, and a single white doe loped across the snow and was gone.


Miss Cat
stood on the porch, eyes narrowed and suspicious.  ”Did I hear voices…?”
she asked, words sharp as claws.


Alice
glanced up from her never-ending bathing session by the fire.  ”I’m an actual
cat,” she pointed out reasonably, “and even I am not as much of a busybody as
you.  Shouldn’t you take up a hobby?”  It was said with
deliberateness, and Miss Cat huffed and flounced off the porch and back down
the street into town.


Isabella
went to the back door and stared at the deer tracks through the snow for a very
long time.  Alice came and sat on her foot. 


The cold
curled into the cottage, as persistent as a cat.


 


*


 


After Mr.
Ox took the second-to-last ribbon, Isabella went over the list of townsfolk in
her head.  She hadn’t missed anyone, so why did she have an extra
strand?  This one was silver-threaded and lay coiled in her palm like a
spiral.  In the dry goods store, Mrs. Goose smiled at her.


“Honey,
that one’s for you,” she said, nodding at the ribbon.  ”It’s your piece.
 You’re part of the town now, just like the rest of us.”


For
better or worse, thought Isabella as she
walked slowly back to her little cottage, feet dragging.  Alice leaped
daintily up to the porch railing and repeatedly butted the small of her back as
she unlocked the front door and let them both in.


She’d
studied her great book last night, but the section on weaving spells was
sketchy at best.  They weren’t even mentioned in the index.
 She sighed, lowered herself into her rocker as Alice climbed into her
lap, a bundle of purrs.  They sat like that for a long while, Isabella
giving occasional glances to her length of ribbon, tossed on the hearth.
 Surprisingly, she didn’t think much on busybody townsfolk or the weight
on her shoulders regarding the upcoming spell...


“You’re
thinking about her, aren’t you?” asked Alice, around her purrs.  Isabella
stared down at her little cat, who blinked once, twice, very slowly up at her
witch--the ultimate in feline displays of affection.


“Yes, I’m
thinking about her,” Isabella said, because it was the truth, and it had never
worked, lying to Alice.  


The cat
nodded, began to lick her back left paw, the no-longer-wounded one.  ”She
was very gentle, when she cut me down from the snare,” she said thoughtfully.
“She told me that it would be all right and that she would take me home to my
mistress and that I would be better soon.  She carried me inside of her
coat because I was cold.”


“You like
her,” said Isabella, staring down at the cat in wonder.  Alice tolerated
very few people, had only ever really admitted to liking Isabella, and had
promised that a large portion of that “like” had to do with consistent meals
and behind-the-ear scratchings.


Alice
considered this.  ”I suppose I do.”


So
Isabella supposed that if the world’s pickiest cat liked the Changer,
perhaps she could admit to herself that there were stirrings in her own heart
toward Emily... Stirrings that delved a little deeper than “like.”


Perhaps.


 


*


 


The
sharpest thing in the cottage was Isabella’s herb-cutting blade, forbidden by
her fourth year Academy teacher to be used for anything other than the
ritual purpose of gathering herbs.  


Isabella
now took up the blade, slid it to the center of the ribbon and cut it in two.


She had
always considered rules to be more like friendly guidelines--suggestions,
really.  Which is why she slid on her boots now, drawing her shawl close
about her, and went out into the darkness of a winter’s night, half a ribbon in
hand.


Isabella
felt a slow thrill of delight, bathed in moonlight and on the edge of the
woods.  The ribbon was weighty in her fingers, as if it meant something
special.  She struck out along the deer path through the woods and paused
every few steps to listen.  She listened intently, with a
witch’s practiced ear, to the earth slowly putting itself to bed, the trees
falling to sleep, the hibernating animals whispering good night to one another
in their native tongues.  In a few days, it would be the Winter Solstice,
and autumn stood on the threshold of the year, beckoning winter to come to the
world and make merry…


Isabella
had a deep hope, a hope she would never have mentioned to anyone, not even to
Alice, who had raised a little cat eyebrow when she’d told her that she was
taking a moonlit walk through the woods.  ”For no other reason than fresh
air,” the cat had repeated her reason primly, laughing like a cat does, with a
sly, sideways grin.  Isabella had blushed, taken up the ribbon, cutting it
while her cat meowed chuckles at her mistress. 


Alice
knew.  But she was very good at keeping secrets.


The
farther Isabella went into the wood, the more the pricking sensation of being
watched grew, until--finally--she saw the white doe in a small clearing ahead,
glowing and brilliant in the moonshine.  The witch paused, stock still,
staring at the creature who stared back like an enchanted thing, too bright,
too fragile to be real.  And then, in the blink of an eye, Emily stood
where the doe had been, furs down around her shoulders, gaze soft, shy.


“You
shouldn’t have come,” she greeted the witch, when Isabella finally entered the
clearing.  Her words were so soft, but the hush of the snow held them both
like hands, and Isabella could hear the Changer’s breath, how it was fast and
short, like a heartbeat.


“I have
this for you,” said Isabella, holding out the bit of ribbon, tattered on the
one edge from the uneven hack of her blade.  The Changer stared down at
the ribbon, then looked at Isabella.  


“It’s for
the spell,” said the witch, grimacing at her own words.  ”You know…”


“Why?”
said Emily, and the word came out broken.  Isabella stared at the Changer
as she sat down on a fallen tree, as if she could no longer stand.  The
witch crossed to her, put out her hand but stopped just short of skin, did not
touch her. 


“Because
you’re part of this place.  And it didn’t feel right without you…” She
stumbled, sighing, cursing herself again and again and again.  Why
had she thought this was a good idea?  Why had she thought that Emily
might like to be included in a town that shunned her, that kept her separated,
that would not allow her in?  She drew back her hand and her ribbon, but
Emily stayed her, fingers warm on the skin of the witch’s wrist.


“I have
been thinking,” said the Changer gravely, quickly, “about your being an
outcast.  Like me…” Her last words trailed off, and again, her eyes were
questioning. 


What
Isabella wanted to say, more than anything, was that she had been thinking
about the Changer, too.  Almost nonstop, in fact, since Emily had left her
cottage last night.  Isabella wanted to tell her that she didn’t care what
the townsfolk thought. She wanted to say that, when Emily took her hand, every
part of her wanted to shiver but couldn’t, because that was too much, that
truth, and too soon, and she didn’t want to frighten Emily, who was so like the
watchful doe, her secret shape.  And Isabella wanted to tell her that, all
the while, she cursed herself for her lack of bravery and tenacity, because
what the witch really wanted was to have courage enough to reach down and kiss
the wild outcast with no fear of consequences. With no fear of anything.


But
Isabella said none of those things, only paled and nodded and bit her lip so
hard that surely she must have drawn blood. 


“I have
never met anyone like you,” said Emily, standing, so near that Isabella could
feel the warmth of her body in the cold midwinter, so close that what she could
do, if she had any sort of conviction or courage in her whatsoever, was
reach up and twine her arms about Emily’s neck and just kiss her.


What she
did instead was reach out, tentative, hesitant, and lay her other hand on
Emily’s arm.  There--that wasn’t so very difficult.  Not a bit
as romantic as her other daydreams, but it was something.  The white doe
hide beneath her hand was soft as down, and warm, as if the skin had just
covered the Changer’s own.  And perhaps it had.


“Please
take the ribbon,” said Isabella miserably, backing up one step, two, letting go
of Emily’s hand.  The Changer watched her, gaze unreadable.


Isabella
had turned, was almost on the edge of the clearing before Emily broke her
silence, called out to her:  ”I will meet you at your cottage, Winter
Solstice night...if you’d like.”


The witch
looked back, spellbound.  Emily’s shoulders were wide, determined, feet
spread, eyes flashing.  ”I’ll come,” she said then, voice low.


What was
held in those two words was more than Isabella could have hoped for.  More
than she could even dream of, though she did, that night, the mystery and
longing in those words moving over her skin like glitter, shining in the
darkness and then gone.


 


*


 


What
bound two people together?  Was it a shared memory, like a poem, memorized
and always on the tongue, ready to live again and be said aloud?  Was it a
moment the two had possessed together, if only for that moment, or was it a
connection that spanned from one heart to the other, an invisible thread,
unending?


Isabella
considered this as she ran her fingers along the rim of the barrel of hard
candy at Mrs. Goose’s store.  The smoothness of the wood, the mellow mint
of the sugar dusted her nostrils, and she curled her toes in pleasure as she
tasted the piece of candy Eliza had given her, tasted it like the  poetry
on the tip of her tongue.


Tonight,
the Winter Solstice celebration began. Tonight, she would do her yearly spell,
and tonight, after the festivities, the Changer would creep through the forest,
to the witch’s cottage…


And she
did not know what would happen after that.  She had thought on it many
times, a perverse amount of times, really.  Did Emily feel the same way as
the witch--smitten?  Was she only coming to tea and dinner, or was she
coming for a different reason?


Alice
laughed at her every day, licked her little paws and said not a word.  But
cat and witch both knew something was coming; something soon would change.
 And it was tremendous and exciting and frightening all at once.
 Isabella sucked on her candy and ran her fingers now along the bolts of
cloth.


She would
do her best with the spell.  As Mrs. Goose had reminded her many, many
times, it was all a mere formality.  The Wolf of Winter had not been seen
in generations, and--really, the shopkeeper had said, expression indulgent as
she took Isabella aside--it was more the ritual of togetherness that began the
festivities than the actual spell.  This had taken a vast deal of worry
off Isabella’s shoulders, and she had stopped being so concerned that every
last little bit of her spellwork would have to be perfect.  It was a
formality!  The Wolf of Winter hadn’t been seen in generations!  She
needn’t fret at all!


Somewhere
in the back of Isabella’s mind lurked a tremendous, hulking shadow of
uneasiness--but the witch did not focus on it, instead pondering every small
thing shelved in the dry goods shop.


She was
going to get Emily a present.


It was a
silly idea, but one that filled her with great delight.  Isabella couldn’t
imagine that Emily had any use for a pretty little bauble--but must everything
have a practical use?  Perhaps something lovely was its own reward.
 Still, the witch was uncertain and felt looming awkwardness at hand. 


Out in
the streets, the last few townsfolk were getting ready for the holiday,
bustling across the snow with their little sleds and brightly colored packages.
 Mr. Ox was hanging a great evergreen wreath on his door--handmade by Mrs.
Goose, Isabella knew--and Mr. Toad was helping Miss Wren hang the silvery
string of lanterns down the village street.  


Isabella’s
heart fluttered as she looked through the shop one last time.  There was
cloth and flour and sugar and tea and combs and mirrors and bows and buttons,
and what use would Emily have for any of these things?  Miserably,
she bid Mrs. Goose farewell--just until the celebration!--and then she ducked
out and into the cold.


It was
snowing, great fluffy flakes that seemed suspended in the frozen sky.
 Isabella looked up and caught a few on her lashes, blinking long and slow
at the beauty that surrounded her.  And, oh, yes, it was beautiful,
the way the flakes drifted like feathers from a gigantic quilt, shaken over the
heavens and now drifting ever down.  Isabella drew her shawl closer about
her, hitched the basket farther up her arm, and went down the steps and along
the street, moving much slower than she probably should.  Her feet
dragged; her heart twisted.  A gift didn’t truly matter, she reminded
herself.  Emily wouldn’t be expecting one, and it was such a frivolous
custom, really, giving gifts on the Winter Solstice.  


She
paused at the window of the toy shop, the first sight she remembered upon
coming to Benevolence, and she stared inside, still as transfixed as she was on
that first day. The glorious mound of toys was smaller than it had been then,
but the tree stood just as silvered and magical. 


In the
tangle of lovely things, then, Isabella spotted something she could not
believe.  She closed and opened her eyes, then rubbed at them.  But
the object still remained.  She stared for a long moment until--tentative,
uncertain--she climbed up the steps and into the shop.


Miss
Lacey Turtle owned the toy shop, her pride and joy the little wooden dolls she
carved herself.  Lacey greeted Isabella when she came in, smile wide for
the witch.  ”You’ll catch your death if you window-shop too long,” Lacey
admonished her new customer.  ”How can I help you, my dear?”


“The
ornament…on the tree…” murmured Isabella haltingly.  ”Is it…”


Lacey’s
mouth went sideways, but she came forward, took the little thing out from
underneath one of the heavier branches.


A perfect
little glass deer, white and glittering as snow.


“It was a
mistake--but the city glassblower wouldn’t take it back,” Lacey admitted.
 ”It’s white for the Solstice,” she said quickly, shaking her head.
 ”Not because…”


Isabella’s
stomach tightened, but she kept her face calm.  ”I think it’s quite
pretty!” she said with false brightness.  ”How much is it?”


Lacey
turned it over in her hands, sighed.  ”I’ll never be able to sell it…”


“I’d like
it,” said Isabella deliberately.  ”How much, please?”


The
shopkeeper looked up in surprise.  ”I don’t--”


Isabella
pressed a gold coin into Lacey’s hands, held out her palm for the deer.
 Lacey was shocked for a long moment, but finally--finally!--handed
over the little deer to the witch.  Her face was filled with
bewilderment, but she waved Isabella out the door as the witch practically
fled, holding the little deer under her shawl, close to the warmth of
her heart.


No matter
what happened tonight, she had something precious and fragile to give the
Changer.


In that
moment, it was all that mattered.


 


*


 


The
cottage was dark and hushed, the fire’s embers the only glow in the place.
 Alice stretched and rose from her usual spot on the hearth, blinking
sleepy eyes at her mistress as Isabella lit a single candle.  She used
magic to do it, not a match or bit of tinder, and she felt a bit impractical as
she cupped her hands about the small flame, heart racing, face flushed.
 It was Solstice twilight, and soon, the magic would be born, the
townsfolk would gather, and throughout the world, people would sing back the
light.


It was
never taken for granted, on Solstice night, that the sun would rise again in
the morning.  It was the longest night of the year, the shortest day, a
mere handful of hours with wan sunshine that sputtered like a candle in a
drafty room.  It was a commonly held belief that if fires were not lit,
candles not sparked, songs not sung and celebrations not created, the sun would
never again be coaxed over the edge of the world.  So in every home and
town would come a great shout and laughter, voices raised in celebration to
endure that darkest of nights.


It made Isabella
shudder with delight, this great outpouring of joy and love, benevolence and
merriment... Her favorite night of the year had begun.


Alice
felt her delight, padded over and sat, purring and leaning against the witch’s
leg.  Isabella brushed her fingers over the cat’s warm ears and knelt down
on the rough boards of her floor.  She felt the purr of her Familiar
against her hand, the hewn wood against her knees and the press of silence
against her ears.  She closed her eyes and absorbed a flare of magic from
Alice, adding her feline power to her mistress’s will, and then, in the center
of the room, it began to grow.


The pine
tree began from nothing but will and magic.  Isabella did not see the
first prick of needles rising from the floorboards, did not, in fact, look at
her creation until she felt it full grown.  Only then did she open her
eyes and survey her handiwork.


Isabella
was averse to killing anything, and she loved the trees of the forest far too
much to take an axe to any one of them.  So, ever since she was a little
girl, she had created her own Solstice tree, drawing on magic and bits of wood
and bark unused and not needed from the earth of the forest floor.  Here
and now, a pine tree stood, trunk extending seamlessly from the floorboards,
branches arching overhead, a full head taller than Isabella herself.  She
walked about it, looking at it this way and that, hands on hips.


“Splendid
job this time, Alice,” she said, rubbing her knuckles affectionately against
the cat’s skull.  Alice purred a little deeper for the compliment and the
petting.


Isabella
raised her hands and watched the magic shimmer from her fingertips, spiraling
through the air to lace the tree’s branches with a light glimmer, like the
first hard frost at sunrise.  When she was satisfied with the light and
opalescence on the green needles, she picked up her shawl, wrapping it about
her shoulders.  


“You’re
nervous,” said the cat, then, leaping up on the table.  ”Why?”


“I don’t
know,” Isabella admitted.  She picked up her length of ribbon, shifting it
in the glow of the tree and the candlelight.  The silver flickered.
 ”I suppose it’s about the spell...”  But that wasn’t exactly the
truth.  Since she woke that morning, she had had a strange heaviness in
her belly, a flutter against her ribcage for a reason she could not name.
 She looked helplessly down at Alice, sighed.  


“Don’t
fret,” her Familiar whispered, patting the witch’s hand with a little paw.
 ”All will be well.”


“Do you
believe that, Alice?” she said, sinking down so that her face was level with
the cat’s.  The butterflies with their sharp little wings beat harder
against her ribcage.  


“I do,”
the cat replied, eyes unblinking.  


Isabella
gathered Alice up into her arms, gave her a small squeeze, and set her gently
back down on the table.  Ribbon in hand, she ventured toward the door but
paused with her fingers on the knob.


“Alice,”
she said, turning back to look at her cat.  ”If we have to leave in a
hurry...”


“I’ll
find you,” said the cat, eyes twinkling merrily.  ”I’m not your Familiar
for nothing.  I’ll take your broom someplace safe. I’ve got it covered.”


In a
world of vast uncertainty, Isabella knew she could count on her cat.
 Unbidden, a grateful smile came to her lips, and Isabella--mediocre
witch--slipped out into the star-strewn night, ready to try her best.


 


*


 


As she
entered the town proper, Isabella lifted up her face to the sky, to the tops of
the towering pines that surrounded Benevolence.  It seemed as if the stars
were falling, covering the forest with a brilliant, pulsing light.  She
paused, standing in the snow, heart filled with wonder.


And then,
the music began.


It
sounded as if it came from one great throat, that note.  If stars could
sing, that’s what they would sound like, she thought, covering her heart with
her hand.  She looked down the street, saw the villagers, men, women,
children, animals, coming out of their houses, their shops, coming together in
the center of the town.  They sang together, that one note, every voice
raised until the very earth seemed to thrum with mighty music.  


Isabella
closed her eyes, listened with her bones, but--deep in the perfection of the
harmony--there was a discordance.  Her eyes shot open, and she frowned.
 


The music
was not complete.  


Did
anyone else feel that?


No.
 They gathered at the center of the town, their faces radiating joy as
they formed a loose circle.  Isabella paused, fingering the ribbon in her
hands.  The music was not complete, and she knew the reason, knew it so
deeply it caught her breath: there was a hole in the town where Emily belonged.


She
trotted to catch up to the villagers and began to join in the singing.
 She opened her mouth, let the single note pour out like a hum, but it did
not heal the chink in the music.  Oh, for the stars’ sakes.  She
gripped the ribbon harder, sang louder, but--of course--that didn’t change
anything.  As the music died down and the villagers stood, as the pines
radiated light and the Solstice celebration began, Isabella felt uneasy but
tried to quell it.  If Emily’s family had really been run out so long ago,
the chink in the Solstice music must have been there all that time.  And
no harm had been done...


Isabella
cast about at the villagers miserably.  She, of all people, knew how
things were connected, had been taught since she was small that all of the
threads of the universe came together in all people at all times.  Perhaps
the effects of Emily’s absence weren’t visible, but there were effects.
 She had never been to a Solstice celebration that felt imperfect. Even
the simple ones that she herself had done, with no other, had been fine, merely
because she brought all of her heart and joy to the longest night of the year.


But, here
and now in Benevolence, the celebration began imperfectly.  It did not
bode well with Isabella.  It was a glimmer of what might come.


She
swallowed her misgivings as much as she could and looked up at the tree,
marveled at how the branches shone.  In the center of the town, the great
pine towered, stately and glittering over the assembled villagers.
 Gingerbread cookies and popcorn garland covered it, lacing its branches
like the ruffled edges of a petticoat.  


Miss
Peacock, in her vibrant bird form, was helping Miss Wren hang up the last of
the garlands.  Mr. Crow rose on black wings from the crowd and began to
set the shining silver bells suspended on the branches ringing with his sharp
beak.  It was such a strange sight, that gigantic crow fluttering the
Solstice bells.  Isabella smiled up at the tree, smiled at the Changers,
and she began to gather the ribbons for her spell. Half her heart delighted at
the sight of crow and tree and gathered people; the other half was cautious,
worried.


Don’t
screw this up, don’t screw this up.


Once she
had all of the ribbons in hand, she knotted them together, one great spiral
that came in upon itself like a shell.  She set the spell with a focused
intention, then went to the edge of the town and placed it in the snowdrift by
the first house.


She
wavered there a moment, uncertain.  The villagers had begun to drift
toward the town hall, stamping the snow off their boots and taking up great
mugs of cider and tea to stave off the cold of the evening.  There would
be great revels, once they were warm again, once the spell was cast.
 Isabella saw Mrs. Goose beckon her from the town hall steps, and she
waved her on.  Just a minute, I’ll be right in.  Tentatively,
she poked the ribbons with her foot.  The magic shifted.  She
squatted down, put her hands over the ribbons; the spell felt fine...she
supposed.  But she wasn’t exactly certain how a weaving spell should feel.
 Right now, it lay poised in the drift, emanating magic that felt like a
cross between a potion and a hex, and she wasn’t at all sure if--


“Come on,
Isabella!” called Lacey, waving at her from the center of the town.
 ”You’ll catch your death!’


Surely it
was all right.  Isabella rose, dusted off her mittens.  Mrs. Goose
had told her ten thousand times if she’d told her once: this was all just a
formality.  She began down the street, excited for the warmth of the town
hall, grinning back at Lacey’s smile as she linked arms with her new friend.


The spell
sat on the edge of town, pulsing and incomplete.


 


*


 


The
children were beginning to hang the fresh gingerbread ornaments on the smaller
tree in the town hall when Isabella felt it--a pricking, as if someone tapped
her between her shoulder blades with a pointed finger.  She straightened,
lowering her mug of tea, turned.  There was no one behind her.


She felt
it again as the town hall door swung open, banging against the wall, Mr. Robin
standing on the steps, panting and red-faced.


“At the
edge of town,” he pointed, teeth bared, “with the spell...Miss Deer...”


There was
a great roar, and as Isabella’s heart broke into shattered, jagged pieces, she
was swept up with the crowd, up and out of the town hall and down the street to
where Mr. Ox stood, arms at his sides, staring down Emily, who held a handful
of ribbons in her fingers, eyes wide and unblinking, jaw set.


“She’s
tampering with the spell!”


“Just
like him.”


“Grab
her!”


The
voices were shrill, anger edging them to a sharpness that made Isabella want to
cover her ears, shut them out.  She was pressed between bodies, rising on
her tiptoes, trying to see Emily standing, so calm, so straight, holding the spell
in her hands.


In a
single, terrible heartbeat, Isabella threaded it all together:


Emily was
good at weaving spells.  


It must
be so obvious to anyone with magical training that Isabella had left the
spell unfinished.


In
Emily’s hands, the spell was almost woven complete.


She was
finishing Isabella’s spell.


“Wait, please,”
Isabella cried, trying to push through the bodies, trying to reach Emily and
the terrible, huge Mr. Ox, who towered over the Changer girl.  ”Please,”
Isabella whispered, trying, trying, as Mr. Ox took Emily’s arm, the ribbons
fluttering to the snow at her feet.


It
happened too quickly.  One moment, the Changer stood, bending away from
Mr. Ox; the next, a white doe leaped out of his grasp, twisting in midair to
land on three hooves, slipping in the snow, then righting and running into the
wood.


A
collective scream rose from the villagers, and then they were after her.


A bear, a
wolf, a cat, a crow, an ox tore through the woods, hunting the white doe.


Oh, no.
 Oh, no.  Through her tears, Isabella ran after them, too,
stumbling and unseeing in her haste, tripping over a log and then a small
drift.  She rose each time, spitting out snow, running, running.
 Branches tore at her shoulder, her shawl, and she left the shawl behind,
breath pounding in her lungs, heart roaring the blood through her, so that all
she could hear was the drumbeat of her body, the despair in her heart.


They were
going to catch Emily.  


Isabella
knew mobs.  She knew what they were capable of.


This was
all her fault.


She followed
the tracks when she lost sight of the beasts, and when she thought she could
run no further, there was a dip in the woods, and down and in the valley, Emily
stood, panting, surrounded and caught in a cage of beasts--the bear, the wolf,
the cat, the crow, and the ox were bars in a round prison.  She was
trapped.


Isabella
raced down the hill on her last bit of strength and fell at Emily’s feet.
 She rose to her knees, her arms outstretched, breath roaring through her.


“Don’t
touch her,” she whispered, chest heaving, hair in her eyes.  


Mr. Ox
shifted to his human shape, eyes wild.  ”Get away, Isabella.  You
don’t understand,” he said, growling out the words with a thick tongue.  


“I
understand,” said Isabella, shaking.  It was the cold, not fear, but it
made her appear weak, and she cursed it.  She struggled up from her knees,
foot caught in the edge of her skirts.  ”Don’t touch her,” she repeated,
and it was wavering, high.  A plea.


“We’ve
put up with her for long enough,” hissed Miss Cat.  She was in woman form,
but her teeth were long, sharp, her eyes slitted.  Isabella shuddered but
kept her arms wide.  She felt Emily tense behind her but did not dare a
glance.  Her nose ran, and her arms shook, and her eyes teared from the
hair in them, but she did not move.


“You
realize,” said Miss Cat, almost purring, “that if you side with the betrayer,
you are a betrayer, too.”  The others moved uneasily, looked to Miss Cat,
but she stared at Isabella, eyes unblinking, mouth turned up at the corners
over wicked, sharp teeth.


“She was
fixing the spell,” said Isabella quickly, coughing.  ”I made a mistake.
 She wasn’t hurting it; she was fixing it.”


Miss Wolf
shook her lupine head.  ”We don’t know that,” she said with a wolf’s
mouth.  


“No, please,”
said Isabella, even as Miss Cat took a step forward, and as Isabella took a
step back.  Her shoulder brushed Emily, and for a moment, she wondered if
this was really how her life would end, or if this was the beginning of the
end.


But there
was a subtle shift on the edge of the clearing; you wouldn’t notice it if you
weren’t a witch.  Isabella cocked her head, eyes suddenly seeing clearly.
 She took Emily’s arm, threaded her own through it, as if they were
walking, elegant and stately in their Sunday best along a park lane, and then
her beautiful broom came darting through the air, scooping them both up without
the least bit of grace.  Alice, puffed up, teeth bared, hiss as loud as a
teakettle, shifted the broom from her position on the bristles, and they went
up into the night.


Saved.


“Oh,
Alice,” said Isabella over and over and over again, crying into her Familiar’s
fur.  Alice spoke not a word, and Emily held on for dear life, and
eventually Isabella felt land beneath her boots once more.


They were
at the top of the mountain.


This
close, it seemed that if Isabella reached up, she could scoop a handful of
stars from the sky.  She stared woodenly at the heavens, eyes unfocused,
even as Alice rubbed against her legs, as Emily stood beside her.


“I got
your satchel,” said Alice quietly.  ”It’s on the end of the broomstick.”
 And then: “It’s all right, Isabella,” said her Familiar.  ”We got
away.”


Isabella
sighed and rubbed her arms, glancing at Emily.  The Changer stood, staring
at the witch, lips parted, eyes wild.


“Why did
you do it?” she whispered, stepping forward.  Isabella felt the Changer
reach  up, touch her arm, fingers curving until they held it.  ”You
didn’t have to help me.”


Isabella
smiled, laughed a little, realizing it was a bit insane that she did so, but
she was unable to help it.  ”Why did you help me?” she asked, voice
high and shaky.  


“Your
spell was almost right,” said Emily. “It just needed a little push to be
perfect.”


“You were
trying to help the village that despises you,” said Isabella woodenly.  


“That makes
me very stupid, doesn’t it?” And the Changer actually smiled, then sobered,
wrapping her fingers tighter about the witch’s arm.  ”You’re shaking so
hard... Please come inside.”


“Inside...?”
 Isabella turned, then stopped.  A shack stood against a boulder,
right at the edge of the summit.  It looked cobbled together by rusty
nails and faith alone, boards building walls that were at odd angles to the
peaked roof.  


“This is
your home?” asked Isabella, hugging herself.  Her teeth chattered--she
couldn’t stop them--and her wet skirt hung against her legs, biting the skin.


“Yes,”
said Emily, and she ushered the witch in, holding the door open until both
Isabella and Alice were safely inside.  She bolted the lock behind her,
the dirty iron snapping shut.


“What
if...” Isabella’s teeth chattered almost too hard for her to speak.  ”What
if they come for us?”


“Not
tonight,” said Emily, throwing off her furs, kneeling at the edge of her little
fire pit.  The embers glowered brighter as she blew on them, throwing tinder
on the small blaze.  ”They’re afraid of the Wolf of Winter,” said the
Changer, drawing off her coat.  ”They won’t stray far from the village
tonight of all nights.  They would have headed back soon, if they hadn’t
caught me.”  Stripped down to her shift, Emily spread her hands, furs and
coat on one arm.  ”Get out of those things; you’re soaked through.”


Isabella
blanched, licking her lips.  Of all of her romantic hopes and daydreams
and wishes, this didn’t even come close.  


Emily
shook her head.  ”You have to warm up. You’ll get frostbite, worse...”
 


Isabella
could have wept, and she did, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes as she
stripped off her dress, her petticoats, her undergarments, and Emily threw the
furs about her, drew her close to the fire.  The witch stared at the blaze
as it roared to life. She was so cold, so shocked, she felt faint.


Gradually,
warmth returned to her limbs, a tingle came and went, and when Emily asked her
if she might like a little coffee, she agreed.  Isabella had always stayed
awake on Solstice night, but this was the strangest one she’d ever passed. She
said as much to the Changer as she watched her over the steaming cup.


Emily
looked into the fire, eyes reflecting the shifting flame.  ”Do you regret
it?” she asked, words so soft that Isabella had to strain to hear.


“Regret...?”
asked Isabella, then shook her head.  ”I regret nothing in my life,” she
confided in the Changer.  ”And what would there be to regret?”


Emily
stared at her, eyes wide, and Isabella shifted, suddenly self-conscious.
 ”You don’t understand,” said the witch quickly.  ”It’s not like this
is the first town I was ever run out of.”


“This
makes the fourth!” said Alice blithely from the other side of the fire.


“We’re
old pros, really,” said Isabella, smiling a little.  ”They didn’t even
have pitchforks this time.”


Emily
stared for a moment longer, then visibly relaxed, shoulders down, mouth open.
 


Isabella
was surprised--but not terribly--when her hand moved, almost of its own accord,
to cover the Changer’s clasped fingers.  ”I guess Benevolence wasn’t right
for me,” she said shyly.  ”But I’m glad I came.”


“You
don’t know...” But Emily’s voice shook, and she moved away, pressing the heels
of her hands to her eyes suddenly, her mouth a tight line.  ”You can’t
know,” she tried again, taking up Isabella’s fingers, threading her own through
them, “how long I’ve waited for something good to happen to me.”


Isabella
stared now, lips parted.  Emily shook her head, leaned forward.  But
whatever the Changer had meant to do in that moment, the witch would never
know, for something twisted in her, and Isabella decided, then and there, that
no matter what happened, fate had brought her to this moment, and it was
Solstice night, and if she didn’t do it now, for the rest of her life, she would
regret it.


So
Isabella reached up, wrapped her hands about Emily’s neck and kissed her.


Her lips
were soft, like peach skin warmed in summer sunshine.  This is the first
thing that Isabella knew.  The second was that Emily was kissing her back,
the Changer’s hands at her waist, holding her close and tight.  She tasted
of spice, of cinnamon and clove and coffee, and the tangle of her hair tickled
Isabella’s wrist, and the whole world was singing again, or perhaps it was the
stars, or maybe it was the blood in their bodies, but Isabella was almost
certain that something, somehow, somewhere was making music.


When they
stopped, when they began to breathe again, nose to nose, Isabella did not dare
to open her eyes.  What if it had been all wrong, what if Emily...what
if...


She had
to open her eyes, to see, and she did.  Emily stared at her, insistent,
and then came for her, gently pulling her close, tasting her mouth, her neck,
her skin as Isabella shivered with delight and an unquenchable, newborn joy.


Alice
laughed a little cat laugh and squeezed out of the shack through a large rodent
hole, off to hunt her dinner.


 


*


 


Isabella
lay, curved like a question that Emily answered.  Skin to skin, length to
length, she was completed by the Changer’s body.


“Bless
this night,” whispered the witch, kissing the palm of the Changer’s hand.
 ”Bless it,” she whispered again, and again, closing her eyes to the dying
embers, the splintered boards that separated them from the star-spangled canopy
of heaven.  There was such a contentment in her, such a deep peace, such
as she had never felt.  Her body, her blood, thrummed with a litany of
gratitude as the Changer drew her closer, arms about her, held and safe.


Isabella
slept.


 


*


 


It
pierced, sharp, jagged, splintering.  Isabella cried out, sat up so
quickly her breath left her, hands over her ears.  The thin cry came
again, blade-like, crawling through her head, and the witch’s heart thundered
as fear crawled with pricking fingers down her mouth into her stomach, trailing
terror with it.


The
wolf’s howl ceased, and the absence of it was almost as terrible as the sound
had been.


Emily was
on her feet, hands balled into fists, and Isabella rose, shakily, drawing close
to her.  ”That... Was that a wolf?” she whispered in the dim light of the
embers, willing Emily to shake her head--of course not, no, no wolf could
sound like that.


Emily
shifted her jaw, looked to Isabella, her eyes wide.  


“It’s him,”
the Changer breathed.


It
couldn’t be.  Isabella felt herself falling away, gripped Emily’s arm,
felt the connection of skin, how real she was.  She gulped a great lungful
of air, steadied herself against the Changer.


She felt
it, that dim awareness, the shadow of something lean and wrong on the edge of
the world.  As she gripped Emily’s arm, as they both stood perfectly
still, they heard a crunching  in the snow, and Alice dove through the
little hole, fur so puffed that Isabella wouldn’t have recognized her, if the
cat had not spoken:


“Wolf,
wolf, wolf, wolf,” she wailed, the words high and thin and keening.
 Isabella scooped up the little cat, feeling the hammer of her heart
against her fingers.  Emily took up her furs, her coat, shrugged into them
like a second skin.


“It’s
headed for the town,” she moaned, rubbing her hands over her face.  ”I can
feel it.”


Isabella
could, too, like a knife scraping along stone, could feel it moving through the
woods, wrong as a wound.  Isabella had been afraid of very little in her
life, but she felt fear now pulling her muscles and her bones into strange
patterns.


“What are
you doing?” she whispered, voice shaking as Emily put her hand upon the door.


“It’s
headed for the town,” the Changer repeated, tears streaking down her
face.  Isabella and Emily stared at one another, their hearts shattering
the stillness of the air.  Before Isabella could say “no,” before she
could move forward, Emily kissed the witch’s hand and went out through the door
to stand on top of the mountain.


The sky
was brightening; thin light spilled across the stars.  Emily became the
doe, and she began to run, great bounding leaps down the mountain, and
Isabella’s wail cut through the air, silenced as the wolf filled the world with
his howl again.


Isabella
felt sick, didn’t know what to do for a staggering moment in which she stood,
shaking, Alice at her feet, tail straight in the air.  


Emily was
going to town.


Emily was
going to head off the wolf.


Emily...


Isabella
snatched up her dress, still damp, dove into it, taking up one of the blankets
and wrapping that about her, too.  She grabbed Alice, who burrowed next to
her collarbone, and took up her broom.  She gulped the cold air down and
sat on the broom and went up into the air like smoke, up and up and up, until
she could look down into the woods as if with the eyes of a bird.


She saw
it.


It was as
tall as the trees, gaunt as bones.  It couldn’t be real, but it was: the
pines bent before it, bowing as if to a king.  Its coat was shaggy and
white, snowdrifts of fur that cascaded, stretched and taut, over a frame that
was all odd angles and sharp joints.  Its muzzle was long, thin, tapered
and ugly, and its eyes--even from this height, she could see its eyes--glowed
like the sparking thread of a cannon.


It was
plague, and it was storm, and its jaw hung, open and distended, drool dripping
from the corners onto the forest floor, as it lumbered, slinking through the
trees.


The
village shone, sleeping, at the end of its pointed snout.


Isabella
pushed down on her broomstick, angled it to drift closer, drawing the blanket
about her, horror dulling the edge of the cold.  From her vantage, she
could see Emily racing, bounding through the woods, saw that she would meet the
wolf before the wolf met the town.  


This
could not be.  Isabella knew it could not be.  She pressed against
the broom, willed herself to move faster as she dropped like a stone for the
wolf.  


Emily
skidded to a halt, Isabella too late, the wolf too fast.  It spied the
doe, paused in its hunt, paused and gazed upon the Changer as its eyes sparked
and it turned and it came for her.


Isabella
felt the pricking of the rise of the sun, felt it against eyes that she could
not remove from her target, the wolf, who casually picked up the doe in its
mouth, biting down with jaws that crushed and mangled.  The sun came up
over the edge of the world, and the wolf had not reached the town. It dispersed
like fog. Emily fell to the earth, a woman, and Isabella landed terribly,
twisting her ankle, uncaring, as she ran sobbing to the unmoving pile of fur
and skin and hair.


Emily
lay, broken, panting.  Isabella fell to her side, taking in the crushed
bones, the splash of red against the snow, her life’s blood leaking out.
 She put her hands against Emily’s side, her leg, her face, but the blood
came faster.


“No,” the
witch moaned, “no, no, no,” and then she was screaming it, screaming the
single word in a litany, a prayer, an order.  


She was
unaware of the gathering crowd until Mrs. Goose knelt, still somewhat distant,
and cried out her name.


Isabella
looked up, gripping Emily’s side, trying to stitch the wound together.
 Dully, she registered the assembled villagers, their bed caps and
nightgowns and slippers in the snow, their shocked expressions, their open
mouths.  She stared at them as they stared at her, at Isabella and her
Changer, lying dying in the snow.


Isabella
wept, great heaving sobs that shook every bone within her, the tears falling
onto Emily’s face, her hands.


“He
came,” said Isabella, and she said it three times, four times, fast and high.
 ”He came, and she saved you.  She saved you,” she spat to Mr.
Ox, who stared down at her with wide eyes, speechless.  ”She saved you
from the Wolf of Winter,” said Isabella, “and now she is going to die.”


For she
was going to die.  Isabella felt this, felt this in her hands, in the
layers of magic she was trying--unsuccessfully--to weave together to graft the
skin, to recant the blood, to still and settle the Changer’s body to some
semblance of healing.  Isabella was too upset, too exhausted, too weakened
and too mediocre to save her, and Emily Deer was going to die.


“No,” the
witch whispered, heart breaking.  ”No, no, no...”


Dully,
from very far away, Isabella knew that Mrs. Goose was touching her shoulder.


From even
farther away, she registered that Mr. Ox touched Mrs. Goose’s shoulder.


Isabella
closed her eyes.


From Mr.
Ox to Miss Peacock, from Miss Peacock to Mr. Crow, each villager laid one hand
upon the other’s shoulder or hand or arm, creating a makeshift circle, ever
widening and expanding.  They touched one another, and the thrum of power
came, insistent, pulsing like a heart.  The magic from each Changer came
to flood into Isabella, and through Isabella into Emily.


The witch
took the power, and she began to build, unthinking, by feel alone.  She
built the blood, and she built the bones.  She built the muscles and the
sinew and the tendon, and she built it all back, back as it had been.  The
magic thrummed through her, twisting, spiraling, filling and creating, and then
it ceased, and Isabella opened her eyes and let out a great sigh, the last bit
of breath leaving her in gasp.  For Emily opened her eyes in an unmarred
face.  She lifted back her head, whole and new and clean, and sat up,
breathing--healed.


For a
long moment, no one moved. They stood joined together, and then Mr. Ox helped
Emily stand, put her arm about his great, broad shoulders, and together they
walked into town.  Mrs. Goose helped Isabella up, and then she snorted,
lifting the girl in her arms as if she were a sack of flour, carrying her
without protest, following Mr. Ox.  The villagers went with them all,
quiet, silent, as they were brought to the town hall and carried up the great
stone steps.    


The
children raced ahead and opened the giant double doors, and then Isabella and
Emily were ushered in, seated at the head table, leaning against one another.
 Isabella wrapped her arms about Emily’s neck, buried her face in the
Changer’s shoulder and breathed in the clean, good smells of cinnamon and clove
and coffee, and then there was the clearing of a throat, and Mr. Ox stood
before them.


“Please,”
he said, taking his floppy hat in both hands, twisting it this way and that,
“accept our apologies,” he said.  ”If you can.”


Isabella
cast about for Miss Cat, but the woman was nowhere to be seen.  The witch
would learn that Miss Cat had left the town of her birth in the night, having
suffered through the “last straw,” since the villagers hadn’t had enough
“backbone” to “run out the outcast” for good.


Emily
looked from one earnest face to the other, her own gaze unreadable.  When
she said nothing, Mrs. Goose cleared her throat, spread her hands.


“It may
take some time,” she said, voice heavy.  ”But can we do our best to right
this wrong?  Please let us try.  May we have...a second chance?”


Emily
looked at Isabella, and Isabella smiled weakly, gratefully, back at her, and
squeezed her hand.


A great
cheer rose up when Emily nodded her head, almost imperceptibly, and another
cheer rose up when Emily stood and shook hands with Mr. Ox. The Winter Solstice
feast began when Emily and Isabella both raised their mugs of cider and toasted
and kissed beneath a sprig of ivy, as green as a gem above them.


When
Isabella managed to steal a moment away, she took Emily aside and gave her the
gift, feeling a bit silly.  What difference did a little glass thing make
after this incredible Solstice Night?


But Emily
wept and kissed her and held her close, and she said it was the first gift
she’d ever been given.  Isabella swore it would not be the last.


And Alice
pronounced it all very well and good, and purred the greatest compliment she’d
ever given to her witch: “You didn’t screw it up!”


Isabella
smiled. 


Love, she
had discovered, was the easiest witchcraft.


 


 


Fin (for now!)


 


 


The following is an excerpt from
One Imbolc Gloaming, the continuing adventures of Isabella and Emily and
the second in the Benevolence Tales—available now!


 


“Let’s take the
long way home,” Isabella muttered, steering Emily around the side of the
building as all of the visible townsfolk again glanced in their direction,
whispering beneath their breath and behind mittened hands.


“Good,” Emily
breathed out, and then the two paced quickly behind the shop, into the snowy
woods.  As soon as they were beyond the
villagers’ sight, Isabella could feel the Changer’s back relax beneath her
hand.  


Here, out in the
woods, Emily’s nose went up, as if she scented something.  Eyes closed, head leaned back, a slight
smile played upon her lips.  She looked
almost happy.  


Isabella grinned,
pressing against Emily’s side with her palm, her fingers held around the
graceful, familiar curve she so loved. 
“Go…go.  I’ll wait here
for you,” she said, shooing her lover into the forest proper.  Emily’s gaze was pure gratitude, and in a
heartbeat, the spiral of shadow had encompassed her, and there was no longer
Emily the human but Emily the deer, who wasted not a breath before bounding off
with savage grace into the woods and gone, chasing some sweet scent borne on
the wind.


Isabella’s breath
was visible as she watched her lover leap out of sight, her heart keeping the
same rhythm as those dainty cloven hooves against the snow.  Half-smiling to herself, she leaned against
the nearest oak tree, hands shaking from the cold as she drew the letter from
her pocket, gazing down at it with a sigh. 
Oh, how she missed Bridget.  And
Pye.  And Tabitha.  They had been the three best friends any
girl could ever have asked for, back in the Academy, and they’d all stayed in
touch after graduation, something Isabella knew to be a rare gift, a childhood
friendship that had grown and evolved into a deep, lifelong bond.  She missed their smiles and their laughter,
the familiar quirks that made her love them that much more fiercely.  


But as much as she
missed them, she wished, more than anything, that they could  meet the most important person in her
life.  


The woman she
loved with her whole heart.


Isabella drew her
thumb along the seal in the letter, folding it open.


 


My darling
Isabella,


As you well
know, Imbolc is almost upon us!  Don’t
bail out on us this year, even though you have a sweetheart (who we would really
love to meet, by the way, but I really don’t want to be pushy).  (A drawn heart was smudged here.)  If you really can’t make it to Lunarose,
just let me know by post, but I hope you’ll consider coming, darling.  It won’t be the same without you.  And we miss you so dreadfully.  Please say you’ll come, Belly?  (A clearer heart swung here, almost
eclipsed by the signature.)


All my love,


Bridget


 


Isabella read the
letter three times, tearing up on the “we miss you so dreadfully” part.  She hadn’t really been thinking about the
movement of time or what was coming up within the year…  She was still trapped at the place in time
somewhere a little past Solstice, when the world is tired and cold and gray,
filled with snow and little else, but it wasn’t for Isabella.  Not this time.  This time she had Emily, and now the world was new and
beautiful.


But she’d noticed
the signs of spring creeping up even through the severe, frozen promises of
winter.  She’d just been so wrapped up
in falling in love that she’d almost forgotten that Imbolc was almost here.


The Winter
Solstice would always be Isabella’s favorite holiday, but Imbolc came in at a very
close second, if only for the fact that when she was little, she was able to
get out of going to the Academy for a week, and she and her school
friends would make the broom flight together to Lunarose Abbey.  The abbey was one of Isabella’s sanctuaries
in the wide, green world, for it was ancient and crumbling and held the Lunarose
order of priestesses and so many secrets and stories, and it’s where Isabella
had had her first kiss when she was thirteen (she often wondered what had
become of Eloise, one of the best witches at weaving spells Isabella had ever
known), and where Pye told her when they were fifteen that Pye’s father had
just passed, and where Bridget had had her heart truly broken, and where Tabby
had decided that she was going to be an oracular witch after all, and…really,
some of the most important milestones of Isabella’s life had been held within
those warm, sunset-colored stone walls. 



And every Imbolc
night, for some bizarre reason that Isabella had never bothered to find the
root of (though she assumed it was because it was very difficult to coerce
people into being in theater), Isabella and Pye had—for years now—taken part in
the annual Imbolc night play that was held within the abbey.  She knew her lines by heart, had said them
over a dozen times to different audiences.


And then, after
the play and party, the girls would always gather together in the softly lit
sanctuary of the abbey, beneath the gigantic rose stained glass windows, light
the traditional white tapers in their bronze brackets and stay up the entire
night in veneration and vigil to the Rose Goddess.  There would be laughter and tears and chanting and giggles and
jokes and still a great deal of seriousness, and some of Isabella’s happiest
moments had been in that sanctuary, with the women nearest and dearest to her
heart.


She couldn’t
imagine celebrating Imbolc anywhere but at Lunarose Abbey.


Isabella said as
much to Emily when she finally reappeared, panting and damp with snow and with
a feral look about her eyes that melted to softness the heartbeat she caught
Isabella’s gaze.


“So,” said Isabella
carefully, folding the Changer’s body in her arms and drawing her close.  “I was thinking.”


“And I was being
hunted by wolves,” murmured Emily, eyes wide in the descending
dark.  “It was wonderful.  I led them on the merriest chase…  You should have seen it,
Isabella…”  


“I’m glad you
enjoy the local predators,” said Isabella with a wry grin, “but would
you…”  She trailed off, stepped back,
cast a glance to the setting sun, uncertain of how to ask her.  Somewhere, far distant, the lonely tune of a
wolf filtered through the trees to trace a finger over the back of her
neck.  She shivered.  “I…I know you love Benevolence.  And that it’s very important to celebrate
holidays where you call home.  But I’ve
spent almost every Imbolc of my life at this place—have you heard of it?  Lunarose Abbey?”


Emily considered
for a long moment, licked her lips.  “I
don’t think so.”


“Did you even know
Imbolc was coming up so soon?  I haven’t
been paying attention…”  Isabella
trailed off again as she caught Emily’s glance.  The Changer stared at her with wide, dark eyes, mouth parted just
a little, chest rising and falling in the descending dark.


“I’ve been
preoccupied,” said Emily, stepping a little nearer.  A thrill ran through Isabella as the Changer moved close enough
for her to feel her warmth in the chill air, feel her breath on the skin of her
neck once more.  “To tell you the truth,
Isabella…there’s nothing I’d like more than to get away from Benevolence for
just a little while…”  Isabella glanced
up at the Changer, who now stood close enough to kiss, if Isabella stood up on
her tiptoes, if she reached up and put her arms about Emily’s neck.  If she brought her mouth to hers.


Which she did.


Relief and
excitement warred within Isabella for a long moment before she took a step
back, hands on Emily’s shoulders. 
“You’ll be able to meet my best friends.  Oh, Emily, it’d mean the world to me if you went.”


“It would be my
pleasure,” she breathed with a grin, capturing Isabella’s mouth again.


After a long
moment, Isabella came up for air, flushed and inordinately happy.  Save for one little detail:  “I forgot to tell you…” she said nervously,
glancing up at the Changer.  “The abbey
is a little…well.  Strange.”


Emily raised one
dark brow.  “Strange?”


“’Haunted’ might
be a better word,” Isabella confessed, biting her lip.  “Very, very haunted.”


“Don’t worry,
darling,” Emily chuckled, “I don’t believe in ghosts.”  The Changer wrapped her arms around
Isabella, kissing her mouth and her cheek and her neck.


“Well, you know that dratted old
expression…” whispered Isabella, watching the sun slip over the edge of the
world, holding the Changer close.  “They
really believe in you.”


 


 


One Imbolc Gloaming, the
continuing adventures of Isabella and Emily and the second in the Benevolence
Tales, is available now!
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Hello–I’m Elora Bishop, and I hope
you enjoyed ONE SOLSTICE NIGHT. 
<3  I’m a queer lady author
who happens to be addicted to tea (not that you could tell from reading any of
my novels, surely), has pink hair, lots of tattoos and a very silly sense of
humor.


I write lesbian fantasy and fairy
tale retellings, and am most well known for my Sappho’s Fables series:  fairy tales retold from a lesbian
perspective!


I am madly in love with the most
beautiful and amazing woman in the world, Jennifer Diemer, who also just
happens to be a phenomenal author. 
<3  We were legally married on
September 30, 2011 in the beautiful, finally-equality-conscious state of
NY.  


I have the extreme good fortune to
be able to do what I love–writing books about magical queer women–for a
living.  This is due, entirely, to the
people who believe in lesbian literature purchasing my books, which therefore
supports me, and the ability to keep telling these stories.  Thank you from the bottom of my heart.  <3


 


Learn more about the stories I tell
and my novels available at http://elorabishop.wordpress.com  You can also find me on Twitter @EloraBishop
and on Tumblr at http://elorabishop.tumblr.com.  Search for my name on Ye Olde Facebook, and "like" me
there!


 


And after all of that social media
extravaganza, you can also send me an email at elorabish@gmail.com.  I'd love to hear from you.  <3


 


(I also write under Sarah
Diemer–under this name, I wrote the YA, lesbian retelling of the Greek myth of
Persephone and Hades, The Dark Wife, 
the 2012 Golden Crown Literary Award winner for Speculative
Fiction.  <3)
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