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Letter from  
the Editor 

 

Welcome to the final issue of Hexagon’s 

first year!  

As this issue leads into spring, I was 

looking for pieces containing plants and animals. 

More specifically, I was searching for bright, 

cheerful pieces that could counter the cold and 

emotional selections of the third issue. While not 

each of the stories turned out to be bright and 

cheerful, they all share central themes of nature 

such as growth, rebirth, or rejuvenation. This issue 

certainly has a theme of natural fantasy linking all 

of the pieces together, and I think it might be 

Hexagon’s most cohesive issue yet! 

 I decided to try something new with this 

issue, and enlisted the help of beta readers to join 

me in evaluating and editing a piece that I had 

selected. The readers helped open my eyes to 

different perspectives and ideas, and their help 

was invaluable. I will certainly be enlisting the 

help of beta readers for future issues. A special 

thank you goes out to those who volunteered their 

time to help me with this experiment.  

 The pieces in this issue are unique, fun, 

and thought-provoking. From Elou Carroll’s tale 

of lustreless bees, to Anna Madden’s story of 

duty, honor, and fear, not a single word of this 

issue should be skipped or skimmed. 

Kicking off the issue is Elou Carroll’s 

story, “A Gift, A Witch and a Wakening of 

Honey.” Fans of Archita Mittra’s “Charmed 

Honeycake” from the third issue of Hexagon will 

especially love this whimsical, magical tale. 

Next up is a poem by Rebecca Fraser 

titled, “Serpentine.” A wonderfully wicked piece 

to read aloud, this sleek and smooth poem will 

slither from your mouth, while its words might 

send shivers down your spine. Beware the witch’s 

familiar! 

Jennifer R. Donohue’s short story, “How 

Do You Grow?” is about childhood, growth, and 

the uncertainty of the changes that come with it. 

The story explores these themes with a speculative 

twist, of course. 

Second to last is J. S. Alexander’s exciting 

piece, “Our Nomadic Forest.” The tale takes you 

to the idyllic Allswell Field, where you experience 

the beautiful movement of the forest as a backdrop 

for growing political strife. Full of imagery and 
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memory, this story benefits from multiple read-

throughs, with new discoveries and connections to 

be made with each subsequent read. 

To close the issue is Anna Madden’s 

“Wings of Light.” This story, which has been so 

beautifully presented on our cover art by Matt 

Emmons, is a fantastic exploration of duty, honor, 

and legacy, recounted as an epic tale of survival. 

Our cover art, beautifully illustrated by 

Matt Emmons, plucks a scene from “Wings of 

Light” and gives it a cinematic quality. Matt’s 

dynamic composition oozes excitement and sparks 

curiosity! The natural colours of the trees and 

leaves creates a sharp contrast with a sky glowing 

with first light, as it is slowly filled with smoke.  

As previously mentioned, this is the final 

issue of Hexagon’s first year, which means that 

the fifth issue, releasing in June 2021, will be the 

first of Year Two. Thanks to the incredible 

support of our subscribers, Issue 5 will be an 

oversized issue celebrating the wildly successful 

first year of Hexagon. The issue will contain some 

pieces from returning authors, as well as more of 

what you have come to expect from Hexagon—

engaging speculative fiction from new and 

experienced international authors.  

 

But, that’s enough from me. There are 

over 14,000 words of original speculative fiction 

in this issue that deserve your undivided attention. 

So, sit somewhere comfortable, grab your drink of 

choice, and enjoy the wonderful tales of Hexagon 

Issue 4. 

 

JW Stebner 
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A Gift, A Witch 
and a Wakening 
of Honey 
by Elou Carroll 
 

When the first gift arrived on Little 

Nanny Postlethwaite’s doorstep, she put her boot 

right through it and came away with her leg 

honeyed and fine slivers of glass jewelling her 

shoe. The second gift, a bunch of purple hyacinth 

bound with a crude bow of twine, was hung from 

the lintel not two days later. 

“Blast it!” she cried with a face full of 

stalks, spitting petals and batting the bouquet 

away. The twine that bore it came loose and the 

bunch landed dishevelled at her feet. She said to 

the wooden steps, “Regret, is it?” 

 She scoffed and swept the flowers away 

with her foot. “And rightly so, ruined a whole half 

of my best boots.” 

 Little Nanny Postlethwaite scooped up the 

battered stems and ran her fingertips across their 

flowers, tutting as she did so. There were yellow 

carnations in her garden and she considered 

leaving a bouquet of her own, a pretty yellow 

disappointment in exchange for a rumpled purple 

apology.  

The honey had been sweet, at least, 

despite its desaturated tinge—she’d sampled a 

drop from her leg, lest she be considered rude—

and the flowers pleasantly fragrant though they 

died not long after; perhaps it was best left, for 

what manner of man or creature should leave gifts 

so poorly placed on a witch’s doorstep in the dark 

of the night or the early morning when none were 

awake to see them. Yes, it was better to leave the 

gifts unanswered. 

A sign hung beside the door and the witch 

flipped it to open. No sooner had the wood 

clattered against the cottage wall than it spun 

widdershins and once again whispered closed to 

the street in front. Nanny frowned and pulled it 

away from the stone, a small shadow skittered 

across the wall and dashed hither and thither 

through the garden. 

“Right,” said the witch as she hitched up 

her dress and followed. The garden was a 

higgledy-piggledy thing, with weeds and vines, 

herbs and vegetables, trees and shrubs all tangled 

together and blocking the pathway. Little Nanny 
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Postlethwaite whispered to the plants—as only a 

witch could whisper—and they coiled back 

towards the soil, revealing the cracked paving 

stones beneath. The witch tottered down, her skirt 

snagging on a disgruntled rosebush. She was 

certain she could see the small black spot in the 

distance, but by the time Nanny reached the 

wooden gate at the bottom of the garden—which 

was rightly a tree for it still grew sprigs and 

leaves—the shadow had gone. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

 The third gift was hidden in the flowerbed 

beneath Little Nanny Postlethwaite’s kitchen 

window. It was light—enough that it hadn’t 

flattened her rhododendrons—and wrapped in a 

waxy paper which stuck to her fingers as she 

peeled it away. 

 “Hm,” said the witch. 

Inside was a clump of honeycomb, a 

sickly colour like a thundered cloud. She took a 

small piece beneath her fingernail and sucked; like 

the honey, the comb was sweet and soft as 

honeycomb should be, but it left a taste on her 

tongue that reminded Nanny of sucking coal—as 

she had in her youth when her belly was thick and 

full and wriggly with child. 

When she touched it, the gift crumbled 

and the wax paper was left filled with dust. 

“Troublesome.” 

The witch moved again to the sign and 

again it read closed promptly after. This time, 

however, she did not disturb the little shadow. 

“It’s quite alright. I’ve no need to open if 

it’s help you’re after. As it is, I’ve no 

appointments.” 

The sign remained still and the shadow 

behind it. 

“Of course, I could go back to my own 

business and leave you out here to . . . whatever it 

is you’re doing.” Nanny folded the paper around 

the desiccated honeycomb and stowed it in her 

apron. “I’m a busy woman, after all.” 

The black spot let out an agitated hum and 

the sign wobbled. 

“No?” She placed a hand on her hip. 

“Then tell me, what do you want with a little old 

woman?” 

The shadow brushed the wall like a sigh 

and emerged with a low buzz. All around the 

garden, little black smudges rose from the 

flowers—each of them fuzzy and round and 

completely devoid of colour. 

The witch held out a hand and the closest 

landed upon it. “Well, this is a pickle.” 
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The bee buzzed in agreement and tapped a 

tarsus towards the garden. Where the swarm had 

alighted the petals, spots of grey had begun to 

spread and the plants had started to wither. 

“Oh,” said Little Nanny Postlethwaite, her 

other hand resting on her mouth. The carnations 

receded, and coiled themselves into a calcified 

lump atop the soil; the rosebush seemed to wail 

before it fell into a heap on the paving stones. 

“Oh.” 

She looked down at the insect, considered 

its monochrome fluff and invited the swarm 

inside. They drifted into the kitchen, the last of 

them—a small group of six drones led by a 

further two workers—pulled along a little 

carriage, of a fashion. A small honeycomb cube 

no larger than the well of the witch’s palm, with a 

minute, hexagonal insignia carved into its side that 

Nanny had to squint to get a good look at. 

Within the tiny structure, the Queen lay in 

repose—not dead, the witch thought, but not, 

strictly speaking, alive either. Her filmy wings 

were curved around her like a shroud, her body 

was curled inward and she, herself, was as pale 

and fragile as ash. The crown on her head no 

longer alive and shining, but shriveled like a spent 

seed-husk. 

The procession took residence on the 

table, crowding around the witch’s mortar and 

pestle and walking circles on her chopping board. 

They were careful not to touch her bundles of 

fresh spellwork and instead stood shivering as far 

away from any living thing as the table allowed. 

With one last, mournful glance at her 

garden, Nanny closed the door and set to work. 

“Let’s see here.” The witch thumbed 

through her assorted literature, pausing on a slim 

volume titled A Small Compendium of Natural 

Ailments. She ran a finger down the contents 

list—“Hm. Oh . . . Perhaps? No, that doesn’t 

seem quite right—ouch! Devil book.” 

A corner of the front matter coiled up and 

nicked the skin of Nanny’s index finger, taking a 

blot of her blood as tribute. The witch cursed the 

book under her breath and raised the injury to her 

lips. The pages whispered and squabbled amongst 

themselves until finally they settled on the 

middlemost spread. 

“Ah,” said Little Nanny Postlethwaite. 

“Have you, perhaps, offended any small god or 

quarrelsome spirit lately?” 

A tremor ran through the assembled 

insects and an affronted buzz rang out, adamant 

for a moment before it fizzled into a discordant 

hum. Discussion bombinated between them and 

Nanny waited with her hands clasped against her 
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midriff. When finally the swarm had come to its 

conclusion, the witch was dozing, her head 

drooping and her mouth hanging slack. 

One small black smudge jabbed its sting at 

her elbow and Nanny jumped to attention. Several 

workers lifted themselves from the table and 

gathered about Little Nanny Postlethwaite’s hem, 

each sewing their sting into the thick fabric like a 

needle. Firmly attached to the witch’s skirt, the 

bees led and Nanny could do naught but follow. 

Down the pathway, through the gate and 

past the copse beyond was a small clearing—one 

Nanny knew well in her youth but had not 

ventured to in quite a number of years due to 

ailing joints and highly inappropriate footwear. At 

the opposite edge of the clearing was a stooped 

figure, with a head far larger than any head ought 

to be. 

As the witch drew closer, she saw that it 

was not a head at all but the hulking mass of a 

great grey beehive, wrapped around a creature 

who would have been no taller than her hip—if 

not for the helm of honeycomb about his head. 

“Oh, you didn’t. No wonder you’re 

fraught with cold and grey and death. You’ve 

ensnared a gastiguide and likely rankled the king 

of the great beyond. You’re probably carrying the 

unescorted souls in those little round bodies of 

yours,” tutted the witch. “They might look like 

statues, gastiguides, but they’re usually just 

sleeping. Now, if you please . . .” 

Nanny wafted her hands towards the edge 

of her skirt and the bees disentangled. 

“I’m sorry but this truly is the only way.” 

She walked to the closest oak and tugged on a 

low-hanging branch. The witch was stout and 

before long the branch creaked and cracked and 

came away in her hand. She dragged it across the 

clearing and with a great heave brought it down 

upon the gastiguide’s head and cleaved the hive 

clean in two. Deed done, Little Nanny 

Postlethwaite knocked on the sleeping 

gastiguide’s forehead. 

The creature grumbled and rumbled and 

its eyes tumbled open to reveal round, green irises. 

“So sorry to disturb you but might you 

perhaps convey our sincerest apologies to your 

master. They—” she motioned to the few bees 

that flitted about her—“meant no offense and 

would like to continue their good work, if it 

pleases your liege.” 

The gastiguide smacked its lips and wetted 

its tongue. “Come bumbling here.” 

Nanny had not rightly shepherded bees 

before, least of all a swarm, and despite their 

desire to fly proud and golden once more, the 
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insects were reluctant to visit with the creature—

such as was expected from those who struggled 

saying sorry. A few of their number carried their 

signature purple hyacinth, though the flowers 

grew dimmer by the second. 

The gastiguide was exactly where they left 

it, only this time its eyes were golden and its 

hands now sat across its deflated stomach. The 

bees clouded in front, the little carriage bobbing 

up and down. 

The gastiguide blinked its big eyes and 

rumbled, “Answer.” 

It paused, smacked its lips together, and 

scraped its claws across its rough skin. “No father, 

only grandfather. Shall no sons have, only 

daughters. Am what?” 

“No father, grandfather, no sons but 

daughters. Hm.” The witch scratched her chin. 

The bees hovered about her head, each of them 

humming a murmur—insistent yet entirely 

confused, buzzing in and out of her legs and her 

hair and her splayed fingers. 

Little Nanny Postlethwaite tapped her 

foot. “Never been too good at riddles,” she said to 

the gastiguide. The creature, however, did nothing. 

From the honeycomb carriage, there came 

a keening buzz—high and unmistakably regal, 

which sounded as much like yawn as it did a 

shout. The Queen drifted sleepily up, long body 

shaking with the effort of it. Up and up she rose, 

crown toppling from her head and landing cracked 

in the grass. When, at last, she was at eye level 

with the witch, the Queen emitted a monotone 

hum and a withering stare, before spiralling spent 

back down to the carriage. 

“Oh! Yes. Of course. Silly me,” said 

Nanny. She crouched before the creature and 

cleared her throat. 

“A bee,” she answered. 

“Stay,” the gastiguide said and opened its 

mouth wide—wider than the witch thought 

possible, considering its fairly sedimentary 

anatomy. Mouth open, it breathed in deep and the 

bees were cast asunder. They swirled like a storm 

and yet, unlike a storm, they slowly shone 

warm—their grey colour was coming off them 

like smoke and drifting towards the mouth of the 

gastiguide. As more grey passed its lips, the 

gastiguide’s belly grew round. 

Soon, it was full and let out a great belch 

before ambling away through the trees. 

The bees spun in dizzy circles, landing on 

the grass and shaking on their thin legs. They 

made their wobbly way to the little carriage and 

the witch leaned down to look: the Queen was 

shining, her wings sparkling like frosted grass and 
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a new crown growing upon her head—a wreath of 

tiny yellow flowers. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

 It was several weeks before the fourth and 

final gift arrived. As if to make up for its 

tardiness, however, the gift was threefold. First, 

there was a bouquet of pink roses and blushing 

hydrangeas suspended on the lintel, not so low as 

to be walked into but low enough that Little 

Nanny Postlethwaite could take them down and 

breathe them in and ready them for a vase. 

 Secondly, the witch spied a bee hovering 

over her blackened garden, and then another, and 

another. Each insect touched upon a damaged leaf 

or stem or petal and slowly the plants grew vibrant 

and lush—more lush even than they had been 

before. Nanny watched as her garden burst into 

glorious colour like a bouquet of fireworks, and 

nodded her head when she saw the little 

honeycomb carriage making its way across the 

path. 

 Finally, though she never would work out 

how they managed it, she looked down at her feet 

and between her very best boots was a jar filled to 

the brim with thick, golden honey. 
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Serpentine 
by Rebecca Fraser 
 

 

A crimson bead of nutrients drawn from my willing vein 

Tendril of smoke from fire-ravaged oak, the town’s old Hanging Tree  

Meld as one, your life begun—shadow spreading like a stain 

To rise enfleshed at my behest . . . my familiar, you’re free. 

 

Divine sensuality glimmers in every sinuous coil 

All rippled scale and flickered tail, and deadly rhythmic sway 

A viper-guise, your hunter’s eyes the boot-black shine of oil 

Alert to every mortal’s flaw, the weak become your prey. 

 

A drop of venom—glistened orb—suspended from a fang 

Sloughing skin purged from within, reveals diamond-ornate shine 

Boa-crushed and adder-hushed, let their screams forever hang 

In the hidden place where we share our grace, my darling Serpentine. 
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How Do You 
Grow? 
by Jennifer R. Donohue 
 

Callie was thirteen when her baby teeth 

finally rejected and she woke one morning with 

them strewn across her pillow like so many ivory 

flower petals, her gums smooth and pink and hard 

against her frantically seeking fingertips. She’d 

known it was coming, had been told it was 

coming, had hoped it wouldn’t come. She 

shrieked wordlessly, and her parents ran to her 

room, stumbling and sleep-disheveled. 

“Our little girl is growing up,” her mother 

said, gathering the teeth, one by one, into her 

cupped hand. They gently clacked against one 

another like seashells in a bucket, and the sound 

made Callie moan, muffled by her hands pressed 

against her slack lips. 

“It’s okay, Callie, it’s okay. It happens to 

everybody. Just calm down and get dressed, so we 

can get you set up with some real teeth.” Her dad 

smiled at her, his same old sweet smile, but she 

could only look, shaking, at his symbiotes, and try 

to see where they met his gums. She tried to 

imagine what they were going to feel like, sliding 

across her lips. She shrank from him, shocked 

now into silence, tears slipping down her cheeks. 

“Come on, kiddo, calm down.” 

“Frank, just go put the coffee on. I’ll talk 

to her.” Callie’s mother sat on the edge of the bed 

and rubbed Callie’s back with her free hand, the 

other still full of baby teeth. “Callie, honey, you 

knew this was going to happen. Nobody’s teeth 

last their whole life. The teeth you’re born with 

aren’t living creatures. If you’d like, we can go 

online, see how to save them? I’m sure there’s 

more crafts than we can think of for baby teeth. 

Maybe we could make a little snow globe, I think 

I’ve seen that. Does that sound okay?” Callie 

sniffled and nodded, not wanting to talk with her 

empty too big mouth, her tongue feeling uncaged, 

at large. “Good, I’m glad. Now get dressed, and 

we’ll get you matched with your symbiotes as 

soon as they can get you in at the dentist.” 

Callie nodded again, and finally clambered 

gingerly from bed. What other part of her would 

suddenly rebel? Her finger and toenails? Her hair? 

Yes, she’d been told her baby teeth would fall out, 

but it hadn’t seemed as though it would happen to 

her, somehow, even though it had happened to 

nearly everybody else at school. Year after year, 
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her friends got their symbiotes and seemed so 

different, and Callie still had her baby teeth and 

remained the same. She’d brushed them 

religiously, avoided sweets and sodas, prayed to 

be spared. But it was impossible, and she knew 

that now. 

Her mother was gone already, taking the 

teeth with her. Callie got dressed quickly, jeans 

and sneakers and a sweater, and she brushed her 

hair with her eyes closed, terrified of what the 

mirror would show her. Her jaw ached from 

clenching it, but it was the only security she felt 

she had. 

Her father hung up the phone as she 

entered the kitchen, freshly brewed coffee darkly 

perfuming the air. “There she is. Feel better now 

that you’re more awake? Used to the idea?” She 

shrugged. “Good news is, we can get right in. 

We’re just waiting on your mother; she needs to 

put her face on.” 

Callie shuddered, tears threatening to fall 

again. What if her face also wasn’t her own and 

she woke one day with it draped on the pillow 

beside her like a shed snakeskin? Were there 

crafts online for shed faces as well? There would 

be, if faces were also temporary. She didn’t want 

a toothy snow globe anymore, and her stomach 

roiled the entire drive to the dentist, her parents 

chatting quietly in the front as though everything 

were normal. 

Of course she’d never been to the dentist. 

It was hard to imagine what such a thing might be 

like. Of course she knew what symbiotes looked 

like if they weren’t in somebody’s mouth, their 

straight, smooth pegged appendages helping them 

skitter around in a sliding but deliberate way—

like crabs. In the videos Callie had seen, getting 

your symbiotes was kind of like going to the 

pound; you showed up at the dentist, and they 

brought in a number of different symbiotes until 

you found your match. You just somehow knew 

each other, and once they moved in, they would 

grow with you and last the rest of your life. 

The videos were all very warm and fuzzy, 

softly lit, walls of the dental offices always 

painted in soothing greens and blues. When they 

walked into the lobby, that’s what they found, and 

Callie was disoriented by how familiar it seemed. 

Quiet, wordless music played on invisible 

speakers, and Callie’s dad spoke to the 

receptionist, and then they waited in anticipatory 

silence, unread magazines in their hands, to be 

called. No other families were there, though the 

phone rang periodically. 

A woman in scrubs eventually came to the 

waiting room. “Callie?” 
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“Do you want us to come with you?” her 

mother asked, already half on her feet, but Callie 

shook her head. 

“You’re sure, kiddo?” her dad asked. 

Callie nodded. 

“I’ll bet you haven’t talked all day,” the 

dentist, said as she and Callie walked side by side 

down the hall. “I did the same thing, but I was 

littler than you. Six or seven.” 

The building smelled like mint and cloves, 

not like a doctor’s office at all, and the room the 

dentist took Callie to had a thin beige carpet and a 

greenish couch, with large long leafed plants in 

the corners. “Just stay put here, and I’ll bring you 

the first string of pearls.” Callie nodded. She 

didn’t want to think about how many strings she’d 

have to see, before the right one crawled into her 

mouth and stayed there. Would each set crawl into 

her mouth, only to leave if they weren’t the right 

match? She was sure she couldn’t stand it, not 

without screaming and tearing at her hair. Not 

without resolving to stay toothless and just eat 

through a straw for the rest of her life. The dentist 

must have seen this in her face, because she 

paused at the door and smiled warmly, a very 

small gap between her top front symbiotes. “It’s 

all right to be frightened. You aren’t the only one. 

I’ll bet one or both of your parents were, when 

they came for their teeth. It’s normal and you’re 

perfectly all right. It’s safe. Okay?” Callie nodded 

again, staring at the gap. It wasn’t large enough 

for a pearl to be missing, just enough to be 

noticeable, change the character of the woman’s 

smile just a little bit. The dentist closed the door 

softly behind her. 

Callie tried to sit and wait but bounced 

right up almost immediately. There was a little 

counter and sink in the corner of the room, and a 

rack of mysterious tools that looked like 

toothbrushes but were weirdly different. She’d 

never seen anything like that. 

The woman came back, holding a lidded 

tray, and looked where Callie pointed. “Oh, you 

don’t know what those are for?” Callie nodded. 

“Well, some pearls are more active than others 

and might get bored. So we find it’s important to 

give them a little bit of stimulation outside the 

normal meals and conversation, especially people 

who have sedentary jobs or spend a lot of time at 

home and don’t necessarily talk to a lot of people 

during the day. It isn’t very common, but 

environmental enrichment is a popular topic, if 

people are having difficulties.” 

They weren’t tools, they were toys. Callie 

swallowed her new sense of horror as it welled up. 

Everybody did this. Nobody talked about it. Not 
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how it felt, not what the symbiotes did when the 

people were sleeping, not if their activity could be 

felt when you were otherwise in repose. And 

Callie, toothless and terrified, couldn’t ask, had 

never thought to ask before. She could only go 

along with it, trust that the adults and the tooth 

keepers knew best and were guiding her true. 

“I hope you don’t mind, I talked to your 

parents a little bit. They said you would probably 

be better suited with a calmer string, a variety that 

isn’t very busy or active, and I think we might 

have just the right match.” The dentist set the tray 

on the coffee table in front of the couch. “Come 

and sit, it’ll help you relax. When you’re ready, 

you can uncover them and take a look.” 

Callie looked at the tray, curious but 

unconvinced. Her tongue was tired from holding it 

rigidly in one place, and her lips tingled. It seemed 

to her that she heard a very light scratching and 

scrabbling from inside the tray, but maybe she just 

imagined it, as part of the nightmare the whole 

day had been. The dentist didn’t say anything, just 

smiled and waited. Callie wanted to ask so many 

questions, but could not overcome her feeling of 

muteness. The feeling of her tongue flapping loose 

every time she relaxed her jaw.  

Finally, Callie reached out one of her nail-

bitten hands and rested her fingertips on the metal 

lid, felt the tiny vibrations inside, like leaning 

against a piano being played. She could have 

trusted her ears after all. They hadn’t 

spontaneously fallen off, requiring replacements. 

Why was it that other creatures grew living teeth, 

but people had lost that knack? Gorillas and 

chimpanzees didn’t have to seek a string of pearls 

to survive. What did people gain when they lost 

their natural teeth? 

The lid on the tray seemed like it was foil, 

like the dentist had tossed some leftovers into a 

spare tray and brought them in to work with her. 

Or maybe somebody had a retirement party and 

this was the leftover cake. Callie was just stalling, 

turning around and around in her thoughts, trying 

to distance herself from this room, this couch, this 

container which contained creatures which were 

going to crawl into her mouth and change her 

utterly. 

Callie took a deep breath and closed her 

eyes, forced herself to peel the edge of the lid up 

off the tray with her thumb, grasp it, and pull it 

the rest of the way free. She opened her eyes, 

looked down into the tray, and almost shrieked the 

way she had this morning when she woke up 

wreathed in her own teeth, like that painting of 

Ophelia with all her flowers. 
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The pearls looked like teeth, just like 

every video she’d seen, but as they moved around 

on their stiff white legs they also trailed a long, 

limp, wet, red tail or feeler, she couldn’t say 

which it was. That had never been in any of the 

videos. They didn’t have eyes, but turned towards 

her as one once the lid was off, ridged chewing 

surfaces tilted up, shining and unworn. The dentist 

said something to her but Callie couldn’t take her 

eyes away, and didn’t pull her hand back fast 

enough. 

One of the pearls flicked that red thing, 

and the tendril trailed against her fingers, stuck to 

her skin, and it pulled itself onto the back of her 

hand. The next one did the same thing, and though 

she tried to stand up, shake them off, the dentist’s 

hands pressed down on her shoulders, keeping her 

seated. The third pearl caught hold of the one 

ahead of it, and the remainder of the string looped 

themselves to each other and joined the inexorable 

march to her mouth. 

Callie again tried to get up off the couch, 

jerk her arm to toss the string of pearls away, 

anything, any of it, but the dentist was far stronger 

than Callie and she gasped with the effort, a 

crucial mistake. As soon as her lips parted, the 

lead pearl, molar-shaped, got its tendril up onto 

her face, and the second one of those tendrils 

touched her gums; she was stuck in that position. 

Tears slipped down her cheeks unchecked and her 

diaphragm heaved as she tried to scream, but 

could not. 

The pearls skittered up and over her chin 

and lips, trailed along her gums to their rightful 

positions. There was a brief, hot, blinding pain in 

her jaw and her mouth filled with the taste of 

blood and tin. Her breath came in shallow pants, 

and she thought there was no way she was going 

to stand it, how did anybody stand it. Maybe she 

would faint. And then, abruptly, everything 

stopped. Nothing hurt anymore. The string wasn’t 

moving anymore, and the dentist took her hands 

away. 

Callie leaned forward, knees on her 

elbows, and caught her breath. She wiped the tears 

from her face, ran her tongue along her new teeth. 

They were a little loose at first, and then they 

wiggled just a little, every last one, settling 

themselves further. She was flooded with a sense 

of relief, and of comfort. The pain and panic were 

ended. She could breathe again, and she didn’t 

want to scream anymore. She smiled, 

experimentally, and then laughed. Everybody had 

been right. Everything was fine. 
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Our Nomadic 
Forest 
by J. S. Alexander 

CW: Cultural genocide 

 

Our forest used to be nomadic. 

Then they took that away. 

Started herding it up into its pen. 

I want you to know how it all happened. 

 

Â Â Â 
 

 Some of my most vivid memories from 

the beginning are with the manzanita bushes. I 

don’t know if the one that grew next to our home 

was truly the first one, but I like to think it was. I 

remember collecting the beautiful red twigs from 

it. I also remember the scrapes I got from its 

sturdy branches when your Uncle Runswillow 

pushed me into it. 

 We always fought as kids, your uncle and 

I. I still say he was always the one to start the 

fights, and you’re welcome to remind him of that 

fact if you ever meet him. 

 I think it was a week after our bush first 

appeared—by then there was manzanita 

everywhere—when the town Voter announced 

there would be a celebratory feast later that week. 

Voter was, of course, our representative to the 

capital Mahonan Tir. A hard task. Typically 

fruitless. After all, we only had the one vote 

compared to the hundreds of Tiran votes due to 

how little they valued our opinion. So good news 

was unexpected, but a nice change of pace. Some 

Fielders whispered Voter had some sort of 

surprise in store. 

 Allswell Field was abuzz with excitement 

as we all prepared. At one point I spent an entire 

day baking pastries for the feast with my Pa. 

Uncle Runswillow spent the week on horseback 

with our Da and the other hunters, bringing in 

game for the main course. Soon Allswell Field 

was decorated with bright colors and filled with 

the smells of fresh food and pastries. 

 The night of the feast is a blur in my 

memory. I recall there being a little music and 

dancing, plenty of stories and food, and . . . Oh, I 

had my first kiss that night.  

Their name was Friendwind. We kissed 

behind the local storyteller’s little stage when we 

thought no one was looking. They’re a good 

person, I think you’ll like them. 
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 The surprise that everyone was 

expecting—rumors spread fast in Allswell Field—

came as I was falling asleep leaning on 

Runswillow. It must’ve been late because I could 

feel his tired weight leaning back on me. He 

seldom went to sleep at the same time I did. Your 

uncle was quite the night owl in his youth. 

 I learned later that the surprise was a pair 

of Shepherds. Shepherds are small folk, I think 

my grandma—Pa’s mother—called them 

halflings. They both wore the gray ankle-length 

skirts that designated them as shepherds of the 

forest. I was half asleep, but I remember there 

being an old one and a young one. The old one 

looked older than the stones in the brook and the 

young one looked to be about my age. 

 They came to announce that the forest 

would not simply pass us by. No, it would pass 

right over us on its journey between mountain 

ranges. A variety of shepherds would take turns 

living in Allswell Field to guide us through the 

change. But that wasn’t all. We would witness 

something that no Fielder had witnessed in 

generations. 

 We would see the heart of the forest. 
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 It was about five years later when the 

saplings finally came. I remember Voter was gone 

a lot during that time; off to Mahonan Tir to fulfill 

her voting duties in the capital. That, and trying to 

teach simple things like empathy and sharing to 

the Tiran voters. It is hard to get a Tiran to see 

eye-to-eye with us Fielders, or any other native 

folk for that matter.  

 I didn’t mind her being gone. Voter was a 

fidgety woman whose rash-covered neck gave me 

the creeps back then. Pa told me she was under a 

lot of stress and not to mind her. 

 He also told me to do what I could to 

support Da. Da was the one everyone looked to 

for guidance when Voter was gone. Well, not 

everyone. Some doubted him and would rather 

wait for Voter to return before trusting any big 

decisions to a simple hunter. 

 It was stressful for him. I think the 

surprise arrival of the saplings only compounded 

his stress. 

 And they were a surprise. 

 We spent five years before the saplings 

getting used to the new flora and fauna. Five years 

with swaths of yellow, blue, and periwinkle 

wildflowers. Of squirrels darting about, skunk 

cabbage under the awnings of the woodshed, and 

wild strawberries for dessert once a week. 
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 About a year before the saplings came, we 

were all used to our new surroundings. 

Friendwind and I settled into our little on-again-

off-again relationship. The shepherds taught the 

hunters about the new animals and ways to hunt 

them. I think Da was always happiest with routine, 

and that’s why the sudden change added to his 

stress. 

 Runswillow shook me awake the morning 

of the saplings’ arrival. I could hear rain outside 

just like I had every morning for the last month. 

 “Runbrook!” he said as I woke up. 

“Outside! Outside, come on!” He was out the door 

before I could say a thing. 

 I wrapped my elk fur blanket around me 

and peered out the entrance of our hall. Outside, 

the manzanita and brush were replaced with bright 

green saplings all over Allswell Field. It was 

impossible to walk anywhere in town and not 

brush by a dozen baby mountain hemlocks.  

 Kids—I did not think of myself as a kid at 

that point, though I probably still was—danced 

around the trees. They would catapult droplets of 

water at each other by bending saplings slightly 

and letting go. Runswillow and Friendwind saw 

me staring and called for me to come out with 

them. I got dressed as fast as I could and hurried 

out to join everyone. 

 The older shepherd from before arrived 

with the saplings. He laughed as we played with 

the saplings and even played along a little. He was 

a kind, old man. It was hard to view him as the 

ferocious warrior shepherds were said to be. 

 How could this man—whose eyes 

sparkled as he giggled, playing with children—be 

of the same order that stopped the Tirans from 

wiping out our people? The war happened before 

my dads were alive, but all my life I heard stories 

of shepherds winning battles outnumbered ten-to-

one. Was it truly possible to face such horrors and 

still find joy, to fight and still have a heart? 

 After playing with us for a while, the 

shepherd stopped when Da tapped him on the 

shoulder. The smile faded from the shepherd’s 

face as Da whispered to him, his own expression 

grave. The shepherd nodded and the two went off 

to talk privately in our hall. 

 I was going to follow and eavesdrop but 

right then I was splattered with sapling water from 

a tree flicked at me by my Pa. I had to make sure I 

got him back good, and soon the rest of the day 

was lost to our laughter and play. Sometimes I 

miss the easily distracted innocence of youth. 
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 It was claustrophobic at first, when the 

canopy started to form. Especially since we spent 

our whole lives on that grassy plain. I can’t 

imagine what it would’ve been like if it grew 

overnight like the saplings. Thankfully, it took a 

decade to grow. 

 Instead of bear grass we had sword ferns 

and instead of strawberries we had thimbleberries. 

Mushrooms were easy to find in the shady areas 

and the older shepherd even showed us which 

ones to eat. He also taught Runswillow—your 

uncle was now the head of the hunters—which 

bears to watch out for and what to do if any of the 

wild cats attacked you. The hunters loved the 

forest; being closed in, having places to sneak 

around and hide. They hunted more often, and 

without horses. Uncle Runswillow preferred to 

hunt late and sleep in later, that’s probably why he 

wasn’t around to save me when Riordan first 

came. 

 By this time Friendwind and I had finally 

accepted that we were meant to just be friends. 

Years of on-again-off-again did neither of us any 

good. We’d moved on and they even fancied a 

person on the other side of town. On the morning 

we met the outsider, we were walking along the 

brook talking about this crush of theirs. 

 “Hello, you!” 

 The voice startled both of us. Back when 

the area was a plain, no one ever surprised us 

Fielders. With the thick cover of the forest, it was 

possible. We found ourselves isolated with a 

southerner wearing a big smile. 

 “Hello there,” he said as he got off the log 

he sat on and strolled over to us. “Name’s 

Riordan. Yours?” 

 “Runbrook and Friendwind,” I said. 

 “Ah. From the field I assume. I’m from 

the south myself. Niall’s Run. Came here to have 

a look at what your voter is always telling us 

about over in Mahonan Tir. Idyllic, I suppose, but 

useless.” 

 “Rude old southerners aren’t welcome 

here,” I said. “Get out.” 

 “I think he’s a voter, Runbrook,” 

Friendwind whispered in my ear. “Just leave him 

be.” 

 The man’s face twitched. I really thought 

he might walk away. Then his open hand shot out, 

faster than I would have expected from someone 

his age. I fell to the ground like guts from a fresh 

kill. Friendwind yelped and stepped back. The 

sudden and unexpected cruelty from a stranger left 

them frozen in place. No one else could see or 

hear what happened; we were away from town. 
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Inadvertently trapped by the closeness of the trees 

around us. 

 “You should listen to your friend more,” 

said Riordan. He looked to Friendwind and 

smirked as they stood there, frozen in fear. Then, 

smugly, he said “I’ll make her bleed.” 

 He brought his leg back to kick at my ribs. 

Before his boot could land, a spear made of bone 

plunged into the ground right in front of his foot. 

He stumbled a little, but caught himself and pulled 

a cudgel off his belt. His smile may have been 

wide, but it was shallow. A dark rage swam 

behind it. It only showed for a second, like a 

ripple in a pond, but I know what I saw. 

 Riordan looked past us and saw a 

shepherd holding a second bone-spear, poised and 

ready to throw. 

 It was the younger shepherd from my 

memories. 

 He was shirtless, wearing only his gray 

skirts. He had grown lean and muscular, with 

curly brown hair down to his shoulders. The 

thought of a beard graced his chin. 

 Your father had grown into quite the 

handsome young man. He had also grown to share 

the same odd dissonance the older shepherd had in 

my memories; he had a kind face but the spear 

rested naturally in his grip. 

 Riordan said, “Ah! Shepherd. I was just 

disciplining these rude children. I stopped to ask 

for directions to Allswell Field and this little brat,” 

he gestured to me on the ground, “tried to tell me 

off. I’m a bit of an outdoorsman myself, you 

know. I don’t think I should have to tolerate such 

disrespect in my forest, do you?” 

 Your father relaxed his spear. He eyed the 

situation and said, “I know your type. An 

outdoorsman? Do not insult my intelligence.” 

 Riordan swallowed. “Well, I am also a 

voter. Is it not tradition for your people to steer 

clear of the burdens of government?” 

 “Times are changing.” 

 “Yes, I suppose they are.” Riordan’s 

mouth formed a hard line. 

 They sized each other up for a handful of 

heartbeats. It was your father who broke the 

silence. “These are not children; they can’t be any 

younger than I am. The village is that way. Follow 

the smell of people, outdoorsman.” 

 Riordan harrumphed and said, “So I will.” 

He gave a quick nod and stormed off. 

 Once he was gone, your father picked up 

his spear and helped me to my feet without saying 

a word. 

 “Thank you,” I offered. Friendwind 

echoed me. 
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 “Of course. I am The Song of Fresh Rain, 

by the way.” 

 I heard shepherd names were odd, and that 

it was an honor to learn one. “I’m Runbrook, and 

my friend here is Friendwind. Can I call you 

Freshrain?” 

 “You may call me Song.” 

 “Okay.” I remember my face was hot, and 

hoping the combination of shade and my 

complexion would hide the color in my cheeks. 

“Well, Song, thanks for the . . . the help. We need 

to get back to my Da and Pa. They need to know 

what happened.” 

 Song nodded. “I will walk you both 

there.” 
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 Riordan stayed in Voter’s home, but not 

for long. No one could stay in town long if Da 

didn’t want them too, and it took all of Pa’s 

willpower to stop Da from killing the outsider 

once he saw the black eye Riordan gave me. Pa 

managed to convince Da that Riordan probably 

wanted him to try something, to start a war with 

Mahonan Tir we couldn’t survive. Our people 

barely survived the last one. That reminder 

managed to stay Da and Runswillow’s bows. 

 After he left, Voter didn’t come outside as 

often as she used to. Word spread that she was 

sick, you could see it in how she hunched her 

back and how a bald patch started to grow on the 

back of her head. Half the town doted on her. The 

other half, Da’s half, thought it served her right 

for giving shelter to Riordan. 

 Voter never revealed how she voted, only 

the results of each vote. Higher taxes. Expanding 

the Mahonan Tir guard. Requiring a Tiran flag be 

on display in all indigenous towns. People started 

to suspect Riordan swayed her votes away from 

what was best for the forest and our people. Good 

news became a distant memory. 

 Around this time I started to notice the 

divide forming in Allswell Field. Those who stood 

with Voter and those who stood with my Da. I 

suspect, however, the divide had been growing for 

a long time before then. 
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 We were all so distracted with the drama 

of life that we didn’t even notice the trees change 

to old-growth around us. I think in the back of my 

mind I recall the sense of claustrophobia fade as 

the canopy rose. The forest stopped feeling like a 

prison and more like a temple. 
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 It took Song pointing it out for me to 

notice the old-growth around us. We were laying 

side by side, in a small clearing away from 

Allswell Field. It was nice to get away from the 

field, to shrink our world down to just two people. 

We’d been married almost six years by then. 

 I won’t bore you with the details of our 

courtship. If you’re truly curious, ask Friendwind 

about it.  

 Song turned to one side, propping his head 

up in his hand. “We are in the old-growth, you 

know.” 

 By then I was long used to and long in 

love with your father’s seemingly random tidbits 

of information. That’s how I first learned of the 

hidden shepherds’ trails, after all. When he said 

this out of the blue, I didn’t even pause to think 

about it. “Really? The trees are taller. Is that the 

only difference?” 

 “Even more mushrooms and ferns will be 

about. Other shade-loving plants too. These are 

the wisest of the trees in our forest, but what’s 

more interesting is what comes after the old-

growth.” 

 I sat up and brushed off my shirt. “What 

comes next, mighty shepherd?” I asked with a 

smile. 

 “Your people call it the heart of the forest. 

The Tirans see it as a resource waiting to be 

exploited. To us, it is simply a nursery. Where 

everything goes to die and be remade.” 

 “Dark.” 

 “No, it is well lit.” 

 I rolled my eyes and threw a pine cone at 

him. He laughed and tossed it back at me. I play-

tackled him, and we rolled in a fit of laughter 

among the pine needles. We told each other how 

much we loved each other. We kissed. 

 It’s this moment, and others like it, where 

I still live with your father. For me, we’re still in 

that clearing. The moment, that kiss, lasts forever 

in my memory.  

 We laid back for a while to watch the 

canopy sway above, content with simply enjoying 

each other’s presence. Then came the crude 

chorus of stellar jays. Song bolted upright to 

listen. 

 “What is it?” I asked. 

 “Soldiers,” he said. He was armed in a 

flash. I had no idea where the obsidian knife had 

come from. 

 “. . . Soldiers?” I knew the birds had to be 

wrong. There was no need for soldiers this far 

north, not since the shepherds forced Mahonan Tir 
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to give us voters long ago. I got up and hurried 

after your father. 

 “Soldiers,” he confirmed and grabbed my 

hand. We ran back to the village. 
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  It was, of course, Riordan who brought 

the soldiers. 

 He was on the edge of town with a dozen 

or so armed men. Da and a few of the other 

hunters—including Runswillow—were blocking 

their way in. I let go of Song’s hand and ran up to 

stand with them. Song stayed back behind the tree 

line; shepherds didn’t like showing themselves 

unless they had to. 

 I came into the middle of their 

conversation. 

 “I said I don’t care what you decided back 

in the Tir,” Da said. “Here in the Field we respect 

the forest. I won’t tell you again. Whatever evil 

you have planned, you’ll do it away from here.” 

 Riordan scoffed and said, “Listen, I don’t 

even know why I’m talking to you. Where is your 

voter?” 

 Voices rose from the crowd behind Da: 

“Let Voter handle it,” “That coward is off hiding 

in her home,” and “She’s no coward, you pig!” 

More bickering started to boil over in the crowd. 

 Da turned around to try to calm the crowd, 

but before he could say anything a frail voice cut 

through the noise. 

 “I said stay calm. Please.” Voter repeated 

as she hobbled forward. The years had not been 

kind on her. The hair on top of her head was gone 

and her skin was prone to rashes and pimples. I 

remember that in that moment—despite the 

burden her body carried—I could see the beauty 

of resistance flaring beneath her exterior. 

 Pa was next to her, helping her walk 

through the crowd. 

 “Runspitch . . .” Da said. He sounded like 

the wind had been knocked out of him. 

 “It’s okay, Farpine,” said Pa. “She’s been 

fighting for us all along, standing up against 

Riordan and his ilk. Can’t you see what that 

burden has done to her? She didn’t want to share 

it with the Field. She wanted to protect us.” 

 Da’s face twisted in disbelief. Before he 

could say anything, Voter spoke to Riordan. 

 “You should leave. This is illegal. We 

won’t fight you,” she started—Da and his 

supporters shifted uncomfortably at this, “but the 

shepherds will.” 
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 “Illegal? Who’s going to arrest me?” 

Riordan said as he took a few careless steps 

toward Voter. “And the shepherds are being dealt 

with. So don’t you worry.” Pa tried to move in 

between the two, but Riordan backhanded him 

like he did me all those years ago. Pa stumbled 

and fell into Da’s arms. “I don’t expect much of a 

fight,” Riordan concluded. 

 No one was able to stop Riordan before he 

whipped out his cudgel and struck Voter over the 

head. 

 She spun as she fell, thudding to the 

ground and facing me. 

 I saw that defiant, burning beauty in her 

eyes die. 

 Someone yelled—Runswillow, 

probably—and the Fielders surged forward. 

Riordan stepped back as his troops charged past 

him and he yelled over the din, “Detain the 

insurgents!” 

 I was trying to help Da direct Pa out of the 

chaos. I heard Da mutter something about being 

called an insurgent, but I couldn’t make it out over 

the noise of the fight. I couldn’t see your father, 

my Song, anywhere. 

 Pa grabbed my wrist when I was about to 

go join Runswillow in the fight, and said, “Go to 

the shepherds, Runbrook.” 

 “What?” I asked. 

 “‘The shepherds are being dealt with . . .’” 

Da quoted. “Your Pa is right. Go find The Song of 

Fresh Rain, they’re all in danger too.” He looked 

over to what was by then a full-blown riot. “It 

might not be too late to warn them and save us.” 

 I hugged them both as tight as I could 

before dashing off into the forest. I followed the 

hidden shepherds’ trails, knowing they would lead 

to the heart. 
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 The heart of the forest, the nursery, was 

beautiful despite the sounds of fighting in the 

distance. My eye could not perceive the slow 

movement of the nursery’s process, but I still 

couldn’t help but stop in reverence at the sight. 

 Massive dead trees were everywhere. 

Some were being pushed towards the canopy by 

young trees; getting sunlight for the newborn 

plants growing out of them. Others lay on the 

ground to be eaten away by the forest floor along 

with the bones of animals long passed. 

 If I listened carefully, I could hear the 

gentle sh-shh, sh-shh of the pine needle covered 

floor moving ever so slightly with the different 
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fungi, bugs, and other small creatures working to 

maintain the perpetual rebirth of the forest. 

 I could feel the buzz of life and death in 

the air. The air itself was sweet on the tip of my 

tongue. My arm hairs stood on end, goosebumps 

ran down my legs. It was beautiful. 

 “Runbrook!” Your father’s voice snapped 

me back to reality. 

 He came out of somewhere deeper in the 

nursery, from the sounds of battle. He looked like 

he had already been fighting. Shepherds could 

move fast in the forest, so he had probably already 

been fighting a while before I got there. “My 

love,” he said, “what are you doing here? It isn’t 

safe. Tirans attacked. Runbrook, it’s not looking 

good, I think the other shepherds are scared. I 

think I’m scared. We’re putting up a fight but 

we’re outnumbered. You should run, I don’t know 

if I can protect you.” 

 “I’m here to help! I’m not running away 

from you,” I said. Thinking quick I added, “If you 

all go to the village, we can make our stand 

together, and—” 

 And the true reason I was there, the reason 

why I was so quick to obey my dads and go after 

The Song of Fresh Rain. 

 “—and I’m scared too, Song. Promise me 

you’ll still find joy and play with our kid one day 

and . . . please don’t let your heart go out of you. I 

need a husband, not a killing machine” 

 He kissed me and said, “That will never 

happen, so long as I fight for you. We fight with 

our hearts, not against them.” 

 We kissed again, but it was cut short by a 

volley of crossbow bolts. They flew just over our 

heads as Song tackled me to the ground. Then, the 

fight swarmed around us. 

 A pair of obsidian knives were suddenly 

in Song’s hands and he stabbed an approaching 

southerner in the stomach while slashing his throat 

at the same time. 

 I crawled looking for something to use as 

a weapon as the whooping and yelling of 

shepherds filled the clearing, dropping upon the 

rattle of armor and clang of steel. I managed to get 

my hands on some sort of dirt encrusted thigh 

bone—from a bear, maybe.  

 As soon as I grabbed it I heard someone 

clanking up behind me. I rolled onto my back and 

swung the bone. There was a crack as it broke 

another southerner’s wrist and sent his ax flying. 

An arrow loosed from the chaos struck him in the 

ear and he fell. 

 I got on my feet, looking around for your 

father, unable to see him through the fighting. 

Another ax-wielding southerner charged me. I 
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swung at her, but she leaned back just in time. I 

ducked low as she chopped at my face and 

slipped, losing my balance. My head slammed into 

her sternum and I instinctively grabbed her to 

catch myself. 

 We fell to the ground together I and 

landed on top. I raised the club and brought it 

down on her face. I heard her skull crack but she 

was groaning, so I brought it down a second time 

to silence her. 

 The club didn’t come up with me as I 

pushed off her and back to my feet. I wiped blood 

from my face with a shaking hand and vomited 

out the gore that got in my mouth.  

 “Song!” I cried. “Song! Where are you?” 

My throat was sore, and I realized I had already 

been screaming. 

 A shepherd with an ax in his chest fell 

into my back and knocked me back down. 

 The last thing I remember was a steel-toed 

boot coming at my head. 

 A bright flash. 

 Then nothing. 
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 When I finally came to I was on a cot in 

an unfamiliar room. Friendwind was asleep in a 

chair next to me. 

 “Friendwind?” I said. 

 They started awake and knelt next to my 

cot. 

 “Friendwind, where—ow! Damn it!” I 

said as I tried to sit up but was promptly forced 

back down by the crushing pain in my head. 

 “Runswillow!” they called over their 

shoulder before turning back to me. “It’s okay, 

you’re safe here. Try not to move. We’re in 

Shaleigh.” 

 Runswillow came in, traded places with 

Friendwind, and wrapped his arms around me. We 

held each other for a couple of heartbeats, then he 

said, “Da and Pa are alive, but held hostage back 

home. The whole village is covered with soldiers 

from Mahonan Tir.” 

 “The shepherds? Song?” I asked. 

 He sat up on the edge of the bed. Put his 

face in his hands. “We don’t know,” he said. “We 

found you in the old-growth on the opposite side 

of the heart. It looked like there was a huge fight. 

We didn’t . . . didn’t find any living shepherds. 

But we didn’t find The Song of Fresh Rain at all.” 

 I wiped tears from my eyes. “Are you 

going back?” I heard myself ask him. 
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 “Yes. I want you to join me when you’re 

better. But if that’s not what you want, 

Friendwind is going to lay low here. You could do 

the same.” 

 “I want to go, but I can’t.” 

 “Why not?” 

 It wasn’t how I wanted to tell him but, at 

that point, nothing was as I wanted it to be. I 

wanted to be back in the clearing. Just me, Song, 

and our love. 

 “I haven’t cycled in a month,” I said. “I’m 

pregnant.” 
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 About half a year later, you came into the 

picture.  

 Friendwind is the best friend I could’ve 

asked for. They’ve agreed to raise you while I’m 

away. They have so much love in their heart, I 

know you will be happy and safe with them. I 

wouldn’t leave you with anyone if that was in 

question. 

 As I’ve carried you over the past months it 

has become clear southerners think us all selfish 

traitors, though luckily Shaleigh is north enough 

that a few of us can live here safely. After 

Riordan’s attack, Mahonan Tir voted to herd up 

the forest—to put an end to its wandering and 

utilize its resources more effectively. Tiran voters 

boasted about the jobs they were creating for 

Tirans in doing this. Despite Voter’s best efforts 

in the years before the attack, Riordan painted us 

as a lazy and violent people. He said we wanted to 

keep the forest to ourselves, to not work for our 

food and lumber like proper Tirans. He said when 

he challenged our “lazy ways,” we rioted. In 

Mahonan Tir, Riordan was lauded as a hero for 

beating an old, sick woman to death and 

subjugating a town. 

 This is all lies, and I’m sorry you have to 

grow up around them. I hate that you’ll become a 

man amidst the Tiran effort to rid the continent of 

our people. They don’t do it by axe and boot 

anymore. Now it’s with the Tiran guard policing 

us, our children going to their schools, the spread 

of Tiran cuisine, Tiran art, Tiran architecture, 

Tiran clothes . . . 

 Genocides need not always be bloody. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

 I’m leaving this letter with Friendwind. 

When you are ready, they will give it to you. 

 When you read this it will be when you’re 

old enough to make a choice. I wrote this to help 
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inform your choice, but I want you to know that 

no matter what you choose I love you the same. 

Nothing will ever change that. 

 Your choices: 

 You could go to Allswell Field and join 

your Uncle Runswillow in his resistance 

movement to free the forest. 

 You could stay with Friendwind, and live 

out your life in relative peace. 

 Or, you can come find me. 

 I am going back to the heart of the forest. 

If any shepherds live—if your father lives—we 

need them now more than ever. They say the 

forest should be all herded up just after it passes 

Allswell Field. If that remains true, by the time 

you’re reading this they won’t have found the 

hidden shepherds’ trails to the Nursery. I’ve 

shown Friendwind the trailhead. Follow that trail 

and I will be there, fighting with my heart. 

 I won’t say goodbye, but I will tell you 

this: I love you, Runsong.  

 Now, and forever. 
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Wings of Light 
by Anna Madden 

 

It was dark, humid, the scents of earth a 

familiar shackle. Ochre crept through a drainage 

tunnel. Her squad followed behind her, the Nyla 

emblem visible on each of their left shoulder 

guards. To the sides, the passage opened to a veil 

of smoke. 

Leaves rustled. The stink of ash filled 

Ochre’s nose. She gripped her mandi, twin jaw-

like daggers jointed to a single hilt. Her thorax 

armor—of finest olivine—was a reassuring 

weight. Her objective was clear. Ochre wasn’t one 

to run from a fight. Despite that, she was uneasy, 

her stomach dropping with each breath. Where 

were the Rubra lookouts? She spotted none. 

Perhaps the Rubra were fools. They must 

be, for they had abandoned their own home to 

attack hers. They’d soon learn from their mistake. 

With a hand signal, Ochre directed the 

squad to advance, following standard protocol 

with ingrained habit. Groups of three Nyla 

soldiers passed, their armor painted overcast gray 

so as not to reflect moonlight. Her soldiers flitted 

between shadows, using hickories and oaks like 

would-be cloaks. Ochre kept watch. Still no sign 

of the Rubra. 

Ochre followed, moving fast, her eyes 

watering with the smoke. Her longer legs overtook 

the Nyla soldiers with ease. She was wider at the 

shoulders, taller, more formidable. 

Soldiers were much rarer than workers. 

Ochre was rarer still. As a major, she inspired, and 

she was independent enough to glean her own 

opinions outside the gyne’s influence. 

The Nyla soldiers glanced at Ochre for 

reassurance, their shoulders tense. She smelled 

fear, mildewed, a mixture of moss and salt and 

day-old rain. 

Ahead, fires breathed ash into the forest. 

Trees were mutilated, cut to stumps, their dark 

branches brought low. Green wood had been set 

aflame inside the mothernest, filling the sprawling 

tunnels with deadly air. Seeing it made Ochre’s 

blood crawl, waking a primitive rage. She was, 

first and foremost, an instrument of war. 

Voices carried in the wind. Rubra words, 

they were, their cadence like hard water, leaving 

behind a residue of filth. 

Squinting, Ochre saw the enemy clustered 

around the arched gateway of her home, where the 
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mothernest tunneled deep down until silt turned to 

bedrock. 

Ochre charged, her lips peeled from her 

teeth, showing her soldiers a warrior’s grace. She 

led by example. With a cry, piercing as an eagle, 

Ochre jumped into the enemies’ ranks. 

As Ochre landed, the Rubra looked up, 

wide-eyed. Their faces were painted for war, the 

lines blurred with ash. She saw their dark eyes, the 

sweat on their noses, the blades on their belts. 

With expertise, Ochre bent her knees, her 

weight in her toes. Her mandi reflected back the 

fires, rust-orange. 

A Rubra soldier stumbled back. “Mandi! 

Mandi!” 

Ochre targeted that one. Her attack was 

swift and fluid. As she pulled back, the Rubra 

soldier fell, and both mandi blades dripped wet. 

The iron-like scent was unmistakable. 

Behind her, she heard her soldiers move 

into formation. Ochre widened her stance even as 

the squad fanned out in a pincer movement, intent 

on circling the Rubra’s vulnerable flanks. The 

Nyla soldiers were few, the Rubra many, but the 

smoke hid this oversight. 

Ochre watched the Rubra overcome their 

shock. They advanced with fists raised, others 

brandishing small blades, though nothing as fine 

as a true mandi. It took strength to wield one, and 

greater skill. At Ochre’s command, the Nyla 

soldiers tossed flasks of formic acid into the 

enemies’ ranks. Nasty stuff, the acid, capable of 

burning skin, of blinding. It was a bad way to go. 

Only fair the enemy should face flames of another 

kind. 

Ochre danced alongside her mandi. Rubra 

soldiers met its twin blades and proved themselves 

unworthy. Ochre was sent into battle as a 

distraction. If she could sidetrack those who fed 

the fires, she’d give the workers below a chance to 

block the tunnels. Precious time to collapse the 

supports before those trapped inside died of smoke 

inhalation. 

These excuses were seeds of truth. Either 

way, Ochre lived for such sport as this. 

Beyond the front line, Rubra threw small 

blades and sharpened metal thorns, but each 

glanced off Ochre’s thorax armor. Ochre smirked, 

her blood hot, egging her on. There was no greater 

feeling than prowess in combat. 

Battle tore the night, or maybe, spun it to 

nightmare. Blood stained the earth like wet flower 

petals. Voices cried out, metal bit and clanged 

against each other, and Ochre panted, the silks 

beneath her armor covered in sweat. Even so, she 

twirled her mandi without pause. None equaled 
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her, for she was hatched of a high caste, tall and 

stunning and lethal, and she cut Rubra down like 

the weak saplings they were, hewing their limbs 

with loud cracks. 

That is, until a Rubra major stepped into 

the fight. With fire-lit eyes, the Rubra major spoke 

a single word, no translation needed. In those 

black irises reflected Ochre’s own violent heart. 

The Rubra was fierce, with a strong jaw, her lines 

bold and enticing. Every inch of her terrible and 

mesmerizing. Her face was painted with red clay 

to match the thorax armor she wore. 

Ochre inclined her chin. She was in a 

good mood, her kills twitching at her feet. Here 

was an opponent of note. Stepping back, Ochre 

separated her mandi into dual short blades, trading 

the power of a single attack for the speed of two. 

The Rubra held a mandi as well, its metal 

talons capable of cutting flesh straight to the 

spine. Ochre made the first move. Her blades were 

parried by the Rubra. Blow after blow, the Rubra 

major matched Ochre, and the Nyla squad 

couldn’t interfere without hitting Ochre too. 

Still fresh, the Rubra major landed a hit. 

Pain laced Ochre’s side. Metal groaned, 

splintering into a hundred steely voices. Ochre 

winced but sidestepped, evading a swipe to her 

throat. 

The Rubra major smiled a wolfish grin. 

She was so aggressive—no doubt fueled by self-

glory. She didn’t defend her home—her people. 

This wasn’t personal to the Rubra, but a release of 

innate bloodlust over rational thought. How 

horrible and wonderful to fight for the sake of 

killing. A true monster, this was, like the worms 

burrowed in the earth, seeking treasures that didn’t 

belong to them. 

Ochre rallied herself. She wasn’t alone, 

and she wouldn’t fall easily. Ochre feigned an 

attack, then dropped and rolled. Her side throbbed 

nauseatingly. It took all her will not to throw up. 

Hot embers clattered beneath, biting with glowing 

red teeth at her greaves and boots. She called out a 

breathless command. 

The Nyla soldiers didn’t hesitate. They 

threw formic acid straight into the Rubra major’s 

face, blinding her. The major screamed, her voice 

beautiful and mortal. 

Ochre flurried her mandi and brought the 

Rubra’s champion to her knees. The killing blow 

was merciful, swift. 

Ochre panted. Her side was hot and wet. 

Everything ached. 

Above, glints of rose and lilac peeked 

through the smog. It spoke of dawn. With the 

light, her squad would be exposed to greater 
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attack. There were so many Rubra, a swarm, 

breaking wave after wave. Sweat dripped off 

Ochre’s nose. Her silks were soaked with worse. 

Half her squad was gone, and the rest were dull-

eyed, sluggish. Still, to the last, each were loyal to 

the gyne, to the mothernest. She looked at them 

with gratitude. 

The ground trembled. It was the signal: 

the tunnel supports were collapsed. Without delay, 

Ochre ordered a retreat. As the squad sprinted 

back to the tree line, she followed, a little slower, 

her mandi joined at the hilt once more. 

She tried not to think of what might 

happen next, holding back fatigue and a voice of 

failure. She had won, but it had been close. Ochre 

needed to rethink her tactics at the next encounter. 

This was her home, and she knew the dangers of 

this place, the tunnels that led to nowhere, even 

the worms who plagued the egg chambers time 

and again. If Ochre could bait the Rubra in the 

right direction, well—there was hope yet. 

As her soldiers ducked back into the 

drainage tunnel, Ochre glanced back. Shouts and 

fast footfalls warned of pursuit. The squad worked 

hard to seal the entrance with a great rock. Ochre 

dropped her mandi and helped, a groan of pain 

escaping her lips. With great shudders, the rock 

fell into place. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The mothernest seethed, the air hot and 

threaded with smoke. Workers raced back and 

forth, dragging bodies to the wastes, distributing 

healing oil, repositioning rocks and traps. Worse, 

the earth quaked, rumbling in the deep. The 

worms stirred below, turned from pests to outright 

terrors of late. 

The war had brought neglect to household 

chores. There weren’t enough soldiers to assign 

the duty of worm hunting, and fewer who 

succeeded at it even at the best of times. Not long 

ago, the gyne forbade the practice. 

Listening to the worms thrash, Ochre 

questioned the gyne’s decision. The creatures 

might collapse more passages or harass the 

workers. The colony’s food was tucked away in 

stone-made chambers throughout, but those 

needed to be moved deeper into the nest, and the 

worms were fond of stealing meals. 

Ochre exhaled. One problem at a time. 

Ochre rolled her shoulders, wincing. The cut on 

her side had stopped bleeding, but her thorax 

armor was cracked. A parting gift from the Rubra. 
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Footsteps neared. Ochre looked up to see 

Talc, a fellow major and the gyne’s personal 

guard. 

Talc wore ceremonial thorax armor—

ornate but untried. In her hands, the guard carried 

a mandi. Ochre narrowed her eyes at it. Did Talc 

intend to join the fight, to take orders and let her 

silks touch dirt and blood like a common soldier? 

“Major,” Talc said. She thrust out her 

chin. “Come with me.” 

“Not now,” Ochre said, her voice meant to 

cut, full of sharp rocks. “Can’t you see, I’ve 

evacuations to oversee, defenses to reinforce? 

We’re at war.” 

Talc glowered. She was the same caste but 

an older generation. Ochre knew she shouldn’t 

speak so frankly, but etiquette wasn’t her forte. 

More, every mandi counted, but Talc shied away 

from battle these days. 

Ochre sighed, then pointed to the nest’s 

entrance. “The fires are out, finally, but the heat 

woke up the worms. There are reports of cave-ins 

. . .” 

She paused. It was too daunting to list the 

rest. The guard was privy to the same intel, 

perhaps more. Dirt and rock and blackened wood 

tangled the main entrance, blocking it, combed 

through with dead workers. They were heroes, 

responsible for collapsing the tunnel supports, 

sacrificing themselves for the colony. The 

barricade would hold for a little, but not 

indefinitely. All the while, the Rubra above 

chanted, their war songs of the harvest to come. 

“You’ve been summoned, major,” Talc 

said, widening her feet. “I won’t ask again.” 

Ochre straightened. She shifted her mandi 

from her left hand to right. Talc blinked in 

surprise. No doubt Talc was skilled in battle 

despite her status, but when had she last 

experienced it? Perhaps this was the moment to 

test each other, to see who was stronger. Ochre 

valued strength above all else, whether foe or ally. 

The earth rumbled. Murmurs broke the 

silence, uneasy. Soldiers nearby took defensive 

postures, though before they had been clearing 

debris alongside workers. 

“Worms,” Talc said, her expression a 

storm. “They’re awake, and we’ve not enough 

trained squads to drive them from the tunnels and 

hold the Rubra.” 

Ochre almost blamed the gyne outright, 

but she held her emotions in check, her face a 

shield. The guard was right on this. If there were 

worms, they needed to be handled, and quickly. 

Ochre lowered her mandi. “I’ll go with you if 

you’ll help with the pests,” she said after a pause. 
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Talc nodded, relaxing a little. They both 

had bigger worries, and a personal squabble 

wouldn’t help their cause. What mattered was the 

mothernest. It must survive. 

Turning, Talc took the lead, shooing 

workers and soldiers back. Ochre followed in the 

guard’s wake. Their footsteps were eaten by 

darkness. Dirt fell from the ceilings like a rain of 

dust. Behind, the Rubra’s songs died, cut off as 

tunnels carried the two deeper, closer to the nest’s 

center. A smell of home took hold: of moss, 

decomposed leaves and roots that draped the 

tunnels. Ochre took a full breath, filling her lungs. 

It centered her. 

They approached the entrance of a grand 

chamber cut from stone. A hard feat to carve rock, 

but it offered greater security as the worms 

couldn’t eat through it. Outside, Talc took a 

watchful stance. It seemed Ochre was meant to 

enter alone. 

Pushing back her shoulders, Ochre 

gathered her strength. She lifted a foot, then the 

other. Inside, the chamber was equally massive, 

and though the floor shifted with reoccurring 

tremors, it was more stable than elsewhere. The 

walls looked imposing, adorned with carved 

histories like masoned tapestries. A buzz filled the 

air. The sound of wings. 

“Come closer, child,” the gyne said, her 

voice both old and powerful. 

As if in a trance, Ochre approached the 

center dais. Two workers flanked a large mound 

of feathers and silk and forgotten grandeur. One 

worker held a pitcher of honeydew as though this 

were any other day, as though standing on 

ceremony would protect the colony against 

invasion. The other worker wrapped silks around 

an egg like a prized pearl. Atop the mound-like 

nest, the gyne of Nyla rested on her side. Wings of 

light fluttered behind her back. They were radiant 

and lithe, with a golden, majestic sheen. A symbol 

of greatness, wings were the mark of a ruler. 

With wings, maybe Ochre could have 

protected the mothernest. She was a major—

strong—but it wasn’t enough. Ochre bowed, 

realizing her own limits, ignoring the pinch of her 

thorax armor. 

“I have a task for you,” the gyne said. She 

gestured and a worker picked up the wrapped egg, 

carrying it to Ochre. “This is my alate, late-born, 

but she is now a part of your cycle.” 

Ochre eyed the egg, wary, her thoughts 

sharp as mandi blades. “Why did you summon 

me?” 

“My nest is lost,” the gyne said. “It is 

pointless to defend it.” 
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“What?” Ochre asked, looking up, her 

deference replaced by shock. This wasn’t the 

wisdom of a ruler—the collective heart of each 

caste, making sisters of them all. 

“Better to let the worms destroy our home 

than allow the Rubra to claim it,” the gyne said, 

her tone acidic. “Even if I made it out safely, the 

Rubra’s gyne is young. She can raise soldiers 

faster. The nest is lost to us, child.” 

“Why did the Rubra attack us?” Ochre 

asked. 

“The same reason the worms rise from the 

dirt,” the gyne said easily. “To claim what is not 

theirs.” 

The alate egg—was it so special? Looking 

at it, Ochre saw a task that didn’t suit her. A fate 

worse than death, to flee. Still, Ochre obeyed, 

dropping her mandi like a deserter in order to 

accept the alate egg from the worker. What other 

choice did she have? 

As Ochre left the gyne’s chamber, the 

earth shuddered, breathing raggedly in and out. 

Frantic workers scurried along the tunnels. Ochre 

strained her ears, trying to hear the tell-tale sounds 

of a worm surfacing, of dirt being shifted, or the 

marching steps of soldiers. 

Talc motioned Ochre to follow, then 

turned, Ochre scrambling to keep up. The weight 

of shame slowed Ochre, her thoughts torn, the egg 

an awkward burden that offset her battle-trained 

posture. Earth danced, and a worm banged its tail 

against the rocky cavern. Ochre gripped a wall 

with one hand, steadying herself. She gritted her 

teeth. The alate egg was so light in comparison to 

everything else—barely anything. To be assigned 

a caregiver in such a moment felt like an unfair 

demotion, even an insult. 

“This is a mistake,” Ochre said. “I should 

be overseeing our defenses.” 

“You are,” Talc said stonily. “That egg 

you carry is the rarest of our kind. It is the 

promise of tomorrow.” 

“The gyne doesn’t give our soldiers 

enough credit,” Ochre said without yielding. “We 

can defend the mothernest.” 

“Her cycle is ending,” Talc said, shaking 

her head. “Haven’t you noticed? There are fewer 

eggs, only a trickle of new soldiers each season. 

You are the last major hatched to her. This is the 

way of things. The cruelty of time. Hurry now.” 

Talc went from a fast walk to a full run. 

Ochre pumped her legs, following. This was an 

end of days. A time of judgment. She gripped the 

alate so tight her knuckles turned white. 

Tremors rocked the mothernest. The 

horrid worms were restless, as though sensing 
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easy prey above them. In times past the worms 

were culled by patrolling majors, even special 

units of soldiers. But, with the Rubra attack, home 

wasn’t what it once was. 

The mothernest was a labyrinth. Several 

tunnels were collapsed, filling with debris despite 

the work of lower castes to clear them. Talc was 

forced to reroute over and over, navigating the 

maze, turning left then right, right then right 

again. 

Their direction branched east, then forked, 

a tunnel opening to a central hub. A great vault of 

packed dirt and trapped air. Lesser eggs rested in 

great pools of nutritious oil. Scents of crushed 

valerian roots and aphid milk and dew swirled, 

strong on the nose after so much smoke. A 

waterfall fed the pools, a shimmer of oil and mist. 

There were discarded shells, still wet, ready to be 

recycled to the wastes. Workers jumbled in a 

frenzy, picking up eggs, carrying them to narrow 

drainage tunnels. Slow going, but the main 

entrances were gone. 

A nurse greeted them. Nurses were a 

specialized caste of workers, known for their 

intellect and determination. Notably, the nurse 

wore no armor, and her thorax was slender, dusted 

with mineral powder. Her delicate face shimmered 

like night stars. 

“Finally,” the nurse said, her hands 

cupped in praise. “The alate is long awaited. I will 

carry her to safety.” 

Ochre gripped the egg tighter, though she 

longed to hand it over. “This one is mine to 

deliver.” 

The nurse started to argue, but the earth 

swayed, and loud vibrations masked her voice. 

Talc and Ochre shared a look. The nurse paled, 

bone-white, her eyes fixating on a large crack 

splitting the floor like a fresh wound. Ochre set 

down the alate for fear she would drop it. Beneath, 

the ground seemed to slither. 

As her thoughts darkened, Ochre reached 

for her mandi, but it wasn’t there. What good was 

she in a fight without it? 

Dirt lifted. Workers fled, running for 

cover even as a worm surfaced. Its bulk filled the 

room, rupturing oil pools, its ugly cry echoing 

across the chamber. It must have smelled the eggs, 

for many had been gathered for transport. Its maw 

was wide, its sharp fangs slick with venom. Ochre 

looked left and right, searching for the alate egg, 

but the thought was too late. Its silk wrapping was 

snagged on one of the worm’s teeth. Did Ochre 

try to claim it again, or abandon it, fighting the 

monster to save those trapped nearby? 
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There was a part of Ochre that longed for 

the battle—to feel the rush, the violence 

overtaking all logic or reason, fed by her anger. 

To let this creature know her strength and be 

quelled by it. Except, she was without a weapon. 

Talc wasn’t. The worm twisted, freeing 

rocks that landed in the oil pools, splattering 

outward. Talc jumped, aiming for the worm’s 

throat. The guard showcased a major’s skill, her 

motions of remembered grace, but still, she was 

only a single warrior facing a giant. Her mandi 

slashed through thick hide. Even so, one arm got 

caught in the beast’s mouth. Talc cried out in half-

challenge, her voice raw with pain. 

Rocks tumbled. Voices mingled in terror. 

Ochre struggled to reach the alate egg. Nearby, the 

nurse tried to help too, managing to grip a bit of 

the silken thread. The nurse stabilized the egg 

from swinging dangerously while Ochre freed it.  

The worm screamed. It reared, then 

thundered down, falling to the floor. With care, 

Talc pulled free, but her arm had been cut by a 

fang, poisoned. It hung limply at her side. 

“Is it dead?” Ochre asked, cradling the 

alate, her eyes sweeping the rubble and the dust. 

The worm rested on its side—its tail 

curled—the mouth still wide, its fangs yellowed 

with time and the remnants of past meals. 

Beneath, the earth pulsed, foretelling the 

arrival of more. For all the hatred Ochre held for 

the Rubra, she would rather see the colony die to 

enemy soldiers than worms who ate through the 

mothernest’s own foundations. 

Talc straightened. The guard had proven 

herself: she was a protector—not one who 

hungered for splendor or praise. Talc gripped her 

mandi, one-handed. Its twin blades were bloodied 

by defense alone. Ochre looked on the guard with 

awe. 

“Go,” Talc said. “I’ll deal with them.” 

“You can’t be serious,” Ochre said. 

“They’ll tear you apart.” 

“Remember your orders, major,” Talc 

said. 

“I could switch places with you,” Ochre 

said. “You’re better suited to guarding an alate, 

and I know my soldiers best. I’ll gather them.” 

Talc scoffed. “This is my time, not yours. 

Focus on the task at hand. Not what could have 

been or what can never be.” 

Ochre regretted much, for they had almost 

become friends. If there had been something 

worth saying, she’d have said it then. Below, the 

earth trembled again. Had it ever stopped? 
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Ochre bowed her head to Talc, then turned 

to the nurse with the face like a night sky. The 

world seemed intent on turning itself inside out. 

The nurse motioned, then led Ochre to the 

oily waterfall. Without warning, the nurse stepped 

through the dripping curtain. Ensuring the egg was 

secure in her grip, Ochre hunched, protecting her 

charge from the unknown. She jumped through. 

The oil splattered. It was hot—not enough to 

burn—but unpleasant. As it dripped, the oil 

drenched the dirty silks beneath her fractured 

thorax armor. 

The nurse waited for Ochre on the other 

side. The powder spread across her skin repelled 

the oil, keeping her dry. “This is where alates are 

kept,” she said, her voice high-pitched with a 

familiar cadence of fear. 

The alate chamber was circular. It seemed 

well-tended despite its long vacancy, with an oil 

pool at its core and shelves along the tunnel walls, 

cut from rock, full of supplies. The floor and walls 

were stone too, though riddled by tree roots 

woven throughout. The space tapered toward the 

back where a rounded stone gate blocked a tunnel 

exit. An escape route, it seemed. A lock was 

visible, suggesting it was moveable to those with a 

key and the strength to roll it. 

As though sensing Ochre’s thoughts, the 

nurse produced a stone-carved key that matched. 

She tapped it against her fingers. “The alate . . . 

you know how to care for her?” 

“I will protect the alate,” Ochre said. 

“And you—” 

“My name is Sienna.” 

“You’ll do the rest, Sienna,” Ochre said. 

“Now, hurry and gather supplies.” 

With a dark look, Sienna obeyed. Ochre 

set the egg within the pool, rippling the mirror-

like surface. She found a guard’s trunk, locating a 

set of thorax armor without dye or emblem. 

Repressing a shudder at abandoning her rank, 

Ochre stripped out of her broken gear. Her right 

side panged anew. She cleaned blood off, some 

fresh, applied oil with a wince, then gingerly 

redressed in simple ash-gray silks before donning 

the thorax armor. It was a better quality than the 

olivine set, but it lacked the meaningful Nyla’s 

emblem of wings and silken threads. Alates 

earned their own emblems in maturity, but to do 

that, they first left the mothernest. 

There were mandi to choose from as well. 

Purposeful and quick, Ochre selected the grandest: 

the blades of equal length, saw-toothed and 

formidable. The jointed hilt fit perfectly in her 

grip. Sienna packed the egg into a carrying pack 
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and waited by the exit tunnel. Prepared, there was 

nothing left to do save flee. It went against 

everything Ochre believed. She hesitated, but her 

orders were unyielding, taking her far from the 

ongoing battle. 

The alate slept in her cocoon and silks, 

unaware of the strife she’d be hatched into. 

Sienna unlocked the gate. Time pressed. 

The worms were awake, unrelenting, ensuring the 

death of many sisters. The gyne was olden, her 

last egg the completion of her legacy. Ochre 

thought of them all, her failure complete. Her 

mind pictured Talc. Focus on the task at hand, the 

guard had said. 

Ochre pushed against the circular stone 

with effort, her wound aching. After a pause, the 

stone gate relented and rolled aside. Outside air 

filtered into the chamber. The nurse slipped 

through. 

“Get behind me,” Ochre said. “The Rubra 

might be on the other side.” 

Sienna complied without a word. Their 

feet carried them out. A breeze stirred leaves. It 

reminded Ochre of the battle the night before as 

she stepped into the scarred forest of remaining 

scarlet oaks and black walnuts and bitternut 

hickories. The sky was half-hidden by falling ash, 

rough-barked trunks, smoke, and a weave of 

branches. 

Ochre kept to the trees’ shadows. Her eyes 

pointed down, looking for fresh tracks in the 

snowy ash. A twig snapped, and Ochre spun, her 

mandi readied. 

Sienna froze, her feet over a blackened 

root. 

With a hiss in the back of her throat, 

Ochre lowered her mandi. “Be quieter.” 

“I’m not a soldier,” Sienna said, 

defensive. 

“So go back,” Ochre said. With dipped 

shoulders, she walked faster. 

Sienna’s footsteps echoed behind. “I 

can’t,” Sienna said. “The alate needs us. This is 

what we were hatched to do.” 

Ochre blinked as though her eyes had 

cleared. As if a bit of spellwork had unraveled. 

Ochre inhaled like she hadn’t breathed in hours. 

The voice of failure tried to keep hold, but she 

hadn’t failed—not yet. She had no emblem, but 

she’d earn a new one. After all, Ochre was a 

protector, a major bred to fight, so that’s what 

she’d do. 

Ochre slowed her stride. Coming up 

alongside, Sienna swallowed noisily, her eyes 

darting back and forth. 
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Ochre stopped and turned. “Do you need a 

rest, then?” 

The nurse shook her head, but she 

trembled. No wonder—exposed to full sunlight, to 

the elements and the open air as never before. 

Sienna held her ground, barely. 

Ochre reached out and steadied the nurse. 

“Stay at my back. My mandi will guard you the 

same as the alate.” 

“Aren’t you ever scared?” Sienna asked, 

whispering now. 

“I fear leaving a job unfinished,” Ochre 

said, her voice certain, unwavering. “I’m not 

afraid of death. Are you?” 
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