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blurb

Suki Lewis has always known what she wants—or, more correctly, what 
she doesn’t want. She also knows that a good woman of Freehome, 
deserving of her mother’s uncritical love, wants something she can’t 
fathom or mimic: a stable, lasting romantic relationship.

She can’t safely stay, but leaving means surviving the challenges of 
priesthood, her mother’s abuse and the belated finding of a name for 
her differences: allosexual aromanticism.

Those With More collects four stories showing Suki’s lifetime 
navigation of her belief, family, community and identity.

Contains: The adventures of a sharp-tongued trans, aromantic 
protagonist navigating other people in exploring allosexual 
aromanticism, her service and the pressures of amatonormativity, love, 
emotional abuse and family.



contents

content advisory 5

author’s note 6

abrasive 7

the complexity of human decency 11

if absurd works 22

those with more 33

additional works 60

about the author 62



1 5 2

1 K. A. Cook 2

content advisory

For all stories in this volume, please expect: 
• depictions of the amatonormativity experienced by allo-aros 

where casual sexual experiences are presumed to lead to or 
develop into romantic relationships by both relatives and 
romantic partners;

• references to and depictions of parental emotional abuse, 
including pressuring, manipulation, criticism of one’s manner 
and behaviours and using one’s love for another as a silencing 
tactic;

• sex-negative (slut-shaming) comments;
• use of the misogynistic term “bitch” by the protagonist to 

describe herself and her mother;
• depictions of internalised amatonormativity and aromantic 

antagonism;
• references to love and experiences of love by non-narrating 

characters;
• sex references, arousal references, depictions of physical intimacy 

and depictions of sexual attraction;
• and references to mental illness, depression and suicide.
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author’s note

Readers should note that the concluding story in this volume, 
‘Those With More’, is best read following a previous Marchverse story, 
What Makes Us Human.

http://aroworlds.com/marchverse/mara-and-esher-hill/
https://aroworlds.com/marchverse/mara-and-esher-hill/what-makes-us-human/
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abrasive

On the longest day of the year, her judgement dulled by festivity 
and beer, Suki answers yes. Why not? Joeri looks at her with sable eyes 
framed by long lashes, his slender body still smelling of grass and clean 
hay. His politeness, somewhat displaced by the night’s drunk-flushed 
confidence, has long appealed him to her, and her body thrums to 
desire’s bright, heady giddiness. He’s pretty. Why can’t she?

“I want you,” she says above tapping heels and quick fiddle, guiding 
his hand to her hip, “but only tonight, only for Midsummer. Casual 
sex, not courting.”

Even Mama Lewis may awaken tomorrow morning to find a bottle 
and the snores of a partner not Mama Polly at hand … although Suki 
grants it unlikely.

Joeri leans in, leaving an enticing handspan between his lips and 
hers. “Midsummer. Please.”

“Do you understand what I mean? Do you agree?”
He entwines the laces of her blouse in his fingers. “Yes! Suki!”
Want sweeps away doubt. She cups his groin in her hand, giggling 

at his stiffening body. “I know a place. Come on.”
Stories neglect the hazards of sharp burrs when lovers tryst in a 

hayshed, but a blanket helps and Suki cares only for finding her skin 
deep inside his. The sun sits high the next morning when she leaves 
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Joeri for the house: untied blouse, chaff-dusted hair, morning stubble, 
contented smile.

Mama Lewis, ever the guard dog, watches Suki approach from her 
chair on the porch. “Why so late?”

“It’s Midsummer, Mama!”
“Another man?” Mama Lewis’s thin-lipped bark pushes question 

into accusation. “Why can’t you stick with one?”
Suki’s good mood evaporates like drizzle on a bonfire. “Again, I don’t 

want to.”
“What about Roddick? You liked him!”
She did, until he mistook their casual bedding as justification to 

court. Suki sighs, shakes her skirts free of seeds and opens the fly door 
for the kitchen’s sweltering safety. Mama Polly, up to the elbows in 
flour, offers a more satisfactory greeting before asking about the town 
festivities. Suki doesn’t understand Mama Polly’s contentment in 
partnered life any more than she does Suki’s lack of interest in the same, 
but Mama Polly doesn’t criticise. She just listens, kneading the dough, 
while Suki describes Joeri’s kissing. “Sometimes shyness means they 
don’t push,” she says, scrubbing clean the rolling pin, “but I wish—”

“Suki!” Mama Lewis’s cheerful voice rings out from the porch. “You 
have a gentleman caller!”

Her stomach, queasy after last night’s beer, sinks to her worn boots. 
Not again!

“I’m so glad you came.” Mama Lewis smiles as Suki, wiping her 
hands on her flour-dusted apron, lets the fly door slam shut behind 
her. “Isn’t he sweet? Says he wants to know if you returned home safely. 
Now that’s a man you—”

Safe? She can see their hayshed from the porch!
“I’m safely baking bread,” she mutters, scowling. “You shouldn’t 

have. Literally.”
Joeri, his clean hair dripping onto a fresh shirt, frowns up at Suki 

from the bottommost step. One extended hand offers a bunch of 
ribbon-tied herbs. “I know you bake, cook. I thought you’d like these. 
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Uh … Father says I can have the gig, tomorrow afternoon. Do you 
want to go out driving?”

Why can’t she have sex without her partners getting ideas about 
romantic relationships? While the other village het girls complain about 
men who sleep around without committing to intimacy, Suki finds men 
who consider their sexual interludes tantamount to her promising to 
court. She can only conclude that their propensity for casual bedding 
fades when they land upon a desirable-enough partner, casualness less 
about philosophy than their selfish, arrogant convenience.

Bold, crass, quiet or stubborn; few men want to accept Suki by her 
word.

“Of course she does! I’ll make sure she’s free of chores.” Mama Lewis, 
her cheeks scarlet and eyes bright, turns to Suki. “Isn’t Joeri such a good 
driver?”

Does he realise that her mother sits on the porch to aid interested 
men like Roddick and Joeri? Mama Lewis prefers her needle’s unsociable 
silence, but hope of seeing her daughter partnered overwhelms her 
dislike of chatting with passersby.

Happiness, to Mama, means one thing: a home shared with her 
devoted wife.

Remaining under her mothers’ roof worsens the problem, but 
nothing Suki cooks or bakes will soon let her afford her own cottage. 
How does an unpartnered woman manage in a world crafted around 
an assumption of relationships and families, with two or more wed 
adults sharing property, possessions and finances?

“Thank you, sir. May I come by at two?”
Is she only an object to these people, a puppet to be jerked about 

against their idealistic backdrop? “No, you may not!” Suki pairs her 
folded arms with her best glower. “Mama doesn’t speak for me. Anyway, 
I told that I’d bed you, not court you.”

Joeri shrinks backwards, cringing like a slapped puppy. “Last night 
was so good, I thought…”
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Yes, she enjoyed bedding him. So what? Sex shouldn’t require their 
courting! “Because we had fun, I’d forget what we agreed to?” She 
snickers, shaking her head. “Your bits aren’t that magical, Joeri!”

“Suki!” Mama Lewis’s gaping lips and wide eyes remind Suki of a 
startled frog. “I apologise for my daughter’s appalling rudeness—”

“Mama! How many times must I tell you? I’ll bed men when I wish, 
but I’ll live unpartnered and die happy. Stop this! I’m not courting Joeri 
or Roddick or anyone. I don’t want to!” She claps her hands at Joeri. 
“Go away! Now!”

Joeri stares in a frozen moment of bewilderment before jerking 
his chin high, tossing the beribboned herbs onto the dusty road and 
stalking towards the village.

Suki waits, sighing, for Mama’s crying fit.
“How did I raise you to be so abrasive?” Mama Lewis buries her face 

beneath shaking hands. “So … heartless? Why, Suki?”
Why?
Suki slumps against the door, laughing, gasping, aching.
Their self-righteous want makes terrible cruelty of her, but what 

other weapon has she?
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On good days, Suki tells herself that she left home because nobody 
likes being known as the village bitch. On bad days, when she has two 
coins to her name and her leaking roof demands more bowls than she 
owns, she can’t deny that she fled her own mothers. When winter’s 
wind hurls rain against the pub’s windows, promising a miserable walk 
home and a sodden mattress waiting in her garret, it’s hard not to feel 
that those good days come few and far between.

In the city of Malvade, she has her own room. Nobody expects her 
to court or wed. She’s free.

Why isn’t she happy?
Suki sighs and works her mop over the barroom’s slate floor, 

scrubbing at spilled wine left to dry overnight. Was it so terrible to be 
hated? Everyone stopped seeing her as a romantic prospect … but after 
village gossip transformed her frustration into hatred, nobody wished 
her friendship. Taking at a sweet, quiet boy like Joeri became the last 
straw for rejected men and offended Mama Lewis types, leaving few in 
Freehome who didn’t regard Suki as the epitome of callous selfishness.

She could have endured that if Mama Lewis didn’t spend her waking 
hours lecturing Suki on politeness and decorum.

“Why?” She kneels to wring out the mop’s wine-stained fronds, 
wincing at the cold water stinging her cracked skin. “Why did she 
stand back and let her—”

the complexity of
human decency
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A chill gust slices through her blouse as the front door creaks open, 
revealing a small figure in a soaking red cloak and hood.

She looks up, shivering. Malvadans bear a duck-like immunity to 
foul weather, but they’re several hours short of lunch, the barroom 
closed while Suki cleans away last night’s revelry. Cookie and the house 
boys let her be until Suki puts up her mop and duster, but the punters 
pay her no mind: Suki is just the easily-replaced sweeper of floors, 
maker of beds and cleaner of privies. Why should they avoid adding an 
extra hour’s cleaning to her day through their carelessness?

If she’s polite, nobody bothers themselves to cause her less work.
If she’s waspish and snide, nobody wants anything to do with her 

outside working hours.
“Wipe your feet. I’ll wipe you on the mat if you tread water on my 

clean floor.”
Bitch.
She should be used to it.
“Of course.” The newcomer stands in the doorway, wringing their 

cloak out onto the stoop. “Dreadful rain! Is it always like this?”
“Nearly,” she mutters, annoyed by their casual friendliness—or, 

more correctly, the inevitable collapse of any willingness to sociability. 
How long will it take before she offends them, too? “I don’t know how 
they stand it.”

Unfortunately, she suspects tolerance for Malvade’s storms comes 
paired with her landlord’s obliviousness to leaking roofs, muddy 
entranceways and the foamy mould consuming the shared outhouse’s 
walls. How is it right that Nathalie has simple rooms to let, rooms 
made clean and comfortable from her workers’ labour, but she won’t 
pay wages enough for Suki to afford one? How is it right that she’s 
supposed to fix the roof and clean the mould at home, because her 
landlord won’t, after long days spent working for Nathalie?

Today, even Mama Lewis doesn’t feel so terrible an option.
After Joeri, she barraged Suki with an onslaught of reprimand for 

anything even adjacent to abruptness. The slightest tinge of frustration 
or disagreement in Suki’s voice and expression provoked unrelenting 
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lectures; anything not a placid smile and perfect obedience earnt 
outpourings of shame and embarrassment. Worse, Mama Polly’s silence 
in the face of such correction left Suki prey to creeping doubt. Was she 
wrong to talk to Joeri that way? Or her mother? Wouldn’t Mama Polly 
say something if she wasn’t?

Suki left, without note or apology, before she lost sight of the 
belief that she shouldn’t bow to a cruelty cloaked within manners and 
decorum.

It can’t be right to take less offense at a man’s disregarding her wishes 
and their agreement than at the frustrated woman telling him to leave.

It shouldn’t be.
Malvade’s dislike of her, though, suggests a singular problem: Suki.
“Aren’t you local?” The stranger closes the door before removing their 

cloak. Underneath lies a red robe belted with braided green leather, its 
sleevelessness emphasising the bony slenderness of shoulders and hips. 
Both belt and robe, she has learnt since her arrival in Malvade, mark 
a priest of the Sojourner, one who does something called “guiding”. 
The rich brown skin of a bald head glistens in the lamplight, moisture 
trickling down cheeks and neck dappled with a motley of ecru splotches 
and marked by enough fine creases to suggest middle age. Thick 
eyebrows creep up their brow above a lopsided smile; the looseness of 
their body, as though perennially at ease, has her thinking of those last, 
heady Midsummer hours.

Did she once move through the world with such cheerful confidence? 
Why can’t she remember what that feels like?

“Northern Stormcoast.” Suki picks up her bucket and moves to 
another patch of slate dark with spilled wine. “Less stormy. Ironically.”

The priest pulls a face, the kind of exaggerated expression less about 
feeling than demonstrating sympathy. “I’ve travelled these last few 
years, but I once lived by the Great Southern Plain.” They hang the 
dripping cloak on a peg by the door and, with furious intensity, scrape 
their booted feet on the mat. “It rains, but inconsistently. Some years 
you’re celebrating.”
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She’s lived long enough around wheat farmers to know the ways rain 
conjures relief and sorrow, so she offers a reluctant nod. “Can I help 
you?”

“I just want to wait out the wet. May I stand before the fire a while?”
“Sure.” She hesitates, fearing further conversation, before deciding 

that the priest merits warning. “When Nathalie and Piet come out, 
you’ll have to buy lunch, but if you leave before half an hour or so, 
maybe you’ll miss them.” Suki checks to ensure neither has appeared 
from the kitchen or down the stairs before rolling her eyes. “They’re 
city.”

Such a request will never hold back home, where politeness reigns 
above freedom. At least here, living in a city possessed of storms 
and religion, she can tell a man that she didn’t promise herself to 
him, followed by throwing his clothes out the window. If the biddy 
renting the room opposite hers and her landlord regarded her with no 
friendliness after, they’d offered no warmth before the incident, either. 
What of it, in the boarding houses full of people dwelling in singleness 
by choice or circumstance? It’s almost acceptance … save for the daily 
reminder that the partnered folks dwelling in overpriced rooms can 
together afford better boarding houses owned by kinder landlords. Or 
at least have more money left over after rent for additional bowls and 
blankets!

Can she bear to live with a man, to pretend at romance?
A moot question, given her current “disagreeable” status.
“On the one hand, it costs to maintain a warm fire and sheltering 

roof. Coin is the rotten heart of a port city.” The priest, circling 
around fresh-mopped patches of floor, heads for the fireplace—a great 
stone monstrosity forming the dividing wall between barroom and 
kitchen. Boxes for wood and coal sit on either side while a cluster of 
candles, lamps and vases filled with crocheted flowers occupy the wide 
mantlepiece. The sheet of slate before the grate crunches under the 
priest’s boots as they stand too close to the fire for safety. “On the other 
hand, those with more. The owners surely have more warmth than I!”

Her mothers kept similar flowers in empty bottles on their mantle.
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Mamas Polly and Lewis sat in their rocking chairs on cosy winter 
evenings and, should time remain after the household mending and 
sewing, crocheted life-size rose heads. Suki cut leaf shapes from the 
ends of an old woollen blanket, sewing these and the roses onto cloth-
wrapped wire to arrange like real bouquets, forever unwilting no matter 
how hot the fire.

Does someone else now make bouquets from her mothers’ roses?
Annoyed at the pointlessness of her thoughts, Suki purses her lips. 

One good memory doesn’t mean safety, so why yearn for the impossible? 
“What does that mean? You all speak like it stands on its own, but it 
doesn’t. It just doesn’t.”

“What does what mean?” The priest turns about before the fire like a 
chicken on a spit, the paler patches of skin suffused with red, the darker 
patches reflecting the light. No suggestion of irritation or annoyance 
shows on their lean, elongated face.

“‘Those with more.’ That’s not even a sentence, but you all say it over 
and over.”

“Did you have a red priest at home?”
Not only do they ask questions, they don’t sound the least bit 

offended! “No. My ho—my village is Freehome. Our founders fled 
Astreut to build a place where nobody’s bowing to gods and decrees. 
Where what you should and shouldn’t do isn’t defined by absurdities 
but actual human decency, the only thing ever needed.” She hesitates, 
struck by the feeling that her ancestors’ avowed belief that no god or 
religion need dictate morality has failed her … or, should someone ask 
everyone else’s opinion, she it. “Holy tomes shouldn’t be necessary to 
know and do the right thing. Nor should priests. We don’t have them. 
Or need them.”

What’s that if not a splinter driven underneath a priest’s fingernails?
The priest frowns, as if considering.
Suki sighs and works the mop underneath a row of tables. If Mama 

Lewis is correct and her anger is a moral failure, disregarding other 
people’s needs, why are people permitted to ignore hers? If everyone 
in Freehome understands the pain of requesting that she smile should 
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someone purposefully misunderstand her gender, why should they 
demand politeness when purposefully misunderstanding her wish to 
remain unpartnered?

“It is … absurd. You’re right! A figure in history, apocryphally a 
leader of people that fled the Old World after the Change, wrote down 
three or four things, and that’s a religion—oh, and this person is a god, 
probably? What’s a god? Why do gods need priests? What’s belief in 
a god? Do I believe? Should I? How isn’t it all absurd?” They shrug, 
breaking into a wide smile framing crooked-set teeth. “Ask a hundred 
people and you’ll get a hundred answers, but for me … it’s a guidebook, 
telling me how to frame and communicate the things important to me 
to, with and for other interested people.”

Suki allows that her upbringing encompasses only the horrors 
of the church that caused her ancestors to abandon Astreut for a 
priestless peace, but reason does nothing to lessen the feeling of alien 
incomprehensibility.

“The full second precept is ‘those with more serve to guide those with 
less’, but you’ll hear it shortened to ‘those with more serve those with 
less’.” The priest works their fingers together, their bony appendages 
shockingly long compared to the more proportionate size of their arms 
and torso. “I’m in two minds about that, even as I use the latter myself. 
But what’s priesthood without a dash of righteous hypocrisy? If I keep 
questioning about what I think, why, and in what circumstances the 
less complex version owns more utility, the contradiction can stand … 
I think.”

Suki leans on the mop’s wooden handle, the floor forgotten. A 
distant part of her knows that she risks scolding at best if Nathalie 
finds Suki dithering while half the tile remains sticky with last night’s 
spillage. The rest doesn’t care: how can anyone parse such thoughts and 
clean at the same time?

The priest’s speech feels like someone tossed three and a half jigsaw 
puzzles in the same box, shook the pieces together and smashed the 
box onto the floor. She needs to sort through all the bits for the corner 
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pieces before she can begin to look at the rest, but such a jumble leaves 
her no simple task!

Serve? Is that like how she works for Nathalie? Yet if the priest’s 
meaning about the fire is true, shouldn’t it be the other way around? 
What’s hypocritical about using one over the other?

“That’s all…”
“Absurd? Confusing?”
“I guess,” she murmurs. “Absurd? Yes, but…”
Priests, said her teachers, discouraged thoughts and questions.
This one asks them, and that should terrify her, but “fear” feels too 

defined and distinct a response. Too unthinking, too incurious. Is it 
wrong to find appealing the priest’s lack of surety? To find relief in what 
seems the deliberate complication of something that could have been 
rendered more simply? To feel that doubt and challenge contains more 
honesty than her people’s certitude?

“May I ask you a question?”
Suki just nods.
“How do your people tell you what makes a moral person? Are there 

rules? Who delivers them? How do you know what does and doesn’t 
constitute ‘human decency’?”

“Your parents tell you,” she says, irritated. “Or your teachers. 
Obviously.”

“What if they’re delivering a pattern of morality that’s harmful?”
She stiffens. What if? “Since priests do that, too, what’s your point?”
“Exactly!” The priest claps their hands as though snideness betokens 

academic argument. “A priest has similar social authority, prone to the 
same failures as anyone providing a pattern to shape a community’s 
behaviour. A priest is simply another mechanism for delivering moral 
argument. I’d argue that the more people available to present different 
patterns, or different approaches to the same pattern, the less likely one 
will be harmed by dangerous patterns, but we’re no more and no less 
necessary than your teachers or parents.”

Nervousness—the terror of Freehome’s resounding, uncomplicated 
answer—lends a high, childish tone to her voice. “What if everyone 



1 18 2

1 K. A. Cook 2

else thinks you … something you do, immoral? What does that … 
make you? Harmful?”

The priest crooks their head. “Are you claiming morality to avoid or 
justify the consequences? Are your behaviours denying others freedom, 
personhood, safety? Why do they think this immoral? Conversely, are 
their behaviours denying you freedom, personhood, safety? Are they 
claiming morality to avoid or justify the consequences? You question, 
and you keep questioning.” They sigh and shrug. “Should you emerge 
with a contradicting answer … you leave Astreut to build a Stormcoast 
village based on different moral principles. Or you remain in open 
rebellion by guiding local communities in rejecting the deification of 
coin.”

She doesn’t know what that last sentence means: the priest’s 
vocabulary pushes against the upper limits of her village education. 
The rest makes sense in that uncertain, complicated way devoid of easy 
answers. She exhales in a shaking relief, considering. “Mama says if 
everyone else thinks you’re the problem, you are.”

“True, sometimes. Oppressive, others. Overly simplistic, always. 
Have you considered this thing you do? Questioned it?”

She’s done nothing less since leaving Freehome.
“I can’t believe,” she says at length, “that it’s … moral to disrespect 

someone’s wish not to court. Or fair to be angry at me for being angry 
about being pressured … although fair isn’t the same as moral, I don’t 
think? Even if I want it to be.”

The priest leans against the mantlepiece, positioned close enough 
to the grate that Suki half expects the long robe to smoulder. Their 
half-lidded eyes rest on her above loose, neutral lips. What do they see? 
A coltish young woman with water-roughened hands and oft-patched 
knotted-up skirts, her stockings darned at the knees with a brown wool 
that doesn’t quite match? Something more abstract or esoteric? Or just 
the village bitch, snappish and shrewish, labouring in a far-away city as 
penance for rejecting Mama Lewis’s attempts to help her?

“I’ll listen,” they say gently, “if you wish to share with me why you 
left your former home.”
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She shouldn’t want to, but Mama Polly offered Suki nothing kinder 
than her disconnected silence. The village part of her retreats, forgotten, 
as the rest of her spills her story like water gushing from an uncorked 
bottle. She even abandons her mop to sit backwards on a barroom 
chair, her knees drawn up under her skirts.

Not in the entirety of the last six months have her lips shaped so 
many words.

The priest remains by the fireplace, at times shifting to dry another 
portion of robe. They nod and gesture, as if to assure her of their 
attention, but never do they interrupt or interject. Perhaps they keep 
their quiet apurpose, for Suki finds herself talking about more than 
would-be beaus, Mama Lewis’s expectations of romance and the 
village’s shunning: “I’m not allowed to feel,” she whispers at the chair’s 
uppermost railing. “I’m not allowed to be angry or upset, because 
everything I do makes Mama ashamed, and while Mama Polly doesn’t 
mind that I don’t want to marry, she never stood up for me. She never 
did anything to make Mama Lewis stop, never…”

Mama Polly’s refusal to defend Suki, she realises, cuts deeper than 
Mama Lewis’s denial.

How can Mama Polly understand and accept Suki but still let Mama 
Lewis hurt her?

Easy, Suki thinks, burying her head in her arms. Mama Lewis doggedly 
follows the rules in hope of finding the promised happiness and safety, 
unwilling or unable to question the moral pattern of their village. 
Questioning provokes uncomfortable realisations and difficult choices; 
easier not to bother. Easier for Mama Lewis to weep and manipulate 
than to change even her own home, never mind the assumptions and 
limitations of her broader community. Easier for Mama Polly to stand 
by as speechless witness than to challenge her wife’s treatment of their 
daughter.

Easy.
She doesn’t want to be the kind of person who doesn’t question or 

challenge. She doesn’t want their brand of comforting morality. She 
doesn’t value politeness and conformity above truth.
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She’ll sooner be the village bitch.
Suki chooses this … and that realisation feels like the giddy, relieving 

rush of breath after winded lungs stop seizing. She isn’t a failure, unable 
to oblige the rules. She isn’t a bully, cruel for the sake of enjoying 
another’s pain. She isn’t a coward, running away from her family to 
avoid responsibility. Suki chooses this because she won’t accept the 
alternative, and that makes her like her kin.

Like the ancestors who left Astreut for Freehome.
“Are you open to further rebellion?”
Startled by the similarity to her own thoughts, Suki looks up to find 

the priest grinning at her. “What do you mean?”
The priest spreads their hands. “Priesthood. Perhaps a cloistered 

order: your own room, no expectation of marriage or relationships, a 
community of people working to support each other? A community 
prone to … questions, conversations, absurdity. A lot of absurdity.” 
Their lips curl upwards into that warm, broad grin. “A community of 
people who aren’t afraid to think.”

She barks an incredulous laugh. “A priest?”
“Belief may be a prerequisite in other religions, but not with the 

Sojourner.”
A priest who doesn’t believe in a god. Suki frowns, pondering the 

aghast horror experienced by her mothers should they learn that a 
priest invited her to join a religious order. “What do you believe, then? 
In your work? Is this it, this shaking people about?”

“Shaking?” Their chuckle sounds as rich as a magpie’s morning 
warble, a once-familiar greeting now alien in Malvade’s crooked, 
crowded streets. “Yes … I suppose that’s true. I believe in the need 
to guide people into finding ways to better serve themselves and each 
other—and live without obeisance to wealth and the wealthy.”

Suki kneels on floors owned by people who won’t pay her enough to 
afford a room as nice as those she cleans, in a city where workers like her 
are disposable at best. Does freedom in one direction count if she still 
finds limitations in others? Does she want to stay here, struggling to 
survive, when she can’t expect appreciation, never mind a fairer wage? 
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Does she want to stay here … or go elsewhere in hope of finding people 
who talk as though she’s more than disagreeable?

“And I can do that? Or something like it?”
“That’s why you’ll serve first as acolyte—to find your own direction. 

You may prefer to serve with skills in gardening or sewing. You may 
find yourself guiding the community, inside or outside your home 
monastery. You may find yourself guiding other priests, or studying, 
or wandering from city to city. All service has value.” They hesitate, 
brown eyes flickering towards the kitchen door. “I’ve also no interest in 
partnering. I’ve never had this questioned by another priest.”

It sounds idealistic, fantastic.
It sounds absurd, ridiculous.
Perhaps this won’t work. So what? What does she risk other than 

the terrifying certainty that this path will upend everything she knows 
about herself and lead her further away from what was once home?

She isn’t Mama Lewis. She isn’t Mama Polly.
She chooses not to be.
Suki wipes her hands on her apron, stands and nods, ignoring 

Nathalie—standing in the doorway, her lips parted as though on the 
precipice of scolding. “I’m Suki. I’d like to try to be a priest. But I’m … 
not polite or demure. Or even nice. Mostly disagreeable. Bitchy.”

“I’m Amadi of Sirenne, and some telepathic talent means that few 
people don’t find me disagreeable. A good priest, anyway, should be a 
smidge confronting. Demure? Why?” The priest snorts and beckons her 
towards the fire. “Welcome, Suki, to our rebellion.”
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if absurd works

She expects to startle at a decade’s differences: fresh-painted doors 
and flower boxes, new curtains, new people. Yet aside from the obvious, 
like the fresh-cut wood of a porch addition, Suki can’t identify many 
changes in the village she once called home. Did Roderick’s sister always 
hang floral-sprigged calico curtains in her windows? Did the feed store 
sign show a sheep or a cow? If she once knew these things as well as her 
own name, why can’t she now recollect them?

Her memories offer the detail of a poor watercolour painting: 
brushstrokes and colour suggesting, not replicating, a scene.

The main road—the only track dignified with the word—leads 
past the public house, stables and shopfronts on its way through the 
village. Folks stare, in the way anyone in a small community gawks 
at a strange person on a strange horse, but Suki, used to provoking 
a priest’s attention, pays them no mind. On the farthest edge of the 
village, where houses become farmsteads, waits her doom: a cottage on 
a small plot, little more than a yard for chickens, a kitchen garden, a 
paddock, the hayshed and a small barn.

She stills her seat in the saddle, her horse drawing to a hopeful halt, 
and looks at the sheet of paper held crumpled in her leather glove.

Please forward to Suki Lewis, writes an exacting hand on the 
uppermost side of the paper, living somewhere about the town of Sirenne 
on the Great Southern Plain, likely working as a cook or sewist.
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How high did a magician price the tracking spell needed to find 
Suki’s approximate location? How did her mothers afford it? The letter, 
despite the lack of address, arrived in town … where it lingered for seven 
weeks before someone realised that “Suki Lewis” may mean the priest. 
She can’t blame the postmaster, accustomed to the Plains tradition of 
priests discarding their mothernames. She can’t blame her mothers, 
having no reason to accurately guess their daughter’s occupation.

Three months after Mama Lewis put pen to paper, Suki stares at an 
empty porch and closed fly door.

She’s a priest of the Sojourner. She’s spent ten years studying the 
arts of a guiding priest specialising in Spoken Service. Her palms sweat 
beneath her gloves, but surely Suki has reason to think that this time, 
she can better navigate her mothers? Better navigate Mama Lewis?

The farm also looks little different: brown and tan chickens 
scratching about, a black cow picketed in the paddock near a dun pony, 
white sheets and towels hanging on the line. Mama Lewis apparently 
continues her love of order: Suki spies no cobwebs, peeling paint or 
overgrown vegetables. Just a scruffy-looking tabby cat watching her 
from its position atop the hen house, the small cottage with its wide 
porch, and her mothers’ marked absence.

What can it mean for Mama Polly that everything looks so ordinary?
Suki’s horse, Bobby, turns to rub his mouth against her boot, 

smearing the dusty leather with a glob of green saliva.
“Whatever happens, I’ll steal you a carrot from Mama’s cellar,” 

she murmurs before sighing, sliding her feet from the stirrups and 
dismounting. “Hallo, the house? Hallo? Anyone home?”

“Who are…” A gasping breath precedes a doubtful exclamation as 
the door reveals an older woman in a blue dress: “Suki?”

Mama Lewis stops on the threshold, her chin raised, her hawk’s 
eyes fixed on Suki’s face. Once grey-streaked brown hair now lacks any 
suggestion of youth’s colour, matched by deeper-set creases framing 
eyes and a new looseness to the skin covering jaw and knuckles. Mama 
Lewis still stands tall, her arms muscled, her face rigid, her shoulders 
broad. She still looks prim and demure, with her mane caught in a 
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schoolmarm-ish knot, her apron and petticoats starched bone white, 
and the collar of her plain workdress brushing her chin.

Not even age’s march softens her devotion to propriety ... or 
diminishes the nausea lurking in the pit of Suki’s stomach.

Why does a single glimpse of Mama Lewis provoke the gut-twisting 
shame felt by a girl returning home after running out during a heated 
argument? Suki left without note or explanation, a grown woman 
making her own choices, after concluding that she won’t find happiness 
or safety by remaining underneath her mothers’ roof. She has no reason 
to feel ashamed. Doesn’t she?

“Mama?”
What does one do in this circumstance? The rhythms and patterns 

of a guiding priest, with all their solemnity and structure, feel tragically 
impotent when applied to her current nervousness. Smile? Hug? Ask 
after Mama Polly? Pretend that a decade of years doesn’t lie between her 
and her mothers?

“You’re late.” Mama Lewis speaks, almost scolding, as though Suki 
idled in running an errand to the general store. “What are you wearing?”

Startled, Suki looks down at her robe, only to laugh when she 
remembers how little this piece of the Stormcoast knows of the 
Sojourner. How did she forget that? The simple cut and scarlet colour 
of the sleeveless garment, worn over jodhpurs for riding, speaks of her 
vow to serve life and the living over abundance and wealth. On the 
Plains or in Malvade, a robe carries her from street to palace, respectable 
in any circumstance. Here, perhaps only a deviant fashion hailing from 
a distant city?

Freehome’s founders discarded Astreut, its priests … and fewer of 
their teachings than the living villagers like to acknowledge.

“I’m a priest of the Sojourner, Mama. The red robe and belt mark 
a priest. I’m late because the postmaster didn’t realise your letter 
needed to go the monastery, and it sat first at the hall for seven weeks. 
I rode out the very next morning.” Smiling feels dishonest when she’s 
never successfully falsified geniality; Suki tries for a neutral sort of 
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expressionlessness without hope of achievement. “Is Mama Polly … 
did she … is she...?”

So odd to think that she’s gained a defiant comfort with death! 
She’s learnt to offer guidance to the grieving and the dying, to lead the 
Farewell, to speak of a path heading past the boundaries of this life into 
a nebulous something else when asked to confront or reassure. She’s 
learnt even to guide away those seeking to rush, uneedfully early, into 
its embrace. Life and death cast each other’s shadows; she can’t serve 
one without respect for the other.

When death beckons for her mother, however, Suki has no words.
She wants to see you. You owe her this small consideration, a tiny 

recompense for the grief you brought us.
“You’re a … a … priest?” Mama Lewis draws a sharp breath, stepping 

back against the closed fly door. “Why would you do that? I can’t 
believe… You ran away to be a priest? Why would you? How could 
you?”

“Anyone would think I just confessed to being a professional sheep-
shit eater!” The words fly from Suki’s tongue as though the last decade 
never happened, and she gasps, horrified. She practiced with Amadi to 
avoid antagonistic retorts, so why does she speak like a girl who doesn’t 
know better? “I’m so sorry! Mama … I don’t expect you to like this. I 
want to explain my life to you, tell you about my home and my work! 
But for the moment, can you … just consider this something you don’t 
understand, but something I know you can accept for my sake, because 
my priesthood makes me happy?”

Mama Lewis’s eyes widen above parted lips, but no sound emerges.
Suki, twisting the ends of Bobby’s reins, waits, but after the passing 

of a small eternity, she risks the question: “Is Mama Polly…” Alive? Ill? 
Dead? “What happened?”

“You put this on me without warning, and now you want me to 
just ignore it? Pretend it away?” Mama Lewis’s voice creeps up several 
registers. “Why do you always disregard my feelings?”

“You—” Suki stops, counting under her breath: “Ten, nine, 
eight, seven, six...” She wants to snap, scream, snarl—again a young 



1 26 2

1 K. A. Cook 2

woman defiant in her rejection of politeness, knowing that no lack of 
abrasiveness will earn her mother’s tolerance. “I do want to explain my 
life to you. I mean to. Can you please first tell me about Mama Polly 
while I tend my horse?”

She turns to her gelding, running up her stirrups and loosening the 
girth; Bobby releases a huff of grass-scented breath.

“Suki, you can’t just ignore me—”
“I don’t mean to ignore you, but my horse is standing here. Where 

can I put him up?”
“You always do this—”
“Where can I put up my horse?”
“Suki—”
“Where can I put him up? I didn’t think this so confusing a concept!”
Mama Lewis folds her arms over her well-starched apron and jerks 

an elbow at the barn, her nostrils flaring. “You’ll need to clear out a stall. 
The ones with straw are for the pony and cow.” Only her reddening 
cheeks and forehead warm the frost in her words: “I see that you haven’t 
bothered to learn your manners since you ran away.”

Suki’s years as acolyte involved many lessons on navigating difficult 
situations without making cutting comments to push people into 
leaving her alone. She’ll never master patience, but she’s more tolerant 
of others than she ever thought possible … even if she spends an hour 
venting her daily frustrations on a leather training dummy. Even if 
trusting another’s best intentions and willingness to accommodate her 
if only she voices her concerns will never be her first or even second 
instinct.

Patience comes more easily when free of disregard and diminishment.
“I thought bad manners,” she growls, “means leaving a guest and her 

tacked horse standing on the doorstep while you criticise her speech, 
dress and calling.” She clucks to Bobby and, as she has many a time 
before, stalks towards the barn.

Mama Lewis, as she has many a time before, gasps in wounded 
horror.

Again. Again.
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Suki isn’t gentle or soft, but she also isn’t cruel. She doesn’t do well 
with Sirenne’s guests, her directness rendering both uncomfortable, but 
she does guide its priests. Sometimes people need encouragement in 
the art of smashing plates in a private courtyard while voicing their 
pain in curse words of decreasing politeness. Sometimes priests need 
somebody who can shepherd the acknowledgement of the poisonous 
and disconcerting before it taints their service. Sometimes priests need 
sympathy from one who can be trusted not to judge or condemn sharp 
truths, and who better to provide this than a priest herself notoriously 
blunt?

Suki of Sirenne, having learnt her own worth, bears witness to the 
feeling carried by her fellow priests.

Suki Lewis, long years away from Amadi’s lessons, hates everyone 
who pushes her deeper into a desperate defiance.

Her throat tightens. Her hands itch for something to smash. She’s a 
priest, serving in an order dedicated to a healing discipline. Why can’t 
she do better with Mama Lewis than the same argumentative exchange 
and the same storming off in frustrated helplessness?

Amadi reminded her that no priest should attempt to guide her own 
kin, but this wasn’t a guiding! Just one cursed, useless conversation!

Why did she let herself believe that Mama Polly’s illness stands as 
reason enough to put aside history and ill-feeling in favour of even a 
momentary, fleeting sense of united family?

The small barn, the aisle wreathed in hay, at least feels comfortingly 
familiar. The rustle of straw under hoof and shoe, the dust motes 
floating in the air, the warm smells of chaff and animal—little different, 
at heart, to Sirenne’s stables. Suki draws a deep, shuddering breath and 
ties Bobby in the aisle, eyeing the third and fourth stalls—housing grain 
sacks, harness and tack, rope, buckets, spades, pitchforks, a barrow and 
other oddments. She can put her horse in one of the empty stalls and 
delay moving one stall’s collection into the other, of course, but why 
provoke further anger?

If she kicks a few sacks in the process, all the good.
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A loud crunch has her jump and Bobby startle, a sound that takes 
her a moment to place: boots on gravel. Boots halting where the barn 
faces the hen house ... where Suki once found a large knothole at the 
back of the pony’s stall. Boots halting where a woman who doesn’t trust 
her daughter not to mess up her barn may position herself to watch.

For a moment, her rage building, Suki considers discovering how 
much ruination she can cause before Mama Lewis cries out—and then 
she sighs, shaking her head. No. Even she knows that’s the quickest 
road to making everything worse!

She turns to her patient horse, counting backwards from a hundred, 
and sets to work.

In this, at least, Suki finds a comforting simplicity. Bobby obligingly 
served her, and she owes him service in return. Nothing matters but 
untacking her horse, picking his hooves, checking his legs and brushing 
his coat—and while her mood shows in her arm-aching enthusiasm for 
currying sweaty patches and itchy places, Bobby leans hard into her 
brush. She laughs as he rubs his cheek against her shoulder, arching 
his neck to guide her hand. “At least this is helping someone,” she 
murmurs, the air thick with chestnut hair. “Yes?”

Horses speak a language of movement and position, sparse on sound, 
expressive in emotion. They don’t conceal, burying truth between 
words and beneath smiles. What Bobby thinks of the human tendency 
to chatter, she can’t know, but with animals as her audience Suki can 
spill her thoughts without frustration or condemnation. The edges of 
another’s feelings and opinions don’t sharpen her words and send a 
conversation reeling from expression to argument. She can…

Here, to her horse, she can talk.
Why not?
“I don’t know,” she says, giving Bobby a final pat before turning to 

her waiting sacks, “if gods exist. I don’t care if people believe. Gods 
aren’t why I do this. It’s just that this religion comes closest to … not just 
permitting me to exist, but sheltering and celebrating me. Connecting 
me to other people, offering a home. It’s really priests discussing the 
best ways to serve our communities and then together doing that.” She 
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grabs the top of a sack heavy with barley and drags it between stalls. 
“God or no god, it’s sacred to serve and be served in turn. And I am. 
One day, I hope, I’ll even trust in it!”

No retreating footsteps reach her ears—just her panting breaths and 
Bobby’s whuffling ones.

“Any culture offers rules, guidelines, for being the right kind of 
person. If you follow them, you get the support of your people. Even 
when the rules don’t fit you, even when you break yourself trying to 
follow them. Even when you feel like ... like you’ve lost something you 
don’t understand and can’t recognise, but you always know that you’re 
lesser for it. That’s how I felt, living here. Like I was being broken by 
degrees, and if I stayed, I’d be less. I had to find, for me, a better set of 
rules. And I did.”

After the second sack, Suki leans against the stall door to rest her 
shaking arms, glancing outside in the vain hope of spotting Mama 
Polly walking amidst the green grass and brown chickens.

“Which makes me wonder: did Mama break herself in following the 
rules? Does she believe them the road to happiness and safety because 
doing otherwise means admitting that they’re wrong for her, too? If she 
knows she can survive breaking herself to fit, why shouldn’t I do it, too? 
Are we the same in this, at heart? Or does she fit so well that just she 
can’t imagine anything else, that I can be different from her?”

Suki knows nothing of Mama Lewis’s motivations beyond shallow 
obviousness, nothing of her inner world beyond conformity’s worship. 
Only after a year spent with Amadi’s generous spilling of eir mind 
and soul did Suki recognise this absence as extraordinary. She didn’t 
imagine alternatives beyond colourless requests to obey and oblige, 
her childhood normal; never did her mothers release emotion from 
their wells of history. Never did she, before Amadi and Sirenne, see 
feeling expressed alongside the willingness to share, contextualise and 
reciprocate.

Her mothers, too, remind Suki of that same watercolour painting.
“I don’t want to just survive. I want to thrive. I want that for 

everyone else—it’s why I help people to walk their roads with meaning 
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and purpose. And I wish … I wish, so much, I’d had that from Mama. 
Because it hurts, so much, to feel like she can only accept me if I’m 
someone not me.” Suki takes up another sack, glad that the difficulty 
of talking while dragging gives her time to collect her voice. “I wish 
she could have let me break the rules. I wish she could believe that 
good manners are less important than authenticity and kindness. I 
wish she could believe in the worth of what I am. It’s hard—I know, 
now, the pain in watching people I’ve cared for making choices I don’t 
understand. But it’s necessary and powerful, in that not-easy way of the 
best kind of sacred.”

She hears nothing but the shift of grain as she places the sack by the 
tack stall’s side wall.

“I think that’s why I’m a priest. Not because of some god, or because 
nobody cares if I don’t marry—but they don’t! Even the villagers I sleep 
with, when I want to, don’t expect it! No, I want to do for people, in 
my own way, what I wish my mothers could have done for me.”

Suki can’t guide her mother. She shouldn’t try.
She can, though, hope that Mama Lewis listens at the knothole 

while Suki lifts the lid on her own well of feeling. She can try to have 
a meaningful conversation with her mother, with decreased risk of 
criticism or attack, by pretending ignorance and addressing her horse.

If absurd works, Amadi began saying in response to Suki’s acceptance-
seeking questions. Yes, it’s absurd. So what? If something functions in 
ways that don’t cause harm and allow for growth and safety, why mind?

“I’m happy,” she says, heaving her saddle and packs over the door of 
the spare stall. “I have my own room, a community, my kitchen. It isn’t 
always easy, being a priest, but … it’s important. I’m not despised or 
rejected. I’m allowed to be me, light and dark, sound and bruised. And 
I don’t want to be anything else.”

Bobby turns his head to give her a long, bored look.
“I know. I’ll get straw in the stall, and then I’ll feed you, I promise.”
She makes the delay up to him with a good handful of grain and a 

flake of hay, not realising how much she listens for movement outside 
the barn until a crow’s cry makes her jump. Listening for the listener? 
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Why? She can’t be sure Mama Lewis remained for the entire speech. 
Even if she does take umbrage, Suki voiced her feelings without 
silencing. She spoke as the adult priest, not the defensive daughter. 
Isn’t that a victory?

She and Mama are the same, in truth: they’re both bitches.
Suki is no longer Suki Lewis, trapped within the bounds of an ancient 

denial. She found her calling, a life that shapes her without breaking 
her. She has belief, rebellion and purpose. She isn’t a woman so broken 
that her first greeting to her long-parted daughter must be a criticism 
of her clothing. She isn’t a woman so broken that she can’t work past 
her habit of edged retorts—or force herself to endure another’s cruelty.

She’s free to be absurd.
Suki of Sirenne will discover what happened to Mama Polly and 

survive whatever follows. She’ll then say a farewell denied the younger 
woman who fled Freehome in the middle of the night and return 
home—her true home. She isn’t here because Mama Lewis asked 
it. She’s here to close the book, to permit herself a need long gone 
unrecognised: celebration.

She’ll celebrate meeting and learning from Amadi, her work at 
Sirenne, her studies, her monastery, the unexpected and wonderful 
turns on her road. She’ll celebrate the truth that she won’t live and die 
in Freehome.

Suki of Sirenne, so far distant from Suki Lewis that Sirenne’s 
postmaster needed seven weeks to deliver her mothers’ letter, stows 
Bobby’s gear in an approximation of order, slings her saddlebags over 
her shoulders and, after a fortifying breath, strides from the barn 
towards the house.

Mama Lewis waits in her porch chair, her chin high. Her eyes, hard 
and defiant, foretell her lips’ spilling of yet another lecture, but she 
clenches bloodless knuckles so tightly that Suki winces.

“I only want you to love and be loved! I can’t tell you how I hurt I 
am that you’d think I don’t love you—”
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Suki, purveyor of absurdity and obligate moments of rudeness, 
climbs the steps, opens the fly door and enters the kitchen in search of 
her other mother.
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those with more

They talk in a west-facing corner of the inner gardens, the sun 
edging towards the valley’s cradling ridgelines. Suki sits with careful 
stillness, resting her bony wrists and fingers in her lap. Her companion, 
Mara Hill, twirls a lock of dark hair around her finger with the ease 
of a woman unaware of her movements’ toll. Few people reach the 
ends of their lives untouched by disability, but Suki still aches to watch 
others take their youthful ability for granted … even if Mara’s restless 
fidgeting suggests anxiety as much as mind-type.

Suki was an artist once, albeit not the kind of craftswoman draped 
in the world’s renown. She built wonder from bare ingredients. She 
made the needed and the practical from scraps of thread and fabric. 
She took her hands’ ability to knead and shape for granted, revelling in 
others’ appreciation, until the pain built to a degree even she couldn’t 
deny. Given the option, she’ll always sit in her garden with her knitting 
needles or workbasket, making.

She can’t reconcile herself to hours spent halting her fingers and 
wrists in too-often-futile hope of preserving later use.

“Must I explain, one trans woman to another, why we want this?” 
Suki works to ease her voice, to sound possessed of patience and released 
of jealousy. “We … dabble, in spells and medicines, parlour tricks to 
lessen anguish, but this … it can be freedom. When wrought correctly.”
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Now, Suki sees little sense in seeking such a transition: she’s had time 
to forge an accord with her body and gender. If said accord holds a 
touch of the defiant, rebellion nonetheless sheltered her through aching 
moments of feeling her body less hers than a chafing suit she’ll endure 
for this life. Gender, though, only began the war of Suki’s selfhood 
separating from her own blood and breath, and it long ago won second 
place on her list of impossible wishes.

What if Mara’s magic can do more than change a body’s sexual 
characteristics?

What if it can ease Suki’s hands, heal her knees, return to her the gift 
of unthinking movement?

Mara shifts her hands to twist the untied lace dangling from her 
bodice. She’s a handsome woman: tall and long-limbed, her cheekbones 
sharp enough to slice hard cheese. Full lips, wide skirts and a waist-
length sable braid soften the flat planes of her face, shoulders and 
hips. Suki can’t call Mara beautiful, but she may have used the word 
“ethereal” if Mara didn’t also bare her haphazard humanity: hair falling 
out of its pins, scores of grass stains marking her petticoats, a waistcoat 
absent any matching buttons, a dress ten years out of style knotted 
up to bare clashing stockings and scuffed boots. Life with Mara, Suki 
suspects, is no small amount interesting, but one needn’t fear from her 
airs or pretentiousness.

This conversation, regardless, comes none the easier.
“I know you understand,” Suki says, attempting a beseeching 

gentleness. “How can’t you?”
“It’s a secret.” Mara stares at Suki with a distressingly direct gaze, 

as though hoping to emphasise her sincerity through eye contact. 
“Handed down from witch to witch. I’ve sworn oaths to the living and 
the dead. I can’t. And I won’t.”

Mara Hill is also a terrible liar.
“You insist this isn’t sorcery. It’s witchcraft—a type of magic that can 

be taught! Why, then, can’t you teach us? Can’t you imagine what we 
could do, if we could study and understand it?”
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Just as Suki regrets such desperation-fuelled bluntness, flashes of 
brown, red and grey show through the eucalypts and fern-encrusted 
rockery dividing the outer garden from an interior courtyard. Only 
two other people in Sirenne stand tall enough to be seen over said wall 
of rocks, and neither looks towards her. Moll, their face set in their 
accustomed expressionlessness and their iron-grey hair scraped back in 
a braid, walks close by their companion: a man with Mara’s cheekbones, 
his gaze distant and his face cavernous. While health warms her sienna 
skin, even when moistened by anxiety and dappled sunshine, his sallow 
complexion provokes no kind adjectives.

Esher Hill is the gaunt, walking embodiment of the nightmare 
Sirenne’s priests struggle to dispel when discussing medicines and 
spells—a man who appears drugged and ensorcelled into a puppet-like 
lifelessness, a state absent all vitality.

His sister caused, provoked or necessitated most of it.
Most.
Like too many guests, Mara brought her brother to the monastery 

when absent solutions in her home village’s offerings of lay priests, 
physicians, magic workers and well-meaning family members—a last, 
desperate resort. Esher wasn’t happy or healthy, but he had muscle and 
energy enough that Suki decided his taciturnity somewhat intentional. 
He stopped to pet Sirenne’s horses; he allowed their cats to settle on his 
lap. He scowled when faced with chattering acolytes. He reacted.

Mara’s power stripped his bones of flesh and tissue in the quest to 
craft him an almost-cis body. New organs, somehow, grew; others 
withered and sloughed away like an unused cocoon. Such impossibility 
should be a miracle, but can one fairly call a tempest that devoured his 
body and hammered his mind miraculous?

What if, though, this transition becomes a goal identified and 
worked towards with desire, preparation and consent? What if a patient 
understands what lies ahead? Can one then cope with magic’s trauma, a 
difficult moment endured in travelling a chosen road? Or what if they 
narrow the scope to one change, one part of the body?

Will she then see a butterfly, bloodied but eager to take flight?
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Will she then be able to live her last years still wielding her pastry 
brushes and knitting needles?

“It’s dangerous!” Mara follows Suki’s gaze towards the rockery, her 
lips pressed together in pale, thin lines. “Can’t you see that? Shouldn’t 
you?” Her husky voice sharpens like a blade on a grindstone. “And 
what makes you think I should trust you with it? Or would?”

Suki bites her lip while counting backwards from ten. Her tongue 
runs to tart even when voicing second and third thoughts, and she fears 
she offers little sympathy when she finds something worth speaking: 
“But less dangerous in better circumstances? If he knew, was prepared, 
agreed, expected…”

If a witch doesn’t work her magic behind the priests’ backs, but that’s 
less Mara’s fault than Sirenne’s.

The question remains: if a witch fears dysphoria’s ache the cause of 
her brother’s depression, why didn’t she offer this magical transition 
weeks or months earlier? Why didn’t she gain Esher’s prior agreement 
and approval? Why did Mara bother to take him to a monastery? That 
she wrought this after Sirenne’s failures dashes Suki’s hopes: Mara’s 
supposed witchcraft is sorcery, unpredictable and unreachable. Nothing 
more than a panicked, desperate deal made with demons, a grave power 
Sirenne can’t replicate ... even should a priest be fortunate enough to 
make the same bargain with the same brace of demons.

If demons routinely offered such vast power, how many trans people 
wouldn’t sell their soul for a body suiting their nature?

“Prepare? After you made me—” Mara’s voice cracks like thick, 
shadowed frost under morning’s first footstep. “If there were anywhere 
else, if I thought … we wouldn’t be here!”

Suki shifts in her chair, her hands and feet aching as though a purple-
black bruise engulfs her joints. Is it a wild, ridiculous joke that her 
body throbs as if beaten while showing no wound to draw sympathy? 
Why must a black eye or nasty scrape provoke sorrow while injuries 
or illnesses unable to heal garner, at best, a mute acceptance? Why 
do people following the Sojourner’s path lack comprehension in the 
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second precept’s broadness? Why must a priest spend her day asking 
questions lacking comforting answers?

Because Amadi’s ideal became her god: question.
Mara’s desperation, too, deserves an answer.
“We failed,” Suki says, her own throat roughening. “We failed to 

serve Esher’s needs. A man who has too long had those needs unmet, 
and believes he has failed in even wishing his needs met, reacted to this 
lack in despair. There’s nothing irrational in that.” She wants to smile, 
because she can’t not know the rationality behind such a conclusion, 
but Mara won’t understand. She doesn’t know about Mama Lewis. 
“We went over our changes with you, for we can’t allow this to again 
happen. I ask you sincerely: are we now doing something inadequate? 
Are you unhappy with Moll or Thanh’s service? Within the limits of our 
resources and ability, what aren’t we doing that you think we should? 
How can we better help Esher? Help you?”

Suki didn’t assign Esher’s first priest. She didn’t speak or condone 
the words that gave him reason to lose the last shred of a trust abraded 
by too many authoritative people. She didn’t know why he needed 
consideration in the priest given to guide him; the unasked question 
wasn’t hers to speak. Ignorance, nonetheless, rings like an intimate, 
personal failure.

Not a failure Sirenne’s priests share as a collective whole.
A failure, terrible and tragic, in Suki.
Could she have tried harder to serve as an aromantic priest?
Mara purses her lips, her green skirt clenched in tight-knuckled 

hands. “He’s … always been. A little. But only in the last few years was 
he so distant, and I don’t think … he wasn’t bad like this until after the 
Thinning and Benjamin.”

Suki takes Mara’s non-answer as indication that, at least for the 
moment, she has no objection—and perhaps that’s a victory, but 
what good is winning when the war shouldn’t be fought? Suki sighs, 
shaking her head, as Moll and Esher move past the gap in the trees, 
vanishing behind canopy and granite outcrops. Only her garden, in 
its art-defying muddle of ferns, trees, mushrooms and bright-coloured 
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orchids, remains—and while, ordinarily, such clashing shades appeal 
to her, today those greens and reds feel another mockery, a symbol and 
privilege undeserved.

Even when Moll gave her the opportunity to address her neglect, 
she took retreat in her brusque manner and authority, confident that 
a conscientious priest wouldn’t examine the shallowness of her answer. 
She offered reassurance, solved a problem, revealed herself in the most 
cursory of ways and fled with fears and feelings still buried within her 
aching bones.

Question.
If she considers god her ideal and Amadi’s ideal her god, why didn’t 

she?
“Benjamin is your partner, yes?” Suki shifts her left ankle, thinking 

even a circumlocutory attempt to build rapport better than another 
futile attempt at questioning. “May I ask what happened at the 
Thinning? You needn’t answer.”

Mara’s body softens, although she doesn’t ease her grip on the skirt. 
“Have you had … family, friends, come visiting? After they … pass?”

For all that belief in the Sojourner’s path embodies the human 
struggle to conceptualise, negotiate and accept death, hir followers still 
deal in euphemisms. Family come visiting. Bad like this. Suki, in the 
outspoken rebelliousness of a would-be priest, spent a year into her 
novitiate chanting “death, death, death” at her mirror before bed, just 
to prove that death isn’t a black-cloaked reaper summoned upon saying 
hir name.

Such boldness failed her, of course, when Mama Polly passed.
“There’s always spirits flickering about, but few speak.” Suki barks a 

hoarse laugh. “A man who desired me and told me that he’d never have 
broken his neck if I’d first wed him. Both my mothers. Mama Lewis 
talks too much.”

Such events aren’t for Suki as unusual an occurrence as they are for 
the non-necromantic laity, but the conversations between the returning 
dead and the priest who offered guidance on their paths through the 
life now history aren’t for outsiders. There’s always a few, often those 
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who died in the last year and haven’t yet had their connections to 
this world stretch thin, who come back to speak rather than observe. 
Sometimes those spirits come burdened with regret and recrimination; 
sometimes they express gratitude or relief. Death, drawing closer with 
every breath, grants the living a night a year where one must look into 
hir shadow and fearlessly accept, even celebrate, hir company.

She’s none too fond of Mama Lewis’s bitter postmortem moaning, 
but a salt circle and poker at least puts paid to that nonsense.

Respecting the sacred covenant of life and death doesn’t mean 
tolerating abuse.

“Really?” Mara blinks, shaking her head. “She came to me, with 
other dead relatives and villagers—my Aunt Rosie. I think she knew I 
needed to talk to her. She told me that I don’t have to romantically love 
a girl to want or love a girl, and they told me all the ways they didn’t 
love, which made me feel that … I could talk to the woman I wanted. 
So I did.” A sweet warmth softens and curves her lips, but the speed 
with which Mara flattens them suggests she isn’t easy with smiling in 
current circumstances. “And we’re together, now. But Esh … he doesn’t 
want anyone, and that should be fine, but maybe … it wasn’t good for 
him to see me and Ben happy.”

She leans forwards, coughing, before wiping her palm on her skirt.
Suki clenches her hands, fighting to ease her expression before Mara 

catches her face. It rankles, to say the least, when someone happy in 
an intimate partnership—however non-romantic!—suggests that those 
without must be broken in their loneliness. How can she ignore the 
reflections of Mama Lewis, one shape of expected love or partnership 
replacing another in the same unyielding structures and assumptions? 
Mama Lewis cut and hewed the shape of Suki’s illnesses, not another’s 
possession of something she doesn’t want!

Non-romantic love, to Suki, serves a similar role as the Sojourner or 
any other god: a fine concept in theory, but while she respects others’ 
need for a guiding framework, she can only nod vaguely at love’s 
existence.

Anger, though, doesn’t explain the terror stiffening her body.
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“Or after seeing you find a less-conventional form of the coupled 
happily-ever-after,” she says in a voice perilously close to “glacial”, 
“your kin and village increased their expectations that he should find 
the same?”

Mara stares, her lips parted as if in surprise or hurt. “I … Uncle 
Sascha would say that, I guess. So would the Fisher sisters.” She sighs, 
frowning. “I don’t know. Just that he got worse after Benjamin … right 
when I thought he’d get better, because Aunt Rosie said that we’re … 
real, human. Just a less-known ordinary. Even if we didn’t know the 
specific word before Moll said it.”

“Only your brother knows why,” Suki says in the mild, self-evident 
comment a guiding priest says to people having difficulty observing—
or permitting themselves to observe—the truth before them. The mild, 
self-evident comment a priest, who doesn’t fear the direction of this 
conversation, may say to a guided guest. “So why bother yourself with 
if I didn’t non-romantically pair up with a girl, maybe he wouldn’t have 
tried to kill himself drivel? Can you go back in time to not pair up? No! 
Nor should you halt your life just in case it may be the reason!”

Mara’s half-raised eyebrows suggest that she doesn’t agree.
“Girl, the world tells you in so many ways that you shouldn’t non-

romantically partner. After all that repetition, you’re inclined to find 
excuses to obey that! Keeping my brother from attempting suicide feels more 
reasonable to you than most puerile objections, but is this reasonable? 
Are you helping him by thinking this? Or are you obliging everyone 
who thinks you shouldn’t exist by undermining your partnership with 
misplaced guilt?”

She refrains from mentioning the insult in anyone’s assuming 
that depression must be provoked by the existence of someone else’s 
intimate partnership, as though such relationships are so fundamental 
one must sicken in witnessing another’s contentment! She refrains, 
unable to think of anything that doesn’t sound like an observation 
based in betraying knowledge. Shouldn’t they focus less, anyway, on 
Mara’s limited understanding of non-partnering people and more on 
the real issue at hand: her trying to craft another impossible?
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Even if it means making herself the cause, Mara seems set on wishing 
together a world possessed of perfect assurance that her brother won’t 
again attempt suicide.

Sorcery is by far an easier art, but that’s no comforting truth.
Mara glances at Suki’s belt, as if in need of reassurance that she talks 

to a senior priest. “Are you, uh … well...”
“Am I what, girl? Don’t cluck!”
Mara swallows, stumbling over the word likely strange to her voice. 

“Aro … aromantic? Because you sound like…”
Aromantic.
A word in a book, discovered by accident.
A word feared, weighted down by her obligation and pain.
A word unsaid, a man nearly dying of its absence.
“Aromantic and allosexual. I like men for bedding. I don’t like 

partnerships.” Suki speaks with the casualness that shaped her words 
when speaking to a distressed priest in a vegetable garden, words said 
now as if they’ll make up for their silent past. Words said devoid of her 
terror. “I have enough of one with myself.”

She waits, wondering if Mara will subject her to the young, abled 
trick of past tense, as though sexuality must be Suki’s history and 
not her present or future. Something accessible only to the hale and 
young, presuming her sense of another’s sexual attractiveness withers 
along with her body? Or will Mara grimace, disgusted by the notion of 
an elderly, disabled woman whose sexuality hasn’t “decently” become 
distant memory?

She waits for the accusation: why didn’t you say this before?
“So you understand … why it’s … hard, to live unknowing who you 

are and what you want, what the words are?” Mara’s brow furrows, her 
hesitant speech giving way to a spurting rush of feeling: “That’s what 
Aunt Rosie gave us that night, but it came so late. I lived for so long not 
knowing, without a word, without knowing it an option! That it had a 
name! And that hurts, even now I have what I didn’t know I wanted or 
could want. For so long, I didn’t know! Maybe … that’s it, for Esh, the 
hurting? Or part of it? How can’t it be…?”
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How old is she? Twenty-five? Thirty at most? One needn’t own 
precision in telling another’s age to know that Mara’s adulthood, 
outside of accident or illness, stands years distant from death’s shadow. 
Suki draws a sharp breath, fighting to swallow the tart, quill-bristled 
question clogging her throat: And when do you think I found the word, 
girl?

Amadi gifted her the other-shape-of-normal permissiveness, but ey 
died unknowing of the word describing them both.

Ey died, leaving her alone in a world where she feels outdated and 
unwanted, where everyone sharing in the known power of the word 
“aromantic” can’t comprehend her pain but expects her to, immediately 
and easily, carry theirs.

Mara needs her pain acknowledged, to have someone confirm that 
possession of a happy non-romantic partnership can’t and shouldn’t 
erase ignorance’s lingering hurts. Someone who acknowledges that 
such bruises are long in the fading but one can still build a life worth 
living. Someone who reflects understanding and the vital, powerful 
sense of aromantic siblinghood. Someone who can give what she needs 
and deserves.

Why must Suki provide it? Why not Moll? Why not anyone else?
“Yes.” She swallows, shifting her throbbing hands, fighting to keep 

the growl from claiming her voice. Another failure! “We all feel the 
… betrayal, the years lost to ignorance. Why didn’t I know? You’ll have 
times of hurting, of struggling, of wondering what could have been 
if your family knew, your friends, your neighbours. When something 
isn’t yet recognised or accepted, despite being extant and common … 
pain, for those of us ahead of that coming, isn’t optional. You aren’t 
alone in that.”

Suki isn’t gentle. Increased social permissiveness towards the 
crotchety manner discouraged in children and younger adults stands 
as one of age’s rare benefits. Mama Polly joked that Suki was set to be 
a grandmother while still a maiden, but Mama Lewis—curse her long-
dead soul—didn’t laugh. Even after half a century gone, Suki can still 
recite her clipped lectures, delivered in the hope that decreased acidity 
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and increased sweetness will help her daughter find the happiness 
packaged in a loving, romantic partnership.

Mama Lewis’s shade, returning for her once-yearly lecture, still 
hopes that her now-elderly daughter will soften enough to allow love 
into her heart.

It should amuse Suki that such gentleness is now demanded whenever 
she dares reveal herself as aromantic.

Mara nods, her lips pressed together, her jaw tight, her glistening 
eyes angled towards her lap.

“It could be part of your brother’s feelings. It could be something 
else. But this second-guessing of his motivations doesn’t help you or 
him!” Suki changes the subject for Mara’s sake: for a woman fighting 
to keep from breaking down before a near-stranger. “Where does this 
get you but exhaustion? You’re only going to chase your guesses around 
and around until you’re a dog barking at a rat behind a grate—only 
to finally spot a different rat gnawing on his brain, realise you’ve been 
barking at this one for no reason, and there’s actually a score of invisible 
rats feasting on his poor, bloody brain. Does this help you see those 
invisible rats? Does this barking help your health, girl?”

She absolutely, assuredly isn’t changing the subject because Suki fears 
the explosion of her own anger and hurt while discussing aromanticism.

Question. How can she?
Mara’s eyes meet Suki’s face in the bulging stare had by someone 

imagining rodents chewing on grey matter. “R—rats?”
“Chewing brain rats. You want pretty metaphors for a bloody 

illness? Don’t talk to a priest, then. Pretty metaphors leave people 
telling themselves depression isn’t illness, just something that can be 
shouted, shamed or pressured into abeyance. I don’t hold for that.” 
Suki sighs and attempts to ease Mara’s shock, hating her bluntness’ 
sharp, gleaming edges. Is she trying to hurt Mara, wounds delivered in 
return for those unintentionally given? “I know you want to help your 
brother. You’ll do more for him by asking what he needs, and listening 
to what he tells you even if it’s ‘nothing’, instead of chasing every rat in 
the hope they’re the ones eating him. There’s too many rats, girl! When 
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he’s able to cope with your asking, ask. Leave handling the rats to us—
because that’s what we’ll teach him.”

If only they’d thought to ensure Mara realised this before she 
attempted to bludgeon the rat labelled “dysphoria”, but who imagined 
a village witch owning such power or ability?

Mara nods: perhaps accepting such advice, perhaps planning to avoid 
future commentary on what she thinks provoked her brother’s attempt. 
Her silence is, though, more honest than immediate agreement. Better 
that than false approval or out-of-hand rejection, especially when 
she hasn’t agreed to a guiding relationship between priest and guest. 
Especially when Suki has already stepped further over that line than 
is wise for a priest struggling with herself! Anyway, hasn’t she gleaned 
enough to make a solid guess—that Mara sold her soul to purchase 
Esher’s transition? What more need they discuss?

She isn’t a powerful witch keeping her magic a solemn, oath-bound 
secret.

She’s a frightened sister doing everything she can to hold her brother 
into life.

Is that another rat set to gnaw on Esher’s brain? Is that, as much 
as distrust or fear of priestly reaction to sorcery, reason for her denial? 
Does she seek to keep this secret from Esher and the priests involved in 
his care to avoid making yet another rat? Does Moll realise this?

Is Mara all that different from Suki herself?
“I’m sorry that I can’t help you.” Mara stands and bows in the abrupt, 

jerking movements of a woman looking to leave before the conversation 
leads them anywhere uncomfortable—and Suki feels unreasonably 
relieved. “Thank you for your advice—and wisdom.” She hesitates, 
leaving Suki certain that “wisdom” is nothing more than politeness. 
“I’m glad, I suppose, there’s more people like us here. Maybe … maybe 
that will help Esh, if things go better.”

“If you think a priest’s guidance may be useful for your own sake,” 
she says, falling back on well-worn script in the surety that her own 
words are far too confronting, “please know that our service extends to 
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all. And I hope, one day, aromantics are so ordinary there’s no need to 
comment.”

Mild, facile, trite.
Her hands throb, and Suki fights to unclench them.
Mara’s face shutters. “You’ve more than enough work with Esh.”
She bows again and, in a frenetic, long-paced stride best described 

as “hurrying”, heads down the garden path towards the guest quarters.
Trust.
Can she blame Mara for not trusting her when Suki has none to 

give?
She sighs and stares at her orchids, at the stone rising behind the 

tangle of shrub and ivy, at the blue-tinged mushrooms threatening to 
take over the lawn, at the green grass beneath her chair and the cloudless 
sky overhead. She stares at the rocks and leaves of her sanctuary, thinking 
about Mara, thinking about Mamas Lewis and Polly, thinking about 
the conversation with Moll in the vegetable garden, thinking about 
words unsaid and feelings concealed … but as the sun ebbs lower, she 
finds no course of action but the obvious.

Question.
Why has she, for so long, chosen avoidance over service? Why has 

she refused to face her pain, even while knowing the impact her absence 
has on others? If she preaches the sacred power in guiding another to 
a better road, why does she refuse another’s gift of the same? Will she 
leave this world as Mara is now? Or will she trust her own kin, her own 
ideals—the only god worth her wholehearted belief?

“Aziz!” Suki waves a hand at the acolyte reading on the lawn just 
out of non-shouting earshot. “Tell Moll that I’d like them to attend 
me here at their earliest convenience. Please have the kitchen arrange 
sweets for both of us and my afternoon tea.” She pauses, considering, 
as Aziz scrambles upright and straightens hir brown robe. “My shawl. 
And ask Thanh for an additional dose of my pain medicine. Thank 
you.”

Question.
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If Moll is good enough for Esher Hill, they ought to be good enough 
for Suki of Sirenne.

***

She isn’t surprised when Moll strides, their braid and girdle book 
swinging with each step, down the path to her garden. Sirenne rarely 
leaves its rules unsaid, an admirable quality to Suki’s way of thinking, 
but one needn’t long elaborate to impart the expectation that junior 
priests arrive promptly when summoned. Moll, despite the lifetime of 
alienation that leads to questioning rules and a habit of interaction best 
described as “restrained”, hasn’t dawdled upon hearing her request. A 
problem, that.

She understands, though, in the way of a woman once a girl who 
couldn’t have understood at all.

Obedience to conformity isn’t something she feels in the heart; 
Suki responds to being haltered with sharp words and loud arguments. 
Amadi, knowing this, kept her with em for a year before taking her 
to Sirenne, a year of learning to accept reasonable restrictions before 
facing the greater challenge of an acolyte’s service. That bitter, aching, 
defiant Suki would have scorned Moll’s flushed face and hurried pace, 
not seeing that she reacted to the same set of weighty, dehumanising 
beliefs and demands.

Submission and rebellion are just two sides of the same coin.
She doesn’t approve, but she understands.
“Don’t you even think about it,” she says, gleefully irascible, as Moll 

opens their mouth. “No clucking allowed. Sit down. The food’s safe, 
but it’s been half an hour. The tea’s probably cold.”

Moll nods and settles themself on Mara’s recently-vacated bench, the 
tea tray resting between them and Suki’s chair. As always, they move 
slowly, carefully, cautiously—like a wolfhound sniffing a newborn 
kitten or a man allowing a butterfly to alight on his finger. Like a tall, 
broad, boulder-shaped priest attempting to avoid threatening or scaring, 
however inadvertently, those around them. Like a puppy lying on its 
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back, belly bared and paws tucked under its chin, its defencelessness a 
performance made before all would-be predators.

I won’t hurt you, so don’t hurt me.
They look more like a fig tree towering over the world’s seedlings 

than a puppy, but while a fig possesses an ancient, confident majesty in 
its quest to subsume another life in its great roots, Moll is … Moll. Shy, 
awkward, hesitant, uncertain. Rarely does she see them widen their 
arms or roll their hips, as if forever working to make their immense 
body appear smaller, softer, lighter. Just as a fig, for all its grandeur, lies 
vulnerable to any woman wielding an axe, Moll lies vulnerable to the 
wounds wrought by tongue, expression and gesture.

She wants to, simultaneously, swathe that nervous puppy in a warm 
blanket while taking a sharp blade to that fig’s trunk and daring Moll 
to defend themself.

Some scars are long years in the fading, if at all.
“Do you … mind, if I heat the tea?”
“Clucking,” she says, fighting to bite back her impatience. She 

doesn’t want to be the kind of old woman who moans about the 
young’s blathering, but sometimes they make her silence difficult! “If I 
objected, couldn’t you cool it down? Or tell me to pour a cup and let 
time have its way? I’d tell me, personally, to stick my head where the 
sun never shines. Try, if you want.”

Moll’s deep-set brown eyes put her in mind of shadowed pools—
their fathomless serenity now disturbed by a crotchety priest’s thrown 
rock. Wordlessly, they pour a small amount of tea into a saucer before 
resting one hand on the teapot’s handle. The other guides a finger 
to the saucer, dampens a fingertip and traces, with careful delicacy, 
evaporating glyphs atop the tan glaze.

Many magicians speak loudly or write in great looping script, their 
magic become another performance of wordplay and artistry—as if, 
Suki always thinks, they find adoration for their art more useful than 
magic itself. Moll works in gestures and murmurs, collected and subtle. 
Everything must be reduced, depressed and lessened for safety, and she 
sighs, for even she recognises that they’re no casual magician. Why 
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shouldn’t the world outside a small, backcountry monastery welcome 
or accommodate such ability?

Why shouldn’t Freehome welcome Suki’s free, unrestrained, honest 
self?

Such pondering, when she knows the answers to both questions, 
provides only one thing: delay.

“How old were you,” she asks, “when you learnt the word for your 
aromanticism?”

A slight frown, more the suggestion of expression than the actuality, 
shifts Moll’s brow. “I know exactly,” they say in their slow, deep voice, 
“because I learnt five weeks and two days after my acceptance as 
acolyte.” They purse their lips, studying the movement of their finger 
across the teapot. When a breath of steam issues from the spout, they 
pull back their hand. “I knew what I was since childhood, but knowing 
that I am loveless isn’t the same as a more … academic term. Loveless 
… people have other ideas about what that means.”

She always knew whom and what she was, clinging to a truth so 
obvious part of Suki still finds it absurd that Mama Lewis persisted in 
her stubborn obliviousness. Knowing, though, isn’t recognition, isn’t 
identification and permission; knowing isn’t the certain categorisation 
of the self as a different, acknowledged, communicable manner of 
ordinary.

Knowing isn’t pride.
“When do you think I found the word?”
Moll shakes their head, pouring now-steaming tea into a clay mug, 

the glaze chipped about the rim from years of use, the handle too small 
to fit all of Moll’s fingers. Their expression shows not the slightest hint 
of curiosity towards her questions. “I wouldn’t begin to guess, sir.”

Given Moll’s newness to the red, they can easily rough-reckon the 
numbers, so she answers as they did. “One and a half years before you, 
and leave off the ‘sir’! What are we, Astreuch?” Suki draws a shaking 
breath, her voice undeservedly sharp, but how can she fight both her 
acid tongue and the awful surge of hurt? How can she fight both her 
acid tongue and a nebulous tension that only fuels and strengthens her 
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aching joints? “I was accepted, in a ‘some people don’t like relationships’ 
way. My mentor, Amadi, was like us. But the word? I didn’t know words 
until a cluster of young priests brought books from Khaloun. I found 
it, unexpectedly, while reading. So I made it my life’s work to have, 
here, our library.” She pauses, rueful. “Or the rest of my life’s work, 
since…”

Moll has given only patient, considered answers. Moll hasn’t asked 
questions coated in that dread mingling of need, hope and dismissal. 
Moll has done nothing to deserve her mood beyond asking one 
question, in the vegetable garden, that they had and have every right 
to voice.

Anticipatory fear and aching memory, poisonously entwined, have 
ever raised her hackles.

Suki counts backwards from ten, breathing long and slow, before 
realising that the Stormcoast’s culture of tiptoeing around advancing 
age—one daren’t observe that another approaches a state of “elderly” or 
“ancient”—has left Moll dwelling in a stone-faced, finger-entwining, 
staring-at-the-ferns silence.

“Which relative told you off as a child for calling another relative 
‘old’?” she asks, grinning. “You think I don’t know I’m over the bloody 
hill and rolling down the other side? Yes, it’s the rest of my life’s work, 
because most of my life happened beforehand! Why pretend otherwise?”

“Many.” Moll rolls their shoulders back, softening. “How old were 
you?”

“Seventy-nine.” Suki silently applauds them for avoiding the tired 
“may I ask how old were you” approach and leaves the rest of the 
reckoning to Moll, carefully shifting her hands. Too often, these days, 
she earns nothing for her restful efforts but more time yearning for the 
work around which she has anchored her life. “Sometimes I feel like 
I was alive when the Sojourner supposedly lead hir band of survivors 
from the Change-ravaged North. Sometimes the world feels impossibly 
different, from then to now. Mostly, I feel the same as I always was, and 
the world’s less different than people think, but people treat me like a 
... a relic. Fancy attempting to educate me about theories I promoted 
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because the old can’t understand the new!” She sighs. “Pour me a cup 
of plain tea, please, and put a pill on the saucer. The rats are gnawing 
today. Bloody rats.”

If her pain becomes unbearable, she’ll ask Thanh for hir set of 
nerve-blocking spells. She won’t be able to move or feel much of her 
body, but since she’s already remaining still, the real difference lies in 
consideration for Thanh. Ze’s had enough on hir metaphorical plate 
over the last week without Suki’s adding to hir work—and she hates to 
call on hir when she unnecessarily provoked at least half the throb in 
her hands, knees and ankles. Thanh has never made her feel as though 
she shouldn’t, but she does nonetheless.

She’s learnt the hard way how much her mood, and her guilt over 
wishing for relief, stokes and banks her pain.

Moll sets down their mug and pours another. “Can I do anything 
for you?”

Suki laughs. “I don’t suppose there’s the slightest chance you’ve 
figured out Thanh’s nerve blockers?”

They shake their head with speed enough that she guesses this a 
source of some frustration. “I don’t know how! There’s so much grafting 
onto nerve points, and in trying to describe it all and then shell … I 
make too many mistakes in the spell compression. It isn’t something 
in which you want mistakes.” They stop, breathing out long and slow. 
“I’m sorry, s—I’m sorry.”

Suki considers asking why, since she can’t expect a former 
quartermaster to reveal mastery of an art for which Thanh spent years 
studying at Eastern universities, but isn’t all this another distraction? 
“Don’t be. Thank you. Can you put the tray, just the cup and saucer, 
on my lap?”

Moll shifts the teapot and plate of corn muffins onto the bench 
before, as carefully as if handling fragile porcelain, arranging the rest of 
the tray on Suki’s lap. “Do you want to eat?”

“No.” Once, she could clasp a cup without provoking or worsening 
the pulling, throbbing pain in her wrist and fingers. So simple a thing 
to hold a cup, to drink, to return it to her tray! The tea’s heat doesn’t 
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ease her pain, but the warm, tingling sensation distracts her somewhat, 
so she cradles the cup in both hands before raising them to her face. 
Now, at least, she needn’t waste her time in hope. As much as she yearns 
for Mara’s unlooked-for shape of witchcraft, there’s no reason to think 
her magic anything but sorcery, distant and unattainable. So be it.

She has blessings to count: a home, acolytes to help her wash and 
dress, purpose.

The bitter pill sticks to her tongue before she swallows it down.
“I can imagine,” Moll says, settling themself back onto the bench, 

“but in that way of theory. I can’t know, in the heart, the longest rhythms 
of time unknowing or half-knowing, given all denied us because we 
lack comprehension’s authority and…” They trail off, taking up their 
mug and, likely unconsciously, mirroring the position of her hands. 
“Place. That sense of place in time, in space, in community, in family, 
that … existential assuredness. Place. I know separation, distance, but 
I won’t pretend that I know that deeper shape.”

That Moll thinks their service should encompass only the safety of 
the vegetable garden is both tragedy and metaphor, but their still face 
suggests they don’t realise the contradictory echo of old words behind 
the new.

Mara wanted her kindred’s acknowledgement of her pain, someone 
to help her shoulder the weight of her agony in the validation and 
sympathy offered only by one who understands. Was Suki wrong to 
think, for so long, that she can’t risk seeking comfort? Does Moll’s rare 
consideration, offered unprompted no less, betoken safety enough for 
her to try?

“Do you have place, now?”
Moll cocks their head to the side, tapping one finger against the 

mug’s brown handle.
Suki waits.
“I don’t know that I will ever have that … neat, puzzle-piece sense of 

fitting into any time or space shared with others. Just autism alone, just 
aromanticism alone, just genderlessness alone … possibly. But they can’t 
stand alone, even if others want them to.” Moll exhales, hissing their 
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breath over their lips in the loud, habitual easing of a priest performing 
and, through performance, encouraging the behaviour. “Sometimes … 
I want, so much, the ease of that fit, the confidence of an unquestioned 
place. And always … not, never, at that price.”

It shames her that, for all she has long held Moll at arm’s length, they 
are so willing to share.

“Burn the whole damn puzzle,” Suki says through a terrible, crooked 
grin.

Moll nods, a slight frown creasing their lips.
Do they realise? The shock of their first conversation in the vegetable 

garden, followed by an induction into the events surrounding the Hill 
siblings, may have seen them miss or put aside the obvious, for all that 
they touched upon it in their question of her. Moll owns too much 
perception to remain in acceptance of the thick paint covering the 
wallpaper beneath, and priests must do just that: question.

No thought or word can be worth anything if crumpling under 
curious, inquisitive challenge, so the question remains: have they the 
courage to ask?

“Do you know,” she says in a would-be conversational voice, “that 
the best thing about being a priest is that you can, amongst other 
priests, speak your mind? The trick lies in only having something worth 
speaking. Try it.”

With the speed and presence of a glacier, Moll turns their head to 
look Suki in the eyes. Their brow sits low and heavy, their controlled 
voice too tense for indifference: “What is this, then?”

Suki shakes her head. “No, try again.”
Moll’s lips shift, as if they mean to mouth a word before deciding 

otherwise. “Do you want honesty?”
“Your own mind will tear you apart if you say anything less, so why 

should I expect otherwise?”
A slight crease of Moll’s brow may suggest amusement—or 

consternation. Both, perhaps. “You’re discussing,” they say with painful 
slowness, “aro—” They hold up a hand, stopping her from remarking 
on their woeful statement of the obvious, and Suki, despite her anxiety-
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fuelled throbbing, works to hide a smile. “When you’ve had five years 
to start a conversation, why now?”

Their breath hisses over lips and teeth, one hand sketching lines on 
the meat of their robe-covered thigh.

Suki nods her encouragement.
“I did think that if this were well-known, I’d have heard. Someone 

would have said so in explaining to me? I also thought that your answer 
to my question … undermined your sense of the importance that we 
guide our own, especially now.”

“Do you feel that with Esher Hill?” Suki asks, wondering if they’ll 
dare put damning thought to voice. “Importance?”

“Yes.” Moll shifts the girdle book and the bunched-up length of 
brown belt fastening said book to their waist. Their robe spills over 
thighs and knees, leaving ankles and shoulders bared; unlike Suki, they 
don’t appear the least bit cold. “He doesn’t trust me, but I think seeing 
himself reflected in that tangle of sharedness does more to help him 
survive than anything else. It matters.” They draw a breath, their voice 
firming and harshening: “So why do you talk sharedness now?”

Good! Only pain and the fear that Moll will take a somewhat-
deserved offence keeps her from clapping. If she spends her remaining 
months or years helping Moll craft a more intentional relationship to 
obedience, even the Sojourner must reckon this time well served.

Easier to think about that than her own fear of an unvoiced answer.
Easier to frame this as a lesson or a guiding, her conversation 

possessed of another’s purpose.
Easier to think of anything but guilt and the damning thoughts an 

old woman must dare speak.
“Why do you?” Moll sips from their mug, their body angled towards 

her, their soft tone less a question than a prompting. “Isn’t that it?”
Only then does Suki realise that she embodies her own lingering, 

encloaking silence.
Her eyes rest, fleeing Moll, on the fern-encrusted garden wall and its 

uneven rows of red and yellow orchids. Her plants, fronds and leaves 
stirred into bobbing by the evening breeze, appear peaceful and fearless, 
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but even allowing for flora’s unknowable sentience, that can’t be true. 
What stops a priest from consigning her flowers to the compost heap? 
A swarm of thrip from devouring the vegetable garden? Ferns, too, 
live their lives at the whims of the weather, the season, the denizens of 
the land upon which they take root. Plants grow, flourish, sicken, die. 
Peaceful?

What is peace but illusion: the hope of a perfect shelter from nature’s 
whims, ways and hurts?

“It goes the same way,” she says, now staring at her lawn and its 
mushrooms, those glistening fruits of the fungus conquering the soil 
beneath. “You learn something you didn’t know existed: the word. Once 
you find it fits, you feel the betrayal, the ache of once not knowing 
something fundamental, the deep cuts left by ignorance. You want 
sympathy, reassurance and validation to heal, and where are they when 
most don’t understand?”

Deep creases form across Moll’s brow as they thread their fingers 
together. “Yes. Esher needs it from me.” They hesitate, lips parted. “He 
needs it. So does Mara.”

“You can say it,” Suki murmurs, wondering the cost of standing, 
stepping onto the lawn and pulling the closest mushroom … with 
her back, conveniently, facing the priest beside her. Perhaps she and 
Moll aren’t so dissimilar if she wants to turn her hurt to fighting fungi. 
Perhaps this only crosses a mind looking to find a replacement for her 
knitting. “Please.”

“And I needed it from you.”
They may be referring to that first vegetable garden conversation. 

They may be referring to the years that passed between Moll’s learning 
the word “aromantic” as a descriptor and discovering that another 
priest is also aromantic. Both are truth.

“Nobody but Amadi had anything close.” Suki yawns in the first 
touch of medicine’s giddiness. Pity, as always, that she feels the effect in 
her head long before her joints. “Given nameless, remaining nameless 
with eir last breath.”
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Only the stirring of hair and robe by breeze and breath mars Moll’s 
quiet stillness.

“Those with more,” she says bitterly, “serve to guide those with less. 
How doesn’t aromanticism apply? But we know the other side of its 
truth: a priest must have more to serve. More knowledge, more support, 
more sense of place, more safety, more community. A priest offers 
sympathy, provides reassurance, validates feeling, illuminates direction. 
A priest does what the world so often can’t in telling the different that 
we aren’t wrong to exist as we are.”

Mama Lewis wanted Suki to be safe, happy, loved. Mama Lewis 
never valued the daughter she had over the image of the daughter she 
thought herself entitled to have.

The part of Suki still yearning for the promise of her mother’s love 
can’t surrender one tainted, maggot-ridden idea: that a concept bearing 
an academic-sounding, official name must have made a difference.

Or will she still exist in this same circumstance, a trailblazer struggling 
with the full and challenging consequences of being this path’s guide?

“You think that I’ve known our word for years. You think that age 
means my hurt no longer throbs and I will carry your pain. You think 
I have more.” She presses her lips together, fearing the tears threatening 
to burst their dam. No, Suki takes pride in being the human equivalent 
of a splinter under a fingernail! She doesn’t weep. She rebels. “I have 
more knowledge only! You’ve … thirty, forty, fifty years of knowing 
ahead. You won’t find the word when you’re at death’s doorstep. You 
won’t bear the pain of a word unknown for eight decades. Your guide 
came delayed, but your guide still came!”

Suki learnt her words from books, not other priests. Moll had 
Gennifer, who’d learnt of aromanticism from her and affirmed in 
person the name of their identity and human worth. Moll, now, has 
Suki, even if five years later than right or deserved. Mara and Esher Hill 
have the wonder of identified validation provided by other aromantics, 
but Suki lived in a time when even the best affirmation went unnamed.
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She tried openness for a year. She tried talking, despite such guiding 
never being her strongest art, to those guests who showed signs of 
aromanticism. She tried to find and connect with her own.

Easier, so much easier, to withdraw, to leave nurturing the younger 
aromantic starting their novitiate to other priests, to trust that Moll’s 
future will achieve what hers can’t.

Easier, so much easier, to avoid the young’s self-involved cruelty in 
relegating her only to their mentorship: the provider of their needed 
validation and support, the priest with more.

Easier, so much easier, to avoid speaking of her named identity with 
her aromantic kin … until a man almost died in part because of how 
he took a priest’s careless words, a situation that may not have existed if 
everyone knew “aromantic” described her and understood its context. 
Her failure, her cowardice, her unwillingness to build aromanticism 
more obviously into all her priests’ knowledge and service. Her inability 
to survive the bruises dealt her by others in pain. Her rebellion offering 
no direction or answer.

“You want me to strengthen you, shore you, shelter you. I can’t. I 
can’t when even thinking of sharing your agony reminds me of mine. I 
can’t when listening to you…” She sucks in a harsh, shaking breath, her 
throat tightening like a python’s jaws around a struggling rat. “I don’t 
have more. I’ll never have more. But acknowledging that isn’t enough!”

No lie slipped from her lips when she spoke to Moll in the vegetable 
garden, carefully dealing in careless and shallow words: how can a priest 
best guide someone when that guiding means taking further injury to 
damaged flesh? How can she serve their guests and her belief when she 
fights to keep back her screams, when pain and defensiveness sharpen 
her words to cruelty?

How much did the ostensible Sojourner struggle in leading hir 
collection of rent and ruined survivors along such a frightening, 
untrodden road?

She wishes herself able enough to march into the kitchen, grab a 
stack of the cracked plates she kept aside for such purposes and find a 
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private courtyard where she can hurl them at a particularly offensive 
wall.

“I’m sorry,” she rasps, “because you needed. Because what happened 
to Esher wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t retreated. I didn’t question. 
I didn’t try to find an answer. I used the precept as a shield; I failed it. 
I’m sorry, I—”

She doesn’t realise she’s weeping until Moll slides towards her, closes 
their warm hand about her bony shoulders and pulls her into their 
chest, her tears soaking their red linen robe. They don’t speak. They 
don’t do anything but sit, awkwardly leaned over the arm of her chair, 
and hold her like a fresh-hatched chick in a pair of sheltering hands.

Guiding priests don’t, by custom, embrace their guests.
A lifetime’s grief spills from her eyes, stinging creased, dry cheeks. 

Not until the evening’s chill increases to something unignorable does 
Suki find again her composure. She sniffs, draws a shaking breath and 
speaks in her ever-readily barbed tongue: “Ten years ago, before your 
novitiate, I’d have asked if you were interested in bedding. Or even just 
sleeping, because you’re better than a dog and a hot brick for keeping 
an old woman toasty.”

Moll sits upright, only a strained shift of shoulder suggesting any 
stiffness or discomfort. Their wet eyes glisten even in the dim light, an 
odd contrast to their twisted lips and crumpled chin—and then a noise 
between a hoarse laugh and a snort explodes above the breeze’s whisper. 
“Don’t distract!”

They sound like Suki does when objecting to the young’s woeful 
blathering.

She straightens, wiping her face on a corner of her shawl before 
smiling in pride. “Yes. I…”

“Thank you for trusting me enough to share.” They’re priestly 
words, taken right from the instruction manual, but Moll’s following 
sentences aren’t: “You said my guide came delayed, but she came, she 
showed herself when needed, she served. She’s here. I don’t know … 
how people reacted, what was asked, all of what you feel, how you bear 
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the weight. I want to know. Your guide came delayed, so delayed … 
but they’re here. Even at the last.”

Emotion cracks and shreds her voice: “I’d rather not cry again, thank 
you very much.”

Moll doesn’t dilute their blank stare with speech or gesture.
“What path, then?” she croaks—tired, giddy, shivering, relieved.
Part of her, the wary woman once a distrustful girl, feels it ludicrous 

that Moll, so junior a priest, can answer something she can’t. The girl 
does them no justice: Moll hasn’t asked her to carry their pain. They’ve 
shared only at her prompting. They’ve treated her with a friend’s 
warmth and courtesy. If she holds no faith in their sacred service, is 
there anything left of Suki but damaged bones in an aching body? Isn’t 
this the same old difficulty: a woman fighting herself to trust another 
person, simultaneously needing and fearing?

Moll rests a hand on the arm of her chair, fingers half curled in 
invitation.

Suki nods and rests her stiff hand in their soft one.
“Someday,” they say slowly, “as how it seems incredulous to question 

one eschewing gender, we will be history. My school, years ago, taught 
that: the tears and blood spent to make a world where I can shrug at 
gender. Not just as a past to avoid repeating, but as … respect for the 
pain that birthed the now.”

They motion with their other hand, fingers curled inwards—the 
mug and teapot sitting, long abandoned, on the bench.

Suki yawns, presses her trembling lips together and waits.
“We need books of names and definitions, and we need books of 

stories. Our futures and hopes written on the page. Stories of the past 
that we’re hoping become … incredulous. We need the stories of those 
who wept. We can’t forget.” They turn to glance at Suki before speaking 
in a voice marred by quivering: “May I write down your story? So I can 
understand—so we can understand, all those who come after?”

They won’t offer power. They can’t remake a world so wrought 
against her. They don’t provide resolution to the ache felt by a woman 
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struggling with the community who need her to help them bear and 
understand theirs. They haven’t a solution.

They offer direction, one balancing their hopes for the future with 
the harms of the present. A direction that doesn’t make her feel like a 
relic to be cast aside but a paving stone at the road’s beginning, one 
small part of ensuring the steady, continuing passing of feet and wheels.

Moll’s suggestion is why she believes in the concept of the Sojourner, 
even though she can’t make herself ascribe to certainty in god.

“I don’t mean to be impudent—”
“Never cluck when you’re doing a bitchy old woman a kindness.” 

Suki draws a shaking breath of her own. “I’d … like that. Very much. 
Thank you.”

At first, she thinks Moll’s expression—a slight curve of lips, only a 
smile by comparison—speaks more of relief than happiness. No. Don’t 
they also straddle a complex and confused struggle to build their place? 
Don’t they also feel the sacred power in their service? Aren’t they also in 
need of friendship?

“May I ask—” Moll stops themself, raising a palm. “Why did you 
talk to me, at the beginning, as though guiding a priest? Why didn’t 
you talk about this straight out?”

Suki grins at both the correction and the question. “I’m the Guide. 
What else do you think I’m going to do?”
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