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it was said, and she would pocket their devotion to use for a
cantrip or a hex.

They rarely took a whole hearg which would involve luring
a person away, or so we believed; they seemed to gather enough

of what they needed by gradual winnowing during each visit.
I don't know how we knew about the hearts. It was just

something we seemed to be born knowing. I suppose our par-

ents told us the story in our cradles, but I do not remember
hearing it for the first time.

We knew that hearts were the only source of magic that
really worked, although the odd charlatan could get away with
tea leaves and herbs for a little while if their luck held; we knew

a heart could be taken in bits and pieces, with the victim barely
noticing, or all at once, prized from a chest like an oyster from
a shell; and we knew the sorceresses got those hearts from
us, those who lived in villages far from the city and the king's

palace.

And what did they do with all that magic? No one knew
for sure, and no one much cared. Whatever they did, they
did in the city, and they didn't concern themselves with our
affairs, so we didn't concern ourselves with theirs. The ladies
probably used their magicks for murdering and all such, we

speculated-killing people the king wanted dead. Big, political
things.

Our kingdom was never at war and had not been for hun-
dreds ofyears, as far as anyone knew and perhaps the ladies
and their magicks had something to do with that.

They didnt'take enough from us to be a bother, and any in-
convenience caused by the gradual stealing of hearts was more

than made up for by the excitement of their visits, or so every-

one seemed to believe.

That acceptance of what amounted to a slow mutilation
seemed strange to me later, but at the time, I was as complacent
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I quite enjoyed seeing the men squirm under the sorcer-

esses' gaze and the womenfolk's fear and anger. The women
would come into the shop after one of the ladies had visited
and tut their tongues, complaining about the weakness of men,

and I would listen stolidly as I wrapped their meat, gleeful on
the inside.

I think I liked hearing of their resentment because it meant
they knew what it felt like to be me, even for just a moment.
Even the prettiest of them couldnt hold a candle to the sorcer-

esses, and I always felt like the plainest girl in the village by a

long way.

I knew I would never be one of the young women with a
babe on her hip, or even one of the settled matrons in a floury
apron. I told myself I was at peace with it, but, as I said, seeing

the women's jealousy of the sorceresses gave me a kind of sat-

isfaction. I couldnt find it in myself to feel too sorry for them.

The sorceresses were charming, though. Even I couldn't
deny that. I had caught the eye of one once, as she climbed
down from her carriage, and she had smiled at me as if I were

someone who interested hervery much, and whom she might
want to learn more about, had she the time. Then I had the in-
kling of how they might have broken hearts, those ladies.

We had only known one person to be taken by the sorceresses,

properly taken. Mostly the ladies just sucked enough heart out
of enough idiots to serve their purposes on thei4 rare visits, and

then left, like picking the best fruits for the harvest.

Eventually they would run out, I supposed, but perhaps
not-the ladies seemed never to age, and maybe theywere con-

tent to wait till more idiots spawned and grew old enough to
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up that luscious leg. The lads made him tell this story over and

over.

The sorceresses always kept those carriage'curtains drawn
right till the last moment, keeping everyone on tiptoes and
straining to see; the menfolk's trousers bulging out at the
seams, no doubt, as if their little fellows could stand on tiptoe
as well and get aquiz at the fine city ladies.

Dav worked in the fish market back then. He went out on
the river enough days to bring heaps of the stinking things
back, dangling from poles. He always smelled a little like fish,

did Dav. That was the only memorable thing about him, before

that day.

This particular sorceress, the one who took Dav, was

golden-haired under her black veil, the gold glinting through
the lace like daisies in the grass.

She did not even make the usual pretense of going to the
herbalist's that day, but instead stepped her dainty feet in their
buttoned boots onto our dirryvillage ground and looked boldly
about her. If she had been a goodwife at the fruit stand, she

would have been squeezing melons and measuring the weight
of apples; that's the kind of look she had as she eyed the staring

crowd with her yellow-green eyes.

She saw Dav standing at his fish stall, with his big tub of
brine and his dried fish dangling from his pole like a fringe
about him, and pointed one long finger at him.

Dav looked about himself gormlessly, to either side and
then behind, then realized to whom she was pointing and
poked his eyebrows up so high that they disappeared into his
hair.

And then she smiled, and he lurched forward, almost over-

tipping his tub of salted water, and made his stumbling way
through the silent, watching crowd.

They stepped aside for him as they would step aside for
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been taken, but he went willingly. We had all seen iL Besides,

the guardsmen were as ineffective as the holy men when it
came to sorceresses. Why did we need the law, or even gods,

when we lived under the sorceresses' all-powerful protection?
Their authority trumped all.

Dav's mother cried' There were half-hearted attempts to
contact the city, send letters, but no one knew exactly where to

send them.

When Dav came back-must have been a week, maybe
ten days later?-he came back alone. They found him lying in
his fish stall in the early hours of the morning, when the first
market-keepers were trundling in their barrows of produce and

flowers.

He was snoring, head on the ground and feet dangling over

and into his tin tub of stale, briny water, which no one had
bothered to empty. And he was naked with, some said, a great

bruise on his chest. I never saw him without a shirt after this, so

I can't confirm the truth of it.

They shook him awake, splashed the souring water on his

face, slapped him about a bit, and draped him with enough
cloth to make him decent. They asked him what had hap-
pened. He seemed dazed,looking over their shoulders as if
searching for someone else. He Iooked like a child hunting for
his mother in a crowd, on the verge of tears. His great, rough,
drylipwobbled.

Dav's mother kept him out of sight for a while. She kept her
curtains closed, too, so none of the village nosy-parkers could
peek in.

When he finally emerged, he looked Iike a man recover-

ing from a long illness. He even walked with a cane, for shite's

sake, which I thought was probably for show. After all, his legs

weren't what the sorceress had been interested in, presumably.

l
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But Dav said nothing. Whenever he was asked-and he
was, subtly at first and then more insistently when he vouch-
safed no details-he started to cry like a child, his face open
and loose and wet, so that the other men looked away in
embarrassmenl

He would cry for hours into his ale, himself as free of shame

as a baby, but it made everyone else sit at the edges of the room
and eye him sideways. After a while, they stopped asking.

Dav never spoke about his time with the sorceress. Nor did
he ever matry, nor have a sweetheart. I heard the rumors and
saw him often as he passed before the shop window, Iooking
Iost and bereft, searching the crowd as if looking for someone.

I didnt think to talk to him myself about the sorceress or
ask him about his time under her spell. Back then, I thought I
would have nothing to do with the magic ladies besides watch-
ing them pass through-more fool me, as it turned out.
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