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A Little Treason 

 

The sound of screams reaches me from half a mile away. Scrambling up off my 

knees, I leave the cucumber field, brush mud off my skirt, and tilt my head in the direction 

of the village center. Screeches rise to echo against Nebraska’s rolling green hills. I take 

off at a trot toward the noise, eager to voice my opinion whatever the disagreement.  

After all, I am Pegeen Parker, the Parker in Holiday. 

The cinder path winds up hill and down. Halfway there, I can tell whose voice is 

saying what.  

“Three days,” says Wren Deshaye. “Your task was to find the Winter King to father 

Holiday’s next generation. You’ve gone flitting about, here and there, and brought us 

nothing” 

“Nothing!” Voices chime in like a choir calling for the dead man on the cross. 

I’m close enough to see her glamour-enhanced beauty, blonde hair shining in the 

sunlight.  The Elders surround Wren’s daughter, Arabesque.  

“Ma…” Arabesque says. 

As Summer Queen, she must find, trap, and seduce a male witch of power.  

“How will we secure the next generation if you can’t do your job?” Wren asks.  

We need a Winter King for two things. Once he impregnates the women, he’s 

sacrificed to strengthen the wards that keep us separate from the outside world. We hear 

men no longer burn witches, but we’re taking no chances. 

Arabesque turns to me. “The damn couplet didn’t work. It’s too old. You know what 

I think?”  
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“What?” Wren and I ask in concert. 

“It’ll never attract the right male. We want a witch of power. Someone give me a 

different couplet,” says Arabesque. 

The Elders hem and haw. Wren sniffs. 

“What’s the Parker couplet?” Arabesque asks me. 

The Parker’s couplet is my secret. I shake my head.  

“Try again,” says the Elder choir.  

“Try harder,” says Wren. 

I shrug. Arabesque is a lazy girl, a fact I learned when Wren sent her over to try her 

hand at gardening. Let magic burn in you, Till a man you subdue. The charm pops into 

my head. I don’t say it out loud, but behind my back, I sign a harmless spell to boost 

Arabesque’s powers.  

With a sigh, Arabesque trudges into the forest toward the highway. The Elders 

gather round me and chatter like a brood of clucking hens. They’re right, though. I’m 

dismayed by Arabesque’s failure. Wren always succeeded in bringing the right male to 

Holiday.  

Even if none of those males ever gave me the daughter I long for.   

 

Another week goes by before Arabesque brings a male home to Holiday.  

She leaves him at Wren’s house and visits me, squatting down to talk while I’m 

weeding the tomato field.  
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“He’s not a witch,” she says. “Mom thought him human at first, but really he’s some 

sort of Elemental. Air maybe? Not fire. He’s… “ 

“He’s what?” I wipe sweat off my face and leave a streak of mud that tightens my 

skin as it dries in the hot air. The sun leaves me breathless. I make a sign behind my back 

where Arabesque can’t see. Gardening is Parker magic. It looks easy—at least easier than 

pulling weeds one by one—but while the spell saves time, it takes effort. I’m drenched in 

sweat.  

The weeds vanish. Arabesque doesn’t notice.   

“His name’s Corentin Blue.” She moans like a lovelorn woman. “His aura—think of 

fluffy clouds of purest white. He’s powerful, Mom says. Maybe a Prime.”  

“What’s he look like?” There has to be a reason Arabesque is so giddy over this 

male.  

“Not tall. Muscular but slim. Black hair and gorgeous brown eyes. Kissable lips.” 

Arabesque moans again, a seeming involuntary noise made up of adolescence and lust. 

“He’s angry right now. Says we did something to weaken his powers.” 

How can Arabesque not know? The wards are set to weaken any magic-kind male 

entering the village. It keeps them here, willy-nilly. Yes, it seems wicked to kidnap males 

and have sex with them, consenting or no. But think of all the women burned or drowned 

or hung for witchcraft. Magic-kind can spare a few random males to our benefit.  

Wren must not have confided these facts to Arabesque who is fifteen years my 

junior and a very young nineteen.  

The last Summer Queen was Wren. I was Arabesque’s age, nineteen, the year Wen 

turned twenty-eight, Arabesque a mere child. In all the years, from all the Winter Kings 

that Wren brought home to Holiday, I got pregnant only once and then miscarried.  
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This is my last chance. If I don’t give birth to a daughter, the Elders may cast out 

the only Parker left in Holiday.   

 

Corentin Blue has lived in Holiday for six weeks. July turns to August before I catch 

sight of him from afar. The girls—fifteen of them hoping to get pregnant—twitter like a 

flock of birds.  

“He’s so handsome.”  

“He’s such a good lover.”  

“He’s wonderful!” 

I see him, but he also sees me. He waves and smiles, leaving me blushing. I never 

expect that unlooked-for kindness. I’m just not much to look at while, even at a distance. 

he’s a beautiful man. He’s shorter than I, but seems taller. Slim and wiry, with a full head 

of black hair that gleams almost purple in sunlight. Brown eyes, an aquiline nose—very 

Roman judging by the books I’ve read—a cleft chin and full lips.  

He’s smart, having a degree from an elite human university in engineering.  

He’s powerful. Our Nebraska summer weather, usually too stormy, too wet, or too 

dry, has been free of the normal lightning storms and tornadoes. Since he arrived the 

weather’s been perfect. Warm enough and just wet enough for good crops. 

I’m powerful too. I never get a single mosquito or black fly bite, while the bees and 

hummingbirds visit my gardens in droves. Adding his power to mine will make my 

daughter one of the most magical Parkers ever.    
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August flies by and the fall equinox arrives. Everybody who wanted to get pregnant 

is pregnant. 

Finally, it’s my turn. 

 

I come back from the garden a sweaty mess, to find Corentin Blue waiting for me 

on the front stoop. He’s seeing me at my worst, and I drop my gaze to the ground. 

 But he smiles and says, “Hello,” his voice bright in greeting. The man oozes charm, 

and seems as though he’s accepted his role as Winter King. He holds out his hand to shake 

mine. 

I raise my hand, covered in grime, mud under my fingernails.  

“Oh,” he says, and drops his outstretched arm.  

I flush like I did the day he waved at me.  

I say, “I’ll wash up. Have you eaten? I put a lamb stew in the pot before I left this 

morning.” By now, the lamb will be tasty-tender, and the vegetables will have melted into 

gooey gravy. I may not be young or beautiful, but I’m a good cook. 

While I shower and change into clean clothes, he paces the parlor, footsteps 

echoing. My hands shake and I finally cast a spell to button my shirt. But he can’t possibly 

be nervous, can he? Not after bedding all the other eligible girls.   

I set the table using magic instead of my trembling hands, take a freshly baked 

boule from the bread box, and boil water for tea. We sit down together. He waits for me 

to tear off a piece of bread and pick up my spoon.  
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“I like your house,” he says as if he hasn’t already said that exact thing to fifteen 

girls. 

“Thank you.” I don’t know what else to talk about. The weather? The harvest? I 

look into my bowl of stew, spoon a mouthful, and chew reflectively. He does the same.  

The room fills with awkwardness until he says, “The girls say it’s your last chance.” 

Spoon halfway to my mouth, I can’t believe he said that out loud.  

“Fuck you,” I say before thinking things through, but then force myself to add in a 

rueful tone, “It’s true.”  

He meets my gaze with a lopsided grin. “We’ll make sure this works.” 

I’m grateful and angry and embarrassed all at the same time. I take a deep breath 

of my own and count to twenty. “Okay,” I finally say. 

After supper, he sits on my stoop, his legs dangling over the railing-less edge, and 

sings, “In quella parte del libro de la mia memoria…” 

“What is that?” 

“In that part of the book of my memory.”  

I scrunch my forehead. “No, I mean what language?” 

“An Italian poem. Dante Alighieri. I wrote the melody. Do you like it?”   

I didn’t, and when I make a face, he laughs.  

“How ‘bout this?” He waves a hand, and the apple trees make a sound that wind in 

branches have never made before.  “D-sharp,” he says before whistling a different tune, 

sad like a dirge or the song of the mourning dove.  

I don’t like his music and I’m not sure about him. He’s too smooth, too charming, 

too appealing.  

“Very nice.” I don’t mean it and he hears my lie.  
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But smiling, he scrambles up. “Okay. No more singing. Let’s get this over with.” 

I expect nothing more. Especially after all the beautiful girls, this is a chore for him. 

But when I started to undress, he stops me. He kisses and caresses me, not in a wet or 

grabby way, but with hot, sweet breath and deliberate hands. He takes his time, his gaze 

on me, making sounds of approval, of appreciation that surprise me. 

Past experience taught me sex isn’t about pleasure. Sex is a means to an end, 

nothing more. But Corentin is my first generous lover. He takes his time, waiting, waiting 

until my pleasure is what others talk about. 

Tears leak from my eyes when we are done, and he holds me, shushing me as his 

hands move constantly to sooth me. I like him all the more for how beautiful he made me 

feel, feminine and young instead of an older woman getting her final chance. 

I have no words to convey my gratitude. He eventually, inevitably, falls asleep and 

snores. It’s just as well. Threads of emotion already connect me to him. Loving him is an 

eventuality I can’t allow. 

 

 

Three nights pass. We sit in the orchard, the trees heavy with fruit and the 

fragrance of ripening apples.  

“Why is your town hidden away?” he asks. 

The question takes me by surprise. “The outside world is dangerous.” 

“No more so than any other place. Here is dangerous. For me.” 
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“Holiday is matriarchal. The wards protect our witches from the outside world. 

Since humans built the interstate so close, since Omaha became a major city, since 

Lincoln is the capital of Nebraska, since our village lies between, we must often strengthen 

our wards.” 

“Using my blood? Why not sacrifice your own? Or stop short of death.” 

“It’s been tried.” His questions irritate me. He must think our forebears leaped to 

the most extreme solutions.  

“Have you tried sacrificing your own sons?” 

 “Our Book of Light begins with the words, ‘Above all else, secure the next 

generation.’ For this, and this alone, we need men. We don’t bear sons.” 

“You can control gender? I’d like to see that magic.” 

I want to tell him that Holiday witches cast a one-time spell to bear only daughters. 

But I’m old enough to know better. Girls have a choice. Give the male babies away or leave 

forever.  

“I don’t want you to die.” A pang of sadness rushes through me at the thought of 

Holiday after his death. The air is softer, the days brighter, the summer gentler than any 

I’ve known. I’m amazed that any girl he’s slept with isn’t begging to let him stay.  

“You only think you’re safe,” he adds. “The pretty girl,” he means Arabesque, “says 

her ancestor, some Deshaye or other, was burned at the stake in France. Three centuries 

ago. Her family doesn’t have a good excuse for retreating from the world. The crazy girl,” 

he means Molly Clarke, “says her family followed yours here and you haven’t a reason.” 

“My ancestor, Pepper. Her husband was burned at the stake. She escaped with her 

daughter Prudence.” 
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Corentin makes a noise deep in his chest, a groan but not. “Author of The Book of 

Light?” 

“That’s right. Prudence penned rules for future generations. To keep us safe.” 

“No one will let me read the damn thing,” he says.  

I’m aghast. “It’s—sacred.” 

“Inspired by the goddess?” 

“No. At least, I’ve never heard that. But why bother reading it? What will you 

learn?” 

“Prudence Parker must have approved human—male—sacrifice.” His tone is bitter.  

The Book of Light speaks to the avoidance of evil, but nothing about human 

sacrifice. That came later. After Prudence.  

“I know you don’t want to die,” I say quietly and with compassion. But his time 

here is over. The king must die.  

 

That same evening the Elders call me to the Deshaye house. I leave Corentin 

singing in the stone fruit orchard and make my way to Holiday’s heart. The Deshaye’s 

grand Victorian houses a library and school room. Wren’s tutelage, strict and no-

nonsense, is something I’m glad to have missed. Wren’s mother was a gentler soul. 

When I arrive, our healer, the septuagenarian Erlina Proctor, tests me in secret 

ways and at the end says, “That’s done then. You’re pregnant, Pegeen, and it seems all is 

well.” 
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“Very good,” says Wren. “Do we wait till Samhain or use the next new moon?” 

The new moon is a week away.  

Discussion follows, repetitious and tedious, over whether it’s better to wait. Finally, 

the Elders and Arabesque as Summer Queen decide on the new moon and move on to 

plan the sacrifice itself. Arabesque is all for trussing him up inside a wicker man and 

burning him alive. 

I’m appalled by Arabesque’s cruelty. “He’s earned the right to a painless death,” I 

say. “We’ve never in my lifetime had so wonderful a summer, and all who want to be 

mothers are pregnant. We owe him a death as unexpected as an afternoon shower on a 

sunny day. As peaceful as the first star in the twilight sky.” 

Wren snipes at me. “What did you do? Fall in love?” 

Her question reveals too much of how I feel. All I say is, “Fair’s fair.” 

She narrows her eyes with a poisonous gaze. “Don’t be thinking to help him escape. 

This is our way. We need these males for two things, not just the one. You lift a finger to 

commit that little treason, Pegeen Parker, and we’ll see what happens next. It won’t be 

good.” 

I hadn’t considered helping him escape, but my heart beats faster imagining the 

possibilities.   

 

Corentin is sitting in the parlor when I return. He’s looking out the front window, 

and his face is as serious as death. “Where are the wards weakest?”  
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The question he asks turns my brain to jelly. I can’t tell him. The wards are weakest 

in the swamp. No one in the one-hundred-seventy-four years since the founding of 

Holiday bothered to cast a warding spell there. The swamp itself poses myriad lethal 

dangers. Outsiders who go there end up dead.  

This is not what I imagined. Most likely, he’ll die anyway, and the magic of his 

death will feed our wards. But if he succeeds, the wards will weaken. Silent, I berate myself 

for this unwanted emotion.    

“You might walk as far south as you can,” I say. “Except it’s dangerous.” 

“You women drained my powers. I haven’t much left and what I have, I’ll use to 

leave. Unless you stop me.” Did he speak from natural arrogance, or did he have enough 

elemental magic to conquer the swamp’s natural hazards? 

I shrug as if uncaring.    

“Show me where.” 

I’ve lived in Holiday’s safety all my life. How many sacrifices have I participated 

in? Gods, what would my mother say if she were still alive? I’ll be guilty of treason just 

like Wren warned. If I lie and say he died in the swamp—but I’m a poor liar. If he escapes, 

the Elders may demand my life in exchange.  

If only they’d agree to kill him painlessly. But how he dies isn’t the overriding 

question. In the end, what right do we have to kill him? 

Unless he stumbles upon the swamp, somehow survives, somehow escapes, then 

no one can blame me.  

But I knew better than to fall for him. 
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I put Corentin off for several days, but as the moon wanes, I show him the way to 

the swamp. In the late afternoon, we backtrack along the edge of the forest to a place 

where only native trees, cottonwoods and buttonbush, grow. Switch grass lines the path, 

alive with gnats and no-see-ums.  

Sunlight shimmers on potholes full of a viscous substance glistening in gaseous 

colors of purple, green and blue. A creek of something, not water, twists snakelike in a 

series of hairpin turns and muddies the path. Dragonflies and wasps, maiden flies and 

black flies buzz around our heads.  

Corentin extends his hand and insects land there.   

“Everything here can kill,” I say.  

He laughs. “Everything that flies answers to me. Don’t be afraid.” 

“Walk where I walk, otherwise you risk getting sucked in.” But he wanders away 

from where I lead, into the high grass. He somehow avoids sinkholes. I study him as he 

moves closer to the phosphorescent creek. His feet skim the ground, which explains his 

disdain for my warnings. He commands air and air supports him.  

“You don’t need me to get out,” I say.  

“I can reach my car from here?” he asks. 

His question infuriates me. “Do you have any idea what will happen to me if they 

find out I helped you?” I still want to make sure he gets away safe. His escape isn’t at issue. 
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But I hate that he thinks to manipulate me. I ignore my rising ire and respond with facts. 

“Three miles beyond the lake is the place where you left your car.”  

“There’s a lake? Part of the forest lake?” 

“No. The Black Lake is different.” I point farther south. “Half a mile.” Sweat-

drenched, more from anxiety than heat, my body exudes sour fear.  

Corentin starts walking… floating south. This is goodbye. 

Picking my way safely, I trail behind him. The lake comes into view, a huge yet 

shallow crater full of a thick, gummy substance that’s not water. A checkerboard of 

sinkholes pits the ground. A thicket of buttonbush crackles.   

Corentin glides to the lake’s edge and wets his hand. He sniffs. “You know what 

you have here?”  

I shrug. It’s petroleum—a lake of oil—and it bubbles up as fast as the Hibbins girls 

can siphon it off in ways known only to them. How Holiday operates in isolation from the 

outside world is only one of our big secrets. 

What will he do with this discovery? 

He grins but says nothing more about it. He grabs me and hugs me close, his mouth 

pressing against mine until I can barely breathe. I push against his chest, and reluctantly 

he loosens his hold.  

I want to beg him to return to the cottage. I need one more night with him, but I 

have too much pride. What am I, after all? Just a middle-aged woman, too tall, too 

muscular, with coarse, dark hair and brown eyes. Plain face. Dirt under my fingernails. 

Not smart or even personable.  

But he says, “I’ll always remember you. I think I fell a little in love. And I’ll always 

be grateful.” 
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A little in love. The only reason I’m memorable is for daring to help him escape 

certain death.  

I don’t thank him for the way he treated me. Kindly. Respectfully. “Go on then.” I 

turn toward home and certain judgment.  

At the whoosh, I look over my shoulder. He traverses the lake, his feet skimming 

on air, his too-long hair fluttering in the breeze that he himself creates. His power dips at 

times. His boots trail in the lake. Halfway across he whirls backwards, as if skating on ice. 

He extends one hand toward me and calls, “Come with me.” 

The offer astounds me. I come to a halt and want to reach for his outstretched hand.  

What can I do but shake my head? I’m the Parker in Holiday where I’m safe, bound 

by tradition and ritual. His love, so desirable, fills me with misgiving. 

He nods and turns away. I watch until he disappears. The faint whir of his car 

engine sounds. I’m not close enough to hear the crunch of gravel as he drives away forever. 

Even then I don’t give myself permission to fill the hole in my heart with tears.  

 

It takes the Elders less than twenty-four hours to figure out he’s gone. They send 

the Summer Queen after me.  

Arabesque hustles me into the library where the Elders are gathered and points me 

to a stool in the middle of the room. Obedient, I sit. The stool isn’t a comfortable place to 

sit, not for a pregnant, middle-aged woman of my height and size. But no one cares a jot 

for my comfort.  
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The room swells with rage, the women’s faces ranging from aggrieved to infuriated.   

“Pegeen Parker,” says Wren. “You cheated us of our rightful sacrifice and here we 

sit, prepared to substitute you in the ritual slaying.” Formal words. Frightening words.  

The circle murmurs various means. “Hang her.” “Use the wicker man.” “Only the 

three-fold death will suffice.” 

Finally, I can’t catch who, someone says, “Drown her in the Black Lake.”  

By the nodding heads around the circle, most agree.  

Wren goes on and on, saying things I already know about why we sacrifice Winter 

Kings. Most likely the same explanations I gave Corentin. I don’t hear a word, frozen by 

the horror of drowning in oil. Wren drones on as if I don’t know, wasn’t raised here, am a 

stranger wandered in from the outside. The Elders finally nudge her. They see I’m not 

listening.  

Why did you do it?” Wren asks. 

I don’t have an answer for her. I can’t say because he treated me with kindness. I 

will never tell anyone that I fell in love. The stain on my spirit is that I gave him life instead 

of death. Even though he’s not part of my world, knowing he’s alive will let me sleep at 

night and dream my memories.  

“He won’t talk.” It’s all I can give them. 

Wren doesn’t bother to hide her fury. “That man is a pure gossip. Of course he 

won’t run and tell humans, but we don’t want the outside magic-kind knowing anything 

about us. Imagine what they’ll do. Here we have four hundred powerful females. Many 

ripe for marriage. Fresh blood for their inbred families. Don’t think they won’t come. 

Don’t think they won’t ruin our lives. That’s what you risked with your little treason.” 

I can only repeat, “He won’t talk.”  
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Every witch in the room snorts.  

They argue in front of me, speaking as if I’m not here. The disagreement centers 

on what I shouldn’t have done. I hide a smile. They don’t talk again about my punishment. 

But I can see the wheels turning in Wren’s head every time she glances my way. She and 

my mom never got along. She never liked me.  

 At last, the Elders settle on one question. The petroleum lake. Does Corentin Blue 

know about the petroleum lake? If he does, he’ll return and exploit it. 

I can’t answer that. I wish I could. 

“Well, what have you to say for yourself?” This from Wren.  

Faces somber, the Elder witches stare at me accusingly, but their eyes parade 

uncertainty. They wait for me to name my fate, and I will not. 

“All right, then,” says Wren. Her fingers twitch. She stands and paces the room. 

Finally, she folds her hands at her waist and stops in front of me. She blasts me with a 

look of pure poison. “We can’t kill you.” 

Of course they can’t. I’m the only Parker in Holiday and I’m pregnant with my 

successor. As long as I’m pregnant, my death isn’t on the table. And after? Who will teach 

Baby Girl Parker to manage the acres of vegetable gardens? Who will weed the cucumber 

beds and cast midnight spells to prevent borers in the stone fruit and worms in the apples 

and pears? Who knows the secrets of making potatoes, onions, and garlic last through a 

long winter? I’m the one to pickle and preserve, salt, cure and smoke the food on their 

tables.   

I am the only Parker—the only green-thumb—in all Holiday. They need me. 

I won’t help her out of her conundrum, but clever Wren has thought it through. “If 

all agree,” she looks up at the Elders forming a half-circle around me, “We will block 
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Pegeen Parker’s magic. A year and a day. Her blocked powers will be drained to 

strengthen our wards, along with a monthly tithing of blood.” She turns to me. “You will 

continue to work your fields and harvest your crops for Holiday. But without spells.” 

Hand weeding, harvesting, canning, hoeing, planting. It’s hard to be made human 

for a year. But it isn’t drowning in petroleum or burning alive. I nod.  

The Elders agree, most with relief. Only Arabesque looks disappointed.  

I leave and walk back to my cottage, tears running down my cheeks. I’m not crying 

for the punishment. I miss him too much. 

The sun is sinking below the horizon when I reach the cottage. The baby giggles—

my baby who is nothing more than a clump of dividing cells. The sound is clear as day, 

the infectious laugh of innocent delight. An urgent desire to walk out to the fields 

overtakes me.  

My acres are overgrown with weeds. The cucumber field is the worst. I’ve been too 

busy getting pregnant to bother with daily clearing. I try my usual spell, but the magic is 

gone. I go to the shed for a pair of gloves, and when I return, the field is empty of weeds 

and fruit both. 

It takes a minute to know what happened.  

“Baby,” I say. 

No words, but answering laughter.  

“We need to talk about the difference between weeds and not,” I say in the direction 

of my belly.  

But I wonder at the power that Corentin Blue and I created. 

 

END 


