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#######
To Mum and Dad
I know you would have loved this.
#######
Prologue.
‘Mother! Mother Alice, come quick!’
The boy came charging up the lane and vaulted over the wall into the garden, his feet landing heavily on the flagstone path. He stood for a moment, hands on thighs, catching his breath.
‘Joseph Figgins, I’ve told you before, use the gate’ Alice said, stepping forward and giving him a swift clip across the ear.
‘Sorry Mother but you must come. It’s Mona, the bloody baby is coming.’
Another sharp slap followed the last.
‘And I will not tolerate language Joseph Figgins no matter whose baby is just about to come into the world. Now fetch me bag. It’s on the kitchen table. I’m all ready.’
Alice made her way through the village, as fast as her short legs and bent back would allow. Mona was about to give birth to her seventh child, she could do it on her own, and could probably cook a meal for the family in between the contractions, if she had a mind to. Alice did not even know why she was hurrying, the woman had no trouble popping the last six of her offspring out into the world, but if Mother Alice was called, then she would answer.
The small cottage at the other end of the village was damp, smelly, and cramped with too many busybodies aimlessly milling about. Alice shooed them all out of the door, clearing a space in which to look at her patient.
‘It’s a hard one’ Mona breathed from the wet mattress on the floor ‘been contracting since dawn. It don’t want to come.’
Alice made reassuring noises and laid an expert hand and eye on the heaving stomach.
‘She’ll come out when she’s ready and not before, now stop mithering. I’ll boil the kettle for some tea, if you have any, that is.’
Mona heaved and groaned for another six hours until the last of the afternoon sun left the village. Alice lit the small mean lamps and put them around the room that served as a bedroom for the whole of Mona’s large family. If truth be told, she had no time for Mona West, or her bullish husband. The pair of them should have stopped adding to the population years ago. The children they produced were small and skinny with attitudes they had no right to possess. They would never amount to anything much. Mother Alice, like many women of her position, had never acquired a husband or children of her own. She dealt with childbirth the same way she dealt with a stubborn boil. First time mothers were grateful for the aid you gave. By the second or third they thought they knew it all but still wanted you to nip in there and deliver it yourself. Mona squirmed on the dirty floor as another contraction ripped through her body.
‘This bastard is going to kill me Mother, tear me to shreds from the inside out, it surely will.’
‘Best use your strength to get the baby out then,’ Alice said crisply ‘that was a hefty contraction, it won’t be long now.’
Mona screamed as another pain wracked her body. Alice wiped away the beads of sweat that had formed on her brow.
‘Am I going to die? The Squire said we’re all cursed. Am I next then Mother?’
Alice snorted. ‘That is gibberish you’re talking there Mona, let us get on with it shall we, I wouldn’t mind a bit of sleep tonight if you don’t mind, my back is killing me.’
An hour later, the troublesome baby made its difficult entrance into the world. Alice saw to the cord and wrapped the small, skinny baby in the cleanest blanket she could find. Alice then put the new baby in the wooden box that would serve as the baby’s cot while she checked over the mother. She then took the girl over to the light to clean her up and give her the once over. In the dim room all had appeared well, but now, here by the light, she could see there was definitely a problem. She turned the baby this way and that.
‘Another girl, he won’t be best pleased’ Mona sighed, sipping at the herbal tea that the midwife had prepared.
Alice took another cloth and wiped the baby’s face again.
‘What is it Mother? What’s wrong with her? Let me see?’
Alice laid the baby at her side and held the lamp over the sorry sight.
*
Two days later Alice Bainbridge walked across the desolate moors. Her basket was heavy and getting heavier by the minute. She doubted very much that the contents would survive the journey; the nights were freezing and unforgiving out here. Alice cursed every mile across bracken, bog and river; this was not the time to be up here unless you were trying to catch a quick and easy death.
‘Damn them, damn them and their petty beliefs’ she cursed as her sturdy leather boots caught in yet another sucking mire.
This was just another occasion that Mother Alice had doubted her vocation. When this village had called, she should have turned a deaf ear, ignored them, and taken up with her original plan to join the coven in Baxton. This place was too far up in the mountains and too far away from civilisation. The villagers saw warnings and signs in anything and everything. Over the years, she had overridden many of their daft superstitions, replacing their stupid omens with good solid reasoning, but it was a losing battle.
‘You are one that I cannot pass off I’m afraid, and there is only one thing to be done with you’ she said to her silent passenger.
As Alice neared her destination, she took the baby out of the basket. The mark on the small pale cheek ran from ear to mouth in a vivid red line. To all intents and purposes, it did look like a knife wound, but it would fade with time, of that she was sure. It was a shame, apart from being very thin, the little girl showed promise of good looks, which would have been a novelty in her family. It had taken an awful lot of effort just to survive this far.
‘She has been cut by evil, mark my words’ Sedgely Pierce had said; and he was not the only one who had something to say about Mona’s latest offspring.
She could not fight them, not about this, and rather than leave the baby to be drowned by her father, Alice had spirited the baby out of the village in the middle of the night. No one would miss her, the poor little mite, and it would bring her family nothing but relief to be unburdened from this stigma. It was a shame, Alice thought sadly, a dreadful shame, maybe one day someone, somewhere, would recognise the mark for what she thought it was.
*
The yellow-ridged fingernail reached out to swirl the inky water. With a sprinkle of chosen herbs, the scene burst into life once again. The shrouded face watched as the picture cleared, expanded, shuddered, and settled down to admit the truth…yes, she was coming.
#######
-Pagan spell of news
Chapter One
Dorcas woke that morning with unusual anticipation, beating the cockerel’s first call by a good five minutes. The others would not stir for a while; their gentle snores would remain undisturbed until the bird reminded them once again that it was time to rise. Even then, some would need a good sharp poke to get them going.
The first rays of the winter sun were just touching the eaves of the cottage as Dorcas crept out of her narrow bed and straightened down the sheets. Tucking in the corner, she took care to avoid the beams on the window side of the bed as she forced the eiderdown under the feather mattress and patted until she was satisfied. The warming wood above her head creaked and groaned, hiding her footsteps across the bare wooden floor, allowing her to open the attic door and make her way quietly down the spiral stairs. She stopped for a second at the bottom to check for movement from above before entering the kitchen. She so wanted just a little time to herself, a time to breathe and to prepare herself for the day’s events.
‘Good morning Dorcas.’
‘Merrymeet to you Zarah. A good night then?’
‘Prolific thank you.’ the cat replied languidly, closing the bright green eye that he had deigned to open so early in the day.
Dorcas hopped over the cold flagstones and filled the heavy black kettle from the pump on the sink, lifting one foot and then the other while the water made its unhurried way from well to spigot. The warmth from the range never seemed to touch the cold floor no matter what time of year it was. Even Zarah, who had been outside on a night that had brought the first of the winter’s frost, now sought refuge off the ground. He was balanced precariously on top of a pile of folded laundry next to the hearth, long limbs spread down either side like black lava. He did not stir as she waited patiently for the kettle to make its slow way to boiling point. Nothing happened very quickly in the kitchen. She pulled her Book of Shadows from the neat row on the dresser and opened it at the large wooden table. Her feet found their familiar place on the bar of the chair, habitually curling outwards to hug the legs. This would be the last day that she did this and it did not feel odd at all. Another flip of anticipation ran through her stomach as she scanned through the last observations she had made the day before.
The kettle ‘blooped’ its signal that it was preparing for the final push towards getting hot enough for tea. Dorcas retrieved her cup and saucer from their special place on top of the dresser. Her breakfast tisane was, as usual, pushed to the back of the cupboard and she had to get down onto the cold flagstones to dig it out of its hiding place. There was never any respect in this place and that would be one thing she certainly would not miss. With the tea brewing in her own small pot, she made a mental note of the possessions in this room that she would have to collect. She liked this kitchen and apart from the presence of the others, she would like to have one just like it of her own one day, large enough to move but compact enough to store everything to hand.
‘And one where I don’t have to hide anything.’
This kitchen had to be fairly big, there were twelve others to accommodate at meal times and that was something else she would not miss. The noise of all of them trying to do their work was enough to send Dorcas mad sometimes. On many occasions, she had retreated to the garden just to get some peace and quiet, sitting amongst the sage and mint to work quietly on her own. She relished these early mornings by herself, there were just too many other people around to get a grip on your own mind and that was something that Dorcas valued highly.
The list in her head grew as her eye fell on yet another box that belonged to her; did anyone else own anything at all in here? Gwenna’s tubs of salves were already packed and stored in a wooden crate by the back door. She was good at ointments and the like, far better that Dorcas had ever been. Gwenna showed a real talent in the unguent department. Eliza’s dopey frog was ensconced in its new travelling case, a jar with a handle on the top as opposed to a jar without one. The frog was not dopey. Eliza had let it eat wizenwood leaves and the poor thing had been drugged for over a week. Dorcas looked around. Apart from her own things, there was not much that belonged to anyone else. The specialised herbs on the windowsill would go with Ginnifer along with Zarah who didn’t look as if he wanted to go anywhere at all at present. Many witches found that their cats returned to Summerlands, wandering the countryside until they found their way home again. Ginnifer had only had Zarah with her for a few months, so perhaps he would settle when they moved to wherever they were going.
‘And where am I going I wonder?’
Dorcas pushed the thought away and concentrated on the cat. Zarah had been a present from Ginny’s family and they could not have chosen a more suitable cat than this one. Black as night from the tip of his nose to the end of his regal tail, polite, mannered, and wise, as a cat should be. Dorcas admitted to feeling more than a little jealous at the arrival of such an exquisite creature and longed to own an exact replica when she finally gained her placement in the outside world. Ginnifer would be destined for great things with a ‘Zarah’; the cat alone would open many doors for the girl. Dorcas had got on well with Ginny from the time that they were placed together as seniors and it surprised Dorcas as much as it surprised the rest of the students.
As soon as she had made her first appearance in this world Ginnifer Belle had been spoiled to the point of going rotten. Her family had indulged her every whim and supported her every fancy until the school eventually refused to let her father build a cabin in the forest so that they could visit more often. Ginny had the best of everything and the leftovers went to the rest of the girls in the cottage. Dorcas’s new boots were courtesy of Squire Belle. If Ginny wanted a new thurible, then she got one by return of post, covered in precious stones or ornate carvings, along with a year’s supply of Granidian incense. The pampering and cosseting should have been a bone in the throat of someone like Dorcas but the two girls remained good, if not close, friends. Dorcas knew that deep down Ginny did not really care a hare’s foot about any of it, the hedgewitching or otherwise. She knew exactly what she was going to do when she finished here and that was more than any of the other girls knew at that moment in time.
There was a heavy thump from upstairs that let Dorcas know Maghda had just arisen. Dorcas finished her tea, washed up her cup, and put it back on the dresser. If she left it out then someone would use it and that would not do at all.
Maghda’s heavy feet came down the stairs just before Dorcas could escape to the bathroom.
‘I knew you would be up first; beat that bloody cockerel for the last time then?’ Maghda said, making for the kettle.
Dorcas felt that this statement did not need answering; it was obvious that she was up first, and had been up before all of them for the last thirteen years. A number of rude retorts swept through her mind but she fixed Maghda with a bright smile and handed her the communal tisane. She had nothing against the girl, Maghda was just Maghda, but the less she had to do with her the better. She just happened to be one of those people who got on your nerves when they had not really said or done anything wrong. She could be funny, in a sarcastic sort of way, and was excellent at puddings, but she got up Dorcas’s nose much more than she ought to. Maghda Cotton was a moaner, an expert grumbler. She could moan from dawn until dusk about any subject you could think of and it looked as if she was about to launch into the first of the day. Dorcas beat a hasty retreat to the bathroom just outside the kitchen.
Their cottage, as so many others built around this small courtyard, had once been tithe cottages for the farm workers. When the new Summerlands College had taken over the estate, the old cottages were made fit for the students, but that unfortunately did not quite run to putting the bathroom on the inside. Once out in the bathroom Dorcas sent a silent prayer of thanks to the Goddess for giving her the foresight to have organised her clothes and wash things the night before. Stacked neatly on the bathroom chair was her outfit for the last day, newly polished best boots, and a piece of cinnamon soap wrapped in her washcloth. She had kept it hidden under her mattress in a small keepsake box that had been a gift from mother Lylas and was glad she had saved it for an occasion such as this. As with all things, Dorcas washed with speed and efficiency and knew that she would be dressed and ready before Maghda had poured the first of her morning cups. Dorcas scraped her hair into a tight bun at the back of her head and checked in the ancient mirror that no strands had escaped her competent fingers. The mirror had lost most of its silver so she tended to do everything by feel. There were a number of things that she could have done about this problem but that was just a waste of energy and besides the mirror reflected quite enough of her as it was. Dorcas had never been keen on her own reflection and didn’t much like the face that looked back at her. She was aware of what the other girls called her and had listened intently when Amberlynne had suggested ways of making her look more attractive. Dorcas could not see the sense in this either but had put up with the copious amounts of eyeliner that the girl had slathered on.
‘There, ten years younger’ Amberlynne had exclaimed after working on her for nearly an hour.
‘It would take more than a bit of make-up’ said Joan
‘Joan! There’s no need for that’ Ginny said, leaping to Dorcas’s defence.
‘Joan’s right,’ Dorcas said ‘I now look thirty-five instead of forty-five which is a commendable improvement. I just don’t think that I can waste the time doing this every day for no apparent reason.’
‘No reason?’ Amberlynne said dismayed. She spent at least an hour and a half preparing herself for the world every morning.
‘Dorcas would have to get up before the cockerel even went to bed’ Joan smirked.
‘Well, I think you look lovely,’ Amberlynne said, admiring her handiwork ‘your hair looks so different when it’s down.’
Dorcas could not imagine wearing her hair down every day. As a little girl she had even dragged it into a severe bun when she had hardly any hair to drag. As she got older, it seemed the only way that she could wear it; the hair had even started to look like it was growing upwards towards her crown. A woman in town had cut Amberlynne’s beautiful titian tresses as it curled out at the sides when left to its own devices. Dorcas was not interested in fashions of any sort. Untidy hair and clothes got in the way of what one was supposed to be doing, and what one was, or was going to be.
‘Thank you Amber, but I think I’ll just stick to the old me.’
Dorcas gathered up her hair, coiled it neatly in one hand, and jammed in half a dozen hairgrips, before her make-up artist had even put her brush down.
‘Well, you’ll never get a man looking like that.’
‘I’m sorry Amber, I didn’t mean to offend you, it’s just, well…’
‘Dorcas doesn’t want a man anyway’ Joan chipped in.
Amber could not stand it any more and stomped off into the tiny workroom that adjoined the kitchen.
‘I’m right though, aren’t I? You don’t want a man at all. You shouldn’t listen to Amber, she is going to accept the first poor sod who proposes. After the first few babies, she’ll forget all about the witching and settle down into being just a simple mother. She was only ever going to be a very basic hedgewitch anyway. ’
Dorcas had thought this through for a long time. Joan was right, she did not want a man, but that was not the whole story. She so desperately wanted to be a witch, not any old witch, but a good one. She had wanted it for so long now that she could not remember a time when that feeling was not with her. They were all going to be hedgewitches of one sort or another, serving their communities in all winds and weathers so what was the point in having a good haircut? It was just going to be ruined underneath her hat of trade anyway.
Dorcas dumped her wet towel and dirty laundry into the basket and returned to the kitchen. There was much more noise from upstairs now and Bridget and Maegwyn had joined Maghda and were warming their backsides against the range.
‘Meg and I have just been discussing you’ Bridget said, rubbing her bottom where it had become too hot.
‘Oh?’
‘Not just you’ Maegwyn said hastily.
‘No, not just you, but we think you’ll get Masterbridge. I overheard Mother Susan, there is an opening there for someone like you.’
‘Me? I shouldn’t think so’ Dorcas said dismissively, although that would be the answer to all her prayers and more. She considered it bad luck to dwell on that particular possibility.
‘Suit you down to the ground I should think.’ Maghda said as she passed another cup of tea to Bridget ‘If you’re up to it, that is.’
‘Of course she’s up to it, they’re hardly going to send the likes of Dorcas to some backwater place are they?’
‘Who knows what they will do Bridget,’ Dorcas said ‘I’ll get what I get and go where I’m told. They’ll probably send me to Sallington!’
They all laughed at this. Maghda was born to deal with animals, and Sallington, a market town on the east bank of the Sallet canal, was the obvious choice for her. Dorcas often thought that Maghda had been clever in her choice of specialization. She could spend all day moaning at the animals, and they could not, or would not, answer back.
‘Well, we’ll see today won’t we?’ Dorcas said crisply ‘Is everyone up now?’
The afternoon found Dorcas walking alone on the moor. She hitched up her clean dress, put on her old boots to stop the polished ones from getting muddy, and set off at a brisk pace. The morning rituals had been completed and all was ready and prepared for later. There was still over three hours to go before the ceremony started and she had escaped from the crowded cottage that was filled with too much energy. The chattering excited voices made her nerves worse and there were just too many people trying to squeeze past to get to the kettle. On an ordinary morning, the students were up at different times depending on their timetable and some would be just returning from a night expedition. They only ever all met together once a week and that was in the Hearth building for Pathworking or Esbat. This was the first and last time that this would happen and Dorcas breathed a sigh of relief at the thought. She could not imagine living with all those girls at the same time permanently.
Dorcas had chosen her ‘thinking’ walk; it would calm her nerves and let her put things into perspective. Up the valley to Grindle Point, across the southern tip of Ashen Moor and back down along the canal that would eventually meander its way through Brexham, the nearest town of any description to the college. The town had never crept any closer to Summerlands. Over the years it had spread out slightly to the west and to the south, but never venturing north. It would not dare.
Dorcas tossed things around in her head as she walked over the wet moors. She loved it up here, even in the depths of winter. The moor exuded peace and filled her senses with the smells of nature although damp bracken was now overpowering nearly everything else. This place allowed her to be herself, something that rarely happened when she was amongst others. A hawk passed high overhead screaming its annoyance at the lack of prey. Dorcas watched its progress until it swooped down and out of sight.
Thirteen years and it was nearly all over. Tonight she would find out where they were going to place her and it would all fall into place.
Dorcas sat on her favourite stile and surveyed the view in front of her. The deep valley spread out below her. In between the thickly wooded forest, parts of the college could be seen. Most of the Hearth building could be made out, its pentacle shape was too big to hide, but the rest of it snuggled into its surroundings, blending with tree, grass, sky, and moor. She could just about pick out the position of her own home cottage and the roofs of the other three that surrounded their yard but you only knew they were there if you knew where to look.
‘That’s exactly what I shall be doing,’ she said aloud to the sheep, ‘blending in, working with the coven. A sheep in sheep’s clothing….at last.’
Dorcas was not given to impromptu bouts of giggling but her laughter rang out as she made her way back down the steep path to the valley floor. Today was Samhain after all, the end of one thing and the start of something new, the beginning of a life that she had been dreaming about for a long time. Today the Goddess would cast off her robes and take on the robes of the Crone. It was indeed a perfect time for new things to happen, and new doors to open.
#######
Chapter two
‘Samhain. Samhain.’
Dorcas rolled the word around in her head. The other twelve times Samhain had come around it had signified only another year of life at Summerlands. Today it felt different, tasted different, and Dorcas felt herself caught up in the excitement of the Sabbat that had infected the other girls all day. As she came into the courtyard, Eliza and Joan came out of the kitchen door. They were dressed and ready to go.
‘Am I late?’ Dorcas asked in horror, looking to the evening sky. She was usually pretty good at estimating the time.
‘No Dorcas, you’re never late but some have gone on already to take in the atmosphere and prepare themselves.’
‘Ginny is waiting for you, we put your cloak and athame on the table’ Eliza added.
Dorcas hurried into the kitchen kicking off her muddy boots and grabbing for the clean, shiny ones.
‘Slow down Dorcas, we’ve got plenty of time. Cup of tea?’
Ginny had already placed a mug and a cup and saucer on the table and was poised with the kettle in mid air.
‘No, no, I want to get going.’ Dorcas said, wrapping her cloak around her and pulling on the flat starched cap. ‘Are you ready? You don’t look it.’
Ginny rattled dishes in the sink and fussed with the tea towel.
‘Umm, I can’t go yet, Zarah has decided to go ratting, he felt it appropriate. I must wait until he gets back. I’m sure he won’t want to miss it.’
‘I’m sure he won’t, but he does pick his times.’
‘He has his reasons,’ Ginny sniffed ‘go on without me. He’ll be back in a minute. Go on.’
‘Are you all right?’ Dorcas asked.
‘Of course, as excited as you are, now off with you.’
Ginny straightened Dorcas’s cloak, gave her a quick hug and pushed her out of the door. ‘All the others are already there. Maghda made some of that apple cake, go and join them before they eat it all. I’ll be there as soon as I can.’
Dorcas did not argue. She had no wish to sit in the kitchen drinking tea waiting for his highness to appear, when she could be mentally preparing herself for the Great Ritual. That would be best done in the calm of the anterooms that surrounded the Great Hall. She could not understand why Ginnifer would let her cat roam so close to such an important event, it was so disorganised. A cat could not be ruled, everyone knew that, but Dorcas felt sure that a few well-placed words would have done the trick. Ginny was like that though, she swayed with the lightest of breezes, bowing to the wants and needs of those around her.
Black figures appeared from the woods as she made her way across the stone courtyard towards the Hearth building. The colours of Samhain were apparent on all, with glimpses of red and purple beneath cloaks and caps. Dorcas herself had pinned her colours to the back of her cloak in the form of long ribbons that trailed down her back.
The Hearth was a true pentacle; the huge structure touching the low circular walls that surrounded it. Small gateways let the staff and students pass into the inner yards and through to the large entrance that was situated at the inward angle of the two southern points. Today the wide double doors had been pinned back, allowing a fresh flow of air right through the building. Dorcas could hear the quiet chatter of excited voices as she entered the Sacred Hearth and turned left to take the inner circle that ran around the middle of the pentacle. Thirteen students made a coven and five covens made up a year. Each had their own homeroom situated in one of the points.
Dorcas made her way down the long panelled corridor, pausing for a moment at the door to trace the familiar sigil carved into the wood.
‘Dorcas, there you are, where’s Ginny?’ Joan asked impatiently. ‘We’re going to start the cleansing ritual in a while and all of us need to be here.’
‘Zarah went hunting I believe, she’ll be here in a minute.’
Joan stepped aside to let Dorcas pass, glancing up and down the corridor to see if Ginny was on her way. The hallway was hushed, most of the students were now preparing in their homerooms, but there was no sign of the last member of their coven. The girls were all gathered in the middle of the room and had already prepared and consecrated the circle. A bowl of incense simmered on a low table in the middle; the cleansing bowl next to it ready to receive the petals and herbs that would be added as the ritual started. Eliza and Breyone moved as one to make a space for her and she slid into her place. The circle sank into quiet contemplation to wait for their missing member.
The light had now dimmed outside and there was still no sign of Ginny.
‘Where has she got to?’ Amber asked.
‘I don’t know but we’re going to have to do the ritual without her.’ Joan said.
There were a few muffled gasps; they were not a full coven.
‘I agree with Joan, the bell will start the Great Ritual in a minute and none of us will be prepared. Let’s hope Ginny has done her own cleansing’
Maghda picked up the bowl and handed it to Eliza whilst she added jasmine petals, lavender flowers, and oil of frankincense and sandalwood. It was then covered with a purple velvet cloth as the coven said the cleansing mantra.
The bowl was passed around until everyone had dipped their hands and wrists into the pungent water. As Manae was drying her hands, the bell sounded for the start of the last Great Ritual. The girls collected their athame from the table at the side of the room and waited to be summoned at the door.
‘What if she doesn’t come?’ Nancy whispered, giving voice to twelve worried faces.
‘Then Dorcas will have to make herself look like two people,’ Joan said dismissively before adding ‘if she doesn’t mind that is.’
Dorcas raised an eyebrow but the rest of the coven looked unconvinced. Thirteen was the number of power and thirteen there should be. The door opened and Elsie, their coven Mother, ushered them across the corridor and into the Great Hall where they joined the rest of the covens to form a pentagram of sixty-four students and the mothers. Elsie did not appear to notice that one of their number was missing as she hurried them to their places.
The Mothers arranged themselves around the perimeter as the High Priestess Ellen stepped into the middle to address the students. Dressed from head to toe in garish purple velvet, she swished and jingled as she walked. Dorcas often thought that she wore way too many amulets. Her everyday jewellery was bad enough, but she looked like a child let loose in a treasure box when dressed for ritual. The woman was dripping in silver; arms, neck and ears heavily draped in every pagan symbol, amulet, and talisman that had ever been used in the craft. To cap it all she had even tied an Udjat on a piece of velvet ribbon and wrapped it around her forehead. Dorcas wondered why the Priestess felt the need to wear such a large talisman, especially over her third eye. Just what exactly was she trying to protect herself against?
As a follower of the highest of the high craft, Ellen revelled in the ceremony of the thing. She swept around her coven of students greeting them all in turn and offering wine from the sacred chalice. Mother Hedda dipped in and out filling the chalice as needed, and it was needed quite often. There were a few glances towards the door a number of times but Dorcas kept her gaze fixed on the Priestess. She could feel Maegwyn twitching silently beside her. There was nothing they could do; it was starting, and Ginny was going to miss the most important celebration of a witch’s life all because of a cat.
‘We are here. You have made it. Welcome Samhain, welcome the final Rite. The Goddess becomes crone and wise one, the year changes and so do we. Thirteen years ago you came, and now it is time to leave us and make way for a new generation. Before we can move forward it is time to look back.’
There was an audible shuffle as the students rearranged their feet and placed their hands in comfortable positions in front of them. The priestess twirled around in the middle and acknowledged the four elements of Fire, Water, Air, and Ether, coming to a standstill in front of the last point. There followed a long incantation towards the fifth point that was Spirit, thanking the God and Goddess for another year and wishing them well for the new one.
Dorcas hated all the pomp of these rituals and this one was going on a bit. Samhain was a lovely time of year but for many people it meant the start of hardship, hunger, and illness through the long dark winter months. Dorcas lost her focus and let her eye wander to the elaborate carvings that covered the walls of the Great Hall. One picture or pattern ran into another leading her on to the next panel. Dorcas knew each and every one of these pictures and symbols. Whoever had carved them had done so with a love and affection for the wood that he, or she, had worked with; that, and a deep understanding and knowledge of all aspects of witching. The eight festivals of the year were depicted along with the Goddess in all her incarnations. Interspersed with these panels were sayings drawn from the Book of Souls, blessings, and incantations framed intricately by the wood itself. They were a joy to the eye and had saved Dorcas many a time from the long boring rituals and ceremonies that dotted the Wheel of the Year.
With a flick of her hand, the Priestess signalled that the fire should be brought to the middle of the pentagram. The candles dimmed as the huge firebowl was carried through a gap by four Mothers and ceremoniously placed in the centre. Dorcas was barely aware of the communal indrawn breath of the sixty-four students and thirteen Mothers preparing to Pathwork. The candlelight faded into the background, the firebowl cast huge, wavering shadows across the walls and ceiling. Dorcas watched the shadows dance and old Mother Lylas came to mind; she was special to Dorcas; she was not surprised that she had come to her now.
‘In order to scry, one needs focus’ Lylas said, her voice overlapping with that of the Priestess.
Dorcas dragged her eyes away from the walls, drawn to the growing flames in the middle of the pentagram. She was back in the first term at Summerlands and was listening to a witch who had left the school some years ago. As she stared into the whitening flames, Mother Lylas’s face became clearer. The communal Pathworking was strong, she had never looked back this far into herself, into her past. The rest of the room faded away and she found herself standing in the middle of a field, face to face with her favourite teacher and sometime guardian.
‘Ah, there you are Dorcas, ready for this then?’
‘If you mean what comes after I leave here then yes, I think so.’
‘Think so, or know so?’ Lylas asked.
‘I’m not sure.’
‘Better get used to it then.’
‘Used to what?’ Dorcas was growing confused as images started to overlap one another.
‘The thing that you’re not sure of.’
‘You’re talking in riddles Mother, I don’t understand.’
‘You’ll know, the path is drawn, there are no mistakes. You are what you are. You cannot deny it. You will know who are and you’ll do what you are supposed to do.’
Dorcas felt the ground lurch to one side and she reached out to Mother Lylas to steady herself but she was gone. In her place was the puzzled face of the High Priestess.
‘We have been back for a few minutes now Dorcas, where were you?’
Dorcas brushed her skirts down, embarrassed that she had been singled out for taking too long and holding up the proceedings.
‘Looking within’ she said quietly.
‘I see…’
The Priestess moved back to the middle of the circle.
‘We will proceed then.’
After the proper incantations and a reading from the Book of Souls, the High Priestess visited all the students around the pentagram and blessed the proffered athame. The students then took their sacred knives in their right hands and repeated the Rites of Passage. It finished with a slicing of air as each student carved a slit in the ether and stepped through to her new life. The High Priestess stepped forward.
‘I will not bore you with a long speech about the lives you are going to lead or the witches you are going to become. Suffice to say that you will find out on your own and in your own time.’
Willamina was the eldest witch at Summerlands and it was her honour to present the students with their new lives. Silence swept around the room as the old Mother stepped into the circle. Mother Sarah followed behind, holding the pile of cards on which was neatly written the name of each witch and the place where they would go. There was an audible crackle of anticipation in the air.
Dorcas planted her feet and locked her hands behind her back. The air of expectancy grew thicker as the bringer of destiny made her way slowly around the Great Hall.
‘Frances Covington, you’re going to Branfield Peak.’
The High Priestess moved on.
‘Gerda Carpenter, Pickington.’
Pats on the back from her coven and as the Mother passed around there were nods of affirmation and confirmation as the students received their places.
Mother Willamina got to the start of her own coven. Masterbridge had not come up. There was hope, even though Dorcas tried to push her strongest wishes out of her mind again.
‘Gwenna Johnson, Halesmore Farm.’
Dorcas was pleased. Gwenna was going to a herbology farm where she could make salves, potions, and medicines from morning until night. Maghda, of course, was going to Sallington and Eliza to Peterling Infirmary to work at the newly founded hospital. She would need reining in on the amount of medication she administered but she would be useful to their research in botanicals. Everyone appeared to be going where they wanted to go and to where they were best suited. Even Amberlynne, to her surprise and delight was going to Connismere, a retreat of wellbeing in the Gretnor Mountains.
‘Nancy Potter, Summersby.’
‘Maegwyn Rogers, Castle Corton.’
Dorcas clapped and patted her on the shoulder, pleased again that another girl had won an exact placement for her skills.
Dorcas was next in line. She held her breath as the Mother drew close and sent a thousand silent pleas to the God and Goddess.
‘Dorcas Fleming…you’re…umm...that is...’
Dorcas snapped her eyes open as the old Mother hesitated and looked to the Priestess. Ellen nodded confirmation from the side of the room.
‘You’re going to Pendartha.’
There was a gasp of indrawn breath from the whole room and Dorcas’s world began to unravel.
‘Where?’ she managed ‘I...don’t...?’
‘We shall speak afterwards,’ Ellen said behind her, putting a firm hand on her shoulder. ‘Breathe now.’
Dorcas let her breath out but was barely aware of anything after that. Mother passed on to Breyone, Anne, Manae, and Joan and then on to the Elderflower coven. Her mind could not get a grip on anything and was casting around to make some sense of what she had just heard.
There seemed to be less enthusiasm in the clapping after Dorcas’s placement had been announced and when the circle broke she sagged at the knees. Joan and Eliza helped her out to a chair in the corridor and her coven joined her, gathering around and fussing.
‘Give her some air,’ Joan said. ‘This isn’t going to help. Go and eat for goodness sake. She needs some space and there is nothing anyone can do.’
‘But even the Mothers looked shocked.’
‘Eliza, you’re not helping!’
‘Sorry Joan, I’ll move everyone back into the Hall, shall I?’
Maghda and Joan drew up chairs beside her and offered some silent support but Dorcas was lost within the maelstrom that was spinning around her head.
‘It couldn’t be true, surely not where she should be going, there had been some mistake. Loston, Merrylake, or even Masterbridge. But not there, not there, and anyway where in Hecate’s name was ‘there’?’
She tried to imagine some sort of secret retreat that she had never heard of. Witches were always sent where they were meant to go. She had to keep faith, must keep her faith, there was nothing else to be done. After a while, she lifted her eyes from their fixed position on her knees.
‘Did I hear that properly?’
‘Afraid so,’ Maghda said, patting her on the hand, ‘nobody can believe it.’
‘Well, I suppose I’ll just have to get on with it then. Pendartha here I come?’
‘That’s the spirit, you’re made of strong stuff Dorcas’ Joan said.
‘Perhaps it was Ginny’s absence. Maybe it put a hex on the whole thing.’
‘Not so Maghda,’ Mother Elsie said from the doorway, ‘Ginnifer Belle has left the college. She has run off with some local lad. She used the college to escape from that family of hers; she had no intention of returning home, ever.’
The news fell on ears that were already shocked.
‘Did someone get Masterbridge then?’ Dorcas asked.
Her fellow students looked at each other in dismay.
‘Joan did’ Elsie answered.
A few minutes later Dorcas was sitting in the private, overly decorated office of the High Priestess.
‘You’re in shock Dorcas dear, drink this.’
Dorcas sipped from the silver cup; the apple brandy made a warm river down her cold and shaking gullet. Her head felt as if it was too big and was going to burst. Ginny had run off with some lover from Brexham and she, Dorcas, was going to somewhere that no one had ever heard of.
‘I…’
‘Dorcas, listen while I explain a few things. Put Masterbridge out of your head, the runes have been cast, the Goddess has chosen, it is out of my hands. There is no ‘why’ for you, only ‘how’. How can I achieve this, how can I make this work?’
‘But I have never heard of Pendartha. How can I get my head around it if I don’t know where it is I’m going? I assume Pendartha is something new or something remote’
The Priestess fiddled with a long tassel on her sleeve.
‘This is going to be difficult’ Ellen said shifting in her chair.
‘I don’t understand.’
‘I’m not sure I do Dorcas. Pendartha is in the south.’
‘South!’ Dorcas cried jumping to her feet. ‘South?’
‘Yes, on the tip of the southern lands.’
Dorcas felt the blood drain from her face and her knees threatened to buckle beneath her.
‘I can’t. The heathen south? I can’t go there!’
She flopped back in the chair her hands covering her face. This was worse than anything she could have imagined. What could she possibly have done to deserve such a punishment? Why her, why not one of the others? That Rosaria Tipton was a good all-rounder, she came from a community that was isolated. Why didn't they send her? Dorcas was a good student, she had worked all the hours that the Goddess had sent, had studied and studied and worked her fingers to the very bone. Why?
‘No! I won’t go, there’s been some mistake’ Dorcas moaned.
Ellen came around the desk and put her arm around Dorcas’s shoulders.
‘There has been no mistake. Pendartha has called, we must answer, and I am afraid that the answer is you.’
This was all too much. Dorcas gave in and sobbed for nearly an hour. The Priestess waited patiently for her initial grief to subside and wiped her eyes when she had finished. Dorcas tried to get herself under control and sat on her hands to stop them from shaking. The thoughts in her head ricocheted around like a pigskin ball in a courtyard. It was a long time before any words would come to her mouth.
‘I’m to be a missionary witch then. On my own in the heathen lands. A coven of one. How will I survive? Can I really do this?’
The High Priestess nodded slowly. No words would help the poor girl now, nothing could be said that would comfort and reassure her. If the Goddess had chosen this path for Dorcas then that was what must happen. Ellen had reached this point in her career by being a wise, talented, and intuitive witch, but today, even she, was questioning the very core of her steadfast Pagan faith.
######
- Pagan travel spell
Chapter three
Maghda poured another cup of tea.
‘It’s so quiet now, I can’t believe that they are all gone’ she said, handing the cup and saucer to Dorcas.
It had taken a week for the rest of the coven to depart. Eliza had left for Peterling only that morning and Maghda would be gone within the hour.
‘It will be even quieter soon.’ Dorcas said.
She could not believe that this was what she had been fighting for in the whole time she had been at Summerlands, peace and quiet. Now that she had it she thought she would give up everything to turn back the clock.
‘You’ll be alright though, now I mean, here on your own?’
‘Oh yes, there’s so much to prepare before I can leave. The Mothers are helping, gives them something to do before the new students start their classes.’
Both women spent a quiet few minutes taking their minds back over the last thirteen years. They could both remember clearly, how it felt to arrive at the college at ten years old. The new girls would spend their first six years in dorms to the north of the Hearth. Only when they reached sixteen would they move down to the cottages and become self-sufficient. It was part of their learning, a progression towards what they would eventually become.
‘Thirteen years to find out that I’m good with pigs and puddings!’ Maghda laughed.
Dorcas smiled. Maghda, above all, had been a steadfast support to her since Samhain. They had shared many midnight talks on any and every subject they could think of. The woman had kept Dorcas feeling positive where so many others could only see the dark side of what was happening to one of their own. The others did not know what to say or do and appeared to avoid her at all costs, wrapping themselves up in packing and preparing for their new lives. Maghda had just carried on as normal and that was exactly what she needed. In fact, Maghda had shown remarkable insight into how Dorcas was feeling, keeping those who felt the need to whisper behind her back out of earshot. Joan had thankfully departed for Masterbridge the day after the ritual; her presence would have been a constant reminder of things that could never be. Dorcas was trying to swallow her bitter pill but it seemed to be stuck in her throat, unable to go down no matter how many cups of tea Maghda put in front of her.
There was the sound of footsteps on the pebbles outside and Mother Elsie came into the kitchen.
‘The cart is on its way down Maghda, are you ready?’
Maghda nodded and said that she would be out in a minute. Mother Elsie waited in the courtyard, leaving them to say their goodbyes alone.
‘Dorcas, I know that you haven’t always liked me very much.’
‘Maghda, I….’
‘No, listen, you have probably helped me in ways that you cannot imagine. I have put a keepsake next to your bed. When things get rough maybe you’ll remember one of my puddings or something.’
Dorcas was surprised to find that she had tears in her eyes. She had never felt particularly close to any of her coven and it had taken thirteen years to find out that one of them was a lot deeper than she imagined.
‘Take care of yourself Maghda, there are going to be some lucky pigs out there.’
Maghda laughed and hugged her tightly.
‘You really shouldn’t worry you know, with talents like yours you will manage wherever you go, even if it is to the end of the world.’
Dorcas watched as Maghda loaded up her bags on the back of the cart and climbed up beside the driver. She had a long journey ahead of her. She gave Dorcas and Elsie a cheery wave as the cart lurched out of the courtyard and down to the main drive. The Mother returned to the main building to check on her new girls and after Dorcas made a quick incantation for a safe journey, she went back inside for another cup of tea.
Later that day she found the small keepsake that Maghda had left for her. In the shape of a small pig, the silver amulet was no more than half an inch long. Dorcas recognised it as one of the many that Maghda had collected over the years and was touched that she had given it to her. Why now was she able to look back and say that she would miss all this when she had spent the last few years longing to be away from all of them? That was the way of things, perhaps you weren’t supposed to know what you would miss until it was gone. Dorcas stifled the rising loneliness by throwing herself into making lists for her own journey.
The next day she accompanied Mother Hedda to Brexham to pick up the last of the supplies that she would need to take with her. By the end of the week, the cart would come to pick her up and take her to Mersden where she would join a trade convoy that made a twice-yearly journey to the south. After that, she would be completely on her own.
The empty workroom was now piled high with Dorcas’s belongings. She could not see how she was ever going to get all this stuff onto a cart without some judicious pruning. The trip to Brexham had added considerably to the load and there were now crates of seeds, root vegetables, grains and a stack of other consumables that should see her through the first few weeks in her new home.
‘Are you sure that I will need three hundred candles?’ she had asked the High Priestess.
‘The trouble is that we just don’t know what is available down there Dorcas. The Mayor, who requested a witch, gave us very little to go on. We thought it best to send you with as many supplies as we possibly could as there will be a distinct lack of...umm...how shall I put it?’
‘Contact with the civilised world’ Dorcas suggested.
‘Well, yes, if you like. But there is still the post or carrier pigeon for requests of extra supplies.’
If the convoy only went down twice a year then it was not exactly an efficient postal system Dorcas thought, and carrier pigeons were renowned for losing their way, or worse.
‘Surely they have candles in the south?’
‘Yes, I’m sure they have, it’s just the question of whether they will share, you see.’
Ellen had talked at length about the possible pitfalls and there were many. It appeared that the small town that she was going to was not in total agreement about the procurement of a witch. The General Pagan Council in Masterbridge had been extremely vague about the finer details and even Ellen was struggling to know what was going to happen when she got there.
‘You’ll have to play it by ear Dorcas, we really don’t know very much. Look upon it as an experiment. Practice your basic hedgewitching as and when you can and try to gain their trust. The council have asked that you stay at least a year to give it a chance but after that, well, the choice is yours I’m sure.’
For most people in the northern lands, the south was just somewhere over the Tamalar River and beyond, heathens who worked without the God and Goddess and the beauty of nature. Jokes were made about their indolent lifestyle and apathetic approach to their own destinies leaving it to the male representatives of their harsh and unforgiving church. Seven hundred years earlier, before the Century War, there had been a bridge that spanned the wide, fast-flowing Tamalar River. Trade and commerce had always been a little strained but was ultimately advantageous to both sides. War had broken out over something small and stupid, as many wars do, but had concluded with the fall of the bridge and the end of relations with their neighbours. Two religions divided once and for all by a body of water. People said it was a ‘natural divide’ and that the north should now keep to themselves and let the heathen southerners ‘walk with the devil of their own making’.
In the last hundred years trade had started up again, convoys had ventured down into the southern lands to import and export goods that were mutually beneficial to both sides. The Pagan Council now encouraged these tenuous links and when the call had come in to request the presence of a witch on the southernmost tip of the Lazardian Peninsula they could hardly refuse. The south had long dispensed with their own witches, running them out of town and village, or worse. Dorcas had grown up with stories of what the heathens did to witches during the war. Mother Gertrude had often told the youngsters tales of the poor Porthaveland Witches who were rounded up and driven over cliffs to their deaths on the rocky shores below. That story had stayed with Dorcas for a long time and lately she found herself thinking of it again.
All the way to Mersden she wanted to jump from the cart and make a run for it. It would not have been very difficult. Peterson the driver could only manage to urge his two horses just above walking pace most of the time. The cart was a moving balancing act and it had taken the best part of a morning to load everything on. Pots, pans, chairs, and various other utensils clung onto the sides and rattled against each other noisily as the cart proceeded on its slow journey. Buried underneath the tarpaulin were the parts of a bed and a small, but substantial, kitchen table that was made from the finest Laetham wood. It was a gift from the Mothers and had been commissioned especially for her. A witch needed a good, plain wooden table to work on. The Priestess had gifted her a beautiful chalice that was also made of the same finely grained wood. There were none of the intricate carvings or gaudy stones that were so beloved by Ellen herself. She had obviously chosen with only Dorcas in mind, as the beautiful cup had no other adornment other than the handsome wood it was made of. Trained to look beyond that which was before her eyes Dorcas found that the chalice contained a number of images that changed with the light.
‘Thank you, thank you everyone’ she said, at what she now termed her last supper. The Mothers and Ellen put on a huge feast on the eve of her going; none of her favourite foods had been left out. Wine, roasted seasonal vegetables, her beloved appleherb sausage and a chocolate pudding that looked suspiciously like one of Maghda’s.
‘I’m not sure that I deserve all these gifts’ she said, inwardly believing that they were really only sympathy gifts. The rest of the students had left with only the equipment and keepsakes that they themselves had bought or acquired during their time at Summerlands.
‘We hope that you now have everything that you will need’ Mother Elsie said.
‘And of course you deserve it,’ Ellen added. ‘You should be settled before Yule; a good time for anyone to start something new.’
Dorcas hoped so, Yule was six weeks away, and the journey to the south should take no more than three.
‘I have heard again from the Council. The general consensus is that the area you are going to is a little more open-minded than its more northern counties.’
‘That’s all very well, but I’ve got to cross six counties before I get to my destination.’
‘They say that the Lazardian Peninsula is very beautiful’ Mother Hedda said.
‘And that’s if I’ve still got eyes to see it Mother when I get there.’
*
The cart pulled into the market town of Mersden on time. Peterson had been right when he had said they would not miss the convoy, although at times Dorcas had felt that they would be going backwards if they went any slower. The hundred-mile journey had been free of any aggravation and Dorcas had enjoyed soaking up the views of her homeland.
As they entered the market square, Dorcas was amazed to see so many carts, wagons, coaches, and horses. There was a general noisy hubbub of people trying to get things done in a hurry. Sacks of grain were being hefted by lines of burly men, bolts of cloth and crates of brandy stacked as high as they could go on top of long based carts that would be drawn by teams of eight horses. The noise was almost deafening as she made her way to the Market offices to find out where her travelling companions were based. The Council had purchased a place with ‘Horton and Sons’ who were venturing nearly all the way down with a shipment of wines from the Bressington presses, part of the Masterbridge winery. The return journey would be lighter as they were picking up bales of raw cotton, a natural product of the Lazardian Peninsula.
‘Mr Horton I presume’ Dorcas said after picking up her messages and making her way back across the square.
‘Ah, Miss Fleming, we thought you weren’t coming,’ said the ruddy-faced man ‘We leave in an hour, brought it forward to miss the worst of the bad weather when we cross the Tamalar.’
‘Good job we got here when we did then’ Dorcas said aware that the Horton sons had stopped what they were doing and had come to have a look at her.
‘Don’t like this trip much at this time of year, but as a rule the weather improves as you get further down.’
Peterson brought the cart across the square and the Horton sons eyed it suspiciously.
‘They didn’t say it would be that much Pa’ one of the smaller Horton boys said, although none of the six were much smaller than their father.
‘No they didn’t but that’s the council for you. Don’t worry Miss we’ll squeeze you, and all those belongings, on the cart, somehow.’
Dorcas watched while all her worldly good were transferred to the slightly larger wagon that would be drawn by a single horse. Although her cart was nowhere near as huge as the convoy carts, Dorcas was pleased that Mr Horton himself would take charge of it. His sons were all at that hormonal stage of a boy’s life when even a witch looks like a good prospect.
‘I’ll look after you, don’t you worry. Done this many a time Miss Fleming. The south holds no fear for the Hortons.’ he said, as they pulled out of Mersden exactly an hour later. About ten of the convoy followed them out of the market town, the rest would catch up when they had finished loading.
‘Please call me Dorcas. If we’re going to spend three weeks together then I would rather you called me by my given name.’
‘That would be fine Dorcas, and you, if you wish that is, can call me Stanley.’
Stanley Horton had a healthy respect and admiration for witches to the extent that he had almost bowed once or twice to the young woman. He had lived in and around Masterbridge all his life, an area that was steeped in the ancient ways. Most northerners held their witches in great esteem and Dorcas proposed to make the most of it while it lasted. She doubted that the same could be said for the population of Pendartha. She had taken a liking to Stanley immediately, he was straightforward when he spoke but generally did not say more to her than he had to. This suited Dorcas; she was not given to verbal diarrhoea herself and found it hard sometimes to join in with the gossip that flew around the kitchen at Summerlands.
The weather worsened as they approached the banks of the great Tamalar River and as they passed through the hills Dorcas spent most of her time hidden under a voluminous oilskin that Stanley provided for her. Her new travelling hat kept the worst of a straight downpour off her face but it could not combat the rain that was as fine as dust, getting into every pore, making her feel soggy from head to foot. The track deteriorated as the rain continued, forcing them to stop every now and again to go back and help a member of the convoy stuck in the quagmire. The tracks that led to the south had been sadly neglected and were full of wide potholes and deep mud-filled trenches. They all worked together to free the stuck animals and carts, allowing the train of vehicles to move on its way again.
Two days later the land dipped sharply away to reveal the body of water that divided the two now separate countries.
‘There is no way we are going to cross that’ Dorcas thought as she surveyed the swirling brown waters before them. They waited an hour on the sodden bank until out of the misty rain, very slowly, came the ferry that would take them over to southern soil.
‘They saw us ages ago, mark my words,’ Stanley said ‘they always make us wait. Still at war in one way or another I suppose.’
As the ferry drew nearer Dorcas’s heart started to pump. She could see the angry waters slopping over the sides of the flat-bottomed ferry and it did not even have a full load on board. She fiddled in the pockets of her cloak and pulled out her talisman, silently repeating an incantation.
‘A word of advice,’ Stanley said as the ferry started to pull into the bank ‘put that away for now and if I were you I’d store that hat under the seat, just until we’re away from the ferry you understand.’
The head carter chose his words carefully. He knew what the pointy hat meant to a witch, it was said that they were born and buried with it. The girl was not wearing the usual hat of trade but a witch’s hat always seemed to take on that shape no matter how it started off. Dorcas nodded as she complied with his suggestion, she did not want to upset the locals even before she set foot on their land.
The journey across the Tamalar River proved to be just as horrific as Dorcas had imagined. With ten carts aboard, the ferry creaked and groaned against its thick ropes, as if trying to break them and make a bid for freedom that would eventually take it out to sea. The rivers at home, and those around Summerlands, had been meandering, thoughtful rivers that barely changed during the course of the year. Rivers with water as clear as crystal, where you could tickle trout or dangle your hot booted feet in during the warm summer months. This was not a river for tickling anything. The Tamalar was an angry raging torrent that Stanley insisted was much better tempered in the spring.
Dorcas did not know what she was expecting but the five ferrymen looked like fairly decent people and when they eventually reached the other side, they graciously helped her off and helped to guide the distressed horses up the sloping, slippery bank to dry land. She did not realise that the convoy paid a heavy tax to get across the river and the ferrymen were paid extra tips in goods and silver for their safe passage. It was more a case of twenty coins to pay the ferryman rather than just the normal two.
The next hurdle was the pompous little man in the customs office that was situated at the side of the road as they came up from the ferry. In fact, he was not little at all but he had the air of a little man. He strutted out from the brick built office in his too tight uniform and held his hand up for them to stop.
‘Let me do the talking, we always have trouble with this one’ Stanley whispered.
The officer took out a small notebook that had been wedged tightly in his top pocket; he then licked his pencil two or three times and rocked backwards and forwards on his heels.
‘First of the autumn convoy?’
‘That’s right sir.’
‘Carrying?’
‘The finest wines from Masterbridge sir, and a variety of goods to trade with the good south.’
‘I see no wine in this wagon’ the officer said.
‘Ah, this stuff belongs to this young lady. The wine is following in the five carts behind us sir. One of me sons in each and two at the back.’
The customs man glared at Dorcas, his eye travelling down her black clothes.
‘Widows weeds?’
‘Umm, no sir, not exactly sir.’
‘I see.’
Dorcas was getting fed up with this game, the man was going to draw this out until after dark and she had no wish to spend her first night in the south on the open road.
‘Here are my papers,’ she said sharply ‘I think you’ll find them in order.’
The customs officer snatched them out of her hand and read the first page.
‘Happen I might Miss, err, Fleming, but we has to go through the proper procedures.’
He drew out the last word into separate syllables. Then he started to poke at the tarpaulin that covered her worldly goods.
‘I think I’m just going to have to ask you to take this lot off so as I can see what you are hiding underneath. We can’t have anything illegal coming in, now can we?’
Stanley jumped down off the cart with cap in hand, and started to pull the covering off her things. The carts and wagons were starting to pile up behind them as another part of the convoy was delivered to dry land. The drivers were getting down and starting to make what appeared to be a camp for the night at the side of the road. This officious little twerp would keep them here until tomorrow if he had his way, but that was not going to be the case. Dorcas came around the other side and with a sweet smile, she linked her arm with the tightly uniformed arm of the customs officer.
‘I think we should have a cup of tea don’t you?’ she said, gently propelling him towards the office.
*
An hour later, Stanley was still chuckling into his flagon of beer. Two miles from the ferry lay the first night-stop in southern lands. The owner of this coaching house, aptly named ‘The Horse and Cart’, was quite used to visitors from all over the south, and occasionally from the north. Money was money after all, and tonight he was going to make more coinage than he had done in the last six months. He looked forward to the twice-yearly visits from the north and would like a lot more if he had his way. Tonight, business was booming. Instead of coming in dribs and drabs, the convoy had arrived all at once and were now making a concerted effort to drink his barrels dry. Very often those who had been held up by that bastard up the road didn’t get near the coach house until after closing time and then slept in their carts, losing him valuable revenue. Now the alehouse was packed with the drivers from the convoy and they were all in good spirits. Like Dorcas, they had been grateful to have crossed the river all in one piece and they were also extremely grateful that they were not still waiting at the customs office.
Dorcas and the Hortons found a cosy corner next to the roaring fire. The table was full of flagons and a small fortified wine for Dorcas, a meal of mutton pie was on its way.
‘I knew it, I knew it! As soon as you got that snotty witchy look on your face I knew he was done for.’
‘I don’t know what you mean Mr Horton’ Dorcas said snappily.
‘I seen it before, when a witch gets that look on, well, you’d best beware. Our Old Mother at home used to get a face on like that when she was riled, you could sour the milk with it.’
‘And that is probably what he was worried about Stanley,’ Dorcas said ‘now please lower your voice or we’ll be thrown out.’
Dorcas had had plenty of warnings about keeping her head down and not drawing too much attention to herself. According to some of her fellow travellers, there were still places in the south where a witch could be tried for her so-called crimes. One of the drivers told her that there was a town in the east where black was strictly forbidden; they even killed black lambs, should one dare to appear. She stayed well back in the corner all night and told herself that her hat and black cloak would travel better at the bottom of one of her crates.
The Horton boys had stopped their awful habit of staring at her and fixed their attentions on a buxom barmaid who looked to Dorcas as if she enjoyed the attentions of many of the opposite sex. The lads took it in turns to vie for her attention and Dorcas enjoyed listening to the many retorts the girl had in her repertoire, making a silent note of the ones she liked.
Stanley continued to snigger all through the meal, stopping every now and again to shake his head and wipe away the tears of mirth that squeezed from the corners of his eyes. Dorcas ignored him and delicately picked her way around the meat. Witches never ate meat but she did not want to jeopardise anything else by making this too obvious. It was said that people in the south ate anything that had legs. Dorcas wondered at the prejudice towards snakes, meat was meat after all.
Once she had finished the meal Dorcas retired to her small, cupboard-like room above the alehouse. They were not used to having paying guests in the upper floors but the sheets were cleanish and there did not appear to be anything living in the mattress. The rest of the convoy would sleep soundly in the bar, tucked in with a few flagons of southern beer, dreaming of the money that they would make in the next few weeks.
Dorcas lay for a long time in her lumpy bed mulling over the events of the day. It had not been a good one. She had only just set one of her sensibly booted feet in this country and already she was on rocky ground. She really had not meant to lose control this early in the game
#######
Chapter four
The weather had improved the next day. The skies were clear and blue, with a stiff, snappy breeze following behind that helped to push the convoy towards its destination. Three of the carts and wagons had broken off already and the next five would be stopping at the first big town that they would encounter on this road. The Hortons would be the only ones to carry on in a straight and direct route to the southernmost counties.
The landscape changed with every hour that passed. They had crossed a moorland a few days before that had been desolate and bleak; miles of open moor without tree nor bush to soften its hardness. The wind had twisted the few sparse trees into the shapes of bent old men, reaching towards the ground in an attempt to protect themselves. In the distance, a few derelict houses still clung to their former shape, the roofs long gone to the harsh elements that blew across this open stretch of land. There were many places in the north that were open to harsh conditions but Dorcas had never seen anywhere so devoid of life. No bird, animal, or living thing was seen as they passed through.
‘It is said that there is a ring of stones somewhere around here,’ Stanley said, his words snatched from his mouth as soon as they were spoken. ‘Nine maidens turned to stone for dancing on the southern Sabbath, so the saying goes.’
‘I wouldn’t have thought it very sensible to go out dancing in this Goddess forsaken place anyway, ‘Dorcas said ‘you could turn anything to stone here no matter what day it was.’
As they moved deeper south, their surroundings mellowed considerably. The harsh moorland gave way to soft undulating hills, covering the land like a green patchwork blanket with a couple of large bodies underneath it.
‘Looks like my wife’ Stanley chuckled, pointing at a pair of buxom hills.
For days, they saw only the empty road and a few tiny villages in the distance. All around these small outposts there were fields that were edged in hedges of grey stone. The southerners certainly grew a lot of crops; the varieties were endless, springing from a fertile soil even at this time of year. They also kept a variety of domesticated livestock and Dorcas noticed that they were not even wearing thick woollen coats in readiness for the winter. The sheep on Ashen Moor nearly lost their faces in the winter with the thick growth, and the memory made a knot in her stomach. She was particularly taken by the herds of doe-eyed cattle that seemed to roam wherever they fancied. The placid creatures held up the convoy on more than one occasion until they decided to move on at their own pace.
A few times, they passed some local traffic but there was none of the social interaction that would have accompanied such an event in the north. Most hurried past with little or no eye contact and only once had someone acknowledged them and asked their destination.
*
Polempter was a busy town nestling in a wide valley in the lower counties of the southern lands and was the biggest settlement that the area had to offer. It seemed to be a crossroads and contained many sights that Dorcas had never seen before. When she went off on her own to browse the open market, Stanley furnished her with a bright red cloak before he took a horse off to the blacksmith for a new shoe.
‘Try not to open your mouth too much, it’s a dead giveaway, and don’t use any of those long words you’re so fond of. They don’t like it when they can’t understand.’
Dorcas promised that she would indeed keep her mouth closed as much as she could but found it difficult when asking the price of anything. The red cloak seemed to be a good cover and she came back with a number of items.
‘What’s that?’ Stanley Horton, the eldest boy, said, pointing to the bundle of plants that were hanging over the edge of her basket
‘Comfrey, good for bruises, thromboses, varicose ulcers, and chronic diseases of the joints and bones. Also good for haemorrhoids although care must be taken when applying it, of course.’
Horton the Younger was completely lost after ‘bruises’ and asked no more as to the contents of her shopping. He had doubted for a while that someone who looked like her was indeed a proper witch but she had the learning, he was sure about that now. As Dorcas stored her new purchases in the cart, she heard a yell from across the square.
‘Miss Fleming, Miss Fleming, come quick.’
It was Peter, the youngest son, and he was running at full pelt knocking a few people aside in his haste.
‘Come quick, it’s Pa.’
Dorcas hurried across the market square and into the smithy.
Stanley was lying on the cobbled floor in a pool of his own making. There was blood everywhere and a horse was trying to back up into the smith’s fire pit. Dorcas surveyed the scene quickly and gave her instructions. John went back to the cart for her medicine bag, Stanley went for water, and Peter went in search of a blanket.
‘Will you please get that animal under control and get it out of here’ she ordered.
The smith did as he was told and vacated the hot dark room with the wild-eyed horse straining at the end of a rope.
The horse, spooked by a log popping right in front of it, had reared in the confined space, and had twisted around, knocking Stanley to the floor. As he went down he had made a grab for something solid and had run his hand down the whole length of the smithy’s sharpening blade that was fixed upright into a huge cut log. The hand was open from one side to the other and was still losing an awful lot of blood.
‘I need some more light in here.’
One of the locals opened up both of the doors at the front of the building.
‘It’s not as bad as it looks Stanley,’ she said firmly.
Stanley was convinced that he had lost a few fingers but the witch’s confident manner and her not-to-be-argued-with tone calmed him down. Dorcas sat him up and held the wound tightly closed until her bag arrived. Over the next ten minutes, she cleaned, mended, and bandaged the wounded hand. A crowd of people had gathered at the entrance to the smithy and were pushing each other aside to get a better look at the disturbance.
‘What’s all this then?’ an authoritative voice demanded.
The small crowd parted and some of them scuttled off. A fair few did not want to miss any of the action so they took up positions in a circle around Dorcas and her patient.
‘I said, what is going on here?’
A portly man with a finely cut coat stood in the entrance. The smithy whipped off his hat and bowed his head close to his chest. Dorcas nodded briefly in the newcomer’s direction and continued to minister to Stanley’s wound.
‘This man has cut his hand, I…’
‘I’ll talk to a man, keep your mouth shut woman.’
The smith took a few steps forward and bowed again.
‘Squire, the horse reared and this ‘ere fellow fell on my sharpening blade.’
‘And the woman, what’s she got to do with all this?’
The blacksmith looked at his boots.
‘Well’
‘She fixed him up. His hand was cut bad.’
‘There is the smell of ungodly things in here,’ the squire scowled, eyeing Dorcas’s bright red cloak, ‘I will have the truth of it. Now if you please.’
Stanley struggled to his feet; it had been cold on the cobbled floor, and the chill had set into his aching joints.
‘She didn’t mean no harm sir.’
The Squire glared.
‘Northern?’
‘Yes sir, supply convoy on our way down to St Zenno on the Lazardian Peninsula.’
‘I know where it is man. And that,’ he said pointing at Dorcas ‘where is that going?’
Stanley the younger appeared at his father’s side and offered Dorcas’s papers with a low bow. The Squire took them and read them in silence.
‘I could clap it in irons if I had a mind,’ he said belligerently ‘it seems a friend of mine has endorsed these papers, but I would rather have you out of my town the sooner the better. Be gone by midday or I’ll have the dogs on you.’
The Squire threw the papers on the floor and Dorcas and the boys helped Stanley back to the carts in the square.
‘A close shave,’ Stanley said as they cleared the town boundaries ‘That squire is a nasty piece of work. Loves the wine we bring but would rather we left it at the edge of town.’
‘He needs a lesson in proper manners’ Dorcas said, fervently hoping that the inhabitants of her new town were going to be a little more friendly.
Peter drove the cart and they wedged Stanley in between them. His hand would be useless for a few days. Peter was glad of the opportunity to drive the front cart and prove himself to his father; being the youngest meant that he was always at the back with one of his brothers on lookout duty. Dorcas didn’t speak for the rest of the day, her head was still in a place that it didn’t want to be. When they stopped at the roadside for the night, she ate her supper and went straight to her bed under the cart. The Hortons talked long into the night and drank to the Goddess to deliver their little witch safely to her destination.
Dorcas was pleased with the sight of Stanley’s hand the next day, the wound was clean, and there was no sign of infection around the stitching.
‘It’s a marvel, very neat Dorcas, thank you kindly.’
‘You still won’t be able to use it for a week or so, you don’t want to break those stitches open. I have prepared a small tub of marigold and borage salve for you to use after you have dropped me off. It will keep the inflammation down and there’s a tisane of nettle, comfrey and elder for the arthritis.’
‘You’re an angel Miss Fleming.’
Dorcas raised an eyebrow.
‘I don’t think the Squire of Polempter thought that somehow.’
Stanley took a deep breath. He had his views on things but had kept his mouth shut, until now.
‘I’m sure I don’t know all the reasons you’ve been sent to this heathen land, the council must have their wisdom. But why Dorcas? Why are they sending you here to this Goddess forsaken place?’
‘Not sure that I know myself Stanley, the call was put out, and I’ve been sent to answer it. We cannot question these things.’
Stanley kept the rest of his thoughts to himself; there was no point in upsetting the girl further. She was brave and clever but he had seen some of the things that went on down here and the incident in the smithy had only been a small taste. The southerners were wrapped in the shawl of their religion like a colicky baby, tight and unmoving. They had lost any remnants of the faith that they had once shared with the north, and had abandoned it in favour of a constricting creed that did not allow them to fart in peace, let alone act without the guidance of the church. A cold shiver went up his spine when he thought about abandoning her in this backward land. How she would survive, he just did not know.
*
The journey progressed down towards the very tip of the southern lands and by late morning, the weather had changed again. The biting cold days of the north had been replaced with afternoons that almost felt like a spring day. It was not unusual for the Summerlands College to be cut off from everything for a few weeks around Yule. That was still a while away but Dorcas had sensed the first signs of snow as she was leaving. That cold crispness had been heavy in the air. The winter solstice was approaching, but down here, you could mistake it for the summer solstice.
‘Is it always this warm?’ Dorcas asked laying her cloak behind her and pulling up her sleeves.
‘They get their fair share of foul weather, just a bit milder. The rain is what gets you, no heavy downpours just that awful foggy excuse. They call it mizzle and that is exactly what it is’ Stanley said.
Stanley was a true northerner, a spade was always a spade, and he liked his weather to do what it was supposed to do. Rain should come down in straight lines and snow should be expected at exactly the same time every year. He told her that during the summer the roads became a dusty river and that a man could lose his hair in the dry heat if he did not keep his hat on.
‘Pa sometimes has to wear just his vest and cap when it gets that hot’ Peter remarked.
Dorcas could not imagine Stanley in just his undergarments and it was not a thought she cared to dwell on. All the carters in the convoy wore at least seven layers of clothes and they only ever seemed to peel off a couple of outer coverings when they settled down for the night. She could also not imagine Stanley without his cap on. Whatever the weather, it appeared to be stuck to his head with some kind of glue. In high winds, rain or sun, the cap stayed exactly where it was.
Dorcas was getting used to the pattern of the days that passed in the south. They got up before dawn and she helped to cook a meal that at first she had found hard to swallow so early in the morning. The pottage of beans, salt pork, assorted vegetables, and barley was a rolling meal that was added to every other day with whatever the convoy managed to pick up on the way. Dorcas had emptied her breakfast over the side of the cart a number of times until her stomach became accustomed to the early morning assault but made her own version without the meat. The men did not stop all day unless a town got in the way and even the call of nature was done on the run. Dorcas had found to her dismay sometimes as she had leaped down from the cart that it moved an awful lot quicker than she thought and she had to hitch up her skirts and run to catch up after she had emptied her bladder behind a tree or a hedge.
The gentle hills rolled on for another two days until, far in the distance, Dorcas could see a silvery ribbon shining on the horizon.
‘That is the Lazardian Channel, open sea. St Zenno is a few miles down the road. It seems your journey is nearly at an end Miss Fleming. Pendartha is about six or seven miles ahead of us.’
Dorcas had never seen open sea before and was fascinated by the glistening band that changed by the minute. She found herself willing the cart up the gentle hills that stood in their way just to get a better look. When the land started to take its final dip towards the coast the convoy stopped for a rest and Dorcas took a final look at Stanley’s injured hand. It was much better, but Peter was still in control of the reins. It would be a few days yet before he would be using it again.
‘I have been thinking,’ he said as Dorcas wrapped a clean bandage expertly around his hand ‘I think you should take this cart on to Pendartha on your own. No good all of us upsetting them before you’ve set a foot in the place.’
After the reception at Polempter, Dorcas was inclined to agree. She would also arrive in the town at around midday, which would give her time to sort herself out before nightfall.
‘You don’t want to get this far and then find yourself in gaol now do you? I’ll be back in six months, you can let me have the cart back then’ Stanley said.
‘But your cotton, you’ll only have five carts for the return journey.’
Stanley smiled and patted her arm.
‘Let’s just say that the General Pagan Council have more than made up for the temporary loss of me cart. Don’t worry your head about it, just look after the horse, he’s a favourite of mine.’
Just outside the town boundary, Dorcas said goodbye to the Hortons. The leave taking was more emotional than she thought it would be. She had grown fond of Stanley and his ‘boys’ over the last few weeks and she would miss them. The men waited at the crossroads and watched the single cart until it was out of sight. Stanley and his boys rumbled off to their destination with heavy hearts.
#######
Chapter five
The only road down into Pendartha lay before her and the only way back to civilisation was disappearing rapidly into the distance behind her. The road became a rough track about half a mile ahead and then dipped down sharply into a long wooded vale. Dorcas urged the horse on. The trees grew thicker and denser as she went, closing in around her as the track dropped to the bottom of the valley. The sun’s rays struggled through the thick foliage, casting shafts of light on the uneven track in front of her. Birdsong announced her arrival and the odd rustle of small animal movement could be heard above the cartwheels and Horton’s horse Winston’s heavy hooves.
The road twisted and turned until she found she was following the path of a winding river that meandered through the ancient woods. Dorcas stopped for a while to wash her face, dust off her clothes, and gather her thoughts; the icy water revived her a little. She carried on; the woods started to thin and a couple of low granite houses came into sight. One looked deserted and the other had boards across the small windows. The river took a sharp turn curving around a mill; the woods in front opened up and the beginnings of Pendartha itself came into sight. The track became well-worn cobbles as she crossed the bridge found herself at the head of the small valley-bound town. Dorcas took a deep breath.
‘Well, here I am, my first placement and let’s hope it’s not the last. God protect me and Goddess guide me, I am in the wilderness.’
*
Houses grew out of each side of the steep valley walls as far as the eye could see. Before her, in the middle, lay the main part of Pendartha with the small, fast running river cutting the town in half. It wound down between the houses and some of them even straddled the river, with odd-looking extensions held up with water-warped timber.
If she did not know better she would have thought it was a Sunday. The town was completely silent, no dogs barking, no children playing, not a living soul in sight. Dorcas moved the cart further down into the town. The road became very narrow in places, the cart nearly touching the granite walls on either side. Tiny lanes, only wide enough for walking, led off between the cramped dwellings. Dorcas had never seen houses like these, they were like something out of a fairytale, and ‘rickety’ was the word that came to mind. The buildings were odd shapes and sizes, as if they had been added as needed and built to fit the available gaps. Some of them leaned out into the street, and in places, it would have been possible to pass a cup of tea from one to the other on the upper floors. She passed an alehouse and a couple of small shops but all were empty of life.
The quiet was unnerving and not what she had expected at all. There were signs that there were people here, she could see washing lines high up on the sides of the valley with the trappings of ordinary people blowing out in the wind.
The skies darkened and the rain came. Dorcas tried not to see it as a bad omen. She pulled the oilskin from under her seat, wrapped it tightly around her and carried on through the wet, empty streets.
‘Perhaps they have all been stuck with disease, or plague, perhaps I’m too late. But too late for what?’
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