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Introduction by Robert Shearman
Sourdough and Gallowberries for Us All: An Afterword by Jeff VanderMeer
By Robert Shearman
We are shaped by the stories we're told. And the first stories we're told are fairy tales.
Nowadays, this may not be strictly true, of course. Kids may be dangled on the knees of overprotective parents, and read stories of hungry caterpillars, or shown cartoons with easily digestible morals, or sung ballads which are all about emphasising the importance of the letter 'B'. But the kids reject them in the end. In the end, they come back to the fairy tales, the ones that have been handed down through generations - the ones that feel elemental.
Angela Slatter's tales too feel elemental. As you read them, you can't but help feel you've read them before - or snatches of them, at any rate. Surely you heard these when you were children? They're like the fairy tales you can only dimly remember - the lesser-known ones kept in the back of the books you read when you were small - perhaps hidden because they were stranger, and meaner, and more disturbing. The elements are all there; there are castles, and princesses, there are spinning wheels and cursed marriages.
And what Angela catches so well about the fairy tale is the very matter-of-factness of these stories of magic and weirdness. About how very casual are its cruelties. This is a world in which bargains are made that rarely serve either party well, in which a person can pull off her own thumb in order to distract an enemy, in which tongues can be cut out with only mild regret, in which souls can be lost, futures destroyed, whole identities wiped and stuck inside idiot dolls.
The effect of all of this is to create a universe in which, for all the magic and wonder to be seen, individual lives are cheap and hard and soon forgotten. And in which the very phrase 'live happily ever after' can be flung as an ironic rebuke.
The brilliance of this is that, however cool Angela's style, the impact is anything but. They're very moving, these stories - because every time the bizarre clashes against her characters, a spark is given off. The women who inhabit these dark tales give up their lives or their destinies for their children or their lovers or their lords. But as they do so they burn with a simple but forceful need for love, for tenderness, and for acceptance. They may not always feel they deserve it, and they may know too much about the vagaries of the cruel world they live in to expect anything better. But it's the collision of the fairy tales we read as children, and the very real passions of the adults suffering within them, that for all their quasi-medieval settings make Slatter's stories feel modern and relevant and true.
One of the ways this works so well is the way that within the fairy tales Slatter creates, the characters too are always seeking fairy tales of their own. They'll tell stories of Rapunzel to each other, in a book which has already played off the Rapunzel clichés to devastating effect. They'll tell stories to selfish little children, who are unaware that in the telling of them they are being absorbed into cruel fairy tales of their own. They'll create dolls of gems and real hair, and put inside them their souls. Women literally give their entire lives as they struggle to express themselves - whether it be the fine art of a tapestry, or the earthy food of baked bread. These are characters in what would typically be seen as escapist fantasy trying to escape into new fantasies of their own.
There are fictions within fictions within fictions, and the effect of reading Slatter's stories one after the other is honestly dizzying. Some stories bounce off the other, so that what m ay read simply enough is thrown into colder and disturbing perspective by the tale that succeeds it. “Ash” is a haunting tale of witchcraft - but it is made great by “The Story of Ink” that follows, which turns “Ash”’s redemptive ending on to its head with harsh irony - and “Lost Things”, the black comic tale of yearning for a mother's love that follows, gives an extra twist to the pair of them.
That's what's so remarkable about Angela Slatter's writing. On the one hand she is writing short stories with such craft, embracing the fact they're short; these are economical tales that you might imagine being told to wide-eyed children around a burning fireplace. But the cumulative effect of them all is that a whole new world is produced, and you begin to feel bit by bit that you've been hoodwinked by Slatter - that this isn't a collection of disposable fairy tales at all, but something much more intricate, something which feels more like a novel. At the same time Sourdough and Other Stories manages to be grand and ambitious and worldbuilding - but also as intimate and focused as all good short fiction should be. It's a remarkable piece of trickery, as subtle and as crafty as anything practised by the witches in the book itself. But it also suggests again that effect of stories within stories, of magic within magic, of wonder without end.
And it's that wonder that, ultimately, makes Angela Slatter's tales of sacrifice and compromise still feel so uplifting. There's a fascination with art, and with invention, and it runs through every chapter of the book - there's a magic in the fact that in a world of lust and savagery, in which men can disappoint and be (literally) reduced to animals, that there is still the instinct to create things of beauty. Nowhere is this better shown than in the certain prose style of Angela Slatter herself, who has a rare gift for being at the same time both vividly direct and hauntingly poetic. And what she shows us is that there are always fresh stories to be told. As we realise that the heroines of one story are the descendants of those in others - and have turned their histories already into fairy tales of t heir own - we realise too that there's a tough resilience to these women. There are always new heroines, choked up with their hopes and des ires - and no matter how the world tries to crush them down, that these desires still win through. It's what gives the book its generosity. The women of Angela Slatter's stories may individually be broken and browbeaten - but together they are irrepressible.
When we grow up, we find ourselves in a world that looks unkindly on magic. It's seen as something childish, rather than childlike. And we watch the news on television to learn about Real Life (whatever that may be), and we read stories which are aching with naturalism. But I think there's a part of us which is still yearning for the tales that we were told as children, the ones that shaped us, the ones that taught us the value of imagination. Fairy tales may very well be the greatest of all the tales we'll ever read; when we're first given them they seem so simple, so easily recognisable - and as we grow older, we see the darkness behind them, their passions and their horrors. They may well be the only stories which seem to age with us, and they can't be outgrown or easily left behind. The joy of Angela Slatter 's book is that she's given us a set of fairy tales that are at once both new and fresh, and yet feel as old as storytelling itself. And take us back into a place that is mysterious and shocking and scary – and very beautiful.
###
‘Why are you so dark, Ella?’ squeals Brunhilde, the king’s daughter. She is thirteen years old. It is the fourth time she has asked me the question since she and her brother invaded my rooms this afternoon. They are both verminous brats, exactly the kind I seek. The other one, the youngest, is not out of swaddling cloth so I cannot yet judge him. Sometimes it is simply enough to leave them to do harm where they may.
‘Yes, Ella. Why so, dark? Do you roll in the dirt at night or sleep in the cinders?’ Baldur is fourteen and equals his sister in unpleasantness, occasionally surpassing her. Platinum blonde hair and violet-blue eyes, they are shining, flawed metal, the worst that a royal house can offer: cruel, spiteful, selfish, beautiful, utterly confident of their position in life.
‘Nigra sum sed formosa,’ I answer, pleased at the blank stares they give. ‘Does your tutor not teach you Latin, then?’ I click my tongue, a gesture both despairing and scornful. I do not translate that I am dark but comely. ‘Ignorant children, what a blot upon the world.’
Brunhilde throws herself at me, and hangs off my skirt, trying to tear the fabric. If she had eyes and mind to see beyond the ordinary, she would notice that the material was fine once, a heavy brocade embroidered with gold and silver thread. The filaments are so aged and dull now their shine is lost to all but the most observant. She begins a chant and will not stop. ‘Why, why, why, why, why, why?’
‘Shut up, Brunhilde.’ Baldur sometimes sees further than his sister, sometimes he tries to dig. She drops away, sits on the cold floor and sulks. ‘You do not know your place, Ella.’
‘My place is here for the moment, for as long as I choose,’ I say. I do not mention that warming their father’s bed now and then gives me licence to say what I please – within measure. My position as herbalist gives me power, too. I supply the physician with the medicines upon which his reputation rests. Ladies of the court come to me for unguents to keep their skin soft, or for drafts to get rid of inconvenient pregnancies. The Queen occasionally asks for something to make her husband sleep and so relieve her of his demands for a night or two. Men want love philtres to help them do their best by their womenfolk, or to make them eloquent before the King. The Archbishop, Serenus, comes more often than most.
I have been here six months, threading my way through the life of the palace and this little city of Lodellan, which thinks itself large. Soon it will be time to go.
‘You do not speak like a servant. You do not behave like a servant.’
‘Yet I am a servant,’ I finish curtly. ‘Now, get out of my room, and take your squalling sibling with you.’
‘You cannot order us about!’ squeaks Brunhilde.
‘I can and have. Now out, or there will be no stories tonight, nor for a sennight to come.’ Here is my real power over them: the tales I tell. They have become small addicts, to our sessions and the drops of mandrake I put in their milk. The nights when I am not telling their father fables of a different sort, I spend beside their beds, recounting myths and legends to take into their dreams. Even though the children are vile, this weaving of words is a pleasure for me, and it furthers my ends. I suffer no illusions: they do not love me. As long as I provide an amusement, it will stave off the moment when they turn on me.
‘Not like the one you told last night, Ella,’ Baldur says warily. I shake my head, hide my smile. I gave them the history of the Erl-King and in the morning they both woke with tears on their cheeks.
‘No, I’ll tell you something exciting, something secret,’ I promise.
When they have gone, I unlock the door to my workroom and step inside. A thin cat detaches herself from the shadows under one of the benches. She glides around my skirts, mews to be gathered up. She’s black, with the greenest of eyes, tiny and frail still. I rescued her from the children a month ago; they were tormenting her in the stables, had already executed her kittens and dangled their limp bodies in front of her. For a long while, the cat wouldn’t eat, but eventually I coaxed milk into her mouth and loved her into living. She is gentle and sad.
For their efforts, Brunhilde and Baldur spent two weeks vomiting and shitting, fed with one of my potions, and their sheets sprinkled with a compound that made them break out in red, itching spots.
The cat’s face against mine is warm and she is soft in my hands. I hold her like a child, and survey the room. It is dim because some of the plants and powders I work with do not like the light. It smells musty, but layered with sweetness and something bitter and dark at the very base, like rotted roses. In the end, it reminds me of home, a comfort and an ache at the same time, to remember a place and an exile from it.
Hesitantly, I uncover the mirror that waits in one corner. It’s big enough to show my face and torso, faded dress, cat in arms. My skin is deep olive, burnt by the sun as I tramp the hills beyond the forest for herbs, my face an oval set with dark eyes and an unbalanced mouth – upper lip thin, the lower full. My brows are straight, and my hair as black as the cat’s fur. I have the look of a gypsy, a wanderer.
I wonder if perhaps my time has passed and I can return. In hope, I touch the glass, feel it cool under my fingertips, wish that I could travel through it, through the doors between worlds, back to my own place. My exile isn’t yet done. The surface remains hard, unbroken, impenetrable. The cat makes a soft noise, like sympathy. I bury my face in her fur.
#
The Queen seeks a sleeping draft, not for her husband this night, but for herself. She wears lines of trouble on her brow, drawn sharp around the corners of her mouth. Her eyes, the same colour she passed on to her children, seem darkened by her thoughts.
‘Thank you, Ella.’ She is polite and gentle and I am puzzled that she bred those two vipers. Sensing the direction of my mind, perhaps, she tells me: ‘I worry about my children.’
‘Madam?’ I feign ignorance.
‘I don’t like them, Ella. I don’t like my own children. What sort of mother does that make me?’ Her voice holds pain and a kind of battered love.
‘Quite a normal one, madam,’ I tell her honestly. ‘Parents see children as an extension of themselves, so when they go wrong, we often don’t like them. Love them, yes, but like them, no.’
‘Do I even love them? Did I love them?’ she asks herself. ‘How did they get so? They are cruel and thoughtless and selfish. I know what they did to that cat you’ve adopted.’ She puts her face into her pale hands. ‘How? Didn’t I love them enough?’
‘Sometimes that’s where you do wrong, madam, too much love, insufficient discipline. They are spoiled, have been their whole lives. They have been taught to think only of themselves, of no one else’s desires or wants or needs. They think not to return love, but only to expect it.’
She looks at me like a coiled snake; I have gone too far.
‘You asked me, madam. I answered you with truth,’ I say quietly, lowering my head. She deflates and begins to weep. I try to temper her grief. ‘There is the baby, madam. The smallest one may yet bring you happiness.’
I tuck the rich linens around her, whispering that the drink will help her dreams, but the posset remains untouched. She will take it, though, in her own time; she will wish for a brief oblivion. I leave. The King’s page waits outside the door; I shake my head.
‘Then you will do for tonight,’ he tells me.
I lean close. ‘It would be better for you to learn some respect. Else watch what goes into your food, my lad.’ I take pleasure in the way he blanches, dip my head mockingly and make my way to the King’s chambers.
He is a thin man, voracious in his appetites; amazing amounts of food disappear down his gullet but have no effect on his lean frame. He looks like an ascetic, but eats like a glutton. His hair is white-blonde, long and fine. He likes the way my dark skin looks against his pale flesh, he likes the things I do to him, fulfilling desires he dares voice to no one else. He knows that I am a well for the things he wishes to keep hidden. Funny that no one in this palace ever questions my ability to catch and keep secrets.
I think the children’s shortcomings must spring from his blood. This twice-born man is not a good king.
#
‘You’re late,’ accuses Brunhilde, sitting high against her puffed-up pillows, an enormous doll propped next to her like a silent sister. The doll’s eyes move, the creature just barely animated by a tiny piece of soul. Baldur has crept across from his own bed and curls at the foot of his sister’s like a lazy dog. The baby sleeps in a nursery elsewhere under the watchful eyes of three nurses. Governesses do not last with these older two, which is how and why I have gained such leverage.
‘I was seeing to your parents. Now, hush, or there will be no tale.’ I settle myself on a corner of the bed, my back resting against the carved post, my legs crossed under my skirts, my hands lying loose in my lap, waiting until the story needs them.
‘I have told you before of the Robber Bridegroom and how he was defeated by a clever girl,’ I begin. They nod, eyes growing wide as my voice takes hold. ‘Before his demise, he was the finest thief in the land, and this is because he knew the location of a shadow tree.’
‘What’s a shadow tree?’ they ask in unison. I put a finger against my lips to still their interruptions.
‘Where is your milk? Have you had your milk?’ They shake their heads and I take the jug of lukewarm liquid from the bedside stand and pour each a cup, dripping in mandrake juice from the vial in my pocket. Not enough to kill, but enough to make them sleepy and suggestible. They drink it down as I settle back in my spot.
‘Shadow trees belong to the Erl-King – I have told you of him, also, and of his daughter who ran away and was punished with exile. The Erl-King’s trees are his doors to the upper-earth, this is how he travels the land. But, if you know how, a shadow tree can also render you invisible.’
‘How?’ breathes Baldur. I knew this would pique his interest – imagine the mischief he could do if he could not be seen!
‘What follows you everywhere and gives you away?’ I ask.
‘Your shadow,’ pipes Brunhilde.
‘Exactly. The Robber Bridegroom knew how to pin his shadow to the trunk – without it to give him away, he could come and go into people’s homes as he pleased. He wandered in and out, doing as he would, causing great harm.’
Baldur’s eyes shine. ‘Is there a shadow tree near here? Do you know, Ella? Surely you must!’
I purse my lips as if to restrain the secret, which makes him all the more urgent. ‘You must tell me, Ella! You must or I shall have Father make you tell me.’
I suppress a laugh – as if this pup could influence his father one way or another in regard to me! I feign fear and lean close. I whisper to them that Yes, there is a shadow tree in the forest, not far from the city walls, in the clearing where they sometimes go to play, where the six standing stones wait. I tell him it is best found in moonlight, when it will gleam like an angel’s wings and, lo and behold, tonight is a full moon. I will not take them there, I tell them, and in this I am adamant. They will, I know, go without me. I tuck them into their beds, make them swear they will not go into the woods tonight and look for the tree. They promise me with lying lips. They will stray, like so many before them, and find the shadow tree, which will sense the mandrake in their veins. It will open the door in its trunk and the children, drugged and malleable, will wander in and down into the darkness. They will make the journey I cannot.
After leaving the room, I watch, pressing myself into an angle where corridor meets corridor. The door opens and they slip out, luminous in the dark, their hair washed by the lambent moonlight pouring in through the high windows. They walk down the hallway, now in shadow, now in light, disappearing and reappearing like ghosts. Turning right they escape my view, taking the passageway that leads into a tiny palace garden. In the garden is a folly, made like a miniature castle, and in its floor is a trapdoor, which leads to a tunnel that comes up in the forest outside the city walls. I wait until I hear the faint click of the latch behind them, then step from the shadows.
Another does the same, leaving her hiding place. In the Queen’s hand is the posset I gave her. We stare at each other for a long time, so long that the cold begins to seep up from the flagstones into my feet. Perhaps we’ll both freeze here forever. At last, she raises the cup to her lips and drinks, her eyes never leaving mine. She nods, backs away, and turns to continue the journey to her bedchamber.
I return to their father’s bed and wake him with strange kisses; when his children go missing, what better alibi for me than the King?
Soon I will make my way to another palace, another castle, to observe and judge the royal children who dwell therein. Soon I may start again to tell the story of the shadow tree. I will travel for as long as I must, telling my tales, collecting children to pay my fare back across the dark path; staying in one place only until the rumours grow too loud and too frequent. Soon, I hope, my father will forgive me. Soon, I hope, the Erl-King will declare my exile at an end, my escape from his realm pardoned. Soon, I hope, I will be allowed to go home.
###
There were too many apples.
Far too many for the age of the trees, the time of year and the brevity of my stay. The orchard was small, but every branch fair drooped with fat fruits, boughs hung low and heavy. I, perched atop a rickety ladder, my apron filled with fragrant balls of red, sang loudly. What I harvested would not, could not have been there but for my magic. I was entirely pleased with myself.
‘Good day, mistress.’
His voice startled me.
Tall, olive-skinned and handsome, his expression was too dour and weary for his youth. His clothes, I noticed in the moment before I tried to climb down too fast, were sombre and travel-stained. I got tangled in my skirts and twisted a foot on one of the rungs and fell. Apples flew like hard rain.
Instead of crashing to the ground I was caught mid-flight. I felt muscles and the rub of rough fabric; the smell of man and horse was strong. He held me a moment longer than he needed to then put me carefully on my feet. I tried to stand but my ankle gave way and I found myself scooped up again.
‘May I?’ he asked belatedly and I nodded assent, fluttering my eyelashes. I wrapped my arms around him. The stiff white collar of his shirt was bright against the black of his jacket. Gently I touched the dark curls at the nape of his neck. He pretended not to notice, but from beneath lowered lids I could spy him stealing glances at me.
We rounded the corner to see Dowsabel feeding carrots to a long-legged ebony horse. She gave a cry and hurried forward.
‘Bring her inside. What have you done, Gideon Cotton? Patience, are you all right?’
I nodded, surprised that she knew him and addressed him so familiarly. I had not seen many visitors in the time I’d been with her, mainly tinkers and travelling salesmen. Then again, a lack of callers did not mean a lack of acquaintances. Dowsabel may well have lived on the fringe of Bitterwood, but it stood to reason that the townspeople knew of her and she of them.
She led him into the parlour and he put me gently on a long couch. He lifted both of my legs onto the worn padding, then pushed my skirts up to my knees. The right ankle seemed to swell even as we watched, the flesh hot and ruddy. His hands touched the heated skin and I shivered, as much from excitement as from the coolness of his palms. Dowsabel made a disapproving sound and bustled him aside. He blushed and stood awkwardly. His chin was raised as if to distance himself from the proceedings. I swallowed a smile.
‘What happened, Patience? Did he hurt you?’ Her words were harsh but her gaze told me it was more a joke than anything else; that she wanted to see how much leverage she might get out of his discomfort.
‘No, Dowsabel. He startled me, but I fell through my own clumsiness.’ I gave him the full force of my green eyes and he blushed ever darker. She had her back to him and shot me a grin he could not see. She put her slim hands around my ankle and I gasped for dramatic effect, all out of proportion to the pain I actually felt. The young man started guiltily.
Dowsabel rose and gazed at him. ‘Are you satisfied? I told you before you charged off into the orchard there is only myself and my young cousin, come to help while my husband is away.’
The lies sweetly rolled off her tongue. I noticed his eyebrows raised at the word “husband”, but otherwise he had the conscience to look ashamed.
‘My apologies, goodwife. I have become – obsessive in my pursuit and now I have caused injury.’ His shoulders sagged.
‘What do you seek?’ I asked, although I thought I knew the answer.
‘Someone who fled Bitterwood three months ago.’
‘Man, woman, girl, boy? Many pass through the town, Gideon, so you need to be more specific.’ She laughed and annoyance at the thought that this woman did not take him seriously flew over his handsome face.
‘How can you be ignorant of what happened, goodwife?’
‘You know very well, Gideon Cotton. Who comes to exchange news, good or bad, with the likes of me?’ she asked sternly, and he flinched. ‘So, I ask again: who do you seek?’
‘I don’t know. I don’t even know if the person exists. My father and the town council hanged – or tried to hang – a witch. Ever since that day our families have been afflicted – wells were poisoned. My parents and younger brother died. Cows were made barren and the fields are rotten with dead crops. I suspect she had an accomplice or a familiar, someone left behind to take revenge on us.’
‘What happened to the woman?’ I asked quietly.
‘She disappeared. One moment she was there, the next gone. Some devilry.’
‘So, why do you not think it was she who cursed you and yours? Why some invisible familiar?’ Dowsabel’s face had lost its customary gentleness but I couldn’t tell if she disapproved of him or the possible escapee.
‘I … we …’ It seemed this had not occurred to him. She touched his arm and his face cleared. Apparently Dowsabel was not without her own magic. I had not suspected.
‘Let me set your mind at ease, Gideon.’ She touched his forehead, speaking low. ‘We have seen none such as you have described, neither man nor woman, maid nor lad.’
He stood for a moment, enchanted. I was as transfixed by her as he was. Dowsabel smiled once more and said, ‘There is only we two.’
He stared at me and even though I knew he could not identify me, could not possibly know anything, I held my breath and felt sweat prickle my palms. At last he shook his head and tried a limp smile, which Dowsabel returned, hers brilliant and designed to dazzle. ‘Would you like refreshment before you continue on your way?’
‘No. No, I thank you, goodwife. I have been hunting rumour for so long I no longer know how to behave civilly. You are wise – it must have been the witch and there will be no finding a woman who can disappear at will.’
#
The fruits grow lush and glossy, uniformly round and enticing, but they have no smell, which may make you suspect something is wrong. When you bite into them, you know. Perhaps they are so foul because they contain the essence of transformation, of ultimate change. The gallowberries taste, without exception, of rotting flesh and spent seed – their garden lies at a crossroads, under the gallows where criminals are hung. The lives of such men shudder to a halt, their last breath and last pleasure simultaneous. With time the bodies rot, wind, rain, sun, air taking their toll on ephemeral flesh.
They break down, these gallowscrows, to all component parts – some of them are more useful this way. That is why my mother spent one of her evenings sixteen years ago lying beneath a gibbet, skirts about her waist, muttering words that made sense to few, but would have earned her a noose all of her own. The dead ones, she told me when I was old enough to understand, cause you far less trouble and seldom want anything in return. She was not beautiful, Wynne Sykes, and I think perhaps she found robbing the deceased easier than risking rejection. My looks, I was assured, came from a dead man; not his only gift. ‘Crossroads, Patience,’ my mother said one day as she gathered bright berries, ‘are funny things. Gateways to all sorts of places and not just north, south, east, or west.’ She held up one of the gallowberries with a grin. ‘And these can help unlock all manner of gates.’
So, when she was finally caught, some months later, cutting the hand from a hanged man, she was able to escape the rope and the salivating burghers who wanted to see her last choking moments. I watched from my roost in a tree. She stepped carefully out of the cart they’d brought her in, keeping her eyes on the road, looking for a shift in the air, for an almost imperceptible line that would tell her a crossing space was there.
I knew by her face when she’d found it, the half-smile twitching her lips, and the toss of her thin, pale hair. She popped one of the gallowberries she habitually carried into her mouth. As she moved forward, she spoke a word or two, bit down hard and blinked out of existence. Gone just like that, leaving seven confused and terrified men milling about, and me lying along a branch, with a sense of satisfaction and loss.
Take that, you bastards, I thought viciously. I was angry, but not so angry that I came down before they had all gone back to their cosy homes and their warm, ample wives and their smug, self-righteous town. I stood on the spot where she’d disappeared then sat in the dirt, searching for the path she had taken. It was beyond my pitiful abilities, though. She never taught me how to find those doorways, never taught me the words that acted as keys to other places.
Eventually I knew it was time to move on, that the ache of being left behind would work against me were I to give in to it. To be found where the witch had last been seen – who knew what the fearful, tiny-minded clowns of Bitterwood might make of that?
In the velvet darkness I visited the houses of those seven foremost men, the members of the town council, who’d judged my mother and brought her to the crossroads. The night before her hanging, I sneaked to the back window of the place where they’d held her. Her jailer, she’d whispered to me out of the bars of the cell, had been kind, as had his wife. I was instructed not to touch them. The seven, though, those fine upstanding citizens, were to be taken care of – whether I punished them or their families was irrelevant. Those left untouched would live in guilt and fear of what might visit them in times to come; any future misfortune would be viewed as something resulting from this day’s work. My mother had a fine mind for revenge.
I moved through the blackness like a fish through water, my eyes accustomed, pupils widening to swallow all the white. Perhaps this is the result of my strange conception, perhaps this is my father’s dead gift to me: the ability to see like a cat or a creature of under-earth, and other things besides. I poisoned wells at three of the houses. At the next two homes, I spoke lovingly to the cows as I rubbed their udders with an oil to curdle the milk therein and I fed them a mix of grasses and herbs to render them barren. At the last two residences, I stood at one end of the fields, held a powder of salt and sulphur, breathed malignant words across my palm and blew. Caught by eldritch winds, the particles drifted across the earth to settle into the soil, to kill the crops and prevent any fresh ones.
I was exhausted. Unlike white magic, which rewards its maker as well as its object, malign magic sucks the strength out of you. I knew I had to find somewhere to hide, to lie low before the sun rose and my deeds were discovered. If I tried to run, drained as I was, they would hunt me down as surely as day follows night; but if I stayed close, hid in plain sight, I would have a good chance of surviving. No one had seen me, no one knew about me but if I were discovered walking determinedly away from the town with its ill-water and ruined livestock then questions would be asked. I did not want to return to the hut in which my mother and I had spent our last two nights together. I did not want to meet the memories that would surely wait for me there.
Once anger, grief and vigilance were dulled by time and fear, then I might again take to the roads.
I found a barn on the outskirts of town. It was rundown and inhabited by a few scrawny cows and ancient chickens, but the straw in the hayloft was fresh and soft. It would give me a relatively safe haven for the days I needed. I slept the sleep of the just – or the vengeful, depending on your viewpoint – and woke feeling refreshed and hungry.
In the darkness I hadn’t really taken in the state of the house to which the barn belonged, but I wasn’t entirely surprised to see it was equally depleted. A two-storied manor with grubby windows and shingles missing from the roof. The overgrown garden was beautiful though, filled with roses and jasmine, magnolias and the like. It was not close to its neighbours and was mostly shielded from view by tall hedges and large trees. I watched the yard between the cracks in the walls. The only activity was that of a single woman, perhaps in her thirties, with the bump of a child beginning to show. No sign of a husband or children, no sign of servants. I observed until the growling of my stomach got too loud to ignore. If nothing else I could beg stale bread; better though if I stole it, if no one saw me.
I waited until the woman headed to the small orchard set behind the house.
The cool of the stone-flagged kitchen welcomed me. I could smell fresh bread, just out of the oven. My nose led me to it, cooling on the bench. As my eyes adjusted to the dimness I saw the room was clean and tidy. A vase with bright yellow flowers sat in the middle of a rough table. Pots and pans, dented with age but scrubbed bright, hung from nails on beams above my head, and a tidy sideboard housed a collection of unmatched crockery. Pieces of coloured glass sat along the window sill eating the sunlight and throwing brilliantly tinted shafts around the room. A fireplace was cut deep into the wall and an iron cauldron hung over the cold remains of a fire.
I was reaching for the warm loaf when there was a small scream and the sound of something shattering.
Turning, I saw the woman silhouetted in the doorway. I stepped into the patch of light coming through the window so she would see me fully and know me to be no threat. I looked like a starveling cat, huge eyes, hollow cheeks and dark hair; no danger at all.
She gave a sigh, not angry but surprised. ‘Oh, you did give me a start!’
I took heart and spoke. ‘I’m sorry.’ I bent down to help scoop up the pieces of broken plate. ‘I’m so hungry,’ I said as I carefully put the smaller shards onto the biggest one, trying not to cut myself.
‘You had only to ask.’ Her tone was reproving but she smiled and I could see she was older than I first thought. Her hair shone, a mix of gold and silver and grey. She must have been over forty. She put a hand to the small of her back and rubbed ruefully. ‘You’ll be wanting something to drink with that, I’d imagine.’
I told her I was alone in the world, travelling to the cathedral-city of Lodellan to look for work. She said her name was Dowsabel and she did not question me too closely. Just a few days, I begged of her, and she readily agreed. I think she was glad of company.
#
‘He will return, you know.’
Dowsabel looked tired and old. She sat back in the armchair and pulled a knitted rug over her lap. I gave her a mug of tea; scents of cinnamon and ginger rose from it. Night had fallen and my ankle was strapped tight. I curled into a seat across the fire from her, hands wrapped around my own beverage – this one steeping herbs to numb pain.
I shook my head. ‘He has no reason to – unless you put him under a spell,’ I said archly. ‘All big eyes and wide smiles, glamouring him so.’
‘Is that the thanks I get?’ she laughed. ‘For saving your worthless hide, little witch?’
‘A familiar! As if I’m a cat or a toad an old woman carries around in her pocket!’ I took umbrage at that slight. ‘Did you know? When first I came?’ I asked, curious. I had not known her for what she was. Now here we were, our secret selves exposed.
She shook her head. ‘Not at first, Patience. No, not at first, but when the animals began to prosper I suspected. When the apples kept coming, I knew.’
‘Why did you not cast those spells yourself?’ I asked.
‘Those are not my magics,’ she explained, astonished by my ignorance. ‘What did your mother teach you?’
I stared at my hands; they looked so harmless just holding that cup. ‘Revenge,’ I said and told her my life, letting it spill out, from my unconventional birth to the recent blood on those self-same hands.
She was quiet for a while. ‘My strength lies in glamours, in making people see what I want them to see.’ She caught my look and laughed. ‘Oh, not on you! You’d peer straight through that. Our kind knows very quickly when she’s being glamoured – we do not react well to a rosy view of the world! It makes us suspicious.’
I snorted.
‘And you punished the town?’
I nodded. ‘The innocent and the guilty, it seems.’
‘And your mother escaped?’ she said cautiously.
‘She knew the roads – the other roads. Never taught me though,’ I muttered as memories of Wynne forced themselves to the surface, ‘left me behind to wander this world.’
‘Perhaps her time here was done. And not everyone, Patience, can walk those roads. There’s only a select few of our kind who know the ways through and the paths in between, and are strong enough for those journeys.’ She reach across the gap between our chairs and patted my hand. ‘Your mother couldn’t take you with her.’
‘Will she come back?’
Dowsabel shook her head. ‘Step through the door and there is no returning. You pass by only once.’
I nodded, unsure whether to grieve or not. The few days I’d begged of Dowsabel had stretched, as if by magic into weeks, then months. I’d grown comfortable with a life in one place. The hole Wynne left had been quickly filled by my new friend. I had, I must admit, almost forgotten that I once had another mother. A life of hardship was softened and faded by the time I spent at the manor, and happy remembrances of myself as Wynne Sykes’ daughter were few and far between. In my mind a new dam superimposed herself over the old: Dowsabel, kindly and caring, who never let me go hungry, who did not teach me to turn my skills into strange arts, who did not need me hate and mistrust the world around me.
I’d known my life had been hard, but it was all I’d known. I realised that it had been an existence of deprivation, but I’d had nothing else to judge it by and thus find it wanting. Soft cats, my mother used to sneer at other people and I’d agree with her. Now I slept in a feather bed. I had more than one dress (Dowsabel’s cast-offs, but better than my one gown with fabric so old that in places black had faded to green). I was warm and I was fed. I wore pliable leather boots Dowsabel said were too small for her. I no longer needed my feet filthy and bare to warn me that vibrations in the road meant a cart or carriage or horses so I should hide in the undergrowth; that damp soil might mean good crops, but I would leave a trail if I stole from an orchard.
I had found comfort and care and I had no desire to leave it. I thought perhaps I might fit into a normal sort of life, become a normal sort of girl. I wanted, heaven help me, to be a normal sort of girl. I did not want to practise the dark things I was so used to; I did not think to use magic for harm anymore. Dowsabel taught me lessons that almost took.
She had stopped speaking but, involved in my own thoughts, I did not realise it until she heaved herself to her feet. ‘Come. Let’s go for a walk.’
‘It’s late and you’re tired and my ankle hurts,’ I complained.
‘And yet this must be done by moonlight. Come along, little liar, little witch.’
I pouted but complied. She linked her arm with mine as we walked through the overgrown garden and across the fields beneath an autumn moon. I exaggerated my limp and she laughed. The smell of apples was strong on the breeze.
‘That man,’ she said once again, ‘will come back. I saw the look on his face and I saw the look on your face. He will come a-courting.’
‘Who is Gideon Cotton when he’s at home?’ I asked, curiosity getting the better of me.
‘His father,’ she said pointedly, ‘was a judge and on the town council – as you well know. Gideon has been studying law, although I think now he will take his father’s position if he has not already done so. Bitterwood does love its lawgivers.’
‘I killed his parents,’ I repeated so we might both hear it aloud and remember.
‘And his younger brother,’ she reminded.
‘I’m a murderess,’ I said.
‘He doesn’t know that.’
‘One day, he will see it in my face.’
‘You’d be surprised how much you can hide from a man, Patience, and for how long.’ We stopped at a tightly clustered copse, just before the hedgerows began. ‘What do you see?’
I glanced around and up. ‘Sky, moon, trees.’
‘Look down. What there?’
I stared at the ground. Beneath the thick grass I could see the earth had been churned and dug over, not recently, but its disarray was evident to my night-eyes. I peered deep and found the rotting corpse, a man by the look of the clothes, worms still playing in his flesh.
Dowsabel breathed: ‘Do you see him?’
I nodded.
‘I thought as much,’ she said with satisfaction.
‘Is he your husband? Did you do it?’
‘No and yes. It was many years before my parents would let me marry, would let me leave them – you can see I am not in the first flush of youth! On my way to my wedding I was ... stolen by the man who lived here. Something in him made him proof against my power. Somehow he saw through and I could not change him.’ She shook her head. ‘By the time my family found me I was thoroughly ruined. I could have gone home but to what purpose? What place? I was his whore whether I willed it or no. I stayed here because I thought I deserved nothing better.’
‘What happened? Is he the baby’s father?’
She nodded. ‘I stayed. I stayed for five years and never fell pregnant. He drank. One night not so long ago he hit me once too often. I grabbed a candlestick – one of those silver ones you polish so assiduously – and hit him back. I almost panicked, almost ran, but I remembered what I could do, how most people do not look beyond the glamours I put in front of them. I thought on how few visitors came, how badly they regarded this house. Only Gideon’s father asked me where my husband was and no one questioned me after I’d said he’d gone away. I thought then perhaps I could go home but ...’
‘The baby?’
‘The baby.’
‘Would your family not take you back?
‘Before I was simply ruined, but to bring them a child – proof of my whoring? No, I would not do that, to either them or myself. Or the child.’
We turned away and walked back to the warmth of the manor. I wondered that she could continue living there after what had happened to her. Perhaps sensing the direction of my thoughts, she said, ‘I earned this house. No matter what happened to me here – or perhaps because of it. It’s the one place I have that is mine.’
#
The days turned in upon themselves, the nights lengthened and winter threatened to oust autumn without making good. Dowsabel said I must stay (as if I ever looked like leaving!) for it was not safe to take to the roads with such weather coming on. There would be snow and I would be lost. I did not tell her I had lived through worse, that Wynne and I had tramped through snow drifts that sometimes rose above our heads. We had come so close to freezing that I knew death did not have a chill breath, but a hot one that made you feel consumed.
I thanked her and agreed to stay, telling her she was right.
She was right, too, with much smugness, about Gideon.
He returned many times, always with gifts: flowers, jewellery, ribbons. He paid me attention and listened when I spoke. I had known men before, when starvation threatened and survival left no other courses. They had meant nothing, but a heart unused to kindness is an easy victim for love.
‘The witch,’ I said to him tentatively. Our bodies were still slick with each other’s sweat and I could taste him on my lips. I ran my fingers across the broad bas-relief of his chest, then down the tight stomach muscles until his hand stopped mine and I grinned.
‘I swear, Patience, you are insatiable.’
‘I did not hear you complaining before,’ I said pertly.
‘Not a complaint, my darling, merely an observation and a plea for respite so I may gather my strength.’ The fingers of his other caressed my shoulder and his lips moved against my hair. I could feel him breathing deeply, taking in the scent of me. Even though I was without the magic of glamour, the art of seduction served me equally well.
I kissed his chest and angled my head to look at him, slanting my eyes.
‘The witch,’ I repeated unable to let the subject go. ‘What was her crime? Had she harmed anyone?’
‘She found was cutting a hand from a gallowscrow.’
‘And?’ I asked, all innocence as if I had not been trained to do the very same thing. ‘She’d not actually done anything?’
‘She hardly needed to, her intent was very clear.’ His tone became impatient. ‘They take the limbs and make foul things – hands of glory. A candle is placed on each finger and once lit, it will put all those who slumber into the deepest of sleep. Not a one of them can wake while the witch enters the house and does what she will, murdering people in their beds. She’d have used it herself or sold it to some blackguard.’
My mother would have used the hand to steal, certainly, never to kill though, not without provocation at any rate.
‘Oh,’ I said, lamely.
‘Her kind are a blight on this earth.’ He was warming to his theme; I felt anger coursing through him. He could not realise how all woman are, in one way or another, ‘her kind’, even his dear departed mother. ‘Three members of my family are dead by her hand and they had done nothing.’
Mother and brother blameless, perhaps, but Father had reaped his just reward.
I kept my own ire in check, felt it balanced by sadness that this would always be between us. ‘I know, my heart, I know. You are right.’
I tasted my own lies and found them rich and rotten. I rose up over him and put my mouth to his, distracting him the best way I knew how, thinking it was love.
#
I wondered where he told his remaining family (two sisters, one other brother, I was advised by Dowsabel) he went when he came to me. He would not have been honest. I knew enough of men to divine there was never marriage in his plans; I was not fool enough to think that.
Dowsabel informed me of the milk-pale girl his father had chosen for him, the priest’s niece (some whispered his daughter, but not too loudly), and a very suitable match. When Dowsabel went into the town for the things we could not make or grow ourselves, people talked around her if not to her. She gleaned her knowledge thus, picking through the chatter and taking what interested her as if selecting the best grains from the chaff. She told me, too, when their wedding date had been set.
I would tease Gideon about it. Ask him how he would give me up when he’d wed his betrothed. He did not like to speak of it and did not like to be tormented, but I did not stop. Deep inside I wanted to be a chosen girl. Deep inside it made me angry that he assumed I would always be waiting for him. That the manor was a house of patient whores and I would be another woman as compliant as Dowsabel seemed. So my teasing had an edge and a heat and the longer he and I were together, the sharper I became in my pricking of him. More and more often he left in anger.
One morning I made one of my infrequent trips in to the town. Dowsabel was unwell, coming so close to her time, and it appeared the effort of carrying the child had eaten all of her reserves. My friend looked like a ghost, a shadow, all of her vital force turned inward and sucked up by the parasite inside. She was craving honey cakes from the market. She was very pale when she sent me off.
‘Will you be all right?’ I worried. She laughed, but the sound was weak.
‘Of course, little witch. I’ve not lived this long to shuffle off now. Go! I’ve a mind for those cakes.’
A quick foray, I thought, straight to the stall and Mrs Hensley the baker’s wife, who didn’t look unkindly upon us. She often wore marks on her face, where Mr Hensley had written his displeasure. I handed her the bundle of herbs sewn into a small pillow no bigger than my hand (to take down swelling and suck the darkness out of bruises). She stuffed it quickly into the pocket of her apron and gave me a box of pastries in exchange.
I turned to go and saw them across the square.
Gideon, all swarthy-handsome, beside him a girl with the whitest hair I’d ever seen and a face untouched by any kind of hardship – it rendered her blank as a doll. She smiled at him and my heart twisted when he smiled back. Behind trailed his family.
The oldest girl, Anna, in her early thirties, eyed everything and everyone unpleasantly, picking things up from trestle tables and putting them down again, finding them wanting as a matter of course. She was pretty but dissatisfaction had made thin roads on her face and piety had rendered her features hard as if to ruin their attraction. The younger one, Elise, not quite flowering, followed her sister’s lead and showed every sign of becoming another such a one. And the boy, Balthazar, not yet a man, still sullen; his eyes followed not just other women, but also his sisters and his brother’s betrothed.
But I took that in quickly and all my attention returned to Gideon. The hardest thing you will ever see is your lover with the ones who possess him. The worst thing you will ever feel is the knowledge that you do not own him, that he will never be yours and that you have only ever been loaned a tiny part of him. That he is too much a coward to love you fully and openly; that you will always be hidden like a dark secret; and that as long as you let him, he will continue this way because he has everything and he cares not a jot that you have nothing but that which he deigns to give. And if you are lucky, oh so lucky, you will realise this and, though it breaks your heart, you will chose to walk away. You will leave him to a pallid existence and he will live forever with your contempt painted on his soul. That is the only power you ever have.
He felt my eyes upon him and I watched as he looked about for me; found me; blinked; looked away. There is always a point where lovers fail each other, one or the other or both. Funny how it feels like a broken heart will kill you, and it will if you let it; the milk-bride would have curled up and died, but I was not that sort of girl.
#
The manor was deathly quiet when I stepped inside.
I found Dowsabel upstairs in her room. She was sitting in a pool of blood, leaning against the bed she had failed to reach when the pains began.
I lifted her with difficulty and helped her lie upon the coverlet. Terror settled in my chest as I followed her gasped instructions. She was too old to be carrying this child. There was not enough life for both of them and in that moment as she lay gazing up at me, we both knew it.
‘Look after her,’ she begged, even though the babe had not yet shown itself to be girl or boy. She grasped my arm and held on with surprising strength. I nodded.
‘Promise me,’ she insisted and her desperation was awful. Her nails broke through my skin. ‘Say it. Say you will look after her and she will come to no harm. Promise it.’
I nodded again. ‘I promise. I swear. But you will get well, Dowsabel, you will. Some moments of pain and then you will sleep and all will be well.’ Lies from my lips once more. She gave me a sad smile.
She bled a lot during the birth. I knew only small things my mother had taught me, how to stem the blood, which herbs and mosses would stop the flow and reduce fever. But I didn’t know enough to save her, only enough to slow her death.
The child came, a pale wight of a daughter, who mewled for her mother’s milk even as Dowsabel bled out. She held the baby weakly to her breast and the tiny girl latched on, sucking determinedly as if she knew time was short.
Weeping, I stretched out on the bed beside my friend and stroked her hair. She gave me a frail, beautiful smile and named her daughter, ‘Olwen.’
I slid one arm under Dowsabel’s head and curled the other over her to help hold the infant. We fell asleep that way.
In the morning Dowsabel was as cold as the tears on my cheeks. Olwen wailed. I picked her up and held her close; she was hungry but I knew enough not to put her to her mother’s breast to see what she might drain from there. No child should drink from its mother’s death. I milked one of the cows and dripped the warm liquid into the baby’s eager mouth. She screwed up her face at the taste but drank nonetheless. Sated, Olwen slept.
I washed my foster-mother’s body and laid her out, dressing her in her finest gown and then taking a long linen sheet and wrapping her around, but I did not cover her face. I did not want her to feel alone in that final darkness. I had not been able to perform this service for my own mother, but I was able to do it for Dowsabel and I felt in some way that I honoured them both. The simple rhythm of the offices of death gave me something to do, a way to distract myself.
I whispered to her that I remembered my promise and I would see that Olwen was taken care of, that she had a home and someone who loved her.
#
The grave was not deep for the ground had begun to harden with the oncoming cold. A mound reared up over Dowsabel’s body. I did not think she would have appreciated lying with Olwen’s father, once more all unwilling. It was late afternoon by the time I’d dug over a piece of earth in the garden where she would lie with the blossoms she’d so adored, all the things she’d taken such time and effort to nurture. When the weather changed and the flowers bloomed, she would be content. I had no words to give, no faith to suggest comfort.
I held Olwen and felt the weight of her gaze on my face. My tears dripped into her mouth. I could see her tiny lips moving, her tongue exploring the salty bitterness. She was too young to know why I cried; she was too young to know that the soul had been stripped out of her home.
I had made my promise to Dowsabel to look after her daughter. My kind have our own rituals, more effective than pouring water over a baby’s head.
Upstairs in Dowsabel’s empty room, I placed Olwen on the bed and took a knife of bone and iron from my pocket and sliced my thumb, just a small cut. Blood welled and I pushed the digit into the baby’s mouth. She suckled as if it were a teat filled with milk. This was the best protection I could give her.
‘Blood of magic, blood of my heart, bless this child.’
A gasp interrupted. Gideon stood at the door, staring.
The look on his face, the fear in his eyes. I knew all he saw now was a crone, a witch, something he hated. He saw his parents and brother dying in front of him and he divined my hand in the whole sordid tale. The woman who’d murdered his family, then warmed his bed, who’d deceived him – it didn’t matter that I did truly love him. It didn’t matter. He looked as though a hole had been punched through him.
The window was open behind me to let in fresh air. I could not take Olwen, could not flee and hold her at the same time – and all I could think of was to run. He would not hurt her. She would be safe. I hoped she would be safe.
I flung myself from the casement, and swung onto the trellis that clung to the front of the manor; roses covered its struts. Thorns pierced my palms, sliced my torso and thighs. I let go when the pain got too much and fell. My ankle protested at the impact, but in seconds I was running, engraved with scratches and embossed with bruises, aching but whole, and haring across the fields as fast as I could. The sun dropped swiftly and once I was among the trees only my peculiar eyesight kept me from falling over roots and debris.
Gideon would go to the town council. He would summon the priest and the constable and they would plot how to murder me. In the morning they would come with dogs. They would not hunt me at night, for fear that if confronted in my element they would all be lost. The battered copy of Murcianus’ Magica my mother once carried cautioned ‘Hunt not a witch in darkness.’
They would be huddled inside, planning and praying. Would they expect me to run? I had not last time. Surely no one would think me fool enough to stay again. There was one place I might be able to hide, if only for the few hours I needed. I had managed to stuff my knife in the pocket of my dress, even more miraculously I had managed to not stab myself as I fell. I would need it.
I stumbled as the woods broke abruptly to display a crossroads, a gibbet and three gallowscrows swinging in the gentle breeze.
#
The hut looked the same.
It looked safe.
I circled it twice, making sure no one else had taken up residence. There are places where my kind may find rest, where supplies are kept, where we might prepare for a task. Word of them is passed one woman to another.
Signs and sigils were scratched into the door and its frame; they helped render it less obvious to those who did not know it was there – they made the eye slide away. If you knew what you were looking for, though, if you knew where and how to look you might find refuge. If they came with dogs I was not sure the wards would keep the beasts at bay; might confuse them, yes, but for how long? Every hour I stayed risked more and more; I had to be well gone before morning.
All the things I needed would be inside. All the ingredients I thought I’d never use again. All the ingredients but the one I had to bring myself.
Hacking off a man’s limb, even when he was dead, was not easily done.
I chose the freshest of the gallowscrows and set about taking his left hand. The sinister, the best one for my purpose. He was still hanging and it was difficult to hold him still enough to do what was needed, but ultimately I managed it, weeping all the while.
Now I waited outside the hut, putting off the moment. Night held me close, draped itself around me like a second skin, but nonetheless I was scared, listening hard for any sound. I held my breath and pushed open the door.
Empty and cold, the dust was undisturbed and covered any trace that I’d ever been here before. But there was Wynne’s book, her copy of Magica, abandoned all those months ago and open at the very page she had required then and I required now. I pulled jars from the shelves, placed the hand on the uneven table, found a pair of leather gloves, thin with age, and fat-yellow candles in a wooden box that smelled like long-gone spices.
I worked quickly but carefully, uncertain that I could make it effective. My haste scared me, but I had no choice. While I waited for the thing to set, even though I was spent, I turned my attention to one last potion. My final defence; I pulled the gallowberries from my pocket.
#
I knew Gideon’s house; the judge’s house where I’d dripped poison into the well. I knew there was an orphanage, too, and I would have gone straight there but for an instinct that made me climb a tall tree in the garden of Gideon’s home and watch the windows. I was quickly rewarded. Olwen was there, wrapped in sombre grey blankets as if they were trying to leech the joy out of her. Gideon’s older sister carried the baby around, fed her, all the while her face set with nothing more than duty. No sign of affection, not even a flicker. This was cold charity.
I waited. I waited until the candles and lanterns had been snuffed, until I could detect no movement inside their fine abode, until I thought them asleep. I stood at the back door and lit all the fingers on the hanged man’s hand.
The lock was easy, giving up under a simple spell and a breath of holly-ash that I blew into the aperture. I was careful as I moved through the corridors, the place where my sins had taken root. I traversed its rooms like a ghost, looking for the child I’d left behind, trying to honour the promise I’d made and already broken once.
She was in a bedroom at the top of the stairs. I entered quickly and closed the door behind me. She whimpered in her sleep, but the witchery of my candle kept her from waking. I set the hand on a chest of drawers and picked her up, warming her with the heat of my body and folding the blankets around her more tightly. What kindness would she find here? Would they keep her? Raise her as a servant? She deserved better. She deserved freedom. She deserved to know joy.
‘Hush,’ I whispered and she subsided into a deeper rest.
I reached out to pick up the hand and watched as the flames on top of the finger-candles fluttered. The door to the room had opened.
Once again, Gideon stood in a doorway, cutting off my escape. The light made his face look hollow, his eyes black and empty. Either he had not slept and so escaped the effects of my spell, or he was one of those who were proof against such things. Or perhaps the sense of me reached into his sleep and woke him. But there was no love there, no tenderness.
‘You,’ he spat and it felt like a slap in the face from one who’d said my name so sweetly. But this was what I had feared; this was what I had expected. Why was I surprised? ‘Witch.’
I nodded. I put Olwen back in her crib and faced him once more.
‘Yes.’
‘You killed my parents, my brother.’
‘And your father took my mother from me.’
‘Another witch.’ How he hated us! Me. How he hated me.
‘And no harm to anyone.’
‘Witch!’ And I knew there would be no reasoning with him. His hatred and fear were burning inside him, feeding on one another. I glided toward him, slowly as a snake charms a bird. He did not move away, although I know he wanted to; he wanted to fall back beneath my advance but that would have been openly cowardly and weak. It made me smile, just barely. I stood close, so close. He neither flinched, nor softened.
‘You won’t escape this time.’
‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I will.’
‘I’ll follow you.’
‘I know,’ I replied softly.
‘I’ll see you hanged,’ he swore.
‘No, you won’t,’ I soothed. ‘I’m sorry, my love, truly sorry.’
I had slipped my gloved hand into the pocket of my skirt and unstoppered the small vial there. It tipped and the greasy fluid poured onto the glove. I reached up and touched his face. Determined not to falter, he felt too late the oily damp of the unguent. A small silver-grey smear was left behind, not much, but enough. His eyes widened and I spoke one word.
‘Canis.’
There was nothing more from him, no last words of affection or loathing. He dropped to all fours and there were horrible moments while his bones cracked and reshaped, his skeleton reformed and a thick golden fur broke out all over his body. The grunts of pain he made became whimpers. He sat on his hind legs and looked up at me with amber eyes, no longer himself. Gideon as he was had gone, memory replaced by that of an animal, no recollections of love or hate, merely a loyalty he could neither understand nor question. I peeled off my gloves and ran my hands through his thick pelt. Soft and warm and comforting. He whimpered again and licked at my palms.
‘Fenric,’ I said. I could never call him Gideon again. He was remade and renamed. I rose and scooped up Olwen once more and bound her to my chest. I collected the glory hand and then clicked my fingers at the beast. ‘Come.’
We walked from the slumbering house into the darkened streets. We walked into the maw of winter.
###
All I ever wanted was the tower.
I dreamt of it when night coloured the sky. When the sun threw gilded light over everything, I would lose myself in daydreams of the serenity of stone resting upon stone. Since I was small, the thought of it had been with me.
There was no such structure near my home. Not even a castle. We lived so deep in the woods there were only cottages scattered here and there. Neighbours were few and far between: woodsmen; old women deserted by their families, despised and feared; brigands; folk who simply liked the peaceful lull.
My mother loved radishes beyond reason, so it’s only proper that I should have a mania all of my own.
I lived in quietude, but I longed for utter silence. I imagined an incomparable stillness, held in by granite, a barrier that nothing could penetrate. I desired air untroubled by the vibrations of sound, an impregnable vacuum.
My parents did not understand. Distance grew between us. We could sit in the same room yet not speak, not touch, not even breathe in time. They gave up trying to communicate with me and I happily wrapped myself in the fabric of utter quiet. My siblings delighted in making noise, rough and tumble like puppies. I would flee to the forest to sit and eat the hush of it all.
When I was sixteen I wandered from home. I would, I thought, find the tower – it must be there, I could not simply have imagined it. Whatever it cost me, I would find it, for that was where I belonged.
#
I spent four days lost before I stumbled into a clearing. A cottage sat, like a creature waiting for something to come; perhaps it wanted prey, perhaps company. Hunger and thirst propelled me and I fell against the door with a cry, crumpling to the stoop.
An old woman peered down at me. A walking stick held her upright. She wore a dress that had once been the colour of dark leaves but had been washed back to a faded green, a cap, and an apron stained with yellows and reds. Her glasses were smudged and she wrinkled her nose to move them back into position on her face.
‘Who are you?’ she croaked. She cleared her throat and tried again, the melodious timbre restored. ‘Sorry. Who are you?’
‘Rapunzel,’ I replied. She smiled.
‘Is your mother the one who’s nuts about radishes?’
I nodded wearily.
‘Come in. I’m Sybille.’
She fed me thick, buttery cheese with stodgy bread and gave me tea to drink. When I had finished wolfing it all down, we spoke.
‘So, what are you looking for, little radish girl?’
‘A tower. The tower. The one I’ve dreamt of my whole life.’
‘None of them around here,’ she answered.
‘Then I’ll keep walking until I find one.’
‘Stubborn.’
She sighed and got to her feet. A bookcase leaned haphazardly against one of the walls; she shuffled over, grabbed a thin tome from the warped shelves.
‘There used to be one. Don’t know if it’s still there. Some years ago it became invisible after a nasty business with a king not paying his due to a wise woman.’
‘You?’
‘Maybe it was and maybe it wasn’t,’ she hedged, pointing her finger at me. ‘Any road, there is a tower for the taking. As you seem determined, you may as well have it.’
‘How do I find it if I can’t see it?’
‘Hold your horses, missy. Always in a hurry, young women.’ She clucked her tongue, opened the book, and flicked through it, running a finger down each page and muttering ‘nope’ as she reached the bottom. After a time she gave an ‘ah ha’.
‘You’ll need the key, of course,’ she said and plucked one, ungainly and slightly rusty, from the back of the ragged book. ‘Now, walk north for three hours and when you bump into something you can’t see, then you’re there.’
‘And?’
‘Say this: tower fair you seem not there, take pity on this girl and your glory now unfurl. That should do the trick.’
‘And if I should want it invisible again?’ I asked and she rolled her eyes.
‘Then – and make sure you’re inside first or you’ll have to mess about making it visible again so you can find it – say: “tower clear and tower bright, fold yourself back into night.”’ She rolled a lump of bread and cheese in a cloth and handed it to me. ‘I’ll come see you sometime.’
She pulled two small, carved stones from her pocket and held them out.
‘If you need anything, send the cat or the raven. Blow on them and say ‘bid your mistress come to me’. Sometimes you might just want the cat for companionship, so blow and say ‘malkin black or malkin white, bring thy company to my sight’. He’ll sit around for as long as you want. To send him back try ‘malkin black or malkin white, get thy company from my sight.’
‘I’m not a witch,’ I said.
‘You’re a woman, aren’t you?’
I had to agree. I gave thanks and was on my way. She watched until I disappeared into the trees and, I suspect, for a long while after that.
#
I found the tower. Literally I walked into it.
The spell took a few moments to work, as if the words were thinking about whether or not they would do as bid; or maybe it was the edifice, so used to being unseen, that was unwilling to obey immediately. Soon enough the air shimmered as if a heat haze had strolled past; a grey shadow-shape formed, wavered, and finally solidified.
It was exactly as it had been in my dreams: beautiful dark grey stone, flecked with quartz that caught the sun and threw it back at the watcher. The door at its base was huge and banded with iron. A keyhole stared at me like a curious eye. I fitted the key Sybille had given me into the lock and it turned with only a small protest.
The bottom floor was a storeroom-cum-kitchen: bags of grain still lay there, holes nibbled in their corners by happy mice; jars of wine sat on shelves; and, amazingly enough, a family of chickens perched comfortably on a pile of fabric grown green with age. The floor was liberally sprinkled with years’ worth of chicken droppings. Gingerly, I picked my way across the midden and started up the stairs.
These were cold, hard, barely worn – the tower must have been relatively young when Sybille hid it from the king. The next floor held the library. Books ran around the walls like sentinels on guard; I had never seen so many. The cobwebs would have to go, of course. The spiders would not be happy, nor would the mice, but so be it.
The top floor held a four-poster bed, a vanity, a polished mirror the price of which would have fed my family for a year, a garderobe, and, at each of the four compass points, a window through which light and air flowed in a continuous stream. Sunlight shone through the wheeling motes of dust and danced happily on my new home.
I surveyed my kingdom and was overwhelmed by a housewifely urge. Cleaning began and, before the sun went down, I had a serviceable bedroom.
Over the next few days I cleared the chickens out and set them up in the lean-to coop they had abandoned some time ago. Buckets of water from the well eventually washed away the layer of fertilizer. I planted some of the seeds from the storeroom. Carrots, corn and all manner of green things made an appearance with relative speed.
I brought the cat out after the first day. He was a strapping black and white mongrel and I called him Malkin, well, because it was easier than giving him another name. I didn’t put him back because I liked his noiseless comradeship and he discouraged the mice from making a return. He never made a sound, not a miaow, not a hiss. Just swirled in and out between my ankles and curled in my lap when I sat to read one of the old books from the library. The raven I kept on the shelf, just in case.
Life was silent and wonderful. The stillness was not oppressive: I welcomed it, swallowed it in great gulps as a thirsty man would water. I passed my days in reading, sewing bits of the surviving fabric together into dresses and hangings, petting Malkin, sitting at my windows and bathing in the silence I had always sought. It was perfect. For a short time, it was perfect.
#
He came one evening as spring danced in on the breeze and I sat at the north window, taking in the velvet of the sky. I saw him ride out of the woods and stop, stunned at the sight of the tower. When he had dismounted and tethered his horse near the briar patch, he approached and found the door unlocked.
I waited for him to reach the top of the stairs, unsure what to do. Malkin was glued to my ankles like a guardian.
The torchlight caught in his red-gold hair, and flickered on the gold tassels of his princely attire. He was a good deal taller than I and he smiled as he took in my pale oval face, and the black river of hair that hung straight and glossy down my back.
‘This place was once my father’s,’ he said.
‘He cheated a wise woman,’ I replied. He scowled.
‘A witch.’
‘Not a witch. No more than your father was an honest man.’
He glared but said no more. His eyes roamed the room and I thought how it must seem to him, raised in wealth, and how it seemed to me, born in poverty. That which shone here must be to him tarnished, old, to be thrown aside as worthless; to me it was a treasure, a piece of sunlight caught and held in a solid object, to be kept safe. How must I appear to him? Dress made of twenty different fabrics, hand-stitched carefully, slowly; face and feet bare of any decoration, hands those of a girl who had scrubbed the very stones to claim them, not the hands of a princess. To him I must look like a gypsy playing at lady.
How did he seem to me? He was golden, royalty and richness incarnate. He was at ease, as if he belonged in my home. The thought made me angry.
‘Who are you?’ he asked. ‘Who are you, maiden in the tower, so fair and fierce, who smells so sweet?’
‘Rapunzel,’ I answered reluctantly.
‘Little radish,’ he laughed, not meanly. Still, it enraged me, and I threw myself at him, a hissing, spitting mess of hair, teeth and nails.
It started with rage. At some point it was no longer a battle: it was clothing peeled away, skin sliding on skin, flesh against flesh and then flesh in flesh. Finally it was sighs and screams and sobs and a pleasant ache that demanded it all be done again.
In the end it was love, or so I thought.
#
He stayed with me a month. I still remember the taste of him then, like the freshest of sap from a stalk of spring grass. I remember the feel of him, and all the things I learnt straddling his lap or writhing beneath him.
I remember how the silence was no longer desired; as long as there was the sound of his voice, the touch of his skin, the salt of his sweat, the world was perfect. I could not believe that I had sought solitude when there was this sweetness, this honey, to be had in the company of another.
He told me tales of his family and his travels. I did not hear the utterances of a young man obsessed with himself and his own doings, I did not hear the hint of selfishness in his every word; all I heard were the tones of my love. I thought, stupid girl that I was – stupid, silent girl – that I was important to him. That I was of the same abiding importance to him as he was to me.
Then, one day, he announced it was time for him to leave. He had tarried long enough in my presence and must go back to his princely duties. He would visit me, of course, when he had both time and inclination. I was to lock the door after him and never let another man near, for I was the property of royalty now.
He finished dressing, finished speaking, and stood, silhouetted against the sky in my north window. I was naked, angry, sinuous as a snake. I launched myself at him and pushed hard.
I don’t know if I meant for him to fall, to tip over the windowsill, to tumble down and land in the briar patch. My mind still strays away from looking too closely at that. He broke no bones but his eyes were put out by the thorns. He cried for help but I would not answer.
I watched him from the window; a fury perched on the sill. His horse came to his aid. He mounted the beast and set off between the trees.
It took a long time for my tears to fall but when they came, they came with a vehemence that threatened to unhinge me.
#
Men searched for me.
I had hidden the tower, and would watch them, my eyes hungry. I thought perhaps he might come himself but that was a wish made of cobwebs.
My days were spent in a silence that was no longer a comfort. I would sit at a window, my hand smoothing my growing belly, listening for the second heartbeat that thumped in time with my own, listening to the spaces between my breaths for something I did not understand. Listening for a new noise, a noise that would remind me of him, a noise I sought no matter how much it hurt.
Malkin was constant even though I was not pleasant-tempered. Now I wished he could talk, would talk, but he remained silent, still as stone. I’d wake in the night, heavy and sweating, my belly aching along with my heart, feeling myself utterly alone, but Malkin was always there, flush against me, not even a breath between his fur and my skin. I remember reaching out and burying my fingers in the softness of his coat, comforted for a brief while.
It seemed the child would never come and, when he finally began to move, he took three days. The pain was immense and I hoped I would die. Finally, I crawled to the shelf and sent the raven to fetch its mistress.
She arrived, black and feathered, shaking her head over my swollen, infected form. Sybille fed me brews and possets, applied compresses to my brow and stroked my belly gently to coax the child out. By then there was, I thought, no pain that I had not suffered. I was numb to everything as my body rebelled against me and the child. Sybille tried her best, brought all her skill, invoked all the powers she knew.
The baby died, caught too long between its mother’s body and the air it needed.
The old woman took him away without letting me see. She cleaned off the blood and got rid of the cord, wrapped him in soft white wool and placed him in a small crystal chest she’d rummaged from somewhere. Sybille made him ageless; he would not decay and diminish before his mother’s eyes. I would need to see him, she said, when the time came.
For the first month I could not bear to look. I threw a shawl over the chest and pushed it to the far side of the room. Over the weeks, though, I began to glance to the dark curve of the wall where my child lay. When spring again scented the air, the day came when I wanted to know his face.
He looked like a doll, my son, a sleeping doll. I thought if I poked him gently he would wake and cry and seek my breast and all would be right. But he did not wake, nor cry, nor feed and nothing was right.
#
Sybille went back to her cottage to check on things, staying away for longer and longer as I grew physically stronger. We would talk sometimes, to alleviate the now-hated silence, to draw the poison out of me. She did not condemn him, my prince, but suggested he was a product of his upbringing. Yes, he had been wrong to think me a toy to be played with and laid aside at whim. Yes, he had been selfish and foolish. But perhaps the loss of his sight had been punishment enough. Perhaps it had taught him things he would not otherwise have known. Perhaps he deserved knowledge of his son.
People, said Sybille, were not meant to be alone. Men and women, women and women, men and men, all should find each other. Solitude was for those broken beyond repair.
I looked hard at her.
‘I wasn’t always alone, little radish,’ she gentled me. ‘I had a husband for forty years, until three winters ago. Now he’s gone. My sons live nearby and they come to see me often. Did you think me an outcast, an old witch with no love nor need for it?’
Yes, I had.
‘You sought the silence because it was easier than being with someone else. You’re a damaged creature in your own way. So is your prince.’ She reached out. ‘You’re not meant for silence, Rapunzel. Your babe isn’t meant for silence. You should go into the world. Be among life, not sitting here in a living death, with only your frozen child and a stone cat for company. This isn’t living, little radish.’
This time, when the tears came, they seemed to wash the poison away. I thought perhaps I might breathe again.
#
With the child’s coffin strapped to my back, I walked until I found the edge of the forest and stepped into a wide field. Far behind me was the tower, left open and plain for all to see.
I had never been anywhere that was not surrounded by trees. I had never seen such wide open space. I shook and felt sweat break out on my brow. But it was not entirely empty, I told myself. There was corn, green and lush, growing high. There was the path I must take, running alongside it. There were people on the road, walking, riding horses, plodding along in their drays and conveyances, heading toward the open gate in the city walls.
A woman in a cart smiled down at me and offered a lift. I climbed gratefully up beside her and settled myself, the weight of the child heavy on my back. Her eyes kept flickering to my tapestried patchwork dress, and my face, with its bones washed clean by pain, my eyes dark and endless. She sensed, I think, something awry in me, an emptiness occasioned by hurt, a heart with a layer peeled back, a vacuum searching for something to curl inside it.
To distract her, I asked about the prince. She smiled, happy to speak of him, although he was a prince no longer, his father having died over a year ago.
The prince, blind for two years, king for one, had spent his time wisely.
The wastrel had become a careful, considered young man. Where he had once laughed at the maimed, tormented the poor, spat on the beggars, he now bestowed kind words, placed alms in the bowls of those who asked, and built shelters for those who did not. His own terrible accident had turned his heart and mind toward better things.
He could not see but employed an army of learned men to read for him and he took in their words, acquiring them by rote. Another cohort he employed to take down his thoughts: his scholarship had become known far and wide.
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