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         When have I last looked on

         
         The round green eyes and the long wavering bodies

         
         Of the dark leopards of the moon?

         
         All the wild witches, those most noble ladies,

         
         For all their broom-sticks and their tears,

         
         Their angry tears, are gone.

         
         The holy centaurs of the hills are vanished;

         
         I have nothing but the embittered sun;

         
         Banished heroic mother moon and vanished,

         
         And now that I have come to fifty years

         
         I must endure the timid sun.

         
         W.B. Yeats, Lines Written in Dejection
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     Introduction

      No collection of fairytales is complete without a tale or two about a witch. There is a proliferation of scholastic studies
         and encyclopedias on witchcraft but apart from the odd anthology of tales for children I know of none devoted to witches –
         to the celebration of the sheer magnitude of a what a witch represents, from a wild and terrifying creature of evil to a sedate
         and canny helper. Whichever form she comes in, she is a woman who is true to herself, using her magic and her foresight to
         maximise her own experience of life, even if she pays heavily for it in the end.
      

      Witches have been a part of every known culture since the dawn of time, casting spells, healing the wounded and spinning fate.
         Even before recorded time, they became identified almost immutably with death and evil. The first extant mythology (circa
         3000 BC) found on Sumerian tablets tells of an exiled witch-goddess – stern, cold and pitiless – ruling the Underworld like
         her later counterparts such as Demeter. Yet stories – be they myth, folklore or fairytale – abound in equivocal, sometimes
         benevolent, representations of witches in all their forms. They come from many traditions – myth, history, theology, literature
         and oral culture: some are the focus of story-clusters, or comprise a convention of their own, others are nameless, mere stereotypes
         providing insight into folk-belief and the horrific phantasms that lurk in the human mind.
      

      European classics and oral Indian lore alike include the femme fatale witch – a woman so ravishing in demeanour that she can bewitch any man. Ruthlessly she changes form, abducts men or petrifies
         the objects of her desire to bring them to heel. While Persian and Indian fairies of Middle Eastern descent abduct and imprison their lovers, the Celtic fairy-woman has her own form of enchantment
         – she possesses her man with her great beauty, so that bent upon being with her, he can no longer function in his own society.
         Juxtaposed with these are the hideous Gorgons, the snivelling, crawling bloodsuckers and corpse-eaters effecting their lowly
         magic to do little more than fill their bellies and calm their raging libidos.
      

      All oral traditions and folklores have their nature hags living in water, cave and mountain, controlling and protecting their
         environment and its flora and fauna, destroying anyone who threatens the natural order of life. Many of these are familiar,
         terrifying hags and sprites, enticing, tricking, snatching their human quarry to death or oblivion.
      

      Violent witches are perhaps the most familiar ones in all cultures. Often portrayed as ugly hags, they eat humans, particularly
         children, and suck the blood of the dead and the living. The provenance of the cannibal-witch is ancient and two-fold. On
         the one hand she is connected to the fertility rituals of the primal nations of the South Seas, Australia and New Zealand
         where child-eating represents the natural cycle of planting, reaping and regrowth. Among the indigenous tribes of North and
         South America she is sometimes represented by the vagina in many modes, including the dreaded dentate. On the other hand,
         the actions of Mesopotamian-born Lilith, the first created woman, resonate through her activities: openly lascivious, she
         consorts with demons and devils, wantonly sapping the male vitality of mortal men to produce monsters.
      

      The depletion of male strength is another motif internationally associated with witches. In Chinese tales certain formless
         spirits take possession of humans in order to drain them of their life energy. In most of these stories the possessing spirit
         is female, her victim almost invariably male. Often too, the spirits of the dead reach out from magical spheres to help and
         protect their loved ones. These benign and haunting witches are in some elusive yet indisputable way distinct from ghosts.
         In fact, there is some question about the status of these and other witches – are they mortal or constant, human or indestructible?
         Energy and semen-draining witches are clearly not mortal, nor, as their name makes clear, are the inhabitants of the Land
         of the Ever Young. Nature-witches too, regenerate themselves with seasonal cycles or remain permanently in their inherent
         element – water, air, trees – emerging only when called upon or disturbed.
      


Some witches, on the other hand, are undoubtedly mortal, living within families in the village communities of countries as
         far apart as the United States, Africa, Britain and India, furtively plying their trade for good and evil. The witches of
         some West African regions may return after death, head up their covens and convert their children. The hideous Indian chureyl or dayan with her twisted feet, her mumbled speech and her predilection for the hearts and livers of children, is a creature from
         rustic folk memory, unable to die until she has passed on her secret formula, an inverse religious mantra, to a worthy neophyte. The perversion of religious formulae is also alleged to occur among the witches of Christian nations,
         believed to have promised their souls to the Devil for personal gain. Folklore illustrates that mortal witches are tough adversaries,
         vanquished only by those possessing skill, might and steely determination.
      

      Too easily overlooked are the wise women. The incidental helpers, the exacting employers, the canny guides, the riddlers,
         the healers and the givers of gifts. We see them weave in and out of the rich fabric of fairytales without really pausing
         to consider their identity or intent. They represent the essence of the feminine mind, teaching us their ancient wisdom, their
         wiles and their guiles and the truth that every woman must learn about her own magic. All witches possess formidable magic
         and this, from the beginning, has caused them to be driven out of society, cloaking them in the inalienable garb of Otherness.
      

      Often feared and revered in primal societies, witches were shunned by monotheists, notably Christians. The western world saw
         them as the antithesis of the established ideals of womanhood. According to various descriptions authorised by the church,
         women were in any case highly susceptible to evil and weakness. The ideal woman, however, was mindful of socio-religious norms
         – industrious, meek, obedient, modest, and forgiving. A free spirit, laziness, vulgarity, active sexuality, independence (financial
         or other), and a vengeful temperament marked her out as a witch. Luckily, fairytales safeguard all kinds of women, both in
         their defiant or independent positions and as models of industry or piousness. Less often there is a tale in the category
         of ‘The Old Witch’ (Grimm) where a girl is burned for defying social mores or ‘The Red Shoes’ (Hans Christian Andersen) where
         she has her feet amputated because of childish narcissism.
      

      In medieval Europe and North America many such a girl or woman burned at the stake or was drowned with a boulder tied to her body because a muttered curse (damnum minatum) was alleged to have worked (malum secutum) or because she celebrated her menstrual periods with joy and failed to suffer in childbirth. Since this established lack
         of shame and contrition for the original sin, it indicated a link with the Devil. Furthermore, medieval witches were believed
         to conjure up storms, poison the air, damage crops and landscapes with the merest glance and generally relish the thought
         of stirring up trouble. The Dominican friar Johannes Nider, writing in 1435, categorized the effects of witchcraft into six
         main areas. The ability to make people love or hate, to make men impotent, to damage livestock and property, spread disease
         and cause madness or death. Witches attended revels with the Devil, where they denounced God and Catholicism, kissed the Devil’s
         backside in homage and sacrificed and ate children who had not been baptized. They also had carnal intercourse with incubi
         and succubi. Their sexual activities with animals and devils are well-documented as in this verse by the poet-clergyman Robert
         Herrick (1591-1674).
      

      
         The Staffe is now greas’d

         
         And very well pleas’d,
         

         
         She cocks out her arse at the parting,
         

         
         To an Old Ram Goat,
         

         
         That rattles i’th’throat,
         

         
         Half choakt with the stink of her farting

         
         The Hagg

         
      

      Old Goat-legs, the Devil, is of course very like the Pan-type nature god worshipped along with the goddess by witch cults.

      So the Devil became the sexually omnipotent master and witches came to be associated with filthy practices, dirt and decay.
         A typical witch image was probably of an unwashed and unkempt woman with long, dirty fingernails, mucoid eyes and decaying
         teeth. She had hair in unattractive places – sprouting out of her nose, ears or chin. Her voice was shrill, squeaky or cracked.
         Her skin was blemished with moles and sores believed to be inflicted by the suckling of imps and devils, sometimes in the
         form of animal familiars of the kind supposed to be ‘born of putrefaction’. She was surrounded by bats, toads, rats, crows
         and malevolent cats. Even more obscene was the fact that she was still sexually active. Young men were in constant danger
         of the witch’s lust which, sharpened by the expert sex-play of Old Nick and his virile imps, threatened to strip them of their vitality – or make them redundant. For
      

      

         the witches themselves have often been seen lying on their backs in the fields or in the woods, naked up to the very navel,
            and it has been apparent from the dispositions of their limbs and members which pertain to the venereal act and orgasm, as
            also from the agitation of their thighs that, all invisibly to the bystanders, they have been copulating with the devil (Malleus Maleficarum, 1486, translated by Montague Summers, John Rodker, 1928, Part II, Chapter IV, p.114).
         

      



      The two Dominican friars, Jakob Sprenger and Heinrich Kramer, responsible for the authorship of the infamous Malleus Maleficarum (Hammer of the Witches), the witch hunter’s bible, spared a few words to console ordinary men anxious about their sexual inadequacy:
      

      

         the pleasures should naturally be greater when like disports with like, yet that cunning Enemy can so bring together the active
            and positive elements, not indeed naturally but in such qualities of warmth and temperament, that he seems to excite no less
            degree of concupiscence (Part II, Section V, p. 114).
         

      



      Of course none of these beliefs are unique to Christianity, though no other religion or culture was at any time so obsessed
         with purging itself of them. It is all the more grotesque, therefore, that this prejudiced piece of cant should have endorsed
         the murders of thousands of people beginning (before the treatise) around 1330 in France and enforced throughout the Christian
         world between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries. Most of the victims were women, their pact with the Devil established
         by little more than eccentricity, poverty or a preference for living alone with a large, black cat. Others were burned at
         the stake for allegedly glancing at a field that had withered or a cow that had stopped giving milk. A number of women spinners,
         midwives and herbalists were also convicted of witchcraft and a correlation appears possible with the concurrent efforts of
         men setting up Worshipful Societies to monopolise these professions for themselves. Ireland was barely touched by the persecutions
         – possibly because the Irish never entirely disavowed their Druid culture and the immanent presence of the Mother goddess
         as warrior queen loomed large in epic cycles and oral tales.
      
The Jungian analyst Marie-Louise von Franz suggests that the lack of a transcendent mother with both sides – negative and
         positive – may be a cause of the persecutions.
      

      

         In fairytales which, in the main, are under the influence of Christian civilization, the archetype of the Great Mother, like
            all others, is split into two aspects. The Virgin Mary for example is split off from her shadow and represents only the light
            side of the mother image; consequently, as Jung points out, the moment when the figure of the Virgin Mary became more important
            was also the time of the witch persecutions. Since the symbol of the Great Mother was too one-sided, the dark side got projected
            onto women, which gives rise to the persecution of witches … the figure of the mother became split into the positive mother
            and the destructive witch (Shadow and Evil in Fairytales, 1987, Marie-Louise von Franz, p. 105).
         

      



      Many mysteries remain unsolved. The Bible itself contains accounts of benign and useful witches such as the witch of Endor.
         The Quran refers to the universal witch’s practice of tying knots to cause obstructions in the lives of people but goes no
         further than praying for God’s protection against them. It may be that for Europeans the relatively recent and superficial
         layer of Christianity, an imported (Middle Eastern) religion, was simply not yet deep-seated enough to keep at bay their past
         pagan culture. As a result the resurgence of a Mother Goddess in the guise of the Maleficae presented a more focused threat.
         It certainly led to the dedicated bowdlerization of the indigenous myth of Britain – preserved today primarily as the Legends
         of Arthur. The heavy overlay of Christianity in the literary versions of Geoffrey of Monmouth (Vitae Merlini, c. 1150) and Thomas Malory (Morte d’Arthur, c. 1469) leave no room for Morgan le Fey, the lost British goddess, Sovereignty, whose names mean Mother (Morgan) and Fate/Fairy
         (Le Fey) and who was guardian of King and Country. Both texts, though rich in many ways, are unsatisfying in their depiction
         of Morgan. Devaluing her to a mere sorceress, Monmouth presents her seeking her skills from a man – Merlin – whom she repays
         with gross treachery, while Malory spares only a few incoherent lines to her in his text. Both poets fail patently to provide
         any clue to her jealousy and malice against Arthur and his supporters. Deprived of the function of Sovereignty, Morgan is
         the incomplete and confusing quintessence of evil.
      
Like many other witch figures still thankfully at large in the folklore of most cultures, Morgan is descended from the Mother
         Goddess who represents three facets of existence – virginity, reproduction and death. Here evolve the personae of the triple
         goddess seen in virtually every culture: Juventa-Juno-Minerva (the Capitoline triad of Rome), Hebe-Hera-Hecate (Greek), Lat-Manat-Al’Uzza
         (Arab) and Parvati-Durga-Kali (Indian) represent just a few female trinities. The trinity symbolizes the phases of the moon,
         making the witch a creature of the night, closely linked with menstruation, tides, seasonal cycles and darkness. Diana is
         often referred to as the Queen of Witches.
      

      Each of the goddesses’ three aspects wields its own particular terror over men. The Virgin (crescent moon), wilful and vital,
         threatens an enchantment so piercing that young men waste away. The Mother (full moon), full and fecund, is depicted in ancient
         cultures with a glowing red vulva inviting entry, or a massive pudendum and breasts so long and large that she flings them
         over her shoulder as she pursues her quarry – a man, of course – fearful that she will use him so ruthlessly to her own ends
         that he will be left impotent and robbed of semen. In many Middle-Eastern tales the hero is advised to approach her from behind
         and kiss one of her breasts, impelling her to acknowledge him as her son and aid his quest. Last is the Crone (the waning
         moon), perhaps the most dread-inspiring form – intimate with death and guarding its mysteries, still sexually demanding and
         able to infiltrate his mind and his body. Refusal to obey her brings destruction, for the goddess is ruthless and vengeful.
         Her commitment to justice, however, is perceived by the patriarchal world as revenge, whereas its own is termed punishment.
         The former implies at best equality, the latter superiority, the dispensing of a code of ethics from above. In addition, the
         notion of revenge has acquired over the years connotations of baseness, impulsiveness, subjectivity and personal satisfaction,
         whereas punishment remains hallowed – noble, considered, detached and for the common good. Each achieves the same end – Goddess
         in the more chthonic and passionate style that underlies her female principle, God in an ethereal and aloof manner. And it
         is the very female quality of her interaction with them that appears to drench men in fear of enslavement and impotence –
         a metaphorical unmanning, resulting in loss of honour. Men are happiest with a witch when they have some form of witch-control
         as practised among shamans and she, for a change, serves them.
      
Japanese witch masters often obtained the services of vixens, dogs or serpents by feeding their young or providing some other
         protective service. The homes of such families were said in the middle ages to be prosperous and their roofs and driveways
         lined with foxes and dogs while snakes lay coiled in various pots. But it is as well to remember that it is only through gratitude
         and her own personal commitment to contract that the witch remains obedient.
      

      Over the years the goddess was ousted first by patriarchal pantheons, then by the One God. Men gradually took over her fertility
         rituals. Monotheists, in their desperate attempts to rationalize the synthesis of the fairy-woman’s beauty with her evil,
         developed the theory that fairies are fallen angels. They are those who in the dispute between God and Satan refused to commit
         to either side and so were condemned to live below ground in streams, caves and tunnels or above ground in the clouds and
         air.
      

      Whatever her provenance, the witch takes on fearsome qualities because the ‘ruling collective unconscious outlaws the Great
         Mother archetype so she strikes back at it’ (M-L. von Franz). Frequently in fairytales it is the male who is under direct
         threat from a witch and the female who redeems him (Gretel saves Hansel), though she in her turn may be the witch’s quarry.
         Snow-White and Sleeping Beauty are two famous examples of the latter. The Bad Fairy of the Sleeping Beauty stands as a case
         in point – her undermined dignity demands revenge much as does the injured ego of a god who constantly requires adulation
         and acknowledgement and imposes eternal hell-fire and damnation upon those who ignore him. The one – like Morgan and Lilith
         and others since the beginning of time – is demonized and the other not.
      

      Violent witches are begotten of insult and alienation. The common witch-tale motifs of malicious testing, power-lust and child-killing
         illustrate the witch’s ways of administering justice, attempting to reclaim lost powers and replenish drained vitality. Understandably,
         such strange and menacing creatures are forced outside civilization and into uncharted wildernesses. And just as they are
         alienated and isolated from society, so their qualities are disowned by individuals and driven underground into the unexplored
         subconscious deep within ourselves, creating something fearful and ever-present. It is this creation of an incomplete creature
         of pure evil within us that makes us susceptible to the fear witches generate. We are aware of this vulnerability, conscious
         that a longing for love and nurturing could flood its banks and turn us into demanding, devouring beings. We create the nourishing-devouring witch of Hansel and Gretel who feeds us first, then expects
         to be fed. This is when Gretel has to conjure up all her natural resources, the witch within, who tells her instinctively
         what her menacing adversary will respond to. And again it is the witch’s sense of ruthless justice and fairplay in the child
         that sustains her determination to punish the witch and save herself. Standing up to and destroying or disempowering the witch
         in fairytales represents a vital stage of growing up and learning to respond resourcefully to the crisis at hand. However,
         this can only occur when we begin to acknowledge the witch in ourselves. Like her ancestresses in ancient societies, she can
         be propitiated through nourishment and acceptance and integrated into our psychic worlds to our advantage.
      

      But it is easy to become over-serious and injured about the treatment of the witch by history and literature, to forget that
         she is essentially a mischievous character, a survivor. Centuries of calumny have failed to expel her from our minds or to
         reduce her power over us. She remains a vivid, magnetic and mystifying being, sometimes human, at others supernatural, riding
         through the imagination of child and adult alike, black-clad, on broom-stick or tree, returning from some waggish encounter
         to her sinister abode to indulge in her wicked pursuits. It is perhaps this commonplace image of the witch that best and most
         enjoyably conveys her sense of anarchy and her continual challenge to authority while often upholding a mysterious set of
         her own personal rules.
      

      In making this selection I have not attempted to smash the fearsome stereotypes of the witch. Nor is my choice intended to
         present her in a favourable light. I have simply chosen stories which thrilled me, scared me or made me laugh. And I have
         not been able to answer the question I was most asked during the pleasurable months spent compiling this anthology: ‘How do
         you define a witch?’ I hope this selection will demonstrate that the witch constantly challenges definition, remaining baffling
         and enigmatic to the end.
      

      Shahrukh Husain

      London, April 1993




      
   

     PART ONE

   
   Alluring Women and Ailing Knights






      
      
      Indravati and the Seven Sisters

      
      (Indian)

      
      There was a king and he and his wife had a daughter, a princess more beautiful than the sun, the moon and the flowers. Since
         she was even more beautiful than the dancing apsaras in the celestial court of Indra, the queen decided to call her Indravati.
         She thought if she called her Indra’s daughter, which is what the name means – Indra’s daughter – then the girl would be safe
         from the god when she needed his help. The queen was a clever woman and she knew that a girl so beautiful would some time
         in her life surely need to be saved from the vices and designs of men. When such a time came, she could call upon Indra without
         fear of falling out of the sky only to be tangled in the interminable locks of Shiva like the Ganges so long ago, you remember.
         Because Indra was a ribald and lustful god – which in its place is fine but the queen didn’t want her daughter to become his
         prey if she needed to ask for help. So that’s why she chose the name.
      

      
      Indravati grew up. Her marriage was arranged to a very handsome son of another king. He was handsome enough for her and so
         he was naturally beautiful enough for the fairies. A moon-like face, eyes like stars, a soft supple skin not only on his face
         but his body too – and just ever so slightly downy like a peach. (He was very young and his manly hair was only just beginning
         to sprout, you understand. Oh! In such places, he had a surprise every time he looked.) The princess would surely shudder
         with desire in the wedding chamber and would be in danger of betraying her virginal appetite without a long enough pretence
         of maidenly restraint and shyness. But he was a prince whose limbs were desirable enough to make any woman lose shame without
         shame.
      

      
      
      The thing was that seven sisters who lived in a pipal tree had seen the prince on his way to his wedding celebrations. They
         were women with their feet twisted back to front, so that their heels protruded in the front, not very different to a club
         or like the base of a rich man’s walking stick. The type with a small brass ball at the bottom, you know? And their toes,
         splayed like an eagle’s talons, stuck out at the back. But they kept these covered with their long, flowing skirts. And who
         would look at their feet when their faces were so enticing? They made eyes at men, then pulled the corners of their mantillas
         between their teeth, blinking huge, hooded eyes and looking down to show fan-like lashes. In such a way too, that any man
         following their dropped gaze – God forgive us – would find his eyes fixed on their burgeoning breasts. They fell in love with
         him and wanted him for themselves – these, you know, witches – God protect us – we shouldn’t say that word. They may hear
         us and come. Anyway, they followed the prince to his bride’s palace. They were angry at first to see he was to be married
         but then they were calm. Why should a witch find such things daunting? They know magic and are ignorant of morals. They followed
         him and they waited, biding their time.
      

      
      The prince and princess married with much pomp and ceremony and the musicians played for a month until their fingers were
         lacerated and their bones were stiff. The cooks cooked until the heat of the kitchens warmed the entire kingdom and the stomachs
         of every last person and even the scavengers on the rubbish piles were full to bursting. In fact beggars from other kingdoms
         paid visits to the piles of leftovers from the feasts and loaded up their barrows to take home to their families because the
         rubbish itself was worthy to be called a feast in its own right. The sisters watched him and they waited, biding their time.
         Well, finally the feasting and celebrating was over and Indravati and her prince got into their chariot and were on their
         way to his kingdom where at last they would pleasure their bodies in privacy.
      

      
      They travelled most of the morning but as afternoon came it grew hot and they decided they would stop for a rest. That was
         under the same tree where the seven sisters had first seen the prince. Maybe they put the idea in his head. We can’t tell.
         But, impatient to explore each other, the couple dismissed their attendants.
      

      
      ‘Solitude,’ the prince commanded and the courtiers and servants understood and left, making private jokes about what the prince
         and princess would do in their solitude.
      

      
      
      But as they turned to each other, the prince and princess were overcome by sleep. The family of sisters perched in the branches
         of their pipal tree knew their wait was coming to an end. Their time had nearly come. They decided to act before the prince
         tasted of his bride, before his fertile rain could drench her swollen thirsty lotus. For they had been devouring his limbs
         and his youth with their eyes and their minds for a long while, and had been patient so long, they wanted him innocent.
      

      
      They devised how to get him for themselves while he was still a virgin. As the bridal couple became drowsy, the witches swooped
         down and carried them up to a tower they had created for the prince. They threw the princess out of the window to kill her
         and she, awakened by their cackling and hissing, regained consciousness in time to snatch at the branches of a nearby lemon
         tree and break her fall. Then she slid down to the foot of the tree and from there crept to the base of the tower where she
         hid herself behind a pile of rocks.
      

      
      Now the witches left the prince up in the top of the tower and laid him on a bed so soft it was like a cloud. And he felt
         all the time as if he were floating off. They danced for him with their jangling bells and looked beautiful – very beautiful,
         terrifyingly beautiful. And they put a spell on him so that he was always as if slightly intoxicated and so he didn’t notice their feet twisted backwards,
         which is the mark of a witch. Or that their eyes had more lust in them than an ordinary woman; even one of those wonderfully
         wanton women who pleasure men in the course of their ordained nightly and daily business. For the gleam of desire in their
         eyes comes from skill, whereas the seven sisters had it by way of their lascivious characters.
      

      
      Anyway they danced for him, all but revealing secret parts of their bodies. They undulated and let their garments swirl up
         enough to see the swaying tree trunks but not the flowers nestling at the top, and dropped their bodice straps, but not sufficiently
         to expose those full, heaving breasts, even more swollen now with the lust that surged inside them, crashing above and below
         the navel in crazed, maddening waves of frothing desire. They tried that night – oh, how they tried – to make his virgin limbs
         (so succulent!) and his peachy, golden skin (so seductive!) weave into theirs, to entwine together like a wild and rampant
         vine; tendrils and creepers entangled inextricably, pods popping to produce catkins, penetrating into apertures and cavities,
         saturating them. Fluids mingling, from flower and from fruit, until he was drained, empty and temporarily exhausted and they
         replete.
      

      
      And so they planned to use him, feeding of the fruit, sucking its juices with body and with tongue, until he wilted and eventually
         withered away forever. Every day they would bring him foods spiked with potent aphrodisiacs like ground tiger’s tooth, herbal
         remedies and menstrual blood. They would leave it there all night, but the prince never touched the food and each morning
         before departing, they would throw it away. After all, if the food were to take effect while they were away, then the juices
         that engorged his loin might be disgorged elsewhere. So they threw the food out of the window.
      

      
      The food would fall a long way down to where the princess was sitting and she would force a few morsels into her mouth, enough
         to survive on, no more. And each morning when the seven sisters flew away in their tree, she would climb the lemon tree and
         enter the prince’s tower and tend him and speak with him, stroking his brow and begging him to wake up. But of course he could
         not. Naturally. And the princess understandably became angrier and angrier until finally she decided she could not just sit
         and wait. ‘I have to do something,’ she thought.
      

      
      And she did.

      
      She waited for the witches to leave her husband’s chamber the next day. And when they came to their tree she was standing below, clutching its roots, and she held on fast as the witches
         cast their spells. They took some strands of hair, they tied knots in it and then they blew on them, muttering and mumbling,
         their lips moving ferociously as they muttered faster and faster, louder and louder, until suddenly the tree took off and
         the princess in it. She flew, watching the jungles and deserts, rivers and mountain-lands so high and so deserted that there
         was no sign of Adam or his progeny. She saw a lot pass beneath her until they came to a semicircle of mountains and there
         the witches’ tree hovered a little before landing. The princess realized she had come to the land called Koh Qaf, the Land
         of the Fairies, and it was ruled by Indra, the King of Fairies. Her mother and her maids had told her stories about this place
         and its inhabitants.
      

      
      The princess leapt off the tree and mingled with the fairy people. They were very beautiful but that was no problem for her
         because she was even more beautiful, in spite of the fact they were made from fire and air while she was made only of clay
         and water. But it didn’t matter. She was so beautiful, they didn’t notice a difference. The princess asked passers-by where
         the king’s court was and made her way to it. When she arrived she saw the seven sisters dancing there, for the king. They
         danced with such grace and beauty that even the princess was enchanted and could feel her body begin to be roused and allowed
         herself a moment of doubt about her husband’s chastity – wondering whether he still had his virginity. Then she pulled herself
         to her full and majestic stature.
      

      
      ‘Raja Indra!’ she said in an imperious tone.

      
      The king looked up, amazed that anyone should have interrupted his pleasure. And in such a daring tone.

      
      ‘Who are you?’ he demanded, his eyes seeking out the sound. Then he saw her and felt the juices already so near the surface
         with the sensuality of the sisters’ dance, and contained only because of the expanded space created in his distended organ,
         spill over into his splendid brocaded garments. He silently reproached himself for losing the fluid to his clothes and not
         to one of the hundreds of divine, blooming flowers that waited for him.
      

      
      The woman who had spoken was indeed ravishing and as she saw his eyes fill up with lust and design, she said loudly, ‘I am
         Indravati.’
      

      
      The king sank back into his throne reduced, limp. Her name meant daughter of Indra; he could not even woo or court her, much
         less mate with her – his daughter.
      

      
      
      ‘What do you want?’ he asked, and his voice had lost its thundering quality.

      
      ‘These women who dance for you, Lord,’ said Indravati. ‘They have enchanted my bridegroom and imprisoned him in a tower. I
         want him back.’
      

      
      The king hesitated.

      
      ‘They are exquisite women,’ he ventured, unwilling to deprive the beautiful dancers of their sexual prey. ‘If they are skilled
         enough to enchant him then …’
      

      
      ‘They are chureyls, Lord!’ Indravati announced.
      

      
      The sisters stopped dancing now and clustered together, crouching in an odd manner, their eyeballs rolling and sliding, their
         tongues flickering, their breath hissing strangely.
      

      
      ‘Lift your skirts!’ demanded the king.

      
      ‘No! Not that Lord!’ shrieked the sisters. ‘Not that!’

      
      But the king insisted, and when the sisters raised their hems to their ankles, they revealed their sinister feet, you know,
         like a rich person’s walking stick with a ball below the stub, and splayed talon-like toes poking out at the back.
      

      
      Indra banished the sisters from his kingdom to their tree and the spell broke. Indravati saw her husband standing before her
         beneath the tree with his attendants and they made their way back to his kingdom where everyone had become very anxious. They
         had waited so long. It must have been at least a month or two.
      

      
      At last the bridal couple enjoyed the pleasures of the bridal chamber and the princess could behave in an abandoned way and
         enjoy the sensual pleasures the prince offered because it was she who had saved his life and his chastity and had no need
         of modesty or innocence to prove her love and loyalty.
      

      
      The sisters are still there, in the pipal tree. They look like crows, mostly. And sometimes they move to other pipal trees.
         But they cannot die until they find an initiate to whom they can hand down the profane secret formula of words through which
         the chureyl passes on her powers.
      

   



      
      
      Finn’s Madness

      
      (Irish)

      
      One time Finn and the Fianna were come to a ford of the Slaine, and they sat down for a while. And as they were sitting there
         they saw on the round rock up over the ford a young woman, having a dress of silk and a green cloak about her, and a golden
         brooch in the cloak, and the golden crown that is the sign of a queen on her head. ‘Fianna of Ireland,’ she said, ‘let one
         of you come now and speak with me.’
      

      
      Then Sciathbreac, of the Speckled Shield, went towards her. ‘Who is it you are wanting?’ he said. ‘Finn, son of Cumhal,’ said
         she. Finn went over then to talk with her. ‘Who are you?’ he said, ‘and what is it you are wanting?’ ‘I am Daireann, daughter
         of Bodb Dearg, son of the Dagda,’ she said; ‘and I am come to be your wife if you will give me the bride-gift I ask.’ ‘What
         bride-gift is that?’ said Finn. ‘It is your promise,’ said she, ‘I to be your only wife through the length of a year, and
         to have the half of your time after that.’ ‘I will not give that promise,’ said Finn, ‘to any woman of the world, and I will
         not give it to you,’ he said.
      

      
      On that the young woman took up a cup of silver from under a covering, and filled it with strong drink, and she gave it to
         Finn. ‘What is this?’ said Finn. ‘It is very strong mead,’ said she. Now there were bonds on Finn not to refuse anything belonging
         to a feast, so he took the cup and drank what was in it, and on the moment he was like one gone mad. And he turned his face
         towards the Fianna, and every harm and every fault and every misfortune in battle that he knew against any one of them, he
         sprang it on them, through the mad drunkenness the young woman had put on him.
      

      
      Then the chief men of the Fianna of Ireland rose up and left the place to him, every one of them setting out for his own country, till there was no one left upon the hill but Finn and Caoilte.
         And Caoilte rose up and followed after them, and he said: ‘Fianna of Ireland,’ he said, ‘do not leave your lord and your leader
         through the arts and tricks of a woman of the Sidhe.’ Thirteen times he went after them, bringing them back to the hill in
         that way. And with the end of the day and the fall of night the bitterness went from Finn’s tongue; and by the time Caoilte
         had brought back the whole of the Fianna, his sense and his memory were come back to him, and he never would sooner have fallen
         on his sword and got his death, than have stayed living.
      

      
      And that was the hardest day’s work Caoilte ever did.
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