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To Cat,

without whom

everything would be different


CHAPTER ONE

My first memory is of resurrecting the cat. I was seven years old. I was sitting in the kitchen of my mother’s house, and the cat was sprawled unmoving on the floor. I had one hand in its fur, mid-stroke, feeling the warmth leach slowly from the body. Its eyes were open and unblinking. Somewhere above me the baby was crying, and my mother was trying to calm it. 

I hadn’t seen death before. I know that because in the memory I’m not afraid. The cat had stopped purring. I just watched it. I thought it must be angry with me, like the time I’d stroked its fur the wrong way. I took my hand away, cautiously, in case it tried to bite me again. 

The cat did not move. It stared blankly at the wall behind me, its tail curled slackly on the wooden floor.

I have a lot of questions about this memory. Where is my father? Did I ever have a father? The baby upstairs was newly born, so if he died or walked out, it must have been recent. You’d think I would remember. But I don’t. All I remember is the cat, and its glassy yellow eyes.

I knelt on the floor, still watching it curiously. The silence was starting to drag at me, like the pull of river water. 

I lowered my hand. Certainty settled over me very slowly. 

After perhaps five minutes, I realised it wasn’t going to move again.

At last, for want of anything else to try, I drew the cat into my lap. I settled its paws on my knees and arranged its back legs awkwardly beneath its tail, as it had liked to sit when it was alive. Its head lolled onto my leg, grotesque. I propped it up gently. I thought, with a quiet, happy certainty: I need to warm it up. When I warm it up, it will move again. 

Above us, the baby had stopped crying.

We sat like that for a while, in silence. I was almost sure now it wasn’t going to scratch me.

I started stroking it again with the tips of my fingers, from the little crook behind its ears to the fold of its shoulder joints, the way I knew it liked. I was very careful not to press too hard, in case I disturbed it and made it slip off my lap and onto the floor. I could feel my human warmth seeping into it, like the dribble of honey into a teacup, and a little of its death-cold moved into me. I could feel it, but I wasn’t scared. Like I say, I was very young.

At last, I heard footsteps on the stairs. My mother, coming to find me. It is so strange, this memory, what it blurs and what it preserves. I can remember so clearly the absent-minded way she patted the baby’s back, the way she shifted her weight to rock it back and forth – and yet I have no memory at all of her face, or whether the baby was a boy or a girl. 

She stopped short at the doorway of the living room, peering in at me. ‘Haley, sweetheart? What are you doing?’ 

Then she saw the cat. 

Her eyes went wide. She stopped dead and pressed the baby closer to her chest as if to keep it away from the cat, away from me. I think she already knew.

‘Oh, no,’ she whispered. ‘No, Haley, put it down – come on, get away from it now—’

And then the cat’s milky eyes flickered. It blinked, once and then twice, and stirred in my lap. It tried to get up, stumbling. I had never seen a cat unsure of its own balance like that. It was normally so graceful.

My mother started screaming.

Later, I was lying in her arms. My mind was sleep-slow and my eyes and ears were dulled, but I knew her feel, her smell, instinctively. I would have known her blind. Now, of course, I wouldn’t know her at all.

The world was faded and blurry, like a bad dream. She must have given me something. I know there were cupboards in the house I was never allowed to open. I don’t always remember the house – it comes back to me in flashes sometimes when I try to sleep. Sometimes I can smell the pouch of lavender my mother kept on the pillow of her double bed, see torchlight on the cedar wood of a kitchen wall, hear the echo of the baby crying up a flight of stairs. Sometimes there’s nothing at all, as if I came from darkness.

It was raining and dark. I could feel the water trickling down my face, the empty-air smell of it. We were outside. The drugs had dampened my understanding, made it dribble like mud down the surface of my brain, but still I was sure this wasn’t our street. My mother was holding me delicately against her body, one hand underneath my back and one supporting my head. I know that position very well now, from my work. It is the way you carry someone when you don’t really want to touch them.

She was waiting for a door to open. I could see the edge of it through my swooning vision. I saw the wood swing over the carpet. The darkness within smelled odd, like burnt rosemary.

There was a silence. Then a low voice. 

‘Lysa?’ 

For years, this was the only reason I knew my mother’s name. 

My mother didn’t say anything. I could feel her shaking.

‘Lysa, what—’

‘I have a girl for you,’ said my mother. 

Marian did not say anything. I know the look she must have been giving her, those unreadable grey eyes.

‘Your girl?’ she said at last.

‘Yes – yes, of course.’ My mother seemed slightly affronted, although she had no right to be. If she was willing to give up her own daughter to a witchling, I don’t know why it was so unreasonable that she might sacrifice someone else’s. ‘Mine. Haley.’

‘Haley.’ 

Marian said it slowly. I know she was looking at me. A raindrop ran down my scalp, and I remember thinking, through the haze of drugs, that I was so warm and sleepy, that it must be night-time now. I remember wanting my own bed, wanting this to be over.

My mother said, with a good attempt at righteous impatience, ‘Can we come in?’

Another pause.

‘Of course you may,’ said Marian at last.

The door swung wider and my mother carried me into the darkness. I felt the gentle sway of her footsteps, the sudden dizziness when she lowered me onto the kitchen floor. It was hard and uncomfortable, pressed against my ribs. 

A scrape of chairs from above me. 

‘Are you hungry? Have you come far?’

‘No, just from the house.’ My mother sounded distracted. ‘Laura’s with the baby.’

There was a silence. I watched an ant climb up the wall, my eyes unfocused. 

When Marian spoke, her words floated over my head.

‘You understand what—’

‘Yes, yes. I understand.’

A pause.

‘You understand,’ said Marian again, ‘what this means.’

My mother took a deep breath.

‘Yes.’

‘You won’t see her again.’ 

‘I – I know.’ My mother’s voice trembled slightly. ‘I don’t have any choice, do I? If I keep her, you’ll come after me, right? She’s one of you. She belongs to you.’

Another dreamlike silence.

‘What did she do?’

My mother hesitated. ‘She, uh … It was the cat.’

‘She raised it?’

‘Yes. It died, and she – I mean – it kept walking around for hours. I thought it—’

‘You’re sure it was her?’

‘Of course I’m sure, who else? She was hugging it.’

‘Calm yourself, Lysa,’ said Marian quietly. ‘I believe you.’

Another long silence. I could feel eyes on me.

‘Well, then,’ said Marian at last. ‘You can leave her here.’

‘Just—’ My mother sounded startled. ‘Just like that? I just leave, and—’

‘Yes.’

‘There’s nothing I have to—’

‘No,’ said Marian. ‘Leave.’

A silence. Nothing happened for a long time, or maybe a few seconds. Words I didn’t understand yet lay at the base of my skull, waiting. 

‘I thought – I should go back and get things from the house. Her things—’

‘She doesn’t have any things,’ said Marian, her voice as cold as I have ever heard it. ‘She’s not your child anymore. The sooner you understand that, the better. Leave.’

A pause. Then the scrape of a chair. My mother had got up. 

‘Sweetheart,’ she whispered, and her voice broke at last. 

I could not move or speak. I stared at the ant, almost at the ceiling now.

‘Don’t go any closer,’ said Marian. ‘Leave, Lysa.’

There was a long, long silence. 

Then, at last I heard footsteps down the corridor. The door clicked shut. I heard no dread finality in it. I was seven years old, and had no idea what was going on.

Marian didn’t move. I could hear her drumming her fingers on the table, a halting, leaping rhythm, an old song of praise to our Lord Claire. This was before we lost the war, of course.

Another chair-scrape. Nails on chalk. I would have winced at the sound, had I been able to move. There were no footsteps. Marian just stood there, above me, for a long time.

I watched the wall, half-asleep. I wondered where the baby was. The quiet sank slowly over me, and my eyes drifted closed.

I woke up hours later in a dingy upstairs bedroom, and from that moment on I was the witchling’s girl.


CHAPTER TWO

One of the first things Marian taught me, or perhaps just the first I remember, is that I would die young. Witchlings live our whole lives steeped in death-magic, and after a few decades it seeps into our bones, makes us sick and frail and old before time. ‘You won’t live fifty years,’ she told me, with perfect equanimity, and she herself died at forty-five, looking closer to seventy, blue-veined and emaciated. 

But I’m getting ahead of myself. 

We lived in our House of the Dead. There is one in every town in the living world, built and kept for the resident witchling and her girl, although in those first years it did not feel like much of a home to me. And it was more than that to Marian. It was woven into her, bone-deep, a part of her mind. I feared it, and tried desperately to avoid its unblinking, tireless gaze, thinking that she watched me through the walls. 

The house is at least eight hundred years old, built from the gnarled roots of an ancient tree that twines around the house like a lover, so that branches stretch across rooms and sprout up through floors. I always knew exactly how tall I was by the branches I had to duck under. It has absorbed the tree’s gnarled, aged look; every room is slightly dimmer than it ought to be, the windows dusty, and in winter without the fire it is cold enough to kill. You have to master the house to live there, and you have to grow up there to master it. 

The house has a dozen rooms, although in those days we only really used five: the hallway, the kitchen, the underground storeroom with its trapdoor into the tunnels, Marian’s bedroom, and my own. Marian’s room was always locked. I didn’t set foot in it until many years later, tending to her as she lay dying. When I was a child, I imagined monsters hidden within it.

Marian did not speak to me much in those first months, but I know that she must have felt for me. Once, a long time ago, what was happening to me had happened to her. She had been a child, once, born to a family who loved her, and they had surrendered her to their witchling at once when they saw she had the gift of death-magic. 

She told me that she didn’t fight, when she was given up. I don’t believe that for a moment. 

I fought. I held out for nearly two months. I didn’t understand where I was, what was happening; I wanted my mother back, I wanted the baby, I wanted my home, I wanted to escape. I tried everything I could. Marian locked me in my room, and I screamed loud enough that I knew she could hear me downstairs. The window was barred, so I clawed at the walls – there are still scratches in the windowsill where I tried to dig my way out with my fingernails. I wept until I thought my eyes would dry and fall out.

One day when Marian came with food I hit her, pounding my fists against her stomach. She picked me up, carried me back to the bed, sat me down, walked out, and locked the door. I sank to the floor and wept.

The next time she came, I tried to charge past her onto the landing. I don’t know what my plan was; I don’t think I had one. It was pointless, of course. Marian caught me by the waist, picked me up as I kicked and flailed, and put me back down on the bed. She sat there looking at me for long minutes, silent and unyielding, until my sobs faltered. I could not read her expression.

Then she slapped me across the face.

The shock of it hurt me more than the actual blow. I had never been hit before. I stared at her, my eyes welling with tears again. She looked at me, then turned and walked away. In the silence I heard the lock click.

She only had to do it once. I think she was counting on that. In that moment, the fears that had gripped me ever since my abandonment were given shape and form. Everything seemed very clear to me then. I could be hurt, here – and if I could be hurt like that, what else would she do to me? She was a witchling, a creature of the dead; my mother used to twitch with unease when she heard her name. Could she kill me? Did she want to? 

I stopped scratching the walls. I stopped screaming. I stopped trying to draw her attention in any way at all. When she came with food I crawled into my bed, covered myself with the blanket as she set the food on the ground and left. I did not want her to look at me and see all the veins and bones in my neck, all the things she could use to hurt me. I closed my eyes and prayed for my mother to hurry. Soon, one day soon, she would come back and rescue me.

Downstairs there was always movement. The voices crept into my dreams and took root and grew faces; I imagined monster friends of Marian’s plotting to eat me. Later I found out they were just townsfolk, the same people I had known before I was given up. They were sick and injured and grieving and dead, and so they came to Marian, wanting healing, consolation, resurrection, or passage for their loved ones to the underworld through the tunnels beneath the house. Marian soothed them, set their bones, stroked their heads, gave them the rites and laid their bodies in the cellar under shrouds. She was a very good witchling. Everyone who came here needing help, even those who were terrified of her and of death-magic, emerged believing in some part of themselves that she loved and cared for them, and after that they could not hate her. It was a great gift.

I knew very little then about what a witchling did, about healing and childbirth and corpse-rites. I was seven years old, and sickness and death were not yet real for me. But I could feel the death-magic here, pooled in the shadows at the corners of my bedroom, seeping from the tattoos on Marian’s arms. I felt the bodies cooling in the basement, and I was afraid. The witchling was a creature of the dead, she raised them and she carried them. She wanted to make me one of them.

At night I pushed chairs against the door and pulled blankets over my head. I counted the hours till dawn. I believed firmly that she could not kill me in daylight, and I treasured the first grey light through the barred window.

It would be over soon, I thought. If I could just hold on long enough, fight hard enough, I would be freed. My mother would come for me. I knew the tales. Children held captive by monsters were always rescued and returned to their loving homes. I would tell this story for the rest of my life. 

There are few things stronger and more durable than the trust of a young child in her parents. Perhaps, had things been left as they were, I would have stayed like that for years. Perhaps I would have turned ten or eleven still believing that my mother was out there, holding my face in her heart, still fighting for me.

Instead, seven endless weeks after I had first woken up in that dim, musty room, I was enlightened. I was sitting on the windowsill, staring out at the trees, nursing my hate for Marian and wondering for the thousandth time whether there was anything in the room I could use to shatter the window. 

And I saw my mother.

She was standing on the other side of the street, staring up at the house. The baby was in her arms. Her eyes roved hungrily over the windows. She was rocking back and forth, her lips moving in whispered song, but she didn’t look down at the baby in her arms. She stared up at the House of the Dead, sheltered under the tavern porch.

And then she saw me.

Nothing sparked in her eyes, or maybe I just couldn’t see it from fifty yards away. She went very still. Her mouth had stopped moving, frozen in mid-note.

We looked at each other. Later I tried to deny it, and could not. I saw her, she saw me, and we stared at each other across the street, through soft autumn air and dirty glass and the bars on my window. 

My hand went to my chest. Hope and joy had lit up inside me, the kind of explosive blast that sucks all the air out of you. I pressed my hands against the window. 

The baby started to cry. I could hear the thin strain of it through the window. My mother turned and slipped between the shops, cradling the baby to her chest, into the shadows and out of sight. 

I stayed there staring, unable to breathe, hands still splayed on the cold glass. I had gone mad. My eyes were tricking me. This could not, could not be real.

But I was not stupid. The words my mother had said to Marian lay in my head, calm and waiting. I could not ignore them anymore. I turned them over and over in my mind. I considered what they were, what they meant. She had meant to give me up. She had laid me on Marian’s floor and left willingly. There had been no trick, no misunderstanding. She had come to catch a glimpse of me, but she would not try to rescue me. Doubt wrapped strangling tendrils around my heart, and at last my spirit was broken.

For hours I stayed there, staring through the glass at the space where my mother had vanished. I refused to eat for days. I took to my bed with fever and a lethargy too deep for sleep. Marian left food by my bedside and did not try to speak to me. It took me years to recognise this as kindness.

I lay facedown, the musty sheets pressed against my cheeks so that I wouldn’t have to look at the room, at the house, at the branches of the trees that stretched through the ceiling like gnarled fingers. I could talk myself into delusion – that I was back in my own home, that the rising whisper of the wind was the baby crying, that my mother had not left me, that I was anywhere but here. I was in a dream, and all I had to do was wait for dawn. But it was impossible to mistake the House of the Dead for my home, or anyone’s. The house at night was coated in a thick, greasy silence. Sometimes I could hear people coming through the door, their thudding footsteps, weeping in the kitchen, and once, the unmistakable, wrenching screams of a woman in labour. I pulled the covers over my head and refused to listen. I was not here.

One night, I tried to escape.

I woke in the hour before dawn. The house was quiet. I could hear Marian’s breathing from the next room. I remember exactly how I felt: very still, as though the inside of my mind was preserved in diamond. New courage had settled upon me in the night. 

I slipped out of bed and got to my feet. I was still small, four feet tall, maybe not even that. I could move through the house without being heard. Or so I believed. My mind was airy and bright, and doubt did not poison it. Now, I would call this transcendence, the witchling’s name for such supernatural clarity of thought and purpose. All I knew then was that somehow my fear had left me. I was no longer waiting for my mother. Nothing kept me there, and so I ran.

I expected the house to lay traps for me, so I thought to outwit it. I did not go to the kitchen, pull food from cupboards, haul blankets from my bed. I did not even put on shoes. I looked straight ahead, slid open the door, walked across the landing and down the stairs. I could have been sleepwalking. 

The floorboards did not betray me. Nor did the front door. And then I stood on the cold doorstep, a child in a nightshift, staring up at the fading stars. The sky was lightening to grey in the east. 

I felt no ecstasy, no rush of freedom. Everything was quiet inside my head.

Where would I go? Not to my mother’s house, I understood that now. But who else had ever sheltered me? Who might keep me beside their fire and defend me from the witchling?

The wind creaked in the hinges of the front door of the House of the Dead. I pulled it hastily closed in case it slammed and woke her.

Maybe I should run from this town altogether. Maybe that was the only way out. I considered the vast bleakness of the empty world. Beyond this town were the hills and the river, and eventually the sea, and across the sea lay the lands of Lord Jonathan, with whom we were at war. They would not protect me. Lords, beautiful and undying, did not concern themselves with witchlings and kidnapped children.

And then, standing in the dark, I remembered Daniel. 

Yes. Daniel would help me. He had been my friend, before all this. We had played at being lords together – he had been Jonathan and I had been Claire, clashing with wooden swords in the fields behind his house. It was a terrible risk, then, close to blasphemy, to take Claire’s name and dirty it. But Daniel had done it, he had dared me to do it, because he had not been afraid. He did not fear lords or their men. He would not fear Marian. 

I turned with sudden purpose and walked down the street. Daniel lived far away from the river, far from my mother’s house. Marian would not think to look for me there. 

I was worried I would not remember the way, but I could hear the river through the dimness and its distant murmur guided me. The gathering sunrise gave me east and west. I walked, shivering, until the twisting streets became familiar and the windows lit up gold in the dawn. I walked faster. I did not want to be seen, to have voices raised in alarm, to have word of where I had gone carried back to Marian.

And then the streets parted, and I was there. I stumbled at the sight of Daniel’s doorstep. It was like warmth and firelight, like the release of an in-held breath. I had not known until that moment how terribly homesick I had been. 

I half-ran to his door and rammed on it, the unmistakable hummingbird knock of a child in danger. It opened at once. 

‘Haley?’

I blinked at her. I had expected Daniel. Instead, his sister Niamh stared down at me, wrapped in a blanket and wiping the sleep out of her eyes. Niamh was fourteen, which so far as I was concerned made her a grown-up – loyal to the witchling, not to me. I could not ask her for help. 

I turned away, but she caught my shoulder. ‘Haley! What’s wrong? What’s the matter?’

Angry instinct made me wrench myself from her grip and I slipped on my numb feet. The fall was hard and then I lay breathless in the dirt. That supernatural calm had left me, and I was cold and frightened. I tried to get up.

I felt Niamh at my side, her hands on my shoulder. 

‘Haley,’ she said, softly. ‘Haley. Come on. Look, you’re hurt.’

She was right. There was blood on my right hand, a scrape from the fall. She pulled me to my feet, and helplessly I let her guide me inside the house. Their father was a tailor, and there were piles of woollen blankets in the corners of every room. I was still trembling. Niamh draped a shawl over me and sat me down at the table. She opened my hand, gently, and wiped away the blood. 

‘Haley. What’s wrong? Has someone hurt you?’

There were no words for it – the house, and Marian’s hard face, and my mother disappearing into shadow. I stared up at her mutely. After a second, grim understanding seemed to settle in her face. It occurs to me now how young she was, a child herself. It was nothing at all to me then to put this on her, to seek her asylum.

She got up and called Daniel’s name. I heard his footsteps on the stairs. Niamh turned back to me. ‘Our parents are away,’ she said. ‘In the next town over. Our aunt’s having a baby. We can keep you here for a while. If your mother comes looking for you, I might not be able to keep her out. You get that, right? You’ll have to hide.’

I did not know how to tell her that my mother would not come for me. I watched her in silence and after a while she turned away.

Daniel came running into the kitchen. He looked delighted at the sight of me – I treasured that memory later – and then confused at my blood-stained hands. ‘Haley? Are you okay?’

I opened my mouth to try to answer, but nothing came out. Daniel, too, seemed to understand after a moment. He was a clever child – eight years old, with clear dark eyes. He could see the terror in my face. 

He turned to his sister. ‘Is Haley staying here?’

Niamh glanced at me and I looked down at the floor. I could not speak.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes, I think she’s staying with us.’

They did their best. I never blamed them, then or now. I overheard Niamh murmur instructions to Daniel not to ask me too many questions before he took me upstairs and tried to play with me, to keep me happy and distracted. I pretended not to hear her, and was grateful.

I was shivering, unable to eat or sleep. I could only imagine the terrible things Marian would do to me now, the stupid hopelessness of my attempt to escape. I thought wildly that it was not too late to run, steal a boat and float downriver to the sea. I could be a fisherwoman, a merchant sailor. I could be a new person. Not my mother’s daughter, not the witchling’s girl, not anyone or anything. I could escape this terrible village where no one wanted me.

But I was seven years old and scared. I stayed in Daniel’s bedroom, under his confused, encouraging gaze. He tried to teach me card games, like he’d promised to do the last time I’d seen him, before all of this. My hands shook too badly to hold them. The sun rose in the window, and its glare was low and blinding. I wanted to hide from it under the bed. I could no longer make myself believe daylight would protect me from the witchling. 

And then, at last, from below, I heard a knock at the door.

I sprang to my feet in panic. I had not told Niamh not to answer. Marian might hurt her if she thought she was hiding me. She might hurt Daniel, too. I had been so stupid to bring her to them. I clung to Daniel’s wrists, terrified.

He seemed bemused by my terror. ‘Haley, it’s okay, Niamh will talk to her—’

He thought it would be my mother. I heard the door creak open. Niamh’s voice, high and calm, and then another, lower. This house did not have the glass-clear acoustics of the House of the Dead, so I could not hear the voice, but I did not need to. I knew it was Marian.

We stood there together, hands clasped – me too frightened to move, Daniel confused and scared, trying to assume a man’s courage, to tell me with his eyes that it would be all right.

Then we heard Niamh’s voice on the stairs, sudden and clear. ‘Daniel? Daniel, come down here for a moment.’

I clung to him, desperate. ‘Don’t go,’ I whispered. ‘Don’t. Please. She’ll kill you.’

I saw his eyes widen, saw him swallow.

‘Daniel?’

‘Don’t go – please, don’t go—’

He glanced at the door, and I knew it was over. He had to protect his sister, and if that meant leaving me alone upstairs, so be it. Like I say, I don’t blame either of them.

He pulled his wrists from my grasp. ‘I’ll be back in a moment,’ he whispered. ‘It’ll be okay. Stay here, Haley—’

I tried to plead with him, but he turned from my anguished gaze and left, closing the door carefully behind him.

I heard his slow footsteps on the stairs. Three voices at the doorway. I waited, cowering in the corner, listening. The voices changed; surprise in Niamh’s tone, then sombreness. Footsteps in the house, in the kitchen. More voices at the doorway.

Then, beneath me, I heard the door close.

I sat there for a long time. Daniel’s window did not overlook the front door, so I could not see what was happening. I sat with my arms wrapped around my knees, trembling, waiting for them to come back in.

Five minutes passed. Ten. The house was silent.

After half an hour I slowly got to my feet and opened the door a crack. Part of me expected to see Marian on the landing waiting for me, but there was nothing.

I descended the stairs as quietly as I could. No one. The rooms were empty. They had left me alone in the house. 

I waited there until darkness fell. Eventually I grew hungry and I checked the cupboards. No food. Nothing in the pantry except a pail of water. They had taken it all with them when they left with Marian.

I stayed there another day and night, but after that I knew they weren’t coming back.

After two days I went back to the House of the Dead. I never tried to escape again.


CHAPTER THREE

In the last days of the war in the east, just before the terrible loss at Airan the year I was nine that broke our left flank and forced us back over the mountains, our soldiers used to go out on raids to kill the enemy’s witchlings. Once a town has no witchling, it is doomed. There is no one to heal their broken bones, to cool their fevers, to ease wet blue cords out from around the necks of babies as they are born. There is no one to carry their dead down to the underworld for judgement, and their ghosts rot in their bodies after death. By staying in a town with no witchling, you risk your health, your life, your afterlife, your chance at eternity in the world of the blessed, or of leaving that world to return to this one and become a lord. You give up everything. 

Of course, nobody did. They gathered their things and left, sought out larger towns and cities, further from the front, and tried to build new lives. It could not work. There were famines, overcrowding, riots. We heard of them even in our tiny town in the south, far away from the border. 

Niamh and Daniel were only children, and these stories had not yet drifted back to us from the front. But they knew a little about what happened when you died. They knew you were brought to the House of the Dead, and that if you did not want to be resurrected the witchling would carry you down to the underworld. They knew that there you might choose to be judged, and if you had lived your life well, you would be sent to the world of the blessed. And they knew none of it could happen, for anyone they loved, if Marian died without a girl to inherit from her. They understood what they would be destroying by protecting me. I had been born marked and unlucky, and that was not their fault, any more than it had been my mother’s.

Would I have done the same if Daniel had been born with death-magic? If he had come to me needing my help?

I cannot imagine it anymore. 

One morning weeks later, I woke to hear Marian’s voice through the floorboards. 

‘Ira. Ira. Calm down, now. Listen to me.’

Her tone stopped me; I had not heard her use it before. It was soothing, almost tender. It confused me. I had not known she could be kind, this woman who kept me in a bedroom and raised the dead.

Slowly, I rose through the stiffness of sleep and dried tears and walked out onto the landing. I was still in my night-things. I stood at the banisters, listening. Below, I could hear a woman crying, and Marian’s low voice, soft and reassuring in the absolute silence of the house.

‘Ira. Listen to me. You can choose, here. You have a choice.’

‘No, I don’t,’ whispered the woman called Ira. ‘I don’t. I need him back.’

‘Ira. You know what this is. It isn’t life, not like that. He’ll have a few years, and then he won’t be able to work, or to—’

‘To work? You think I care about his job?’ 

A silence. I edged onto the top step, wanting to hear better.

‘You delivered our children,’ said Ira. Her voice was hoarse from weeping. ‘Elior’s only fourteen. If Michael dies—’

‘He is dead, Ira.’

‘I know that!’ 

A rough, sobbing cry. The clatter of wood. Ira had started to weep again. 

Under cover of her sobs, I took the steps two at a time, trying to keep my footsteps as quiet as possible. I peered around the banister. I saw the two of them, half-silhouetted by the sunlight through the kitchen window; Marian, with her short, greying hair, her arm around the shoulder of a young woman hunched in a chair, her face in her hands. And at their feet—

A body.

Michael. Ira’s husband. I knew without having to be told. I knew from her sobs, from the way she turned her body slightly away from him when she wept, so as not to catch a glimpse of him through the fingers pressed over her eyes. I thought, absurdly, of the cat, a hundred thousand years ago. I had never seen that deep stillness in a human. I found myself drawn to it, a thin wire in my chest. I stayed where I was.

‘Ira,’ said Marian quietly, when the woman’s sobs faltered at last, ‘you understand what this means?’

The words stirred something in my head. She had said that to my mother, when I had been brought here. Years later, after she died and I became the witchling in her place, I said those words so often I stopped hearing them. Do you understand? Of course, nobody ever did. Only when you live surrounded by death, steeped in it, as a witchling does, can you truly understand its gravity. When you live a normal life, death comes for you like lightning, too sudden and painful to look at. It isn’t like that for us. Our eyes adjust to it.

Ira looked up at Marian with tears in her eyes. 

‘Yes,’ she said, at last. ‘Bring him back.’

Marian nodded slowly, though I could sense her dismay. ‘Do you mind if Haley watches?’

The sound of my name, which part of me believed had been left in Daniel’s house, sent a jolt of terror through me. I stood frozen, clutching the banister as though it would protect me. Ira looked around at me, wiping her eyes.

‘You have a girl now?’

Marian nodded. Ira looked at me and tried a smile. It didn’t work. ‘Hey, little one,’ she said.

I shrank away from her. 

Marian said, ‘Haley, come here.’ Her voice was soft, but I dared not disobey her. Perhaps now she would finally dole out punishment for my trying to escape, set some monster on me, like the ones that lived in the underworld and ripped your body apart to judge you. Daniel had told me about them. I moved slowly forward into the light. The kitchen was colder than my bedroom upstairs, the wood hard against my bare feet. 

The closer I got to her, the taller Marian seemed to become. She looked rough-hewn from stone, with the black scar-tattoo marks twining over her hands and arms, like the strangling tentacles of poison ivy. The tattoos were intricate and concentrically woven, hundreds of them, so dense her skin seemed ash-black.

Marian saw me looking. She did not smile.

‘Sit at the table,’ she said to me. ‘Ira, come away from him. Drink your tea. I’ll work.’

Ira nodded, wiping tears from her cheeks as she sat down. I took the chair opposite her, trying not to look at the chair my mother had occupied on the night she had abandoned me. The tea was still steaming. Marian placed a mug next to her as she knelt on the floor beside the corpse. She had a system, I would learn later: camomile for the grieving, lemon and honey for the sick and for herself, black tea for laying the dead to rest, and green for raising them. Even now, I smell green tea and shiver.

Ira watched Marian light the fire in the grate with horrified fascination. ‘What are you doing?’

Marian glanced up from where she sat, polishing a short knife with a cloth, and did not answer. 

I watched, too, but I did not speak. I was drawn to what she was doing, pulled by that same taut silver wire of fascination that had drawn my eyes to the body on the floor. I watched hungrily as Marian got to her feet, walked into another room, and came back with a flask of a thick, reddish-black liquid that had left dark crusts where it had dried on the glass. Blood-ink. I knew without having to be told.

‘I want to leave,’ Ira said suddenly. She got to her feet so abruptly the chair skidded back on its legs. She was not looking at the flask but at the knives, lying in their cloths at Marian’s feet. ‘I don’t … I don’t want to see.’

Marian’s eyes moved slowly over the woman’s face. She set the flask down on the counter. 

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Haley, see our guest into the living room and then come back.’

I didn’t even know where the living room was. I got down from my chair, trying not to look at Ira or the body, and walked out of the kitchen into the hallway. Dusty sunlight spilled through the glass windows in the door. I stopped, so suddenly that Ira nearly walked into me. The feel of the sunlight on my face was so strange, clean and warm and airless. I had not been outside in days.

There was a door to my left. A slight, scared push with the tips of my fingers and it swung open with a slow creak. Inside was a dim, warm room: two faded armchairs, curtains half-drawn across the dusty glass windows, books cluttered on shelves along the walls. It looked more homely than anywhere else in the house. I knew instinctively that Marian had never willingly set foot in it.

‘Thank you,’ said Ira, and walked slowly past me, her fingertips trailing against the walls, dreamlike. The wooden mug of camomile tea was still in her other hand. I left her there with the door open.

When I got back to the kitchen Marian was waiting for me, drinking her green tea, twirling a knife absent-mindedly in her hands. The body was still on the floor, facedown. I sat on the chair opposite the one my mother had sat on and waited. It was still a shock when Marian spoke to me.

‘Have you ever seen a dead person?’

I shook my head mutely.

‘I want you to watch me,’ she said. ‘Just watch. You can ask questions later. Stay quiet and learn. You understand me?’

I nodded. She could see fear in my face, I knew, so I stared down at my hands. I heard her chair scrape back, saw her feet in their leather boots move over the timbered floor. The fire was blazing gold in the grate now. 

‘Watch,’ she said, and I looked up.

Marian pulled a cloth bag down from a shelf on the wall. From it, she drew out a handful of dried herbs and threw them into the fireplace. Greyish, choking smoke blossomed at once and filled the room. I coughed, but Marian seemed quite unperturbed by it.

‘You know what they are?’ 

I swallowed, trying to catch my breath. I knew this was a test. 

‘Rosemary.’ That was always the easiest. My voice sounded small in the quiet of the kitchen. ‘Sage. Lavender.’

‘Two more.’ 

I was too scared to look away, but I had no answer. 

Marian nodded slowly, then picked up her knives from the floor. She sat cross-legged beside the fire, holding the blades in the flame until they glowed. The heat didn’t seem to bother her at all. She pushed her hair out of her eyes.

‘What were the other two?’

She didn’t look up at me. 

‘Tomorrow,’ she said, ‘you’re going to go out into the woods around the back of this house and find them for me. Pay attention to the smell. Then, when you come back, we’ll see if you can name them.’ 

She got to her feet. I was astonished – she was letting me out of the house, alone! How did she know I wouldn’t run again? – before I remembered, with a sickening thud, that I had nowhere to run to.

‘I’m not allowed in the woods on my own.’ It was a stupid thing to say, but it was all I could think of. My mother had expressly forbidden it. 

Marian glanced up at me. ‘It’s winter. The wolves and bears are asleep. They won’t come near you.’

‘No, but—’ I remembered my mother’s face, her fear. ‘Men hide in the woods. Strange men.’

‘No one will hurt you.’ Marian took the knife out of the fire, holding it by the wooden hilt, which was smoking. She got to her feet and looked at me. ‘And if anyone tries, tell me.’

‘And you’ll hurt them back?’

She looked at me, tilting her head slightly. I felt I was being examined.

‘Perhaps,’ she said. ‘Or perhaps I’ll just remember. Perhaps one day they’ll come to me sick or dying or with child, in need of my help. Perhaps they’ll bring me someone they love, a dead person, and ask me to raise them or carry them down to the underworld. And then I will remember that they tried to hurt you.’

I considered that for a while, staring at the dead man on the floor. I was unfamiliar with patience, with the slow taking of revenge. It struck me as odd that she would be willing to hurt someone for me.

‘Haley,’ she said. I looked away from the corpse at last, to Marian’s face. She was watching me gravely. ‘You’re safe. No one will harm you. People need witchlings. They don’t hurt us.’

I stared at her, shocked out of my fear. I was no kin to her. ‘Us?’ 

‘Witchlings.’

‘I’m not a witchling!’

Marian considered me, and crouched beside the corpse, her head still slightly tilted like a bird’s. Her fingers were entwined between her knees.

‘You will be,’ she said. ‘After I die. You understand that, don’t you? You know why you’re here?’

I thought of the cat, its milky eyes, and my mother’s screaming. Panic rose in me, and with it a fierce, childish denial. ‘I’m not like that! I’m not like you!’

‘You are,’ said Marian. ‘Or you will be, with time and learning.’

The thought was so horrifying I could not speak. 

Marian looked away at last. She took one of the cold steel knives from its cloth and picked up the flask of blood-ink. The smoke was starting to make me dizzy. I clung onto the table, white-knuckled and sweating. There were deep black burn marks in the wood.

She ripped open his shirt, took the knife and made a cut – three cuts, four, using a twisting dexterity I’d never seen before – and then dropped the blood-ink into the flesh, whispering under her breath, murmurs too soft to hear. No blood welled in the wound, because he was dead. The simple, obvious strangeness of that captivated me.

Marian put the flask down, took the other, still-glowing knife, and traced the mark again. The hiss and the smell of roasting flesh made me gag. Her face remained impassive. 

The smoke cleared slightly and I could see the wound: healed and clean, a black-line tattoo, intricate and elegant as the ones on Marian’s own arms. It looked like it had been made years ago.

I just stared. All I could think was: I could never do that. I would never do that. I could never, ever be a witchling.

She made five more scars like that, on his stomach and chest, at the base of his throat, and on his palms: first the cold knife, then the ink, then the cauterising knife, and the hiss and the stench. I nearly threw up, but I controlled myself. I knew this, too, was a test, that she was watching me. 

At last, Marian was done. She lay the knives down on the cloth and got to her feet, went to a cupboard in the kitchen and pulled down a dirty glass bottle, took a gulp from it and threw the rest onto the fire. She was sweating. There was a long hiss and a gulf of dark steam. 

I sat there in the chair, clinging to the table, terrified. I could hear Marian’s footsteps in the wet, white dimness. I didn’t move. Then the footsteps stopped.

Something was moving, out there in the steam. I could hear spasmodic thudding and a rough rasp that wasn’t quite breathing. I drew my legs up onto the chair, pressing my knees into my chin. A monster had come from the underworld to eat me. Marian had summoned it. This was it. I wondered wildly if I was close enough to grab one of Marian’s knives.

And then at last the steam cleared, and I saw the dead man sitting up.

Michael. I remember his name, still. I remember his bloodshot, wide-open eyes, and Marian’s low, reassuring whisper; his arm, spasming and thudding against the floor where the heart attack had deadened it; his open mouth, his yellow teeth. The look of bemused shock on his face as he stared at me, a strange child in a house full of smoke. I think he was afraid of me.

Above all I remember that he didn’t blink. The dead go blind quickly when they forget to blink; their eyes dry out. His chest did not rise and fall, either. The process of resurrection binds a soul to a corpse and animates it with magic, but the heart is dead within the flesh. All instincts vanish – to blink, to breathe, to recoil from heat or shiver in cold. Slowly, over years, they rot away to nothing, soul and body and mind. But I did not know that then.

I stared at the dead man, and he stared back at me, and I did not scream.

Once I knew I could do that, everything was a little easier to bear. 

The day after the resurrection, Marian let me out, as she’d promised.

I was happy in the woods, in their deep, leafy silence, with the sunlight, pure and clear through the canopy. I twined my fingers through the wild herbs, trying to smell them. I felt like a child in a way I hadn’t done since my mother had left me.

I had asked Marian the date and been told it – another sign of unexpected trust – and knew I was two and a half weeks away from turning eight. I wondered if I should tell Marian, if she would care. In my mother’s house it would have meant celebration, a gift. I didn’t expect that, of course, but I wanted there to be something. I didn’t want to lose track of time again. If I knew where and when I was, then maybe I could survive this.

A mouse lay curled in the frost-tinged roots of a sycamore tree, dead of the cold. I picked it up and held it in my palm. It was freezing, of course, and I wondered why that felt strange. My brain told me quite clearly that it was dead, but some deeper part of me fought back, wanted living warmth, the slow stirring of breath. I felt the trickle of my own life-heat move slowly into the mouse. I felt its death-cold seep into me.

This time I was expecting it. I knelt slowly, so as not to disturb it, and felt a struggling within my closed palm. I opened my fingers. The mouse moved stiffly, hesitantly, stunned by its own reanimation. I laid it gently onto the ground and watched it scurry away into the leaves. 

I stayed there for a while, crouched in the frosty grass, looking at my own hands.


CHAPTER FOUR

Two months later, a girl named Eve came to us, screaming. She was not due to have her child for another three weeks, but as Marian said, babies were mischievous, they liked to try you even before they were born. The father was with her, smooth-cheeked and smooth-palmed, grey-faced with terror. I had heard of them, the seventeen-year-old newlyweds – they had been married the week I was given up, and my mother had talked of them derisively. ‘They’re too young,’ she had said, rocking the baby in her arms as she poked at the fire. ‘It won’t last the year. I just pity the child.’ Because, of course, everyone in our small town knew Eve was pregnant.

The father’s name was Jorah. He came to us half-dragging, half-carrying his wife, who was between pains and short of breath. He rattled the door instead of knocking on it, and Marian came running down the stairs to meet him, tight-faced. Together, they helped Eve into the kitchen and laid her down on the blankets where my mother had deposited me months ago. We tried to make her comfortable, but her breaths were still quick and pained. She was swearing viciously as Jorah wrung his hands. ‘It’s too early,’ he said. ‘We thought we had weeks.’

‘Never mind,’ said Marian briskly, rubbing willow-bark soap into her hands. ‘We’ll make do. Eve, do you mind if my girl helps?’

Eve glanced at me distractedly, panting. I was sitting on a chair in the corner of the kitchen, my knees pulled up to my chin. ‘If she wants to.’

Marian nodded. ‘Haley, put some water over the fire.’

I moved slowly, my eyes on Eve. I had never seen a child born before. Part of me was scared. I knew women died this way. I didn’t want to be here if that happened—I didn’t want to hear the bleak silence, Jorah’s sobs. But Marian had told me to stay.

Eve’s breaths were rising again, rough and agonised. She rolled over and grasped Jorah’s hand. He kissed her head.

‘Have her waters broken?’ Marian said to Jorah.

He looked up at her blankly. ‘What?’

‘Yes,’ said Eve, ‘yes, they—’ 

But her breath hitched again, her chest convulsing, and she screamed. Jorah cradled her head, his face full of her reflected pain. Marian crouched beside them.

‘Where’s her mother?’ she asked Jorah.

Jorah shook his head. ‘She doesn’t speak to us.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that. Briony always was an idiot.’

Eve had stopped screaming at last. She took a long, rattling breath and managed a tight smile.

‘Hold her hand,’ Marian said quietly to Jorah. He nodded and grasped her fingers; her knuckles were white. Marian knelt down beside Eve and spoke to her gently, hands sure on her ankles.

‘I’ll be here the whole time. You were born right here on this floor. Eighteen years ago, almost.’

‘Did you do it?’

‘I helped,’ said Marian, with half a glance at me. ‘I wasn’t the witchling then. Bite down on this, here, and open your legs for me.’

She held out a strap of leather to Eve, who stared at it. ‘Is it that close?’

Marian peered between the girl’s legs. ‘I’d say so, yes. I can see the head. Haley, come and look.’ 

I crawled forward uncertainly. Marian didn’t seem to think it was indecent and Eve was past caring, but I was young and deeply uncomfortable in this smoky room, looking at a soft, bloody part of Eve’s body I didn’t recognise. Jorah gave me an uneasy glance.

Eve started screaming again. She had dropped the leather. Marian knelt beside her. The calm of her expression was stranger and more fascinating to me than anything else in the room.

‘All right, girl, hold on,’ she murmured, adjusting her grip on Eve’s leg. ‘All right, now – push for me.’

And then, suddenly, a knock on the door. I jumped. Marian looked up. Her hands were covered in blood.

‘What—?’ she muttered.

‘Help!’ The man outside hammered on the door again. ‘Help! Please! My sister – she’s hurt—’

I saw the whip-quick movement of Marian’s eyes over us to the door and back. She glanced at me. Then she got to her feet.

‘No!’ Eve looked up at her, panting, aghast. ‘No – stay here—’

‘Haley,’ Marian said quietly to me, ‘hold the baby’s head, now.’

A horrified pause. 

‘No,’ said Jorah, ‘no, I won’t let—She’s a child—’

Marian gave him a look, level and considering, and he fell silent. The man was still hammering on the door. I was frozen with terror and could not speak. No more could Eve: she screamed again and something slipped further from between her legs. I bent to grab it and found blood and slime, soft bone and wet skin. 

‘Give her a moment to breathe,’ said Marian from above me. ‘When she wants to push, let her.’

I could not even look up. The man at the door was still screaming, loud as Eve. ‘Please! Help! Help her, please—’

Marian turned and strode down the corridor. I was left there, absurd and terrified, holding the child’s skull. Jorah was staring at me. I had to say something.

‘Breathe,’ I told her earnestly. It was what my mother had said to me when I woke from nightmares, gasping with terror. ‘Breathe slowly.’ I found out much later that this was terrible advice, but I said it with authority and they knew no better. I imagine they thought me invested with unearthly wisdom.

‘Push,’ I said, and Eve screamed again, and without warning the baby slid out into my hands. It was that simple. I was so surprised I almost dropped it.

Jorah gasped and clutched the table. Eve let her head fall gently against the floor, breathing slowly through clenched teeth. I stared down at the baby in my bloody hands, at its open red mouth.

‘What is it?’ said Jorah, excitedly. 

‘What?’

‘What is it?’

‘Oh.’ I looked back down at the baby, tilting it slightly. ‘I think it’s a girl.’

Jorah smiled, the widest smile I’d ever seen. ‘Grace,’ he said. ‘That’s what we said, right, Evie? Grace for a girl.’

Eve was breathing very slowly. ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Yeah. Grace.’

‘Can I hold her?’ Jorah asked excitedly, but the baby was kicking in my trembling hands, and was still attached to the deep unseen parts of Eve by something veiny-bluish and very alive-looking, and I was trying to think of a way to explain all of this to him without running into any words I didn’t know when Marian came back into the room, her hands still bloody. She took in the room, looking over Eve, and then at me, and then at the child, quiet and warm in my hands.

‘Has she cried?’ she said to me, over Eve’s head.

Cried? Was it meant to cry? Crying was bad, wasn’t it, crying meant it wanted something it didn’t have. But the air in the room had gone cold.

Marian said, more sharply, ‘Haley, answer me. Has she cried?’

I shook my head.

‘All right,’ said Marian. ‘Give her to me.’ She was so calm; later I would remember that more clearly than anything else. The baby had stopped kicking, and her skin was slowly darkening. Her eyes had not yet opened. Cats did that too, I remembered, they were blind when they were very young.

Eve could not speak. She was shaking, and her face was grey again. Jorah was panicking, his eyes on the baby. 

‘Marian, is she – is she all right? Is she – is she alive?’

‘She’s alive,’ said Marian. ‘Give me a moment.’

‘But she’s not—’

‘Be quiet, Jorah,’ she said, and he fell silent. Eve’s eyes had not left her child. 

Marian knelt beside me again. The baby was still not breathing, and her face was turning a dark red. I expected Marian to issue orders, to ask for herbs and salves and hot water. But she just said to me, ‘Watch.’

There was a little divot in the back of the baby’s head. I had forgotten they had those. Marian held the baby very carefully, like she was offering it up to something. The cord still wound slickly back between Eve’s legs. 

Marian touched the centre of the baby’s chest, a mess of blood and mucus and new skin, and something passed from her into the child. It was a pulse, a soft shimmer in the air, and I know Eve and Jorah could not see it, but I felt it deep within myself and shivered. Something changed – a click in the air – and then the baby coughed, and stirred, and started to wail.

Jorah started to laugh wildly and
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