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The sun shining down on her bare neck was hot, really hot. Turning her head upwards, the sky was dark, deep, burning blue light, overhead the brazen sun was impossible to look at except when mirrored in the deep pool at her knees. The grass was slippery, silvery, dry and sharp, even the young May-green leaves on the trees had a silvery tinge. It was as though the colour was leached out of everything by the fierce sunlight. No breeze moved the air. There was no sound or ripple to disturb her thoughts but she didn’t want to think. A tiny splash, and the water in front of her rippled, she was crying again.

The pool was deep. Some said it reached down to the roots of the world-tree, bringing its water up from the well-spring of the world. It was feared now in the village since the woman had come, telling of the fearsome dark and the wild things that lived there with no love for humans. But to her it was a hidden sanctuary where she could come to be alone when she was afraid. She held herself tightly in her own arms, rocking, moaning quietly although she could not hear herself. Things had been so different whilst her mother lived.

Lost in her thoughts, she jumped as the dark shadow appeared. The cat was there again, black and sleek. He was busy today, pushing against her hand, chirruping softly in his throat as though calling to her. She watched him, excited, fearful. It was rare to see a cat these days, none came to the village any more. He walked away a few paces then turned, looking back at her over his shoulder, chirruping again.

‘What is it? Do you want me to come with you?’

Again the chirrup, watching, waiting until she is ready. Rising she followed in his pawprints to where he disappeared in among the trees, and there she stopped. Catching her breath in a ripple of fear, she started when the low ferns moved and there he was again. Now she could see how the path wound out in front of them, a green velvet ribbon of short, rabbit-bitten grass, that showed no footprints.

‘I can’t go in there’ she told him.

She stood, feet twitching, wanting to walk her forward. But her heart was torn between her new stepmother’s injunction and the memory of her birth-mother carrying her into the gentle light that filtered through the trees. The cat twined himself about her legs again. He went round behind, butted her calves so hard she stumbled forward and her feet were on the forest path. The turf was springy, pleasant underfoot.

He continued to butt, gently pushing her forward step by step, until they were some way into the forest, then he passed in front of her, leading up the track, turning to see if she would follow. She turned her head to see the way they had come and ... nothing, there was no path behind, all gone, nothing but bracken, high and stiff, as tall as her waist.

She turned back to him, a cold hand gripped her heart. ‘You’ll feel a hand, cold as ice on your heart, if you venture into the forest. It will kill you.’

Turning back, she could see ahead, the path now winding gently in and out amongst the trees, ferns and soft grasses parting here and there to show the early summer flowers. She turned back again. Behind stood the wall of bracken, last years dried fronds untouched by any living thing, dry and sharp and stiff, high and impenetrable, barring her way.

The cat wound himself widdershins about her legs again, caught her eyes and the cold hand receded, her blood pulsed in time with his purring. The breath she had been holding now for seeming hours sighed out of her and she drew in a lung-full of clean, damp forest scent seasoned with a faint odour of wood-smoke. He stepped out ahead and now she followed unresisting. She’d been taken and had surrendered herself to that taking, not knowing what would come of it.

The path wove amongst the trunks, narrow now, curbed by the ancient trees. Her blood thrummed in her veins and her skin tingled as she slipped silent between the silver birch, ducked under twisted oak boughs, until they reached the stream. He waited on the other side, sat on a log and grinning to her all over his whiskers. She laughed back, picked up her skirts and danced across. The dappled glade was full of the scent of May blossom and deeply peaceful, it was impossible to be afraid. She revelled in the song of the birds, watched a hare quietly nibbling grass in the shade of a tree, the creatures were completely un-feared by her presence in their world. 

The cat set off ahead again and she followed, trusting him on his path. The wood-smoke smell grew stronger now, and through the leaves she could see the outlines of a cottage. Suddenly the trees opened up and she came up all standing, watching the sun sparkle of the white cob walls, and  silver the smoke spiral rising from the centre of the thatched roof. The cat disappeared into the inviting darkness of the doorway and a moment later a man came out and crossed the clearing towards her. 

‘Thirsty?’ he smiled to her. She nodded. He took her hand and she allowed it.

Inside the cott was dark and cool, out of the glare of the burning sun. An earthenware pot on the table sweated drops of moisture cooling the liquid within. He dipped a ladle into it and filled two cups, held one out to her. She put her hands behind her back and stepped away from him.

‘See’ he said as he put the cup to his lips, swallowed, then held it out to her again his lips wet. 

Watching him, she knew a sinking feeling, something was both ending and beginning within her, if she drank his cup she would never be the same again. But her thirst drew her and she took the cup, drank, swallowing the knowing it contained and knowing too that there was no going back. She followed the man outside, sat with him in the shade of the thatched veranda. The hare came to nuzzle her hand, looking up into her eyes.

Out of the quiet she found herself speaking. She told him how her mother died, how her father married again, this time a woman from the east who brought new customs. She told him of the sacrifices, the cats burned alive in baskets each May-tide to ensure a good harvest. And the woman would also torture and burn them, alone in secret, to get her auguries, waiting until the creature’s screaming pain drew down the spirit-cat who would give her answers to spare his creature’s pain. There were no cats now around the village, the rats and mice ate the grain from what little harvest the village could muster since the woman had come. He heard her.

‘She hates me,’ she told him. ‘She would kill me if she could.’

He put his arms around her as she shivered, held her. The hare watched them, still and quiet in the grass. 

‘I must go,’ she said, leaving him. But she came again next day, and the next, following the black





















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





