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“Slatter displays a rare gift for evocative and poetic prose.”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This compendium originally began life as three separate mosaic collections, birthed as I began to work out the landscape of the Sourdough world for myself. Sourdough and Other Stories was written and published first, but when I began writing The Bitterwood Bible and Other Recountings I realised that it was a set of prequel stories. The Tallow-Wife and Other Tales was, thankfully, a sequel to both. So here for the first time are the stories presented in that order.

Thank you to Rosalie Parker and Raymond Russell of Tartarus Press, for publishing the original editions of these mosaic collections, and thank you to Titan Books for giving them their next life.






THE
BITTERWOOD
BIBLE


AND OTHER
RECOUNTINGS

Once there was,
and twice there was not…







THE COFFIN-MAKER’S
DAUGHTER

[image: Common Image]
The door is a rich red wood, heavily carved with improving scenes from the trials of Job. An angel’s head, cast in brass, serves as the knocker and when I let it go to rest back in its groove, the eyes fly open, indignant, and watch me with suspicion. Behind me is the tangle of garden – cataracts of flowering vines, lovers’ nooks, secluded reading benches – that gives this house its affluent privacy.

The dead man’s daughter opens the door.

She is pink and peach and creamy. I want to lick at her skin and see if she tastes the way she looks.

‘Hepsibah Ballantyne! Slattern! Concentrate, this is business.’ My father slaps at me, much as he did in life. Nowadays his fists pass through me, causing nothing more than a sense of cold ebbing through my veins. I do not miss the bruises.

The girl doesn’t recognise me although I worked in this house for nigh on a year – but that is because it was only me watching her and not she me. When my mother finally left it became apparent she would not provide Hector with any more children, let alone a son who might take over from him. He decided I should learn his craft and the sign above the entrance to the workshop was changed – not to Ballantyne & Daughter, though. Ballantyne & Other.

‘Speak, you idiot,’ Father hisses, as though it’s important he whisper. No one has heard Hector Ballantyne these last eight months, not since what appeared to be an unseasonal cold carried him off.

The blue eyes, red-rimmed from crying, should look ugly, unpalatable in the lovely oval face, but grief becomes Lucette D’Aguillar. Everything becomes her, from the black mourning gown to the severe, scraped-back coiffure that is the heritage of the bereaved, because she is that rare thing: born lucky.

‘Yes?’ she asks as if I have no right to interrupt the grieving house.

I slip the cap from my head, feel the mess it makes of my hair, and hold it in front of me like a shield. My nails are broken and my hands scarred and stained from the tints and varnish I use on the wood. I curl my fingers under the fabric of the cap to hide them as much as I can.

‘I’m here about the coffin,’ I say. ‘It’s Hepsibah. Hepsibah Ballantyne.’

Her stare remains blank, but she steps aside and lets me in. By rights, I should have gone to the back door, the servants’ entrance. Hector would have – did so all his life – but I provide a valuable service. If they trust me to create a death-bed for their nearest and dearest, they can let me in the front. Everyone knows there’s been a death – it’s impossible to hide in the big houses – I will not creep in as though my calling is shameful. Hector grumbled the first few times I presented myself in this manner – or rather shrieked, subsided to a grumble afterwards – but as I said to him, what were they going to do?

I’m the only coffin-maker in Great Glimmerton.

They let me in.

I follow Lucette to a parlour washed with tasteful shades of grey and hung with white lace curtains so fine it seems they must be made by spinners with eight legs. She takes note of herself in the large mirror above the mantle. Her mother is seated on a chaise; she too regards her own reflection, making sure she still exists. There is no sign of the oldest child, a son, Lucien who is studying in one of the university towns, and never spoke two words to me when I was part of the household. Lucette joins her and they look askance at me. Father makes sounds of disgust and he is right to do so. He will stay quiet here; even though no one can hear him but me, he will not distract me. He will not interrupt business.

‘Your mirror should be covered,’ I say as I sit, uninvited, in a fine armchair that hugs me like a gentle, sleepy bear. I arrange the skirts of my brown mourning meetings dress and place my hands on the armrests, then remember how unsightly they are and clasp them in my lap. Black ribbons alone decorate the mirror’s edges, a fashionable nod to custom, but not much protection. ‘All of your mirrors. To be safe. Until the body is removed.’

They exchange a glance, affronted.

‘The choice is yours, of course. I’m given to understand that some families are delighted to have a remnant of the deceased take up residence in their mirrors. They enjoy the sensation of being watched constantly. It makes them feel not so alone.’ I smile as if I am kind. ‘And the dead seem to like it, especially the unexpectedly dead. Without time to prepare themselves, they tend to cling to the ones they loved. Did you suspect your husband’s heart was weak or was it a terrible surprise?’

Madame D’Aguillar hands her black shawl to Lucette, who covers the mirror with it then rejoins her mother.

‘You have kept the body wrapped?’ I ask, and they nod. I nod in return, to tell them they’ve done only just enough. That they are foolish, vain women who put their own reflections ahead of keeping a soul in a body. ‘Good. Now, how may I be of assistance?’

This puts them on the back foot once again, makes them my supplicants. They must ask for what they want. Both look put out and it gives me the meanest little thrill, to see them thus. I smile again: Let me help you.

‘A coffin is what we need. Why else would you be here?’ snipes Madame. Lucette puts a hand on the woman’s arm.

‘We need your services, Hepsibah.’ My heart skips to hear my name on her lips. ‘We need your help.’

Yes, they do. They need a coffin-maker. They need a death-bed to keep the deceased in, to make sure he doesn’t haunt the lives they want to live from this point on. They need my art.

‘I would recommend an ebony-wood coffin, lined with the finest silk padding stuffed with lavender to help the soul to rest. Gold fittings will ensure strength of binding. And I would affix three golden locks on the casket, to make sure. Three is safest, strongest.’ Then I name a price – down to the quarter-gold to make the sum seem considered – one that would cause honest women to baulk, to shout, to accuse me of the extortion I’m committing.

Madame D’Aguillar simply says, ‘Lucette, take Miss Ballantyne to the study and give her the down payment.’

Oh, how they must want him kept under!

I rise and make a slight curtsey before I follow Lucette’s gracefully swaying skirts to the back of the house.

I politely look away as she fumbles with the lockbox in the third drawer of the enormous oak desk her father recently occupied. When she hands me the small leather pouch of gold pieces, her fingers touch my palm and I think I see a spark in her eyes. I believe she feels it too, and I colour to be so naked before her. I slide my eyes to the portrait of her dearly departed, but she grasps my hand and holds it tight.

Oh!

‘Please, Hepsibah, please make his coffin well. Keep him beneath. Keep us – keep me – safe.’ She presses her lips to my palm; they are damp, slightly parted, and ever-so-soft! My breath escapes me, my lungs feel bereft. She trails her slim, pink cat’s tongue along my lifeline, down to my wrist where the pulse beats blue and hard and gives me away. There is a noise outside in the hall, the scuttling of a servant. Lucette smiles and steps back, dropping my hand reluctantly.

I remember to breathe, dip my head, made subservient by my desire. Hector has been silent all this time. I see him standing behind her, gnarled fingers trying desperately to caress her swan’s neck, but failing, passing through her. I feel a rage shake me, but control myself. I nod again, forcing confidence into my motions, meeting her eyes, bold as brass, reading a promise there.

‘I need to see the body, take my measurements, make preparations. I must do this alone.’

*   *   *

‘Stupid little harlot.’ Hector has more than broken his silence, again and again, since we returned to the workshop. I have not answered him because I sense in his tone envy.

‘How hard for you, Father, to have no more strength than a fart, all noise and wind.’

If he were able, he would throw anything he could find around the space, chisels and planes and whetstones, with no thought for the damage to implements expensive to replace. The tools of our trade inherited from forefathers too many to number. The pieces of wood purchased at great expense and treated with eldritch care to keep the dead below.

I ignore his huffing and puffing and continue with Master D’Aguillar’s casket. It is now the required shape and dimensions, held together with sturdy iron nails and the stinking adhesive made of human marrow and boiled bones I’m carefully applying to the place where one plank meets another to ensure there are no gaps through which something ephemeral might escape. On the furthest bench, far enough away to keep it safe from the stains and paints and tints, lies the pale lilac silk sack that I’ve stuffed with goose down and lavender flowers. This evening, I will quilt it with tiny, precise stitches then fit it into the casket, this time using a sweet-smelling glue to hold it in place and cover the stench of the marrow sealant.

We may inflate the charge for our services, certainly, but the Ballantynes never offer anything but their finest work.

I make the holes for the handles and hinges, boring them with a hand-drill engraved with Hector’s initials – not long before his death, the drill that had been passed down for nearly one hundred years broke, the turning handle shearing off in his hand and tearing open his palm. He had this one made at great cost. It is almost new; I can pretend the initials are mine, that the shiny thing is mine alone.

‘Did you get it?’ asks Hector, tired of his sulk.

I nod, screwing the first hinge into place; the dull golden glow looks almost dirty in the dim light of the workshop. Soon I will light the lamps so I can work through the night; that way I will be able to see Lucette again tomorrow without appearing too eager, without having to manufacture some excuse to cross her threshold once more.

‘Show me.’

I straighten with ill grace and stretch. In the pocket of my skirt, next to a compact set of pliers, is a small tin, once used for Hector’s cheap snuff. It rattles as I open it. Inside: a tooth, black and rotten at its centre and reeking more than it should. There is a sizeable chunk of flesh still attached to the root and underneath the scent of decay is a telltale hint of foxglove. Master D’Aguillar shall enter the earth before his time, and I have something to add to our collection of contagions that will not be recognised or questioned.

‘Ah, lovely!’ says Hector. ‘Subtle. You could have learned something from them. Cold in a teacup – it wasn’t very inventive, was it? I expected a better death, y’know.’

‘It wasn’t a cold in a teacup, Father.’ I hold up the new hand drill. ‘It was the old drill, the handle was impregnated with apple seed poison and I filed away the pinion to weaken everything. All it needed was a tiny open wound. Inventive enough for you, Hector?’

He looks put out, circles back to his new favourite torment. ‘That girl, she doesn’t want you.’

I breathe deeply. ‘Events say otherwise.’

‘Fool. Desperate sad little fool. How did I raise such an idiot child? Didn’t I teach you to look through people? Anyone could see you’re not good enough for the likes of Miss Lucette D’Aguillar.’ He laughs. ‘Will you dream of her, Hepsibah?’

I throw the hand drill at him; it passes through his lean outline and hits the wall with an almighty metallic sound.

‘I kept you wrapped! I covered the mirrors! I made your casket myself and sealed it tight – how can you still be here?’ I yell.

Hector smiles. ‘Perhaps I’m not. Perhaps you’re so lonely, daughter, that you thought me back.’

‘If I were lonely I can think of better company to conjure.’ But there may be something in what he says, though it makes me hurt.

‘Ah, there’s none like your own family, your dear old Da who loves your very skin.’

‘When I have her,’ I say quietly, ‘I won’t need you.’

Ghost or fervid imagining, it stops him – he sees his true end – and he has no reply but spite. ‘Why would anyone want you?’

‘You did, Father, or has death dimmed your memory?’

Shame will silence even the dead and he dissolves, leaving me alone for a while at least.

I breathe deeply to steady my hands and begin to measure for the placement of the locks.

*   *   *

‘The casket is ready,’ I say, keeping the disappointment from my voice as best I can. Lucette is nowhere in evidence. An upstairs maid answered my knock and brought me to the parlour once more where the widow receives me reluctantly. The door angel did not even open its eyes.

Madame nods. ‘I shall send grooms with a dray this afternoon, if that will suffice.’ But she does not frame it as a question.

‘That is acceptable. My payment?’

‘Will be made on the day of the funeral – which will be tomorrow. Will you call again?’ She smiles with all the charm of the rictus of the dead. ‘I would not wish to waste your time.’

I return her smile. ‘My customers have no choice but to wait upon my convenience.’ I rise. ‘I will see myself out. Until tomorrow.’

Outside in the mid-morning sun I make my way down the stone front steps that are set a little too far apart. This morning I combed my hair, pinched colour into my cheeks, and stained my lips with a tinted wax that had once belonged to my mother; all for naught. I am about to set foot on the neatly swept path, when a hand snakes out from the bushes to the right and I’m pulled under hanging branches, behind a screen of sickly strong jasmine.

Lucette darts her tongue between my lips, giving me a taste of her, but pulling back when I try to explore the honeyed cave of her mouth in turn. She giggles breathlessly, chest rising and falling, as if this is nothing more than an adventure. She does not quake as I do, she is a silly little girl playing at lust. I know this; I know this but it does not make me hesitate. It does not make my hope die.

I reach out and grasp her forearms, drawing her roughly in. She falls against me and I show her what a kiss is. I show her what longing is. I let my yearning burn into her, hoping that she will be branded by the tip of my tongue, the tips of my fingers, the tips of my breasts. I will have her here, under the parlour window where her mother sits and waits. I will tumble her and bury my mouth where it will make her moan and shake, here on the grass where we might be found at any moment. And I will make her mine if through no other means than shame; her shame will bind us, and make her mine.

‘Whore,’ says Hector in my ear, making his first appearance since yesterday. Timed perfectly, it stops me cold and in that moment when I hesitate, Lucette remembers herself and struggles. She steps away again, breathing hard, laughing through a fractured, uncertain smile.

‘When he is beneath,’ she tells me. A promise, a vow, a hint, a tease.

‘When he is beneath,’ I repeat, mouthing it like a prayer, then make my unsteady way home.

*   *   *

I stood in the churchyard this morning, hidden away, and watched them bury Master D’Aguillar. Professional pride for the most part. Hector was beside me, nodding with more approval than he’d ever shown in life, a truce mutually agreed for the moment.

‘Hepsibah, you’ve done us proud. It’s beautiful work.’

And it was. The ebony-wood and the gold caught the sun and shone as if surrounded by a halo of light. No one could have complained about the effect the theatrics added to the interment. I noticed the admiring glances of the family’s friends, neighbours and acquaintances, as the entrance to the D’Aguillar crypt was opened and four husky men of the household carried the casket down into the darkness.

And I watched Lucette. Watched her weep and support her mother; watched them both perform their grief like mummers. When the crowds thinned and there was just the two of them – the lord of the house buried too quickly for the only son to return from his studies in time – and their retainers to make their way to the black coach and four plumed horses, Lucette seemed to sense herself observed. Her eyes found me standing beside a white stone cross that tilted where the earth had sunk. She gave a strange little smile and inclined her head just-so.

‘Beautiful girl,’ said Hector, his tone rueful.

‘Yes,’ I answered, tensing for a new battle, but nothing came. We waited in the shade until the funeral party dispersed.

‘When will you go to collect?’ he asked.

‘This afternoon, when the wake is done.’

He nodded and kept his thoughts to himself.

*   *   *

Lucette brings a black lacquered tray, balancing a teapot, two cups and saucers, a creamer, sugar boat and silver cutlery. There are delicate almond biscuits perched on a ridiculously small plate. The servants have been given the afternoon off. Her mother is upstairs resting.

‘The house has been so full of people,’ she says, placing the tray on the parquetry table between us. I want to grab at her, bury my fingers in her hair and kiss her breath away, but broken china might not be the ideal start. I hold my hands in my lap. I wonder if she notices that I filed back my nails, made them neat? That the stains on my skin are lighter than they were, after hours of scrubbing with lye soap?

She reaches into the pocket of her black dress and pulls forth a leather pouch, twin to the one she gave me barely two days ago. She holds it out and smiles. As soon as my hand touches it, she relinquishes the strings so our fingers do not meet.

‘There! Our business is at an end.’ She turns the teapot five times clockwise with one hand and arranges the spoons on the saucers to her satisfaction.

‘At an end?’ I ask.

Her look is pitying, then she laughs. ‘I thought for a while there I might actually have to let you tumble me! Still and all, it would have scratched an itch I’ve had since… and Lord knows it would have been worth it, to have him safely away.’ She sighs. ‘You did such beautiful work, Hepsibah, I am grateful for that. Don’t ever think I’m not.’

I am not stupid enough to protest, to weep, to beg, to ask if she is joking, playing with my heart. But when she passes me a cup, my hand shakes so badly that the tea shudders over the rim. Some pools in the saucer, more splashes onto my fingers and scalds me. I manage to put the mess down as she fusses, calling for a maid, then realises no one will come.

‘I won’t be a moment,’ she says and leaves to make her way to the kitchen and cleaning cloths.

I rub my shaking hands down my skirts and feel a hard lump. Buried deep in the right pocket is the tin. It makes a sad, promising sound as I tap on the lid before I open it. I tip the contents into Lucette’s empty cup, then pour tea over it, letting the poisoned tooth steep until I hear her bustling back along the corridor. I fish it out with a spoon, careful not to touch it with my bare hands and put it away. I add a little cream to her beverage.

She wipes my red hot hand with a cool wet cloth, then wraps the limb kindly. Lucette sits opposite me and I pass her the cup of tea and give a fond smile for her, and for Hector who has appeared at her shoulder.

‘Thank you, Hepsibah.’

‘You are most welcome, Miss D’Aguillar.’

I watch her lift the fine china to her pink, pink lips and drink deeply.

It will be enough, slow acting, but sufficient. This house will be bereft again.

When I am called upon to ply my trade a second time I will bring a mirror with me. In the quiet room when we two are alone, I will unwrap Lucette and run my fingers across her skin and find all the secret places she denied me and she will be mine and mine alone whether she wishes it or no.

I take my leave and wish her well.

‘Repeat business,’ says Father gleefully as he falls into step beside me. ‘Not too much, not enough to draw attention to us, but enough to keep bread on the table.’

In a day or two, I shall knock once more on the Widow D’Aguillar’s front door.






THE MAIDEN IN THE ICE
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Rikke does not like crossing the ice.

Even during the harshest of winters, when the surface of the lake seems changed to bedrock, when it is frozen so thick you cannot see what lies below, even then, she does not like it. Ice is tricksy; it cannot be trusted. Rikke knows this – has known it ever since her little brother Geir went through four years ago. She still remembers, still re-imagines each year as the seasons change and grey frost-filled clouds gather, as the air cools and the stream and the lake become sluggish, until they stop moving altogether and households must break off chunks of freeze to dump in a pot above the fire for fresh water. She thinks how he looked, when they finally found him, days after an unseasonal thaw, at the spot to which the currents draw all debris, at the break in the earth where the flow spits out unwanted things. He was small, so terribly small, which meant he didn’t get caught on some sunken obstacle and stay beneath until the flesh and muscle decayed and released his bones to the depths. He was small and whole and pale, not even beginning to bloat, and his eyes had turned snow-storm white.

No, Rikke does not trust the ice.

But this day she is on it because she is in trouble. She’d forgotten to collect more singing winter grass. When Aggi called from bed for tea made from the stalks, preserved lemon curls and fresh snow-melt, Rikke’s heart sank and cooled. Her mother was unwell, her mother was bedridden, her mother was pregnant (again) and with such hopes for another boy to replace the son Rikke had let drown. So, fearful of hearing every fault of her eleven years recited once more (certain her mother would know she had been distracted by the same activity – reading – on both occasions), Rikke yelled back that the water was not quite ready, and slipped quietly out the door. Her usual route on the firm ground around the shore’s edge would have taken far too long and Aggi would have known something was wrong. But if she went as the crow flies, it would be mere minutes before she made it to the patch of song-fine stalks, and a heart’s breath for her to return. Screwing up her courage, Rikke stepped out.

Her boots are stout, the winter ones, with tiny ridges of metal embedded in the soles to clutch at the slippery surface, and she moves quickly with the light cautious step of a fox approaching a henhouse. Her ears almost hurt from the effort of listening for the slow, dark moan that will tell her the floe is about to betray her. For a while she tries to keep her eyes firmly fixed on her destination, on the silver-ash clump of sedge not so far – yet so very far – away. But the panic she’s tamped down hard gets the better of her, and she looks to the sparkling, treacherous ground upon which she moves, seeking the cracks, the veins, the fissures that are surely forming there.

But what she sees is something entirely different.

An oval face; skin sallow – in the sun it will become olive; dark-flecked, large eyes; thick straight brows; an unbalanced mouth, the top lip thin, the bottom full; and hair as black as Rikke has ever seen. Black as nightmares, black as a cunning woman’s cat, black as the water she is trying to escape. Older than Rikke, caught between girl and woman, and suspended in the solid lake as if she’s a statue, standing; head titled back, one arm reaching up, the other pointing downward.

Rikke shrieks. She forgets the singing winter grass, her mother’s tisane, her mother’s disappointment; she forgets all her fears of a permafrost death, of cold and hoar. She spins about and runs, boots throwing shredded ribbons of rime behind, body moving faster, so much faster than her little legs it is a wonder she does not fall. She clatters into the house making such a noise that Aggi drags herself from bed and Rikke’s father, Gamli, comes running in from outside where he has been seeing to the chickens and the goats. When they decipher their daughter’s shouts, Gamli leaves the little cottage, yelling at the top of his lungs.

The cry goes up from house to house. ‘Someone’s in the lake!’

More men join him at the shore and they move carefully on and out, even though the substance beneath their feet is utterly silent. They find the place and stare down at the peerless face of the maiden. The ice is thick; experience tells them they can break through it – but to what end? She is surely dead. When the weather changes, she will come loose of her own accord.

And so, the villagers wait. And as they wait, they watch. Every day of winter, no matter the snows or the sleet, the winds or the frost, at least one person from Iserthal goes to visit her, to marvel at the colour of her skin, how her hair and the frozen black fathoms seem to be enmeshed, at the extraordinary planes of her face. At how her agate eyes, just sometimes, seem to flicker if they aren’t quite looking at her. Some notice how strangely clear the ice around her is, but they keep their thoughts to themselves.

At some point, though, in the days and weeks and months, it becomes clear that she is moving, coming up a little at a time, a tiny bit every day – not so one marks it in the short term, but those who visit her only once a week notice and comment. The others, after consideration, agree. Perhaps it is the currents beneath, warming and wearing away at her gelid prison.

They wait. They wait until the spring thaw comes and the hard crystal surface begins to creak and crack and thin. They wait until the morning when a single slender arm and a clenched fist are seen by three feckless youths to break through the now-weakened layer of cold on top of the water. Having snuck away from their ’prentice duties to miller, butcher and smithy, but unable to find mischief to make, they are kicking a straw ball about by the shore. Upon noticing the arm raised like a flag, they run for their parents – the currents that have freed the body should surely have swept it away. Soon a small red dory is despatched to negotiate the rapidly melting, floating chunks of ice, to the centre of the pool.

*   *   *

Aggi refuses to have her in the house, as do all the women of the town, including Hebe the innkeeper’s wife, so the nameless girl is sleeping in the barn loft behind the home of the largest landowner. Make no mistake, they laid down clean, fresh straw, and every household gave up at least two thick blankets so the warmth could be brought back into her limbs. All the goodwives sent broths and fresh bread – which she ate – and healing infusions, which she sniffed then refused, but none of them would have this strange damozel, this survivor of certain death, in their homes. Some whispered fossegrim, but others hushed them – she looked nothing like such a creature.

Aggi, upright, and conscious not so much of the miracle as of the fact that it was one denied to her Geir, had taken a sweeping look at the limp young woman in her husband’s arms, at the long lashes on the cheeks, at the dark red of toe nails, the dirt clumped beneath her finger nails, and shook her head, a single sharp jerking motion that told Gamli in no uncertain terms that the girl would not cross their threshold.

Only Rikke, hiding behind her mother’s skirts, felt the terrible weight that Aggi held up, knew that her mother’s strength was the sole thing keeping the strange girl from their door. Gamli and every other man gathered around him had an unfocused gaze pinned on the pale form in his grasp, wrapped in Wurdin’s dory blanket, the one with holes, that smells like fish and elderdamson rum. In case her meaning was lost, Aggi said quite clearly, ‘No,’ and Gamli reluctantly nodded. Thus began a meandering procession through the town, which was finally resolved at Adhemar’s door – his wife was away so he took the refugee in. Even though he knew there would be heated words upon Mairen’s return, he could not quite stand to turn the sallow lass entirely away.

*   *   *

Within four or five days, the girl is up and about, wearing cast-off dresses. Her long locks have been brushed and untangled by the resentful fingers of Adhemar’s unwilling wife; Mairen will not have a member of her household, no matter how unwelcome, wander about unkempt. The maiden does not smell like a being of the water, which put paid to whispers that she’s some breed of mari-morgan or merrow. Her perfume is earthy, rich and dark, like rotted roses; a sweetness at first, then a potency, then grown too strong, and finally the hint of decay as she moves past the folk in the streets, those in the markets. Storeowners open all their windows and doors after she has gone, to try and get rid of the scent, but it never quite goes.

They are calling her the damozel, or ‘Damozel’ to her face and she seems to accept it, to answer to it.

As she goes, male and female gazes follow her. Children in particular watch for they have never seen such a pretty creature – nor have they ever known, in their short lives, anyone who has escaped the ice. Their fascination, for the most part, overcomes their fear. She smiles, caresses them if she can get away with it, stroking hair and cheeks, holding small hands and faces, giving them gentle words, singing snippets of songs no one knows, in a language no one recognises. Her smile broadens as they break into answering grins, until their mothers pull them away. The three youths who saw her dragged from the icy lake watch her too, as she passes their places of work, but do not pursue her. Rikke thinks they are afraid.

Rikke follows her, but at a distance. She has not, since that first day, gotten close to the stranger. Rikke does not understand why she shadows the damozel so furtively, why she observes so closely – she comprehends only that the girl should not be alive, that she should not be hale and hearty. That she should not draw Gamli’s eyes towards her, nor those of the other men, for it is a regard from which the will and intellect are absent. It is a look that Rikke, young as she is, knows to be dangerous – it’s the stare of someone not paying proper attention. She suspects it was her own the day Geir was lost.

At night, Rikke hears her parents, after they think her asleep, arguing as they never have before. Aggi berates her husband for the thoughts she believes he harbours, and Gamli swears she is wrong. He wants no one but Aggi, but his wife… except, when he sees that girl, those flecked eyes, something happens; it’s like he’s being pulled forward, downward, then further downward. Only he doesn’t want it, he doesn’t want to go, but it’s as if he has no choice. He will, he promises, stay away from that girl so he cannot see her, cannot feel that feeling, cannot think those thoughts, cannot want to surrender.

When he says that word, that last word, that’s when Aggi shrieks and it is a sound such as Rikke has never heard. But she can recognise pain, a searing soul sickness; she can recognise jealousy.

So perhaps Rikke does know why she follows the one who smells like death and flowers. She simply ignores the reason, or perhaps, is still too young to know precisely why she feels the need to protect her mother. She tracks the damozel, hiding herself behind carts and stalls, behind the fountain with the statue of a bear and a wolf shaking paws; she darts between women’s skirts and men’s trousered legs, she glues herself to the corners of stone buildings, thinking herself thin and beneath notice. She watches as the nameless girl follows the same path she’s taken since she rose from the clean straw and the mountain of second-best eiderdowns. She goes into every shop in exactly the same order each day, then visits each stall and barrow, again in the same order. She buys nothing – then again, she surely has no coin – and she speaks very little, but smiles a lot. When she finishes her rounds of the town square, she takes the cobbled street that leads to the lake shore – she stands here for a good few minutes, shading her eyes against the reflection of the sun on the water, and stares out at the place she was once entombed. Then she invariably turns around, and wanders home to Adhemar and Mairen’s, sometimes into the kitchen where Mairen has her help, sometimes straight to the barn.

This day as the girl stands poised on the edge of the lake, its waters, still frigid, lapping at her toes, Rikke, behind a tree, watches the taut back, the head held just-so on the slender neck. The damozel is still so long that Rikke’s caution slackens, just for a moment, and the object of her scrutiny turns, faster than Rikke would have thought possible, and the child is pierced by the other’s gaze, frozen until the maiden from the ice grins and waves her slim fingers, mocking, beckoning. Rikke breaks cover and bolts.

*   *   *

Rikke is woken not by a scream but by an exhalation. Almost inaudible, it is the sound of surprise, of a soft agony, an agony which will build once its moment of bewilderment has passed. She rolls from her blankets and tiptoes to the door of her parents’ bedroom.

Light streams through the single window and highlights Aggi, flat on her back, stomach protruding, knees bent and parted beneath the covers. Her breathing is fast, sharp; she puffs with intent, trying to breathe the pain away. Gamli is nowhere in sight and Rikke remembers that today he is hunting deer.

‘Water,’ gasps Aggi. ‘Water.’

In the kitchen, Rikke stirs a mix of powder into a cup carved from a bull’s horn: willow bark, vervain leaf, and yarrow flower, crushed fine as dust, to ease her mother’s suffering. Aggi has coached Rikke, has taught her what to do, shown her where all the bandages and rags are, told her which herbs need to be prepared before the birth, which should be administered during and after, which should be used to make a poultice to stem the bleeding when the afterbirth has gone. How to wash the baby and make sure his nostrils are clear and his lungs are full – how to carefully hang him upside down, his feet in one hand, and slap his little bottom with the other. This is the part Rikke fears the most – what if he is slippery? What if he wriggles? What if she drops this new baby on the flags of the floor and splits his skull like a summer melon? Rikke does not think she could bear the weight of another lost soul on her conscience. She straightens her back and shoulders, sets her face with determination and takes her mother the water, then begins the process of productive bustling.

At first, things go well. She holds Aggi’s hand when the contractions are at their worst and does not cry when her fingers are crushed. She administers the medicaments as and when she should, she wipes the sweat from her mother’s face and puts cold compresses on her burning brow. She checks at regular intervals to see if the child is crowning, but after four hours there is no sign.

‘He will not turn!’ shouts Aggi and Rikke can hear all her mother’s hopes escaping in that one sentence. She is seized by the fear that the child will never come out, that he will rot inside Aggi, trapped there as Geir was trapped beneath the ice. Rikke thinks her heart will explode, it is beating so hard in her chest; she thinks she can hear its thud against the breast bone, against the cage of her body, trying to flee. She runs, followed by Aggi’s scream, and flies out the front door, desperately looking around for someone, anyone.

The agate-eyed damozel is standing at the edge of the cottage’s garden, bending over the heads of the new roses as if examining them, but her stare is on Rikke, as if she has been waiting. The little girl pauses only a heartbeat before she sobs, ‘Help us.’

There is no hesitation. The young woman herds Rikke inside, then she pauses at the collection of herbs on the sideboard, some in large bottles, the rarer ones in small vials, others hanging bundles of dried flowerings and shrivelled bulbs. She hesitates as she looks in the mirror embedded in the sideboard, staring at her reflection, then reaching to touch the glass. Her fingers skim across its surface and she seems surprised, put-out. From the bedroom comes a moan and the damozel shakes herself.

‘Angelica?’ she asks, for it is nowhere to be seen. It is out of season and Rikke knows Aggi keeps her supply hidden at times such as this – it’s too important a herb with which to be generous.

Rikke digs the alabaster urn from the bottom of a trunk where their best clothes and cloaks are folded. She hands it over with shaking hands. ‘Please,’ she begs, and is answered with a smile.

Aggi has passed out by the time they enter the bedroom. The girl stirs a mix of angelica, honey, lemon, vinegar and crushed nettle; Rikke observes the portions carefully, filing the knowledge away for later. The damozel holds Aggi’s head up and makes her drink; Rikke thinks it a good thing her mother is delirious – had she known this woman was in her house, she would scream fit to bring the thatched roof down. When Aggi has taken in the tincture, her midwife sits back and waits. Rikke wants to ask questions, so many questions, but her throat is closed by fear, and not a little excitement. Her breath stops, just for a second, as she wonders if the girl will do Aggi harm – if this is the moment she has chosen for revenge on a woman who has set the tone for her reception in Iserthal. When Aggi begins to moan and move, Rikke is certain that she has been poisoned. But there was nothing, nothing she tells herself, in the potion to harm either her mother or the baby.

‘The child is turning,’ says the dark girl in a low voice. She glances at Rikke as though she can sense her thoughts. ‘The child will come; they will be safe.’

And so he does and so they are.

A fine boy, sturdy and heavy. The damozel wipes his feet and ankles with a damp cloth then hands him to his sister; she watches as Rikke holds her new brother upside down and slaps his rump with not a little satisfaction. Then they prop him on his mother’s chest while she sleeps, exhausted, and he finds the nipple straining against its load and latches on. They wait until he is full and drowsy, a trail of liquid white slowly making its way down his chin, then the damozel supervises as Rikke swaddles him.

‘Not too tightly,’ she says, fingers twitching at the bindings to loosen them, ‘you want him to grow tall and straight and strong.’

They place him in the wooden cradle that once held Rikke, then Geir and now Orvar – this is the name Aggi chose months ago. Rikke covers him with a light comforter and looks up to thank the girl, but she is already gone. There is the light thud of the door settling back in its frame, and footsteps outside, scuffing on the stones of the garden path. Rikke, torn, checks on Orvar, then Aggi; both sleep deeply.

Rikke makes her choice.

Out in the golden light of the late afternoon, she casts about, and finally catches sight of the deep green of the damozel’s hand-me-down gown disappearing between the trees, moving away from the lake and the town. Rikke follows, quickly at first, hastening to catch up with the girl and thank her for her help, but as her curiosity grows, her pace slows; she becomes more cunning, waiting until her quarry is well away, the flash of green just barely seen before Rikke continues her pursuit. She walks lightly, carefully as Gamli has taught her on those occasions when he thought to show her how to hunt and stalk; she makes sure she does not step on any friable twigs, is careful not to trip and fall. When her skirt is caught on a branch, she is patient and unhooks it rather than tugging at it so that it might rip and cause the slightest noise. Out here, she is cautious in a way she never was in town. Out here, she hopes hunting this prey will hold the prize of knowledge.

It is an hour before they reach a clearing surrounded by alder trees; one of them, the largest, shines like angel wings. In the centre of the glade stands… something. Shaped like a man, as tall as Rikke’s father twice over, wearing a crown of stripped whistle-wood branches, each finial topped with rich black alder-buckthorn berries that catch the last of the light like gems. He wears a pitch-hued cloak that moves and circles like smoke in the wind; his hair is long and inky as the damozel’s, and his face is a shifting landscape of features made from soot vapour and dust and ash. Rikke has heard, has read, enough tales to recognise him. His eyes are deep holes, their orbs sunken but polished, fastened on the girl who steps fearlessly towards him.

‘My king,’ says the damozel, her tone light, pleased. ‘Father.’

The Erl-King does not answer, but the substance of him billows, whirls, like an animal trying to make itself bigger, more threatening.

‘Oh, Father, don’t be angry. You can’t still be angry.’ The girl laughs. Rikke realises she thinks herself safe; she does not think her father a threat. But Rikke saw what Adhemar did to his daughter with a briar switch when she spoke back to him; she saw what Wurdin did to his daughter when she was caught with the butcher’s boy behind the mill; she remembers what Gamli did to her the day Geir’s body floated free.

Still the great beast does not speak.

The girl sighs, harrumphs, pirouettes, arms held out as if she’s flying. She does a little jig, the most graceful thing Rikke has ever seen. She twirls and twirls and twirls, one foot anchoring her, the other used to leverage herself round and round and round. She finishes suddenly, hands thrown back and down as if folding away her wings and she laughs once more, a high, ringing sound.

‘Father, oh, Father. I just wanted to know what this upper-earth was like. I just want to be merry for a while, Father, to feel the sun on my face.’ She moves closer and closer to the behemoth of haze. ‘I just wanted to see everything.’

A voice finally rumbles up and out of the Erl-King. ‘You had everything beneath, daughter. You had it all in my kingdom and you disdained it to come here.’

‘Oh, not a punishment, not another – weren’t those months in the ice enough for you?’ She laughs again and Rikke can hardly bear it. ‘Come, Father, let me return home. I have had my time here, I am content. I will return with you now.’

The head shakes, a slow movement back and forth that makes Rikke think of a neck being sawn through. ‘No. What you threw away can only be re-earned, daughter. Your name is forfeit. Your place in under-earth is gone. Your power over men will be no more than that of an ordinary woman – you must learn to live as such.’

‘Father, no!’ Panic now as realisation dawns, but the dark voice continues unabated.

‘You shall be called “Ella” – you want all and now it shall be your name. Let it be a reminder of your loss.’ He raises a hand gnarled and knotted, fingers tipped with long sharp nails, coal-black, pointing at his daughter’s face, his benediction a curse. ‘You cannot return until your penance is done. All mirrors are closed to you. The shadow trees will not bear you.’

The girl reaches out, up, then, sensing no mercy, stops, draws in on herself.

‘How shall I ever come home?’

‘All things have a price. You know mine.’

The Erl-King gestures at the largest alder, the shining one. Its bole splits, widens, exposing such a black profundity that Rikke cannot see inside, not even in the light of the radiant tree. The breach stretches and stretches until the Erl-King can step through, then the wound closes over as softly and surely as petals curling around themselves as evening falls. The girl, Ella, throws herself at the now-whole trunk, weeping and wailing, hammering at the bark with clenched fists.

Rikke is torn: quietly slip away or show herself? The heartbreak in the girl’s cries makes her decision.

With quiet steps she crosses the clearing and rests a hand on Ella’s shaking shoulder. The girl pauses, startled, then continues with her distress. She howls until she is exhausted, with Rikke now crouched beside her, arms wrapped around the girl whose own arms encircle the unfeeling bulk of the alder tree. When her storm is passed, she pulls away from Rikke, sets her face as if nothing has happened.

‘If you tell anyone about this,’ she begins in a voice of iron, and Rikke shakes her head. Ella purses her lips, then nods. ‘I do not forget kindnesses.’

She walks off through the copse and disappears in the rough direction of Iserthal. Rikke waits until she can be seen no more, then takes another, longer, path home.

*   *   *

Rikke does not tell her parents about Ella.

Oh, she tells them it was the damozel to whom they owe the lives of both Aggi and Orvar, and her mother does not speak for several hours. But she does not tell them about the Erl-King or the shining tree or the girl’s unbearable loss. She does not tell them that the girl now has a name, a new one and that it has changed her.

All the townsfolk notice is that the young woman has become different. That, although Ella still keeps her routine, moving and shifting along her usual path, she is altered – perhaps diminished. The eyes of the men are no longer unfocused as they watch her – and they do not watch her for long, or no longer than any man graces a woman with his considering gaze. And the women notice this. They begin to dislike her less. They are, if not overly kind, then at least they are not unkind. Mairen gives the girl more chores to do, trusts her to make the household purchases in the markets. Mothers no longer pull their children away when the girl gives them a sad smile, and sings to them in the language they no longer care they do not recognise. Aggi says thank you to the damozel; she touches her hands and holds them for a long while.

The ’prentices overcome their fear of the girl; they begin to make their presence known, at first in the way of boys, with loud jokes and bragging. They follow her trying to engage in conversation, but she does no more than give them a smile and continue on her way. Unable to understand that she cannot possibly be interested in them, the miller’s boy, the butcher’s boy and the smithy’s boy become bitter. Their japes turn to abuse, their hints become overtly sexual and crass, their teasing turns to torments. The townsfolk frown, reprimand the youths loudly. It merely serves to make them crafty.

Rikke wonders if, one day, she will speak to the girl again, and call her by her new name. Perhaps she will ask her about her father and the name to which Ella lost all right. Rikke might ask how she could return home, and if perhaps Rikke might help her to do so, to thank her. But she stops following the damozel; her interest wanes as the girl dwindles at the word of her father. But some weeks after Orvar’s momentous birth and Aggi’s great saving, and when the girl seems no more than a usual part of the town’s life, things go horribly wrong.

*   *   *

Perhaps, Rikke would later reflect, if she had continued to follow Ella then nothing would have happened. Perhaps she’d have been safe. Perhaps the ’prentices would have lost interest in punishing the dark girl for her disregard. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps – Rikke found herself, years afterwards, writing this over and over in a book in which she was supposed to be recording a history of legendary figures for the Murcianii. Perhaps if she had followed that particular afternoon instead of simply stumbling across them there would have been no history to write – or at least not her part of it.

The noises coming from Adhemar’s barn were distressing in the extreme; though mingled with giggles and guffaws, the sounds of mirth were not kind, were not good-natured, but mean-spirited, feral. Rikke, walking swiftly towards the millhouse with her family’s share of grain in a heavy sack hefted over her shoulder, heard the other sounds, the under-sounds, a woman in extremis. Moreover, she recognised the sobbing, having heard it once before.

She did not creep, she did not run away. She threw off her customary reticence, her shyness. Rikke became an adult on that day when she burst into the barn, swinging the sack of wheat like a weapon and knocking over both the smithy’s lad and the butcher’s boy before they knew what hit them. The sack slid from her sweaty palms and the miller’s boy looked at her in shock; somehow she knew there were but seconds before they recovered and turned on her. The pitchfork hanging on a hook by the door proved her saviour and when she began to slash the air with it, the youths fled.

Ella had crawled to the darkest corner she could find, and covered herself with straw. Rikke, adrenaline gone, her moment of bravery exhausted, sat beside the shivering shaking mound of dirty yellow and waited. She was not prepared to leave Ella alone – she kept her eyes on the doors, the pitchfork resting on her lap should the boys think to come back and silence them both. When Adhemar and Mairen came in later, wondering why Ella had not prepared their supper, they found both girls still in the same positions.

Rikke told them what had happened. She told them though her stomach ached with the fear and the force of the telling. She told them as she knew she would have to tell others again and again, for such a truth would not bear simply the one recounting. She knew she would have to speak for Ella refused to do so.

Later that night when Ella, attended by Mairen, was ensconced in a makeshift bed set up in the corner of Rikke’s room – when they’d tried to move her into Adhemar’s house, she’d howled and fought; it was simply in too close proximity to the place of her undoing – Rikke addressed the gathered inhabitants of Iserthal in the meeting hall.

She spoke well and clearly, her voice steady and ringing against the oaken walls, not betraying her nerves at all. Her voice was a clarion, a bright peal of truth, and when she had finished, the silence that descended on the hall hung like a storm cloud that would not break. The ’prentices stood in a corner, shame-faced, examining their boots. There was no doubt what had been done to Ella and they offered no denial.

And the townspeople mirrored the boys and examined their own boots. In their faces Rikke could see, but did not at first understand, that there would be no remedy; that Ella was an outsider and the youths, no matter what they’d done, were Iserthal natives, the town’s future, children of its fine citizens. The adults listened and they did nothing.

Aggi and Gamli, with curses of shame aimed at their fellows, hurried their daughter out when she began to yell.

*   *   *

Today is the first day Ella has risen from her bed, the first day Rikke has left her alone in the house, under the care of Aggi. The younger girl has been a constant nurse to her charge, driven as much by pity as by guilt for what the townsfolk have allowed to go unpunished. Rikke has, much to Aggi’s pride and concern, almost worn herself out with caring. She urged her daughter to rest, and Ella, unsteady on her feet but supported by Aggi, and speaking for the first time in weeks says, ‘Go.’

Rikke, sitting in the trunk of a great oak tree, reading, misses lunch, and does not emerge from the world of her book (in which a cat talks and wears boots and is far cleverer than her master and where danger is contained within pages) until she hears a high, thin sound.

It is a noise that continues and as it persists grows fat, fills out with grief, becomes saturated with pain. As she takes the path towards Iserthal at a run, the book clutched to her chest, the scream is multiplied like so many images in an arrangement of mirrors. It is torn from many throats, male and female, unalloyed by shame or self-consciousness.

Rikke bursts from the forest like a bird flushed from cover and enters the small maze of deserted streets that will lead her home. What is missing? What is missing, she wonders then rounds the corner and enters the semi-circle of the town green. All the inhabitants – all the adults – mill about, howling. To one side of that sad group, not part of it, are Aggi, holding tight to tiny Orvar, and behind her, Gamli, arms wrapped around his wife and son. They are, Rikke notes, the only parents with a child, but Aggi is still weeping and wailing with the rest of them and Gamli has tears running down his cheeks into the golden curls of his beard. Then Aggi espies her daughter, paused beneath the seamstress’s sign, and her scream turns to a sound of joy, of triumph. Rikke’s little family breaks away from the mourning masses and sweeps her up.

Other parents gather around, demanding to know where their children are – was she alone, might there be others? Rikke must shake her head and feel the weight of disappointment that her answer brings to so many. A further search of the town confirms the fact that Rikke and Orvar are the only ones under the age of eighteen to still inhabit Iserthal. Hours later, the blameworthy youths will be found, not spirited away, but their debts paid in full: each one hanging from the branches of a tree in the alder stand where Ella’s father disowned her.

It is the day when a tiny piece of cold takes up residence in Rikke’s heart – she knows this because she thinks but does not say This is what you all deserve. Just as Ella remembered kindnesses, she did not forget cruelties.

Aggi never again complains about Rikke’s reading; she never again calls her daughter lazy or recites her list of faults. Orvar is precious to her but not more so than Rikke, for Aggi knows that the girl’s actions saved them all from the terrible fate of Iserthal. She and Gamli keep her in books, stretching their income to ensure she has not only volumes to read, but also shelves on which to put them.

One day, the townsfolk will begin to breed anew after a suitable interval of mourning, but they will never forget that Rikke’s family was untouched by what happened. The good citizens will resent them, but they will also never forget that they were complicit in their own downfall, and this will stay their hands.

One day, a man, blond and handsome, will come to Iserthal. He will ask questions about the dark damozel who defied death. He will try to winkle out the why and the how of her survival, but no one except Rikke knows the girl’s secrets and she will not tell them to this man. Eventually, he leaves, certain that Rikke is an idiot child, that she holds no arcane mysteries he might learn.

One day, Rikke, however, will decide she wishes to record what happened, and Gamli will travel to Lodellan, to the street where the books are born, and brings her back handmade notebooks and fine knives for sharpening her quills, inks and pots and a fine leather satchel to carry them all in.

And one day, Rikke will begin to write, and she will inscribe the words It is six years since the children left. It is the start of a work that, in times to come, will bring the Blessed Wanderers to the door, seeking her for their ranks.






THE BADGER BRIDE

[image: Common Image]
The tip of the quill scratches its way across the parchment, a sound that sets my teeth on edge.

One might think I’d be used to it by now. The black marks it leaves in its wake make no sense to me – indeed the entire book makes no sense – then again, I am a mere copyist and mine’s not to question why. Although I do.

Frequently.

Much to my father’s despair.

When he brought me this commission, I turned the tome over and over – a difficult enough task, for the thing is heavy, aged and fragile, the ebon cover tacky to the touch, the pages brittle – and a smell rose from the skin of the thing that was quite unpleasant. The name of the author and the title of the book were utterly obscured, a thick stygian gum had been smeared across them and it was hard to perceive whether this application was intentional or the result of mere carelessness. The inner leaves confirmed intent – no extant title page waited within, merely the remnants of a folio torn from the binding, tiny sad folds of paper with ragged edges.

So, an anonymous book.

‘Who is the client?’ I asked my father, Adelbert, once Abbot of the monastery of St-Simeon-in-the-Grove, who rolled his eyes and bid me Just do the job.

‘But, Father, it is very old, very frail, and the ink is faded – fading as I watch if my eyes don’t deceive me.’ I manoeuvred the article in question so he could better see. ‘Is it the last of its kind? Who is the owner? What does he expect?’

‘He expects, like your father, that you do not ask questions, little prying thing. That you take this volume and copy it as quickly as you might!’ He took a deep breath and roared, ‘Else I’ll put you out in the cold, Gytha!’

I harrumphed, and left his study. He will not put me out; he will do no such thing. I am the only child in Fox Hollow House who earns her keep, after all. Aelfrith spends her days draped across the couch, sighing for a husband, and Edda devotes her time to exercising and grooming the six horses in the stables. I alone understood and adopted the scholarly arts Father had tried to teach us; and I alone adopted the trade he learned at the monastery – and at which, he freely admits, was terrible. People come from all around, from as far away as Lodellan, to have me copy their books, their precious, unique, failing books; to have me adorn and enhance them, to add vines and flowers and strange animals in the margins; to change the existing illustrations they cannot bear (modestly clothe a naked Eve, paint out grandmother’s warts on her nose, give uncle a chin that does not slope so straight from lower lip to clavicle). Copy, edit, amend, ameliorate, augment and occasionally, if the pay is right, forge.
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