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The concept of ‘the minstrel tongue’ is the central conceit of my novel, Kitty and Cadaver, which is about a rock and roll band that fights monsters using the magic that manifests when they sing. This particular band has its roots in the 13th century, when a drummer and a piper join forces to survive a brutal English winter and deal with its supernatural cause.

Through the “grandfather’s axe” principle, members of the music troupes and bands that follow come and go, changing their name with every new leader, but they stretch in a line from Will and Thomas in England in 1258, all the way Kitty Carrasco and her band in Melbourne in the 21st century.

But these musicians aren’t the only ones with magic powers linked to creativity as part of the universe’s plan to balance dark forces with more positive ones. The Minstrel Tongue is most common, followed by Estampie Feet ("estampie" is a medieval form of dance and music). But crafters are also able to imbue their creations with magic – like the yarnworkers in ‘Stitch and Witch’. Around the world, in the Minstrelverse, are people who can maintain the balance through song and dance, craft and art, in all its forms. I aim to write more about these magicians too.

In the meantime here are a few tales of those blessed (or cursed) with the Minstrel Tongue and its related gifts. Please enjoy them, and look for the magic in the music in your life.

Narrelle M. Harris

Melbourne, 2024

Contents

Introduction

Hoorfrost

Stitch and Witch

The Blue Hour

The Harp’s Voice

Acknowledgements

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Hoorfrost 


[image: image]


London. June. 1258.

‘God’s nails!’ Will swore as he trudged through the fresh fall of snow. He suspected he’d wandered off the road to the Ludgate. Surely this grove of elms was further west than he meant to be? He couldn’t see the sun, much less any shadows, to judge the time in this milky light, but it must be no later than the third hour, barely half way to noon. 

He cursed as his feet crunched down. 

God curse this winter and the famine that it brings; God pity the thousands dead for want of food. God curse the frozen Thames and the strange skies of this unspeakable winter. God curse the even stranger thing that lurks in the river’s mud.

And triple curse this cocking snow that will not cease falling.

When cursing didn’t help, Will tried to spell it warmer with a rhythm.

Un-freeze, damn’d-dirt, God’s-heart, it’s-cold. 

His teeth chattered too hard for the chant to be spoken, and numb with cold as he was, it was a poor chant. The result was weak – he never could make much use of water; earth responded best to his call – but the beat of it kept his body moving, less cold than if he stood still. He’d have unslung his tabor, but the skin of it was brittle with frost. Even encased in fur gloves, his hands were stiff. At least he had boots, and the moss stuffed in the left stopped the snow leeching in through the hole and biting his heel.

Having no lodgings, St Martin Le Grand’s curfew knell last night had forced Will to sleep beyond the city walls or risk prison. He’d sheltered in St Bartholomew’s Priory – its founder had been a minstrel, and the brothers there had given him water and a bite of what little bread they had. This morning he’d left, hoping to find some scraps. 

But the bells of St Martin le Grand hadn’t rung to herald the opening of the markets, and that was how William Hawk knew he no longer had a choice in what he did next. Whether the problem was no bell, or no markets, the silence meant this unnatural winter was deepening and a cold and hungry death was coming for them all.

If anyone but Will knew what was causing it – that thing in the river – they weren’t doing anything. He didn’t know what to do either, but he would make his way back into the city to do it. If the church was wrong and God loved him after all, he would succeed.

A sweet, fluting sound pierced Will’s cursing and he halted, listening.

It was the trill of a pipe, played dancingly by a musician of rare skill. Will felt warmer just hearing it. And then his fingers ached less. Will grinned with sudden certainty. He followed the music through the woods and paused when he found its source.

A young man knelt on the ground in a circle of bare earth, playing his pipe. The melody was intricate, dancing swiftly through flurries of notes. The melody line was strong and the notes around it did not rise and fall so much as build and flicker.

In the centre of the ring of earth was a fire, small but bright, fuelled only by air and music. The ground on which the piper sat was dry, but beyond him the snow was pristine, freshly fallen white, marked with the footprints that showed the way by which the piper had come.

Will stepped out of the shelter of the trees.

‘God give you good day, friend.’

The music stopped abruptly and the young man rose, his wooden whistle clutched in his left hand, a knife in his right. His stark glare was equal parts anger and fear.

Will held up his hands, palm out.

‘Peace, friend. I too am a musician,’ he gestured to the drumsticks tucked into his belt. ‘Shall I play for you?’ He reached slowly for the sticks without waiting for a reply.

The other did not lower his knife, or move, or speak.

Will fetched his sticks but didn’t unhitch his tabor. He knelt. With the side of his hand, he pushed aside the snow to reveal the frozen ground. He pulled the gloves off his chapped red hands, took up his sticks, and beat the ground with one stick, then the other.

‘Look to your fire, good fellow,’ he said, and sang as he played the tattoo.


Slumber not, oh root and seed
for Winter has now overstayed
Earth bring forth thy buried tinder
Let fire feed; the frostbite hinder

The fire feeding on air was fading, but the ground beneath it was heaving, cracking, as the fallen branches of the autumn and early winter broke through, pushed on the backs of shifting roots. The fire licked down towards the dry wood and took hungry hold. It crackled and burned brighter. 


The heartbeat drum, the breathing fife
We play to ask you give us life
The strength you had when spring did turn
Release as bones of trees to burn

And flamed higher still.

Will stopped playing and the cosy fire feasted on the fuel that the earth had given them.

‘We are brothers,’ said Will to the astonished man. ‘Fear no harm from me.’

The man considered this, then finally put away his knife. ‘Sit by the fire, then. Maybe we’ll be friends. My name is Thomas Rowan.’

‘And I’m William Hawk. The friends I once had called me Will.’ He sat next to Thomas Rowan by the fire.

‘You once had?’

‘Most are dead now,’ Will said. ‘Famine and disease, mostly, though sheer cold took its share. My fellows in music. They froze to death on the road a week ago. I dared the charge of heresy and witchcraft to keep us warm and alive, but they fled in terror of me.’ Will stared into the fire. ‘And therefore are too dead to denounce me a heretic.’

Thomas shifted restlessly. ‘My brother had a lovely voice,’ he said at last, his own dark with sorrow. ‘He tried to sing some safety for us in Lord Hanley’s hall, but Hanley hadn’t enough to feed us either, so now Dickon is lying with all the others at Spitalfields, waiting for the ground to thaw enough for burials. I hoped to find some other fortune before I joined him as food for worms.’

‘I’m sorry for your grief, brother Thomas.’

‘And I for yours, brother Will. Where are you going now? Or are you, like me, walking towards death rather than wait for it to come hunting?’

‘Walking towards death, I suppose. This winter’s taken everything I had, but there’s a cause for this bitter season. Something sits in the mud beneath the Thames. I fear it’s addled with some ancient, raging sorrow. I feel it when I play the earth. I don’t think it means to destroy us, but this strange winter has woken it.’

‘You sound sorry for it.’ Thomas was not pleased. 

‘Not really,’ said Will. ‘The death it brings may not be its intent, but death it brings all the same.’

‘You think to kill it?’

‘I don’t know what it is; still less if it can die. I thought I might try to sing it back to sleep.’ 

‘And if it doesn’t want to sleep?’

‘I die. But I’ll die regardless, in this cold. I’d rather die trying to live.’

Thomas considered this philosophy with a frown.

‘How will you make it sleep?’

‘I could sing a cradlesong to it. I’ve sent many to sleep in my time as a minstrel, but that’s only ale and my voice.’ Will laughed wryly and his breath puffed in cloud. ‘I can sing a little magic, but it speaks best through my tabor. Usually I use it to keep bugs from biting, or dry the ground when it rains. Little tricks that hurt none and comfort only me. But I once drummed a stalking wolf into curling like a puppy at my feet, and when I was a boy, a spirit rose from a ruined hall and tried to possess my father. I beat the stones with my hands and sang the ghost to pieces. This thing is doubtless stronger than wolves and ghosts, but I’ll die fighting it rather than starve or be frozen blue at the side of the road. What say you?’

‘My pipe isn’t as clever as Dickon’s voice was, but it’s yours for this. I’ve a knife as well.’

‘Any tool is useful,’ agreed Will.
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THE CITY GATES WERE open but untended. Will and Thomas, filled with disquiet, passed through the Ludgate without hindrance. Without fish to sell, the old fish market was silent. Theirs were
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