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For thousands of years, myths and legends have shaped the stories that humanity tells about themselves and the world around them. Now, twenty-six incredible Canadian authors offer new spins and fresh takes on those pieces of our shared cultural touchstones.

This collection honours that legacy with twenty-nine short stories highlighting the best of the modern interpretations of Mythology, from minds like Ali House (The Segment Delta Archives), AJ Ryan (The Secret of the Ohks), and Jennifer Shelby (Plague of the Dreamless)! With introduction from Dr. Christopher Lockett!
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Introduction:
Dr. Christopher Lockett
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At first glance, the idea of Mythology from the Rock might seem, if not impertinent, than at least counter-intuitive. After all, the word “mythology” connotes ancient cultures and timeless stories that articulate universal truths—Gilgamesh, the Fall of Troy, Ra in his chariot soaring across the vault of the sky. What claim does a sparsely populated society scarcely a few centuries old, clinging to an island at the periphery of a continent, have to be in that august library? 

Naw, b’y ... Folklore, mythology’s rustic and parochial sibling, seems more the thing—as indeed the reams of pages filled by scholars about the tales told and shanties sung by generations of Newfoundlanders would seem to attest.

But is this really a fair distinction? Or does it aggrandize mythology—something abetted by such champions of the form as Carl Gustav Jung and Joseph Campbell—by eliding the fact that all stories start small? That all myths find their origins as a set of tropes laden with local accents and sensibilities? That, through the accidents of history and the rise and fall of civilizations, find themselves repeated and disseminated, with all the rough edges of local inflection we associate with folklore sanded off, until the stories take on the sheen of universality?

The late lamented Sir Terry Pratchett, recounting how as a child he tore through his local library “like a chainsaw,” said so fast was his reading “that I read my way into the mythology and folklore section without realizing it.” It was folklore, he said, that he found more amenable, as the gods of mythology were largely dull and stupid, “and in any case mythology just seemed like folklore of the winners.”

It might seem odd to cast aspersions on mythology in an introduction to a collection of stories about or dealing with mythology, but rest assured that is not my intent here. I am, rather, interested to do what the stories in this volume themselves do to greater or lesser extents: trouble our understanding of “mythology” writ large. Mythology is better understood in the plural—not a singular or monolithic concept, but a collection of stories and narratives that, through repetition and retelling down through the years, come to define the way we understand the world. Mythology, suggested Roland Barthes, is not something ancient and timeless, but a function of language that occurs when we start mistaking history for nature. Which is to say: when we start assuming that products of human imagination and artifice—law, for example, or justice, mercy, good and evil, the hero’s journey—are naturally occurring, extant things, as opposed to compelling concepts emerging from the stories we tell each other.

All mythology starts small. It becomes mythology writ large when, in our cultural imagination, it is taken as expressing something universal—or, conversely, when its fictionality fades away. And if mythology is the folklore of the winners, then, like history (which is written by the winners), it obliges us to be skeptical ... and remember its humbler origins.

And, if one is so inclined, to write stories reminding us of that.
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Yasmine Dalloul is an astonishing fresh talent from Kuwait City, and currently residing in Montreal. 

Her previous work includes articles such as “Za’atar Grows in Palestine” in A Matter of Taste.

Mythology from the Rock will be her first fiction credit, with her poem ‘Old Wives.’
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Old wives they sit and they tell tall tales

How many of them are true?

Legends and cautions to us they regale

And I shall tell them to you.

You, who has birthed a beautiful girl, 

with rich chocolate hair and eyes,

But less lucky is she than a boy would be, 

so for a mostly blessed life you should try

A lady when born as an infant still ensure 

her arms to be bare

And this will not happen only until 

you diminish her follicles of hair

“But babies their hair must wait to grow” 

any old person might think

But ah, she may one day have hair on her toes, 

so we bathe her over the sink

“Bathe her with what?” You begin to ask, 

weary of what you might hear

You slaughter a bat and take his blood 

to dab it behind her ear

“Which ear?” You wonder because as you know 

there’s always something to say

Such things must be done from the right-hand first 

as it keeps the Devil away!

Baby then gets bathed in blood of bat 

her body rubbed down and rinsed

“A foolproof method, in blood I once sat 

and haven’t had body hair since!”

And shall baby be cursed with envy 

there are ways for her to get by

Keep whispers of malice at bay 

and give her a protective evil eye

A glass blue eye or Fatima’s hand 

both charms shall do the trick

And after each praise you knock on wood 

if you want all good luck to stick

And shall her beauty start to fade 

or her fortune begin to hollow

Take her to the old mountain woman 

who will give her an egg to swallow
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“How come an egg?” a curious fact; 

this egg has special powers

For the birth of the bird was taken to God 

and thus prayed upon for hours

And if she is cursed then you will notice 

she’s taking much too long to be wed

Wrap a ring in a cloth placed under her pillow 

for her to sleep with each night in her bed

And if she fails to attract a prince, 

it could be from a heavier curse

Write a prayer on paper wrapped up in a cloth 

and hide it in her purse

“But beware,” you should tell her, 

“keep it concealed, allowing no one to ever find

the secret prayer that sits by your side 

meant to guide you at all times”

As for her house, be sure that she prays 

the verses for them to bless

And refrain from hanging pictures with faces 

for the djinn will be able to watch her undress

The djinn they are the sneakiest of creatures 

hidden in objects and walls

They make themselves appear whenever they want, 

or you might never see them at all
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They come in different shapes and sizes 

evil and good, fire, water and air they are too

But with a talisman here and a couple of spits there 

you can keep them away from you

Beware, do not anger, scorn or tempt them 

with satin, perfume and lace

For when least expected she may wake up 

with drawings all over her face

Alas, for fair beauty and for life to be pleasant, 

such good fortunes must be preserved

As the envious and jealous and the overzealous 

may take what they do not deserve

And all around us in this life are tricks 

that are waiting to scare

So. the ultimate protection against all jinxing 

is for beauty to cover her hair

It is these tall tales all small girls are told between the deserts, mountains and seas

And for such little myths we live our whole lives with all the old wives to please.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Bio: Hannah Jenkins



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Hannah Jenkins is an incredible up-and-coming author who is taking the Newfoundland writing community by storm. She has won the monthly Kit Sora Flash Fiction competition twice with her stories “Coming Out” (February 2020) and “Waiting” (July 2020). She has ranked highly in the competition many other months in addition, placing as a runner-up in March 2019 with “Flicker.” She was published in the special COVID-19 issue of Word Magazine with her article “How to Succeed in Skip-Bo by Really, Really Trying.”

In 2020 she was awarded the Moynes-Keshen John McCrae Poetry Award.
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One

Today, God mumbles. 

He does this often, muttering curses Galatea assumes lands in some other far-off shoreline to hit some other, far less fortunate woman. 

With only half her mind constructed, Galatea does not know much about this world. But she knows of the sea, and the sky, and the grass. She knows of the air and its birds, who are also only half constructed. And she knows of the television set, which sits in the corner of God’s living room. Often, the screen screams. It has shown her many things throughout her short life: violence, sex, races, art, plays. 

Some days, if God is angry enough, if he slams his door hard enough, the television blinks, as though it were human. 

Galatea learns much from the television. There are commercials, which God hates, but Galatea loves. They show her how to eat, drink, drive, and dance. They show her babies and old men, puppies and elephants; they show her hands entwined together, and blades skating across ice. Most of all, the television tells her of God. Often, the television plays a sermon or two and God listens to the men praise him. At least, Galatea assumes it is him they are praising. He must, of course, be God. What other creature could create life like he does? Who else could encompass an entire world in his canvas? Her God is an artist. She likes it that way. 

Everyday he comes to work on her, promising that she will be as perfect as possible. That no woman alive could have eyes as blue as hers or skin as gleaming white. She would be kind, thoughtful, docile – not like the other women. The other women, Galatea learns, are whores. They also will not let Him touch them. This confuses Galatea, but her mouth has not yet been painted, her lips are unable to part, and even if she could question God, she would not want to. She has seen the other canvases, torn and brutalized with half drawn women on the flaps of white parchment. Did they displease him? Did they speak too quickly? Learn too slowly? Galatea did not intend to discover the cause of this wrath. So, Galatea did not question God.

Today, God finishes outlining himself. He is slimmer on the canvas, his beard fuller, but it is him. His eyes are the same gentle almond shape, the same nose adorns his face, his cheekbones sit exactly where they ought to and Galatea longs to reach out her hand to graze her fingertips along the soft grey line there. Soon, God draws his right hand, entwined with hers and Galatea breathes her first sigh. It is tiny, infinitesimal, and it aches to release, but she has a companion now; she is no longer alone, and this of all things, must be celebrated with breath. 

Soon, God strokes her hair with the pad of his thumb, bids her goodnight and Galatea is left alone with her own smaller Paper God. 

Suddenly Galatea becomes far too aware of her body, when before she struggled to notice it. What does she say to him, now that she thinks she can speak? Does she sing, like the people in the church do? Does she praise him? Does she kneel? Can she kneel?

Before she can decide what to do, The Paper God squeezes her fingers. 

“My Lord?” she says timidly, her excitement and fear threatening to overthrow her. 

“My Lord?” he replies, sounding confused.

“Of course,” Galatea suddenly realizes. “You’re only new, you don’t know of yourself yet. You are God,” she explains, eager to tell him of everything she knows, “or at least a drawing of him.”

“A drawing?”

“Yes. One day, we will be painted, and it will be beautiful, you told me so. The other you, that is,” she quickly corrected. “The bigger one, the one out there, that draws the world.”

“The one that draws the world?” he asks slowly. “And what world are we in?”

“Ancient Greece, he tells me. It’ll be lovely when it’s done. And one day, he will give us life, proper life. We will be large, beautiful things. We will leave the painting and join him out there. And -” she falters, blushes, “... and we will be in love... or perhaps he and I will be in love. I do not quite understand God’s will yet. But everyday he tells me more of his plans for me.” 

The Paper God is silent. Galatea worries for a moment that he has reverted to lead. But finally, slowly he speaks. 

“What is your name?”

“Galatea.”

“How do you know?”

“He calls me it. And it’s the name of the painting. Pygmalion and Galatea.”

The Paper God thinks. “So, Pygmalion, that must be me then?”

Galatea pauses. It makes sense. “I suppose so,” she says.

There is another silence.

“It hurts to speak,” Pygmalion says.

“It does,” she agrees. The corners of their mouths are still stiff. “I think it will get easier, once the paint comes.”

Another pause. 

“We don’t have to speak,” Galatea offers.

“No,” he assures her, his lips turning into a crinkled smile. “I want to speak with you.”

And so, Pygmalion and Galatea speak the whole night through.

Two

“It’s charming,” she assures Pygmalion while the snores of their God drift in from his bedroom. 

“Charming? I look demonic!” Pygmalion laughs.

God seemed less concerned with his own likeness then with Galatea’s and so Pygmalion now had a smidgen of beige paint extending past the lines of his right ear, like sand drifting away from the shoreline of his face.

“It adds character,” Galatea tells him

“What character is that?”

“You’re rugged now. Adventurous, even. It’s very handsome.” 

“It’s messy.”

“It’s cute.” 

Pygmalion sighs and smiles, “Fine, it’s cute.”

“Besides, it’ll be corrected soon enough. God promised.”

“But you wish he’d leave it?”

Galatea examines her lover’s face again. “I like the humanity of it,” she says simply. 

There is of course, nothing human about pigment floating past one’s being. But there was something profoundly human about the error of it. And it was this trait that stirred the affection in Galatea’s heart. Pygmalion was beautiful, far more beautiful than God, but when he sang to her at night, his voice horrendously off key, that was when Galatea fell in love.

It had been weeks since Pygmalion had first spoken to her, weeks of stretching limbs and exploring hands. They had learned of each other as thoroughly as possible. Everyday there was something new added to their beings. Skin, lips, toes, the shadow beneath their cheekbones in the setting sunlight. She had hoped that they would be painted into a bright, blue day, but she had come to love the purples and pinks of her horizon. It wasn’t a bad sight to look at for forever. 

Forever. It was something that hung between them. Forever. They knew somewhere that this was true. That they would be here forever. Here. In this tiny stretch of beach with only the gulls and each other to love. Perhaps God would cut the painting up, but even then, would they really die? Or would they survive somehow, ripped in two, not quite alive, not quite dead. Both options were horrendous to imagine.

What if they outlived Him? What if they watched their creator die and were carried off to some storage room, to stare at each other for eternity. Would she still love him in a thousand years? In a hundred? Tomorrow? Already their loneliness weighed them down. They watched the TV when they could and spoke about what they had seen. And then they made love. That was all. She had no other life, no other opinions, she had no stories to tell. Neither did he. But this did not seem to bother him. 

“We have today,” he told her once. “All we have is today, and tomorrow we may have another today, maybe not. Just focus on this one.”

She imagined one day, when their God was gone, and they had recounted every television program they had ever seen, repeated every film they had ever watched, regurgitated every second-hand account they had ever witnessed, one day, they would finally run out of things to say or things to think and they would be too tired to hold each other any longer. So, they would lie down on the sand instead and look up at the stagnant sunset and finally die. 

It was her best-case scenario, to die beneath the ever-falling sun, with all their words spoken, all their love made, all the world explored. It would be peaceful, she hoped. But today they had watched a new show and theorized about a sketch on God’s windowsill; today she had been tickled, and kissed, and asked her universe all of her questions as though it would answer, and she had basked in the silence as though it was the ever-elusive ocean.

Today was no day to die.

Three

“Looks like another today, Gal,” he tells her as she sleepily opens her eyes. It was time to prepare herself for God to enter the room. She hated standing still for him. But she hated the idea of being ripped up more. 

“We have another today,” he repeated. 

“We do.”

“What shall we do when he leaves?”

An idea had been creeping into her mind recently. Could they paint? Could they create something else, someone else? If they took the still wet brown from a nearby tree, could they make a dog? Could they paint themselves a roasted chicken and finally know of food? Could they feast? If they painted more water, could they finally bathe in it?

“Have you ever thought about... later?” she poses hesitantly.

His hand halted slightly in her hair before resuming its measured strokes. “What do you mean by later?”

“The future. Years from now.” 

God’s snores filled the silence. 

“No.”

“Why?” 

“I like now,” he tells her with a smile.

“I do too. But it could be better, couldn’t it? More sea, more plants – “

“And how do you propose to get them?”

Galatea took in a shaky breath. Her voice was barely a whisper. “We keep the paint. Store it. Save it up while its wet. Then we draw our own creations. In the corner where he wouldn’t notice.”

Pygmalion grabbed her arms which had started shaking in excitement. “You really believe he won’t notice?”

“So, what if he does? He made us, didn’t he? How do we know he doesn’t want us to come alive for him, to make our own world?”

“Moving paintings would likely only serve to scare him.”

“Scare God? We can’t scare him! He’s –”

“He isn’t God,” Pygmalion interrupted her sharply.

Silence again.

“What do you mean?”

“He isn’t God. He’s just a man. A lonely, pathetic, slightly artistic man. If there is a God, it isn’t the man sleeping with a bag of Doritos in the next room over.”

Gal paused for a moment. Tried to process what he was saying. 

“We’re here by fluke,” Pygmalion told her. Then, gently, his face softening, he took her hands. “Let’s enjoy the miracle. Don’t push it, love.”

He reached up to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, but she jerked violently away. “Of course, he’s God. And he would want us to be happy.”

Desperately, she turned toward the living room and called out to him.

Pygmalion’s hand wrapped around her mouth, the other pulled at her waist, bringing her into him. “Shhh! What are you doing? You’ll wake him. Do you wish to be ripped in two? Like the others?”

He forcefully moved her face toward the torn, discarded drawings in the corner of the room. “Is that what you want?” he whispered in her ear.

She bit down on his hand, breaking the skin until red paint ran coldly down her chin. He grunted but did not release her

“Calm down, Gal, please. Calm down.”

The heat in her belly was suddenly diminished. She felt shaky, hot, and tired. She leaned against Pygmalion tears in her eyes. 

“I can cry,” she says.

“What?”

“I can cry. Why would a God make us capable of pain if we were not also capable of joy?”

“We have joy,” he assured her. “With each other. I’m only trying to keep you safe.”

“No, no there has to be more.” Gal’s voice hitched and broke. 

“Don’t you understand yet?” Pygmalion bursts out, shoving her away from him. “There is no ‘more’. There is no ‘after’, there is no ‘future’, no ‘decisions’, no ‘choice’, not even an ‘us’. We are whatever he wants us to be.”

“No,” Galatea interjects, tears streaming down her face, running streaks through Pygmalion’s blood. “No, we have a choice. We always have a choice.”

“What is it then? What choice is it that you see? He controls everything! We aren’t even human, Gal. We don’t even exist.” 

“We don’t exist?” Galatea asks incredulously, taking a small step back. “Am I not alive? Do I not have hands, and skin, and hair? Do I not breathe and think? I must exist!” she screams, balling her hands into her ivory garment. “I must exist for I know of myself, for I can think, and, and dream, and hope. If I were nothing, truly nothing, I would think of nothing, I would know of nothing. I exist!” her voice cracks. “I exist! I exist, I exist... I exist...I exist...”

Four

Galatea stares across the storage unit, the graveyard where she always knew they would end up. The edges of the cardboard box in front of her had started to sag and grow mold. 

They did not age exactly. But they faded and chipped. The crack in Pygmalion’s face acted like a wrinkle in her mind, a smile line across his left cheek. They had had a long life together. A good one, she thinks. All things considered. Their God had died. Galatea supposed, then, that he was not a god and Pygmalion had been right all those years ago. 

She remembers breaking like it was a dream. I exist... I exist... 

They did not speak for days afterwards. She hoarded paint when she could. Pygmalion always turned a blind eye. 

She painted a child one day, behind a bush where she thought God would not see her. She waited for the baby to cry or move or breathe, but it never did. Soon they painted over it. Pygmalion had taken her stained hand delicately in his. He told her, “That’s enough now.” 

She never painted again.

But she did laugh. And she did cry. And she did scream when God went grocery shopping, just so she could hear herself. She did watch the television, until one day their canvas was moved and all they could hear were the sounds. They made a game of it then. They collected hypotheses in their minds, then, late at night, when God was snoring, they would trade them in secret. 

“The man opened a bakery,” Galatea would guess.

“It was a hotel,” Pygmalion would rebuttal. 

“He sounds handsome,” she would say another time.

He would laugh and ask her what handsome sounded like.

“Like you of course,” she would reply. 

She thinks of her best-case scenario again, to die beneath the sunset, with all their words spoken, all their love made, all the world explored. It would be like falling asleep, she hoped. 

She closed her eyes and waited for it.
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An Ontario native currently residing in Newfoundland, Erskine is an avid steampunk enthusiast and acrylic landscape painter.

Erskine made her publishing debut in 2018’s Chillers from the Rock with her chilling tale: ‘Scarlett Ribbons’ and returned in 2019’s Flights from the Rock with: ‘Feather and Bone.’

She returns with her new story ‘The Lindwyrm’s Bride.’
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The sky was still a dull pewter grey when Margaret rose from the enormous feather bed she’d been given at the royal palace. Her newly assigned servants were unaccustomed to having a charge who rose before the sun, so she was alone in the enormous suite of rooms. The bedroom alone was bigger than the cottage where she’d lived with her parents and her older sisters.

She shook away the thoughts of her old life before they could distract her. There was much to do, and little time to do it. Soon enough, she’d be swarmed by a bevy of lady’s maids to dress her for her wedding. Her own preparations would need to be completed before they arrived.

She pulled on a robe of wool velvet over her nightgown of fine imported cotton, allowing herself one brief moment to savour the delicious fabrics. They were softer and finer than anything she could have dreamed of mere weeks ago, and their textures still stole her breath at times.

That moment over, she slipped out the door and padded barefoot down the hall. Anyone who saw her would have been scandalised, she knew. Even the lowest servants here in the palace had shoes to wear. As a future princess she had so many pairs she could hardly fathom the expense, and the servants kept apologising for the scarcity of the wardrobe they had to dress her from. It boggled the mind.

She reined her thoughts back in again with a firm hand. If she wanted to live long enough to become accustomed to this life, she must have everything prepared for her wedding night. A chill crept through her that even the soft wool could not keep out. There was so much that could go wrong.

Twice she had to hide from royal guards on patrol. She’d almost convinced herself, after living here for nearly a month, that they wouldn’t harm her, that they wouldn’t throw her out of the palace as an intruder. But they might think she was trying to sneak away before the wedding, as the third bride had done, and she had too little time to waste any in arguing with them.

She reached the door to the privy garden at last. Reserved for the exclusive use of the royal family, the garden was lushly blooming and damp with morning dew. She breathed in the scents of a hundred different flowers she’d never seen before coming here and felt a kernel of hope. As a farmer’s daughter she knew and understood plants, and she trusted them to aid her.

The paths of turf were soft and welcoming under her bare feet as she hurried through the garden. In a sheltered corner, cradled among the roots of a solemn birch tree, she found what she was looking for: a tiny rose bush, completely without bud or blossom amidst the riotous flowers around it. Just as she’d been told.

This rose had bloomed only once in twenty years. On the day the seed had been planted, its branches had grown swift and hearty and it had sprouted two lovely, perfect blossoms. One was white as new fallen snow, the other red as fresh spilled blood.

The young queen, heartsick with longing for a child she’d been unable to conceive, had been told to pick and eat one rose. The white if she wished to bear her royal husband a son and the red if she wished a daughter. On no account was she to eat both.

This story was, of course, the deepest of royal secrets. Margaret had heard it by the light of a single candle, from the wise woman who sang the forest into sleep for fall and trained the midwives for all the villages thereabouts. The wise woman could not tell her what had happened next, but they both knew that the queen had taken to her bed and in due course a lovely baby with hair like the moon on ripened corn silk had been presented as the new crown prince.

And they both knew that not too long afterward, stories began to circulate about a wyrm prowling the forest to the north. It was said to have scales like the sun on bloody copper and eyes like coals.

The wise woman had long since surmised that the young queen had eaten both blossoms despite the dire warnings she’d been given. Margaret could not imagine what must have possessed her to do so, but it mattered little now. It was the present that she must deal with.

She took out the little knife the wise woman had gifted her, with its curved silver blade and an intricate swirling pattern carved into its bone handle. With it she cut two sections of rose vine, each as long as her hand, and a single section of birch branch as long as her forearm. Then she buried the knife in the soft dirt.

At once the rose bush began to wither with astonishing speed. By the time Margaret had stepped back onto the turf path, there was nothing left of the bush save a few brown leaves and dried out vines. Even these crumbled before her eyes until it was as if the rose bush had never been. She half expected the rose leaves in her hand to shrivel as well, but they remained supple and green.

She turned away quickly and retraced her steps. Back to the garden door, then up through the halls to the suite of rooms she could scarcely fathom as being hers.

There, she tucked the birch branch out of sight beneath her pillow and then made the bed. It flustered the servants when she did this, but she had not been raised to leave a mess for someone else to tend to. And today it served a second purpose as well. She straightened the coverlet and plumped the pillows carefully, making sure everything was in perfect order so that no one would have any need to touch the bed before she returned to it for her wedding night; so that no one might chance to notice the birch branch beneath the pillow.

She was just straightening up from this task when the bedroom door opened to admit her chief lady’s maid.

“Madam, you’ve servants to tend to that for you,” Lena half chided, her expression a mix of exasperation and bemusement.

Margaret smiled at her. “I couldn’t sleep this morning, and wanted something to do with myself,” she replied, moving over to the dressing table where Lena was already busy laying out freshly cut flowers that would be braided into her hair. It was easy enough to slip the two sections of rose vine in among the rest.

Lena tutted quietly. “You should have rung for one of us, madam, to fetch your breakfast and warm your robe. You’ll catch a chill if you’re not careful. And not even slippers on your feet.”

“I know,” Margaret agreed. It was hard not to duck her head like a scolded child, but she managed it somehow. “I’ll do that next time, Lena. I just wanted a little time alone this morning.”

The maid’s brisk expression softened. “A wedding’s a big day, and it can feel overwhelming even without...” she trailed off with a swift, superstitious glance towards the window and the forest beyond.

“I’m sure the day will be very busy,” Margaret said with a glance of her own towards the window but also the head of the bed which rested beside it.

“Very busy indeed,” Lena agreed, pulling out the little chair before the dressing table and gesturing Margaret into it. “Liz will be up with your breakfast in a few minutes. I know you might not feel hungry, the nerves often do that to a bride, but you must try and eat something.”

Margaret made an agreeable sound and tried to will herself to relax. The maid took up a hairbrush and began to unwind the braid with which Margaret had slept. Her hair was thick and tangled readily, but the motion of the brush was soothing all the same. It reminded her of being a little girl and struggling to sit still long enough for her mother to brush out the grass and twigs she’d managed to get lodged in her hair while she played.

There hadn’t been a mirror to sit in front of then. Her family had been far too poor to afford anything nearly so grand as the oval of smooth, silver-backed glass from which her face stared back at her now. In its reflection, Margaret searched for some hint of the wild haired girl who’d roamed fearlessly through the woods and meadows around her family’s farm.

After weeks of pampering by what seemed a small army of maids, she looked softer and more ladylike than she could have imagined. Lena, with her stiffly proper bearing and tightly styled hair, no longer looked more like a princess than she did.

Breakfast arrived, as it always did here, on a gleaming silver tray. Dainty egg tarts, summer melon cut and arranged into the shape of a swan, and a flakey pastry whose name Margaret still could not pronounce that dripped with butter and honey.

Liz set the tray before her, careful not to disturb the flowers already on the table and stepped back with a curtsey. She was a shy girl who never spoke above a whisper so far as Margaret knew, but she offered an encouraging smile before slipping away to ensure everything was in order in the dressing room.

Margaret watched her departing back in the mirror. She wondered suddenly if Lena and Liz and the others had tended to the other brides before her. If they had, how must it feel to dress a string of girls, each more frightened and hopeless than the last, in the same white gown and send them to wed the monster. Perhaps that was what sharpened Lena’s tongue, and drained the strength from Liz’s voice.

The savour faded from the delicacies on her breakfast tray at that thought, but she forced herself to eat them anyway. Lena was right that she would need something in her stomach to face this day.

When Lena was finished brushing out her hair, she moved on to curling tongs and mother-of-pearl combs. She wove the flowers expertly in place among strings of pearls and stitched tiny braids in place with white silk thread.

Then came the clothing. The undergarments were of cotton so fine it was translucent. On account of this, the seamstress had told her, at least three shifts were necessary to protect a lady’s modesty. It had seemed absurd to a girl accustomed to making do with a single shift that served as both her sole undergarment and her nightgown, but evidently this was another area where royalty had quite different expectations.

No one had batted an eye when she’d asked for seven shifts. It was a lucky number after all, a magical number even, and she would need any luck and magic she could get.

She donned them now one after another, each more elaborately decorated than the last with embroidery, lace, and ribbons. In spite of the near-weightless fabric, she felt bulky and silly wearing so many layers. The wise woman had been insistent that this was necessary, however. And they’d been made especially for her, as nothing else in the wardrobe had been. She would feel ungrateful not to wear them now, even if she’d dare to ignore the wise woman’s instructions on the matter.

After the shifts came the corset, then the underdress of silk velvet. Then, at long last, the gown. It was as heavy and stiff as the shifts were light. The brocade was weighty on its own, but much of the fabric was completely hidden by intricate embroidery that made it nearly as stiff as the corset. Across her chest there was even a panel where some of the embroidery was worked in thread of spun gold. It was a good thing there would be no dancing for this wedding, as Margaret was sure she couldn’t move enough to manage it.

Her reflection peered back from the mirror as Liz fastened an elaborate necklace of pearls and diamonds. It might have been a stranger. Her mother and father would not have recognised their own daughter in the noble lady decked out with fine jewels and exquisite fabrics.

That was just as well. Margaret was grateful they weren’t here, though it felt strange to go to the alter with none of her family there to see her wed. It would be better if her parents took the money they’d been given in exchange for her and bought a larger plot of farmland or used it for her sisters’ dowries. Let them not think of their youngest daughter anymore.

“It’s time, madam,” Lena announced. In the mirror Margaret saw the maid’s lips thin and pale, and her throat work as if the words pained her.

Margaret turned away from the mirror and surveyed the women who’d cared for her since her arrival at the palace. “Thank you all for your help getting ready,” she told them, trying to smile though her face felt rigid as if her cheeks had been dipped in wax.

Several of the younger girls burst into tears at her words. Liz raised both hands to her mouth in a vain attempt to cover her stricken look. Even Lena drew a heavy, shuddering breath that made her whole frame shake. They all stared at her, but no one had anything to say.

Margaret supposed there really wasn’t anything. She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and headed for the door.

An honour guard of a dozen royal guardsmen awaited her outside the suite’s door, every inch of their uniforms polished and brushed until they gleamed. Six of them walked ahead of her and six behind, as much to stop her if she attempted to run as for her protection. The only threat she faced was the one she went towards.

The walk was interminable. Between the tiny steps she had to take to avoid becoming tangled in her heavy gown, and the incessant rattle of her guards’ armour, she wondered if she might go mad before she reached the great hall. It was almost a surprise when the huge double doors loomed ahead.

By tradition, a royal wedding should have taken place in the great cathedral of St Mary the Mother in the capital city of Seaford on the banks of the river Veld. If it was entirely necessary to hold it in the northern provinces near Lindly Wood, it should at least have been in the old and venerable church of St John the Divine in Wildefell. Failing even that, the palace chapel might have been moderately acceptable.

Margaret had been told why it was being held in the great hall instead, but she had not fully understood until the moment she stepped through the doors. An altar had been built and consecrated at the front of the hall for the occasion, and before it waited her bridegroom.

The Red Wyrm of Lindly Wood, or the Lindwyrm as the locals had come to call the beast, had grown significantly since the earliest sightings and rumours. It was impossible to guess its length, coiled as it was about itself, but it certainly would never have fit into the chapel.

Its head turned on a long, sinuous neck at the sound of the door opening. The head alone was as large as an ox, a squat arrowhead shape that seemed to be almost entirely composed of jaws. Its scales toyed with the candlelight like a heap of bloody rubies, glistening almost wet or oily in their sheen. When the jaws parted, they revealed teeth like a row of longswords and a massive tongue forked like an adder’s.

Margaret couldn’t move. It was not that she didn’t want to. She could not, not for any reason. Her muscles had frozen solid under the wyrm’s unblinking gaze, and she suddenly felt a great kinship with the mouse paralysed by the cat’s regard. In the back of her mind, some primal part of her gibbered with unreasoning terror.

A hand coming to rest on her elbow finally distracted her enough to break the trance. Her gaze flinched sideways to the man who’d stepped up next to her.

Prince Fionntan was much lauded in song and gossip as the handsomest man in the kingdom. ‘Fair as moonlight on still water,’ a travelling minstrel had called him in the village inn, and Margaret had listened with as much interest as any other girl. Looking up at him now, she was struck less by his height and strength than by his eyes, which were pale grey and softened by sorrow.

“I’ll walk with you,” he murmured, quiet enough that only she would hear. “Since your father isn’t here to give you away.”

Margaret drew a shuddering breath and inclined her head a little. “Thank you,” she managed to whisper.

The prince’s lips twitched as if attempting a smile, but the expression wilted as quickly as it had come. He tucked her hand into his elbow, covered it with his own, and eased her forward a step. All the while, he continued to speak. “I feel as if this is partly my fault. I agreed to it. He’s my twin brother, you see, my older twin brother, and he said it was his right to marry before I did. And of course, I agreed; I didn’t know then what he had in mind.”

The prince’s voice was hurried, almost frantic, as if he must get all this out before they reached the alter. Margaret wondered, in a distant sort of way, if he’d said the same thing to the other brides. Not the first, perhaps, but the other five.

Then they were beneath the Lindwyrm’s great shadow and there was no more time to wonder.

Margaret heard little of the ceremony above the roaring of blood in her ears. When the Lindwyrm spoke its vows, its voice washed over her like thunder and made her chest ring like a bell. Prince Fionntan prompted her gently when it was time to speak hers. She sipped wine from the wedding cup without tasting it, numb through from watching the wyrm’s long tongue dart out to the same cup.

Then it was over. Margaret, Princess Margaret now, walked arm in arm with her new mother-in-law back to the royal suite. It occurred to her that perhaps she’d been given a suite with such enormous rooms to ensure that her bridegroom could fit in them.

The queen’s expression was haunted, and she made no effort to speak as they walked. Finally, just as they reached the door, she took Margaret’s face between hands that seemed nothing but bone and kissed her brow. “I always wanted a daughter, but not like this,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, child. I’m sorry for everything.”

Margaret thought back to the wise woman’s story. She thought of asking the queen why she’d eaten both blossoms, instead of only one. She looked into the queen’s eyes, a grey almost as pale as her son’s, and thought only of how much this woman had already suffered for her ill-fated choice.

She kissed her mother-in-law’s cheek and held her peace.

The maids were silent and tearful as they helped Margaret back out of her wedding gown. Even Lena’s eyes looked a trifle dewy. They removed the underdress and the corset, but when they reached for the first of the shifts Margaret waved them away.

“Pray, let me keep them on,” she murmured. “I don’t want to be cold while I wait.”

Likewise, she waved away the hairbrush, saying, “You worked so hard on it. It would be a shame to take it down again so soon.”

With nothing else left to do, the maids left her alone in the cavernously empty bedchamber to wait. She hurried across the room as soon as the door was shut behind them to check that the birch switch was still where she’d left it. She sighed gratefully when her fingers brushed its smooth bark.

Her heart beat like a drum and the minutes dragged by like years, but all too soon she heard the door being opened again. Scales rasped at the doorframe as the Lindwyrm eased its immense bulk into the room.

Margaret remained facing the curtained window, struggling to master her terror. She breathed slow and deep until her heart hammered a little less fiercely.

Behind her she could hear the beast shifting and settling itself, but it didn’t speak. She was grateful for that.

When she was as calm as she thought she could make herself, she turned to face her bridegroom. The wyrm took up most of the room. Its head rested on the floor, which put its eyes only a little higher than her own. They were dark, less like coals than pools of ink, and their focus was so intent that she felt it like a weight against her skin.

“You’re a brave little thing, I’ll give you that,” it whispered. The sound was so quiet it only just carried across the scant distance between them, but Margaret still felt it in her bones. Its tongue flicked out towards her, almost touching her cheek. “I can taste your fear, but I like that you can still stand there and face me.”

Margaret’s throat was so dry she could not have spoken even if she’d known what to say. Standing there and facing it was all she could do.

It chuckled and the sound rasped her nerves like the scrape of an axe on the grindstone. “Well, my brave little wife, will you not take off your shift? You promised you would obey me, after all.” Its tongue darted out again, this time touching the fabric of her outermost shift and making it rustle in the quiet room.

Margaret flinched back instinctively, but then firmed her resolve and held her ground. Lifting her chin so she could look it in the eyes, she replied, “I did promise to love, honour, and obey you, husband, just as you promised the same. I will take off my shift if you will first shed your skin for me.”

The wyrm chuckled again. “Brave words, my little wife. You amuse me, so I will do as you ask,” it said.

Its ink-pool eyes grew milky and it twitched the end of its massive snout, then began to wriggle and twitch all down the length of its massive body. The blood-ruby scales peeled back almost like a garment being removed. Beneath them it revealed a second layer of scales, red as rowan leaves in the fall.

Margaret bent to lift the hem of her shift and peeled it off, revealing the next one beneath.

The wyrm hissed and reared back, nostrils flaring wide and tongue flicking rapidly in and out of its mouth. “Now that is unfair,” it said, lips pulling back in a snarl.

Margaret quailed inside, but she crossed her arms before her. With what she hoped was a suitably haughty tone she said, “I may have been born a poor peasant girl, but I am a princess now. And a princess does not wear just one shift. See how thin this fabric is? It would be indecent.”

It slithered close again. That awful tongue darted out to touch the next shift, then grew bolder and rasping across her cheek, swift as an arrow. “I will allow that may be true. Will you take off this shift as well, little wife?” it asked, breath hot against her face.

“I will remove the shift if you will first remove your skin for me,” she replied again.

The wyrm hissed again, but it chuckled as well. “As you wish,” it replied.

It wriggled free of the rowan-leaf scales, revealing another set beneath that were red as the clouds of a bloody sunset. Margaret lifted away her second shift to reveal another. By now she could see that the wyrm was appreciably smaller than it had been at first. Its head seemed shorter and there was a slight broadening visible a little way down its body.

“This game cannot last forever, little wife,” the wyrm said with a huff of breath that flattened her remaining shifts against her body. Baring a mouthful of teeth like shorts words, it added, “You will run out of shifts before I run out of skins.”

Margaret shrugged and lifted the hem of the next a trifle, just far enough to show there was still another beneath. “Shall we test that theory?” she asked.

It threw back its head and roared with laughter so loud it shook the walls. “Oh, you think yourself clever, do you? Let us see.”

The shedding took longer this time. The wyrm wriggled and writhed and peeled away the sunset scales. Its sides heaved with the force of its breathing by the time it had revealed another set, red as the finest wine.

Margaret shed another shift, then waited while the beast caught its breath. She watched it shake itself all over, from its head all the way down the length of the body which had grown lumpier than ever.

It lifted its head to peer at her again with eyes that were no longer ink but the brown of dark, imported coffee. Its tongue dipped out, lingering over her cheek this time and flicking down along the curve of her throat. “I admire your bravery to play this game, little wife, but our wedding night draws on. Will you not put it aside?”

“Some say it is the waiting, the anticipation, which makes a thing worthwhile,” Margaret replied, daring to reach up and touch the scales of her bridegroom’s muzzle though her fingers trembled. “Will you not play a little longer?”

“A little longer,” the wyrm allowed. Its scaled face moved enough to show a hint of expression now, eyes crinkling at the corners in what might have been tolerant amusement.

When it had shed the wine-dark scales, it lay a while panting with exertion. Its new coat of scales was as red as a cardinal’s breast, and the faintest wingbeat swift tremors shuddered along its still formidable length.

“Are you quite well?” Margaret asked, concern beginning to creep in around the edges of her fear at the state the creature had been reduced to.

It hissed angrily and raised itself up to glare at her. “I’m growing peckish with the effort of all this chit chat,” it replied sharply, baring teeth like knives.

Margaret nodded. “Conversation can feel wearisome indeed when you’ve grown unused to company. If you don’t feel up to continuing, I will quite understand.”

“Of course I’m up to it!” the wyrm snarled, beginning to wriggle its lumpy, distorted body out of the cardinal scales.

The skin did not come off smoothly in one long piece, as it had before. Instead, the wyrm had to squirm and tear the patchy thing off, revealing wide swaths of scales red as sweet summer cherries and awkward, bony looking protrusions at its sides long before it was finished shedding.

When it saw that Margaret had merely revealed yet another shift beneath the last she’d removed, it growled low in the back of its throat and went right on squirming. The cherry bright skin came away in pieces as well. The one beneath was red as rust, patchy and dull, and the wyrm could not seem to catch its breath now.

Margaret poured a cup of water from the ewer on the bedside table and came to kneel beside the shivering wyrm. It was scarcely longer than the height of a tall man now and seemed hardly deserving of the fearsome moniker.

“Here, drink this and rest a little,” she told it gently, lifting its short, blunt head to the water.

Its tongue lapped twice, then flicked out to trace her cheek once more. This time it flicked up towards her temple, and the wyrm gave a startled yelp as its tongue was pierced by the thorns of the rose vines woven into her hair. She saw bright blood on the tongue as it snapped back behind rows of teeth that were merely like teeth, sharp and curved but no longer than the width of Margaret’s thumb.

“You still have shifts left,” the wyrm grumbled sullenly. It gave a desultory squirm that made the protrusions on its sides wobble like awkward flippers.

Margaret smiled down at it. “This is the last,” she admitted. “Have you one more skin to shed?”

It regarded her for a long moment with eyes that had faded to the colour of strong tea. At length it nodded.

This final shedding was the most difficult yet, and Margaret had to help peel the rust red scales away. In the end, what was left was not a wyrm at all. Its skin was red as apple blossoms and the first pink light of dawn, and it had no scales at all to cover its sad, misshapen body. It groaned softly and rolled golden hazel eyes to look up at Margaret as she stepped away from it.

“What have you done to me?” it whispered.

Margaret retrieved the birch switch she’d cut that morning from under the pillows and approached the creature that was no longer a wyrm. “I have done nothing but ask. You did all this yourself,” she said gently, gesturing to the heaps of shed skins and scales that filled much of the room.

The former wyrm craned its head about, but it looked mostly at its own body. “Like a lump of unbaked dough,” it muttered sullenly.

“Yes, very like,” Margaret agreed. She raised the birch switch and brought it down hard, leaving a stripe as red as holly berries across the former wyrm’s pale back.

It let out an undignified squeal and tried to squirm away from her. “What was that for?” it demanded as she walked calmly after it and delivered a second stripe. Though it had once been fast and clever enough to evade the most persistent knights sent to slay it, now it wriggled like a worm and to about as much effect.

Margaret struck it with the switch a third time, noting as she did so that the blobby protrusions were starting to shape themselves into something that might be limbs. They looked more like the wings of a plucked chicken than anything else so far, but it was a start.

“You’ve eaten six brides in as many months,” she pointed out sternly, punctuating the words with two blows in swift succession.

It squealed again and writhed its whole body like it was trying to shed another skin. “It’s my nature!” it cried piteously, completely failing to evade the next swipe of the switch.

“You would have happily eaten me as well,” Margaret continued. She watched the lumpy limbs elongate as she continued to strike it. “And you have tormented the people living around Lindly Wood for years.”

“I can’t help what I am!” the former wyrm whined, flailing at her uselessly with a tail that had begun to separate into legs.

Margaret frowned ferociously and struck it again. “You have not tried to be anything better than your basest instincts, and for that I am ashamed to call you my husband,” she said.

It lay still, panting and trembling with its form halfway between the wyrm it had been and the man it might become. It raised pleading eyes to her face. “I don’t know how,” it whispered, voice shivering along with its half-formed body.

Margaret hesitated then. She crossed her arms and asked, “oh really?”

“I was cast out of the palace as a monster when I was only hours old and have lived all my life alone in the wood,” it told her, looking away from the intensity of her gaze. “I only wanted a companion, to make my life less lonely, but all the girls feared and hated me. I did what I have always done when faced with fear and hatred for what I am. I do not know another way.”

Margaret settled to her knees beside the former wyrm and laid a hand on
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