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Dedication

[image: Start of image description, A small, circular black-and-white artwork with a six petal flower inside., end of image description]

MAY THE WHISPERS 

IN YOUR HEART

BECOME A WIND

THAT LEADS YOU OUT.

S A T O R
A R E P O
T E N E T
O
   P E R A
R O T A S
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Psalm 91:4





Epigraph

[image: Start of image description, Three small decorative crosses in a line, end of image description]

HOW BLESSED ARE SOME PEOPLE,
 WHOSE LIVES HAVE NO FEARS, NO DREADS;
 TO WHOM SLEEP IS A BLESSING THAT COMES NIGHTLY,
 AND BRINGS NOTHING BUT SWEET DREAMS.

—BRAM STOKER, DRACULA 
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Author’s Note

Please be aware that this story focuses on psychological abuse in intimate relationships. If you think yourself or someone you know might be being harmed by their partner in any way, please reach out to the National Domestic Abuse Helpline at 0808-2000-247.

In addition, this story includes disturbing content such as death, loss of a sibling, being buried alive, blood, drugging, magical sickness, and violence.
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Prologue

I must warn you first: This tale is not a romance.

I wish it were so. I could paint myself in your mind as Persephone, pacing the dark underlord’s fine halls with my crimson-stained teeth and a longing I could not place—for him or for the earth above? For I had tasted the fruit of the underworld and been ushered into his sanctum. We would have shared in his power, Death and I. I had often dreamed it this way.

But I am no Persephone. And I’m certainly no saint. I am a witch, a sinner, a whore. Unlike Persephone I do not have a statue or a place beside a god forever. I did many other wild and wondrous things in my lifetime, and it all began with one story: I died.

No, my dear, be warned, if you are looking for a romance or a moral, this is not the tale for you. For this tale is a horror.
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I.

The Curse

The curse was in me from the moment of my birth, when my father drowned both me and my mother in the icy Ills. The midwife, Valerie, plucked me out of the water by my heel, snatching me out of Death’s foaming mouth. But she was too late to save my mother.

Valerie and her hut smelled of fir and sharp, medicinal herbs. She adopted me and my older sister, Rochelle. Her hands, though rough, were never rough with us. She was a midwife, a healer. A witch. That’s what the villagers said when they burnt her.

It seemed impossible to me. Valerie was a deeply rooted tree, the kind that might be burnt by fire, charred and black, but still living. It did not seem possible that she could be wiped away like a soft seed blown over the grass. Turned into ashes floating like soft snow in the oily roil of August smoke.

I first became aware of the curse when Death took her. A dark figure arrived in the shimmer of heat, its shape, so long and thin, more like an opening that peered into a void than a true shadow or earthly darkness. It reached into the fire for Valerie’s spirit, folding Valerie’s agonized soul inside itself. With its long fingers firmly gripping her hand, they turned inward into that unreachable void. That was when I understood she was gone. I flung my head into Rochelle’s shoulder and cried.

“Sister,” Rochelle said to me softly. “Sister.”

Afterward, the village elders delivered us over to the convent, the smell of burnt flesh still clinging to our clothes and hair. A grievously grim nun closed us up in the chapel and scurried away to consult privately as to what was to be done with us. I stared at the altar, where the spirit of a priest hung languorously against the stone cross. He opened his mouth and dragged a shriveled and lecherous tongue against the stone, making my stomach rise in my throat, though I was only ten, too young to understand why.

“Sister,” Rochelle said again. Though she stood beside me, I heard her as if she were calling from far away, across the mountains. I glanced at her. “You must promise me something.”

My gaze drifted back to the priest.

Rochelle turned me with a sudden, forceful jerk as only an older sister can do. “Salomé,” she whispered sharply, lowering her ash-stricken face close to mine. “Promise me you will tell no one about what you can see. What you can do.”

“The priest?” I asked, thinking she meant I might offend the nuns to mention that a man was in their chapel.

She shook her head. “Your silent friends.”

At that moment I realized she could not see them. I’d always assumed my sister shared my sight, same as we shared the story of our sad mother, our wretched father, and the blanket on our bed. She never seemed surprised when I talked about them.

But now she explained, her voice low and urgent as she clutched my thin shoulders. “The nuns will think these are dark gifts, Salomé. You must keep these things inside yourself. Or it will be you they …” She trailed off, a sick look of grief and agony crossing her face.

Despite the heat and sweating chapel stones, I went cold. A prickling sense of awareness of myself as fragile flesh crept over me. The girl I’d been—feral and free, tripping after Valerie in the woods as she searched for roots, flowers, and other medicines—also died that day. They’d called Valerie a witch, and she was gone in a roil of afternoon smoke. I understood I must stay silent so they would not burn me too. So that Rochelle and I might stay together.

And so my first name for this curse was witch.

“I promise,” I said to Rochelle. She gripped me to her side, only two years older than me, but braver and stronger. We faced the door together.

When the nuns returned, they took us and questioned us for days with little food or water, until we were delirious with fear and exhaustion. But I knew Rochelle would not break, so neither could I. Eventually, they determined us children innocent of any unholy treachery, and we were sent to join the other novices.

The nuns were a Cistercian order—determined to separate themselves from the worldliness of the Benedictines by way of their solitude, work, and austerity. Valerie had been the only mother I’d ever known, and she was nothing like these sour-faced old women. Their god was as stern and sour as they were.

Every day with the nuns was the same. We were dragged out of our hard cots for Matins Laud in the darkest part of the night, then again at dawn for a breakfast that was somehow exactly three bites less than satisfying. We worked until the midday meal, which I enjoyed when I was sent into the gardens with Rochelle. Another service, more work, and then finally Vespers, the tortuous service before dinner, and afterward the tolerable Compline, since bed followed.

Rochelle’s natural sweetness shone in such a dour setting, and in the long, undyed tunic and veil, she looked the very picture of an innocent bride of Christ. I tried to be just as sweet as Rochelle, but in the same undyed tunic and veil, I looked sallow and sullen and did not have a natural eagerness to please. Worse, I wasn’t graceful, my voice sounded like a rasping crow heckling from the oak limbs in the fall, and I asked too many questions.

But just when I might truly hate them, the nuns would bestow some grace. They thought Rochelle’s influence might save me, so they allowed us to remain close. When I grew frail and they discovered Rochelle sliding me her share of bread, they gave us both extra food. And rather than raise us as the washerwomen peasants we were, they taught us both to read and write. These acts of generosity left me feeling drowned in guilt, always at war in my heart between gratitude and resentment.

And so my second name for this curse became sinner.

We grew alongside each other, under a watchful, strict gaze, pruned carefully and guarded against all manner of unruliness. I kept my secret as I promised my sister, fearful of the word witch, even when it was said in passing, even as it grew more difficult with age.

By the time I was fifteen, the Abbess realized I had a talent for Latin and writing and my education was taken over by her directly. Instead of the lush gardens where one might have a moment of peace, warm up in the sun, or find an extra mouthful of food, I was now sent daily into her dark quarters to assist in her many transcription projects.

It was an honor, but I felt it more as a horror. The Mother Superior’s quarters were just as austere as our own, excepting for her two prized possessions—a crucifix fixed to the stone wall above her bed and an illumination of the Abbess Hildegard of Bingen that sat in the square window, so that the sun might light it every afternoon. She should not have either—none of the other nuns were allowed sentimental things, but I knew enough by then not to comment. I did not know who the woman in the picture was at first, but nearly every day Mother Superior referenced her in some way. I thought she loved Hildegard more than Jesus, and even in my youth I could see the Mother hoped that with her own writing and her own work, she might be remembered as an Abbess like Hildegard. One day, she set me to transcribing Hildegard’s account of her umbra viventis lucis:

From my early childhood, before my bones, nerves, and veins were fully strengthened, I have always seen this vision.

I do not hear them with my outward ears, nor do I perceive them by the thoughts of my own heart or by any combination of my five senses, but in my soul alone, while my outward eyes are open. So I have never fallen prey to ecstasy in the visions, but I see them wide awake, day and night.

I stopped writing, my heart pounding, unable to stop myself from reading ahead.

Thwack. The Abbess smacked me with the supple rod she kept just for this purpose across the back of my shoulders. “Do not stop,” she scolded.

“Forgive me, Mother,” I said, dipping the quill into the ink. “I was only taken by her testimony.”

“Yes, it is miraculous,” she said. “But we must not get carried away from our work by any feeling.”

I tried to phrase my question very carefully, equally as careful in the ink on my page. “Does God … does God appear to others in this same way? Does he gift others?”

Usually, the Mother Superior hated my questions—I believed it was because she either did not know the answers or did not like to think about the implications. She saw me as an instrument in her hand and found it exasperating when I showed any signs of being human—down to even using the pot. But today she pursed her thin lips in consideration and stared at the illumination of Hildegard. “If one is pure in spirit, pure in heart, and God wills it to be so, then yes. But most of us fall far short. I myself have prayed and postulated for many years, and yet God has not seen fit to answer in such a way.”

“How does one tell the difference between a holy vision and an evil one?”

She gave me one sharp, assessing look, but it was not an irregular question from me. And for Saint Hildegard, she had patience for any question. “If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin,” the Mother recited in Latin. “An evil vision … magic such as witches and sorcerers practice … is but a sickly illusion of the truth. A holy vision can only come from God, and we can only have fellowship with him when we walk in his light, when we are faithful, when we are devoted and disciplined to his word. It is easy to walk in the darkness of sorcery. That is the easiest road there is. It is when we are most broken, most heavy, most desperate that he can finally make use of us. No matter how painful it may be to our bodies or our minds, if we are to be in fellowship with his holiness, we must subjugate our wills, abandon our selves, dedicate our every thought and feeling to him. We cannot possess anything of our own, for he must remove our dross with holy fire so that we may become fine silver.” And having finished this impassioned preaching, she gripped my shoulder with her bony hand. “I hope you ask these questions as a sign that God is finally working in your heart. Go and pray on these things.”

Gratefully, I slipped away, to the garden to hide in the bed of fragrant thyme until the midday meal.

Lying on my back and watching the sunlit dapples on the arms of the great forest oaks that grew over the stone walls, my heart was stirred. Though I resented the Abbess for her stoic cruelty, her rare, impassioned words awakened a longing in me. A hopefulness. I was not Hildegard, but perhaps I could become devoted, and in that process, my visions would be transformed. Or even taken from me. I could be free of the fear of being called a witch. I could be redeemed of this curse. Then I would not be a danger to myself or anyone I loved.

I told Rochelle that afternoon. We were sent to pick rocks out of a newly plowed field, and as we trudged through the dirt, I told her all about the saint, what I had read and what the Mother had said.

“But you are good already,” Rochelle said when I finished, wrinkling her nose.

“No, I’m not,” I cried, disappointed that she didn’t seem to understand immediately. “I am slow to rise. I am angry at everyone. And … and everyone hates me!” I blurted out, feeling rather childish, but unable to find the words to say my true fears—that I was cursed, that I would be revealed as a witch at any moment, that I was already condemned and the nun’s reaction to me was the instinctive revulsion of holiness in the presence of evil.

“Everyone is angry,” Rochelle said with a shrug. “And no one hates you.”

She didn’t understand—she was seeing me through her own experience, she who the nuns adored, who could not see the shadows of the otherworld always in the corners of her eyes.

“You aren’t angry,” I pointed out.

“Of course I am. I don’t understand why we can’t, just once, sleep in and miss services and lie in the grass and eat our fill. What is so holy about being miserable?” She picked up a rock, but it was just a clod of dirt, and she squeezed it in her fist and sowed the dust back into the ground. “Some nights I can’t even sleep, I’m so angry. I lay awake in my cot and I just think how much I hate the God who would ask this of a person.”

I stopped, nearly dizzy with surprise. I’d never heard Rochelle talk like this. She was the one always encouraging me to try, to be patient, to be dedicated. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t ask me such things as if you don’t also think it! How could a god be so cruel as to have made us full of desires and hungers, placed in this weak vessel of humanity that cannot hope to contain it, and then condemn us for it? Why would he give you this sight and then cast you out for it?”

“To strengthen us?” But the nuns’ words felt bitter in my mouth.

“But why? For what? I am strong already. You are strong! We have survived our birth and our only mother’s murder. We have survived eight years of this convent. We are strong. I don’t want to be strong. I want to be loved. I want to be destroyed and put back together. I want to unhinge my jaw and swallow the stars.”

I was both horrified to hear her talk and elated that I was not the only one who felt these things. Rochelle always seemed so placid, so at peace, but something in her was furious—I could see it now, like a light in her that could not be quenched, a light that seemed to shine beyond the naked eye, not dimmed even by the white veil that covered her hair.

“I’m sorry,” she said suddenly, and a kind of shadow fell between us as she turned away. “I think it is good you have found a saint to model yourself after. I want things to be easier for you. I want you to be happy.”

“I want us to be safe,” I said, putting another stone into my pocket.

She grabbed my hand and squeezed. “I’ll keep you safe. I’m always watching out for you.”
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II.

Here Is the Void Staring Back at You

After that day, I thought often of Hildegard and the Mother Superior and Rochelle’s words and could not figure out where the truth might lie. I was stuck in the middle of these unanswered questions, my entire existence as some kind of aberration or formless land.

 Somehow, trying to be holy and pious only made me seem more ill-spirited. The convent was littered with spirits—mostly of angry men. Every day that I woke and saw them was a reminder that I was failing to be delivered of my curse or vindicated of my gifts. There was one in particular, always petting the Mother Superior’s shoulder, who would grow aroused the harder the Abbess beat me. Try as I might, I was never able to disguise my disgust, which the Abbess took as my rebellious heart and beat me harder, which made the spirit more aroused and me more disgusted, and on it went, until one night, on the march from my cot to Matins Laud.

Bleary-eyed and cold, I caught sight of a wild, blue moon, wrapped in wisps of fog and hung over the shadowy forest beyond the convent walls. I remembered myself then, in sudden vivid relief. The feel of being young and following Valerie on such nights through the forest, with that moon to guide us—to a thicket of violets? There were so many other herbs she used, lost to my memory, but I remembered most the violets, and my childish delight in watching her make a syrup from them, the rich purple color that shone in the light without surrendering its mystery.

I remembered once belonging wholly to myself. I remembered the shelter of the trees and the cool, green smell, and the paths the moon cast through the wood. I remembered when my gift or curse was not a gift or a curse at all, just the world around me, same as the flowers we picked or the moon that shone. Valerie was gone, but the moon and the forest remained, so free and so beautiful and all their own in a way I never would be again. I determined, by the time the doors closed on us for service, that I should kill myself and just be done with it. But I could not bear the idea of being separated from my sister.

At least once a fortnight, I would grow so frustrated with my failures, I’d throw my hands up in some quiet corner, bury my tear-streaked face in my arms, and beg Rochelle to run away. But she would only listen to me cry, rubbing my back like Valerie used to do, and remind me we had nowhere to go, adding guilt to my misery.

“Just last until I get married,” she would promise. “The nuns think they can find me a good husband. A lord’s second son is visiting soon, to find a wife. When I marry, I will convince my husband to take us both and you’ll be free and wild again. Promise me you’ll be patient.”

I did promise, because I would do anything for Rochelle, and I always rededicated myself to my endeavors to please God and the nuns in the hopes I’d be relieved of my sight. It was the only thing that gave me hope. I felt if I did not pursue some kind of freedom, then I did not know what to do with myself except die. Despite my best efforts, a growing thread of darkness began to arc out from me and rattle the convent as if shaking the bars of my prison.

A new priest arrived at the convent to hear confessions, offer sacraments, and consult with the Abbess on her manuscripts. The old one, Father Titus, had died that winter from a terrible cough, and then the visits had stopped for a few months, and now the prelate had finally sorted themselves out and sent this new one. After studying the pages in the Mother Superior’s cramped office, where I was shunted off to the side, working on copies, this new priest had run his hands down the back of my tunic and hooked his fingers up between my legs in a way that made me jump and scream from surprise like a yowling cat.

The Mother Superior came back into the room at just that moment, red-cheeked and eyes shining. I begged for protection, expecting her piety to result in justice. But she smacked me with her rod and apologized to the father for my temptations. Then forced me to get on my knees, right there in her office, and confess again, as she watched my entire humiliation, tears hovering in the corners of my eyes. The bells rang and I was mercifully released to service.

It was not the first time I’d gone into service angry, but something about a righteous sixteen-year-old’s anger or the way my scalp itched hot and furious under my veil, caused whatever darkness in me I could not root out to ripen and burst, like rotted fruit.

I could not snap or cry out. I could not even move. I only stared at the front of the chapel, thoughtless with a rage that felt like it might turn me inside out. An inexplicable tide rose like an abyss in my throat.

The pillars exploded as if someone had hurled great stones at them. The nuns cried out. Some ducked. Others leapt back against the wall. At the front, the Abbess stared at the crumbled stone and dust, frozen in place and eyes wider than dinner plates. But it was not finished. The chalice with Communion wine rattled and spun on the altar, splashing wine across the mess. Sister Oberlin ran up with a bucket, as if there were a fire.

“A miracle,” the Mother Superior yelled. “God hears our prayers!” She held her trembling hands outstretched, but not in time to stop Sister Oberlin from throwing the contents of the bucket. Unfortunately, it was not water.

By then, the “miracle” had stopped.

My rage swept out of me, a tide pulling far away and exposing me to a hot and drying sun. I felt Rochelle’s gaze boring into the back of my neck. I was terrified to think about what had happened for fear it might happen again, and I studied the floor as the Abbess lectured us on reverence in front of God, her entire body trembling with joy.

In the garden later that day, Rochelle cornered me near the carrots and said, low to my ear, “Was that you?”

I didn’t know what to answer. I was sixteen and terrified. Of being discovered as a witch. Of my anger. I also hoped, maybe, it had been a miracle and not me. Who was I, after all?

What I did know was that I could not talk to Rochelle about it. I could not bear to hear her question when I was so full of doubts myself. So I met her eyes and shook my head quickly. “It must have been a miracle.”

She looked disappointed, but I could not understand why.

After that, I tried to empty myself of all feeling. When I was overwrought or feeling close to strong emotion, I took myself into the chapel and let the stone cut my knees, praying until I was exhausted and bleeding and all feeling pushed down deep inside. I prayed for deliverance from this curse. I prayed for Rochelle to marry so we could be free.

As we came into womanhood, the stress of keeping myself contained made me haggard and exhausted. While Rochelle became a woman, golden and soft, I resembled a pale spirit of her, my features sharpening like a knife left out in the frost. At night I could still smell the black smoke roiling off Valerie’s shriveled body. Sometimes, I dreamed it was Rochelle instead and I would wake up drenched in sweat and panting.

In the end, I was so fixated upon controlling the dangers within myself that I did not think of the dangers in the world. I did not realize the darkness in me could be a lure. The nobleman’s second son never came.

But something else did.

[image: ]

I WAS NINETEEN, ROCHELLE TWENTY, AND WE WERE ALONE IN the farthest convent fields. Bareheaded under the sun, we were working in staggered stretches, hacking at the base of the stalks of grain and throwing the bundles out to dry in the heat. That afternoon, we’d argued—I’d pulled my tunic up over my thighs, into my belt, to free my legs, and Rochelle had tried to get me to keep my skirt down. We had laughed—she’d made a clever jab when talking about a handsy merchant who’d come making deliveries. I always found it funny when she said something bluntly truthful, like a jolt of electricity to remind you she wasn’t quite as good as you’d think.

I thought about that day for years afterward, treasuring, grieving over every single moment. The rhythmic sound of her cutting the golden stalks just ahead of me. My sister who I had never been parted from. The feeling of never being alone in the world. The sun had begun to drop, but the heat hadn’t broken. Sweat soaked my back, and the orange and pinks of early evening turned heavy and dense among the edges of the fields, especially where the grain met the forest.

Shhhrrrk, went the sound of my scythe. I don’t remember why I noticed something was different. I think I felt her absence somehow. Instead of bundling the stalks, I left them where they’d fallen. Straightening, I let the head of the blade drop into the grain by my bare feet and the curved walnut handle against my bare thigh. The wind whispered through the uncut field, heads of grain bowing and itching where they brushed my bare skin.

It was unlike Rochelle to simply leave. The buzzing insects in the woods sang at a strange fever pitch, and I shaded my eyes against the setting sun, scanning the field and the smudged shadows of night creeping from the forest. Finally, I spotted her moving through the edge of uncut grain, along the border where a golden sea met the dark wall of the forest. I cupped my hands and yelled for her to return.

Shhhrrrk went the sound of the blade. Confused, I looked down for the scythe still in my hands, but my dirty palms were empty. My head felt strange and loose on my shoulders. The edges of the field began moving even though I stood still.

Shhhrrrk.

The monster came from those moving shadows. Long-limbed with slender fingers already half curled in the act of taking. Wide antlers stretched beyond its bony shoulders, but it walked through the grain on two muscled, pale legs. It was the first time I had seen such a thing. Not a “silent friend.” Not a spirit. But a nightmare walking into life. Walking toward my sister.

I screamed. My mouth was so dry that the scream cracked, and I screamed again. I was already running. But there was no chance. I never reached her.

The antlered creature slipped into those moving shadows, Rochelle still struggling in his slender fingers. She fought the whole way, as if she knew I was coming for her. I tried to follow, but when I ran straight into those slipping shadows, I found nothing but the same scrub trees at the edge of the forest. No birds or small animals. Just the simmering heat and suffocating silence.

The convent bell rang for evening prayers, and I stood at the edge of the forest, limp and empty.
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III.

The Outside World

I ran from the convent certain of only two things—Rochelle was not dead, and I had to find her. I hardly knew how to breathe without my sister. As a waning crescent moon rose, one thought emerged from the terrible agony. If I could see the creature that had taken Rochelle, then surely I could find a way to follow it into that shimmering world and bring her back.

With my novice’s robes on my back and a stolen loaf of bread, my heart beat so hard it felt as if it bruised my ribs, gripped in the hold of new terror.

The moment that … monster … stepped into the dusky golden light, everything changed. My visions were no longer simple shadows. They had the power not just to disturb me, but to reach out, cut, take, and kill. At the dark crossroads while fleeing the convent, I passed not only spirits, but faceless men, stiff creatures on two legs in cloaks with necks that could turn like an owl, and an old woman with wings from which she kept plucking feathers. They all peered at me as if they might recognize me, but could not remember where from.

I couldn’t tell which terrified me more—the creatures themselves or that I might be recognized by them as their own kind. But by the time I reached Riquewihr, a small village cornered between the Vosges Mountains and the wild expanse of the Black Forest, I realized I had other, equally dire problems: I was nineteen, lost, and utterly naive.

Before I left, I imagined myself rather worldly and wise—jaded even. The nuns had always made it seem like I was a captured predator. But outside the convent walls, I was quickly disavowed of this belief. On the outskirts of the village, a sweet-faced girl who reminded me so much of Rochelle tried to rob me, then slapped me with disgust when she found I had no money. After that, a storm blew in and there was no place to stay dry or warm. Every place I asked for honest work in exchange for a meal drove me out on account of my vulture looks and questionable purity. I ended up on the edge of the road, pockets emptied, my veil missing, long black hair dripping down my back, soaked and shivering from the cold spring rain.

I felt myself a weak and miserable creature, already failing Rochelle. If I couldn’t survive in this world, how would I manage to find my way among any other one? Horrified, I found my thoughts clutching to even the smallest comforts of the convent—as if I would ever return! A grandfather passed me in this shivering, anxious state, and he took pity on me and called me from the rain into the tavern.

“Here, girl,” he said, his worn hands sliding beer and bread to me as the water dripped off my muddied robes into small puddles on the floor. I sat beside him at the boards and ate with unthinking relish. Afterward, he took my arm and drew me toward the door. “We can use the stable,” he said.

Maybe a woman who had not been raised in a convent would have anticipated this, but I had not. Horror dawned on me, and I begged, trying to explain my mistake. But like Eve, I had eaten, and now the debt must be paid. He led me into the street. I thought about fighting, but he was, even then, so gentle, I didn’t quite know what to fight about. It was my mistake to expect mercy in a world I knew, knew, was unforgiving. I was filled with so much guilt and grief that I did not have it in me to fight for myself. I let him lead me into the barn, where in the back corner of a stall I gave him all that I had. It did not bother him that I cried. He waited for me to dry my face and then ushered me to the door of a brothel along the western wall of the village.

THE BLUE MOON, the sign said, creaking in the wind. I thought numbly of that spring moon, of Valerie, of wanting to kill myself.

He rapped his knuckles on the door. Rain sloughed off the wooden sign. “It’s not safe for a young woman like you to be on your own, there are bandits and others,” he explained as the door opened and warm, raucous laughter spilled out. I hastily wiped my face and lifted my chin.

It was the girls, not the men, who leapt up and crowded around me, curious and sharply assessing. They pulled at my novice’s robes and stringy, wet hair and twittered. The old man spoke with the brothel owner, and I straightened my shoulders and set things with myself. A brothel could be no worse than the convent. It could be simply a stop, a place to be fed and make some money and figure out how to find my way into the arcane secrets I needed to save my sister. I swallowed my fear and resolved myself to this fate. And then the crowd parted, and Dacia gathered me into her arms.

At first, I thought she must have been some kind of otherworld creature in disguise, because she attached herself to me like only darkness did. She was spring sunshine when winter still blustered, a full moon on a dark night, light no matter where she went. So sincere and effortless did this light emanate from her that it never occurred to me to hate her. Despite being only a year older than I, she was experienced in all the ways I was not. The brothel owner, Josef, handed me into her care.

Under Dacia’s guidance, I went from the bride of Christ to a whore of the devil. She helped me bathe and groom, oiling and brushing my hair until it was soft and as glossy as a raven’s wing. Like magic, she appeared with an armful of dresses and shifts and hose, making me try them on to see what suited me. I modeled a blue gown for her, in a Roman style, my arms bared and white in the dim light, looking like a wild-eyed Circé, trying to smile in my most enticing way.

“Don’t smile like that, you look like you eat children,” Dacia said flatly, then cinched a belt tighter under my breasts, causing them to swell up over the edge of the neckline of the draped material.

I burst out giggling. How could I have spent all my life trying to look holy and pure and now needed to look utterly debased and yet I still failed? And then I was horrified to find tears collecting in my eyes. I tried to hide them, but she must have seen. Dacia moved behind me in the polished silver glass, and slid her arm around my waist, holding me firm against her. I could barely catch my breath—from the dress, so unlike anything I’d worn, from my reflection, from her palm on my stomach and the smell of rain-drenched lilies and the faint musk of sweat on clean skin. But I followed along as she gently tipped my chin up.

“Come now, there are worse ways to suffer,” she murmured in my ear, her breath stirring my loose hair. She showed me how to smile in a lazy way that made my sharpness look like a weapon rather than a wound. In her arms, in that dress, I felt the first sense of power run through my blood that I was not the least bit afraid of.

She held my hand that evening, through my first encounters with the men—she was neither callous nor pitying, just clear-eyed about what it took to survive. And the next morning, she took me to the village healer.

As we walked, Dacia reassured me of the woman’s expertise and her devotion to Christ. I suppose she assumed my time in the convent was what made me shiver at the sight of the old woman’s hut. But it was because it sat on the edge of the village, so close to the wood, where anything might reach out and pull us in.

Dacia took me to her gate and then paused.

“I’m a Christian. I don’t like to go into the witch’s house,” she said, which felt quite contradictory to her assurances about the woman. “I’ll wait out here.” She crossed herself and stood like a soldier at the gate. A dog was tied in the yard, tail erect and haunches tight as it watched me.

I didn’t argue but walked up the dirt path to the hut by myself. In some ways I was relieved; alone, I didn’t need to hide the emotions I couldn’t quite contain in my chest, unable to stop the flood of memories of Valerie and Rochelle as the scent of garden herbs surrounded me. It seemed almost as if they were the memories of someone else.

Inside her hut, the wizened old woman handed me the bundle of leaves, giving me instructions I already knew, in a rasping voice. She even reminded me of Valerie, though she did not look or act like her at all. I crushed them between my fingers and felt a wave of longing and sadness. In the quiet hut, just me and her, I lifted my head and met her gaze.

She stopped talking, her eyes sharp and knowing, though what she knew, I could not tell.

“Do you fear being called a witch?” I asked.

She only gave a throaty laugh and winked at me. “The more you see, the less you fear.”

I thought there was surely a limit to such wisdom. But I said my thanks, tucked the herbs into my black cloak, the kind all prostitutes had to wear in public, and left.
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MY DAYS IN THE BROTHEL FOLLOWED THE SAME KIND OF ROUTINE, rigidity, and time on my knees as my days in the convent, which was faintly amusing. The village sat along the old Roman road on the way to Strasbourg, and all manner of strangers crossed our threshold. Hours slipped by, turning to weeks and months, and I learned all the things my lack of education had suffered from in the convent. Lessons of violence and blood and pleasure. I developed a reputation for catering to the strangest of them.

And so my third name for this curse was whore.

Witch. Sinner. Whore. A threefold cord is not easily broken, woven as an unbreakable constraint that pulls a life short.

When I first arrived, I listened to every passing stranger’s tale, eager to find some knowledge, some understanding of what had happened to my beloved sister. Even just a name for the monster who stole her. For I had not stopped seeing the very real beasts and creatures of the otherworld. Spirits clustered gloomily in the brothel. At the busy well in the village, a tiny dragon-like creature often sunbathed on the rocks. When a man described the Alp, the horrifying beast that crept into houses and sucked the blood from sleeping breasts, I barely slept for weeks, determined to catch the creature should he dare to come. But no Alp appeared, and Josef nearly threw me out, so I eventually went back to sleeping.

A man once claimed he’d seen Lord Death’s home, an uncanny valley with a strange black château like it had been burnt and left covered in soot. That seemed promising—would the monster have taken Rochelle to Lord Death? But then, during the night, he went mad and cut out his own tongue and I felt I could not trust his words.

As time went on, I realized every traveler with a fantastic story was either a drunkard, a lunatic, or a fanatic.

I often wondered if perhaps I was mad.

Once, during my first year, Josef sent me on an errand, and my road briefly turned through the Black Forest. It was summer and the heat oppressive, threatening a rain that never came. I went quickly, afraid to be caught in the forest at night, afraid that my very presence called the darkness to me. I was very nearly past when I saw through the trees a tall man, all on fire.

At first, I only thought of his suffering and the danger of the mountainside turning to blaze in the heat and flew off the path to help him. But just before my foot fell across the boundary of the trees, I caught myself.

The forest was silent. No sound of crackling branch. No screams. The heat and its silence pushed on me on all sides. At that moment, the man turned and stared at me. His black, empty eye sockets, licked in flame, fixed to me, as if he could peer into my soul. I backed away. Resumed my path, hands shaking. He followed me to the edge of the forest, but no farther.

By then I discovered there was some truth to the old woman’s wisdom—having faced such a creature in the twilight and kept my head and my feet on the path made me realize I could live alongside the otherworld, so long as I ignored it. I could not control my sight, but I could control what I noticed. I could smother my terror into apathy.
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ONE NIGHT, A WOMAN ARRIVED AT OUR BROTHEL DRESSED AS a rangy soldier, with her hair cropped short and with her small breasts bound tight to her chest. She had a sharp light in her eye, a kind of knowing that thrilled me when her gaze swept us. It was the first time I intentionally tried to use power for myself. I wanted her. I wanted her to want me. I was never quite beautiful, but I had learned how to use the dim light of the room, to skim along the top of my roiling soul and use that trace of night to wrap around myself—calling like unto like and pulling it down in my bed to make a lover of it.

Several of the girls flocked to her, but it was me she chose, pulling me into her lap when I poured her beer. With her, I discovered the pleasure of sweat-sleek bodies moving together and felt something hungry and longing open inside of me.

When she left, Dacia wouldn’t look at me for the next week—but neither could I face her, knowing my expression would betray both desire and knowledge.

It had always been there, perhaps. Dacia was my light in hell, and even from the first day, I felt like a moth, drab and fluttery, drawn to her flame. Of course she was beautiful—with long, sun-golden curls that cascaded down her back, always escaping her veil, eyes as blue as a clear summer sky, and luscious curves that never seemed affected by Josef’s stinginess with bread. But it was more than just her beauty. It was that she always smelled like rain-washed lilies and the musk of something erotic and sun-drenched, and despite her halo of purity, the quickest way to make her laugh was a coarse joke. She was unfailingly kind to everyone, even when we did not deserve it. And when she got angry, she could only manage to sputter curses, her cheeks bright red in frustration. Her only flaw, as far as I could tell, was that she was rather pious, but she held me in high regard for the fact that I’d been raised in a convent and could read Latin and knew all the prayers and much Scripture from memory. I offered to teach her to read them simply to be close to her. My feelings for her felt like something too sacred to name, for once it was named it could be taken. But now they were a specter of their own between us.

I thought I hid it well, but soon after, one of the other girls laughed and said I followed Dacia around like a bitch in heat. Dacia heard, but pretended not to, and I went outside to lick my wounds in embarrassment. She came out an hour or so later, after the sun had disappeared behind the ridge, and under a shivering beech tree, kissed me softly—a honeyed buzzing kind of kiss that was utterly unlike anything I’d ever experienced and made my body feel as if it would collapse with longing, like a drenching summer thunderstorm. But just as quickly, she let me go. The air was cold on my mouth, and Dacia said quietly as the stars pricked into life over the Vosges, “Lovers leave. Sisters are forever. Please, Salomé, love me like a sister.”

I could never do as she asked—I had a sister and she was gone and this was not that at all. But the wind gusted, and somewhere I could smell the rich, warm death of the leaves deep in the Black Forest. I swallowed and, my throat so tight and pained I could barely get the words out, said, “As you wish.”

After that, we were perfect friends. But my desire for her never lessened, no matter how deeply I buried it.

Over time, my careful blindness toward the otherworld, and the drudgery of money and men wore me down into a kind of stupor. I thought of Rochelle every day—wondering about the monster who had taken her, imagining her tortured or lost or waiting for me—but I did nothing, could do nothing. There was no woman more invisible than a whore, and I felt a kind of safety I did not want to risk, tucked into that invisibility. My debt to Josef, the proprietor, deepened at a rate that consumed me, my despair crowding out my fear of gods or their monsters. Eventually I started remembering Rochelle as I remembered the dead. This too was part of my curse.

I don’t know what would have become of me if I had not died.
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IV.

Drawn to the Edge

“Another girl is gone,” Dacia said. “I heard from one of the washing women.”

“Another?” I asked, then yawned. I stood bleary-eyed and clutching my too-thin wrap against the icy wind, on the premise of scrounging up some eggs for Cook. The rest of the girls were inside, clinging to the last few moments of sleep before Josef would order them up.

Privacy was hard to come by in a brothel, but in these late morning hours when all the previous night’s patrons had left and that night’s patrons had yet to arrive, there were a few precious moments when I could pretend we were just two village wives, our cheeks and noses reddened from the wind and our eyes weary from babies or husbands keeping us up at night. I drifted off, staring at Dacia’s golden curls as she ducked to look behind a barrel for some hidden nest. She straightened and caught me staring.

But I did not blush. I never blushed.

“You’re supposed to be looking for eggs,” Dacia scolded.

“I’m too cold,” I said. But I turned my attention to the nooks and crannies of the yard where the chickens liked to lay.

It had been an early and long winter, following a meager harvest. The first girl went missing in the October freeze, before Allhallowtide. At first, there were the usual tales of wolves and running off, but then another disappeared, and then another and another and another. A few had been daughters or wives of good standing in the village, good girls, and so the tales had shifted. The current favorite was that of Death, a tall lord, all in black, who rode a black stallion with smoke at its hooves, and lured girls from their beds to carry off to his château deep in the forest. Sometimes as slaves. Sometimes as queens. The village opinion of the girl in question determined the difference in her fate.

I picked a corner of the yard where Dacia could not see, and thinking only of having an egg deposited into my hand, reached. My fingers slid across the warm shell of the egg, buried in the straw. “Here,” I said, offering her the pretty blue pullet. “Who was it?”

Her smile was generous and just a little sly, there at the corner, which always made my heart race. She took the egg and tucked it away under her wrap. “I don’t know how you find them so easily.”

“A gift,” I said with a bitter little laugh and quickly changed the subject. “She probably ran away. Hoping to find patrons other than the Baron’s men,” I said to reassure her. It had only been last summer when our long absent Baron arrived from King Frederick II’s court in Palermo to take up residence in his valley maison. At first, we were excited for the flush of new men and good business. But soon after his arrival it became clear that the Baron was present only to send out a large retinue of guards to gather tributes, taking back in taxes nearly everything we earned from his soldiers. I’d heard—not from his soldiers, but from other women at the well—that he’d been exiled from the Holy Roman Court on account of some financial misdeeds.

“You don’t think it’s Lord Death?” Dacia’s question was said in jest, but it did not distract me from hearing the undercurrent of fear that swirled in her voice. We all asked the reasonable questions: If they had run away, why had none ever sent word? If they had died, why had no one found their bodies?

I remembered the black-eyed gaze of the burning man, looking at me from inside the forest, and a chill crept down my spine. That was the kind of creature in the forest—not some romantic hero that whisked beautiful girls away to make them queens. And too, I remembered the thin figure that had come for Valerie as she burned. That was no Lord or even man. But saying any of this would make Dacia think I’d lost my mind.

“Or they ran away to the Bandits of Molsheim,” I offered instead, with a waggle of my eyebrows. The bandits, supposedly led by a pair of much-sighed-about green eyes, had started tormenting the new Baron.

Dacia laughed and shook her head at me.

“Be sensible,” I said. “If you were Lord Death, you would not keep a home in the middle of a nowhere such as this.”

“If it was Lord Death, I might rather he take me,” she said, and I could tell I’d set her at ease. But then she looked toward the forest and called. “Lord Death!”

A raw bite of wind snuck along my neck, and the moment she called out, it gusted and sent chills up my arms. It seemed the whole world fell silent, as if a speaker had overheard his name and abruptly stopped so he might eavesdrop.

“Stop,” I hissed, panicked.

Her face fell. Eyes wide. “Salomé, I was only joking.”

“I know, but …” I half turned, glancing behind me at the mountain ridge looming just past the village. The dark gray trees clattered like bones in the wind. A terrible burning leapt into my throat, as if I were still out there, in the field, screaming for my sister to be returned to me. “You don’t know what you might call. I can’t …” But my words stayed clumped together in my throat.

I was now twenty-four, and five years had passed since I’d lost Rochelle, but my childlike terror and the memory of the monster who took her remained clear and vivid in my mind. I had never heard a story since that described such a creature or explained what it might have been. My stomach trembled and I grabbed Dacia’s hand in the middle of crossing herself. “Let’s go. It’s cold.”

We rushed inside and I slid the bolt tight behind us. Leaning against the door, I waited for my heart to slow. Dacia didn’t notice, carefully carrying the eggs to Cook.

I had nothing to fear, I reassured myself, for there was nothing left to take and nowhere lower for me to go.

“Dacia!” one of the young girls, Odette, cried as they came downstairs, face swollen with sleep and eyes wild as she careened around the corner, flashing her bare bottom. “Is this the pox?”

Without even a pause, Dacia studiously bent to inspect.

I could barely stand to look at the younger girls like Odette. They all reminded me of myself as I’d arrived there all those years ago, raw and wide-eyed, trying to believe this was merely a stop. We all depended on Dacia—running to her for help with everything from a stained dress to an angry patron. I wasn’t jealous, only wished she’d keep more for herself some days.

“It’s fleas,” I said to Odette, even though Dacia continued to listen patiently to her fussing. I grabbed a bowl of oats Cook spooned out. A spirit—pale and ghastly with a wrenched neck—hung off Cook’s back, and I had to shimmy past to avoid it, earning myself a dirty look.

“It’s fleas,” Dacia finally said.

Odette sighed with relief. “I heard Lord Death took another one last night,” she said to Dacia. “I thought he might have marked me. To take next.”

“Don’t listen to those old women at the well. They only think it’s Lord Death because they know he is coming for them any day,” Dacia said with confidence, and Odette looked reassured.

In these early moments of the day, without any customers, it felt less like a brothel and more like a strange convent of wayward women. Josef blustered in, cursing and stamping like a temperamental goat, but he had not drunk enough yet to be truly mean. Cook was busy letting the oats burn as she horrified one of the newest and youngest girls with a tale of a giant in the forest who held a lantern that would light his way to young girl’s beds and steal them out of it. The rest of us were still pulling on shoes and stockings and as many rough layers as we owned and filtering down to the empty boards for a bowl Cook slopped from the kettle. The fire smoked high and the first pattering of rain hit the stone. A few moments later it became so heavy it hissed into the hearth.

I reassured myself that all I had felt outside was the rise of rain on the wind.

“I’ve been thinking,” Dacia said to me softly over the clinking of bowls. Across the room Josef began yelling at Lorraine for lingering with a customer the day before. I glanced at him, my brows tight, then to Dacia.

“Whatever for?” I said dryly.

“Maybe …” Dacia swallowed, her throat bobbing. She didn’t look at me, but deep into her own bowl. “Maybe I’ll go into a convent.”

I froze, my appetite suddenly gone. “Why?”

 “A convent is better than disappearing.”

“These girls aren’t disappearing, Dacia. They are running off to Strasbourg or Comar or Dambach-la-Ville. Running to something better,” I said.

“I thought you said it was the bandits?” Dacia said, a little smile at the edge of her mouth.

“Don’t you think when you must leave, we will have to say you have disappeared?” I retorted. My throat felt tight. I cleared it and scraped the edge of the bowl.

“I saw him once, did I tell you?”

“Who? The bandits? You’ve never told me that. Don’t distract me.”

 “I’m serious. Their leader. I saw him at the market—he had a hood on and was rather shorter than I expected, but I saw those green eyes. They are just like the songs say.”

I rolled my eyes. “You saw a farmer with green eyes and a cloak his mother gave him, it happens. You can’t go to a convent being swept away by farmers in the market.”

“Salomé,” Dacia sighed. But she didn’t say anything, and when I glanced at her, she met my gaze with her clear blue eyes. “I’m getting too old for this. I’m twenty-five. I only meant to be here for a moment. I had nowhere …” but she stopped, giving me a sad smile.

“You have so much life,” I blurted, unable to hold the words back. “A nunnery will crush it out of you.” I thought of Rochelle, then. “You could marry someone! You’re beautiful and loving. You are not meant to be in a nunnery.”

Dacia rolled her eyes, as if I were joking, and I wished desperately for the power to change her fate. “If I stay much longer,” she said, “I’ll die here. I’ll be in so much debt I’ll never be able to leave. I think I could be happy as a nun. To serve one God instead of many who long to be. I know you didn’t like it, but you were a child and …”

“Salomé,” Josef barked behind us. “You owe me for the pitcher you broke last night. Clumsy woman.”

I had to tell myself to unclench my hands before I added a broken bowl to my debt. Since leaving the convent, I hadn’t had any outburst, excepting a tendency to be clumsy with pottery.

Dacia gave me a commiserating glance, her sentence lingering unfinished in the air. Together, we stood.

Rainy days were busy. Especially in the cold, as the soldiers and farmers looked for comfort.

“Salomé,” Christine called to my back as if calling her servant. “I told Lorraine you would let her borrow the old pink silk that the priest gave you. She is too afraid to ask.”

“Why did she send you?” I asked, foot on the stairs. I didn’t care about the silk. I just didn’t like being ordered about by anyone. Christine had the air and stature of a lady, but her face had something horse-ish about it—as far as I could tell, men liked playing at both lord and rider. Since the Baron’s arrival, Christine’s demand rose to a level none of us anticipated—both from villagers and his soldiers. In my opinion, it had gone to her head.

“Oh, let her. She won’t spoil it,” Dacia interjected, tucking her hair under her cloak.

“Where are you going?” Christine asked, eyes narrowed. “Confession again?”

“I’m running an errand for Cook. I won’t be long.” Dacia shot me a glance as she turned. As if I were supposed to know what she was doing. She was out the door before I could ask.

Christine cleared her throat. She clearly did not care that Dacia was going out alone.

“All right,” I said with a sigh and marched off to grab the silk, trying to shake off my worry. Dacia would be fine.

“Salomé, was that story Cook told me true?” the new girl asked, sitting at the bottom of the stairs with her face as white as a sheet.

“No, but what’s true is that Josef will punish you if he catches you sitting around. Go on,” I said, nodding her up ahead of me.

The brothel had three narrow levels, but only in the highest confines of the attic were we able to keep anything of our own. Up in our small quarters, I picked my way through the clothing and rumpled bedding to my few belongings hidden alongside Dacia’s, digging out the pink silk. Two of the girls were talking as they dressed, the same strains of village gossip we’d all been told the night before.

All the chatter was the same these days—nobody talked of anything but the Baron or the bandits. Carpenters came back from his estate, describing his furnishings brought all the way from Italy, walnut and oak inlaid with ivory and gold and cushions made of velvet. Farmers spoke of his fields, fallow and rich. Masons shared the details of his home—forty rooms and built entirely of a delicately blue-veined granite quarried from the Vosges. The Baron’s soldiers boasted of their time in the emperor’s court, complained of our backwater looks and food, and regaled us with stories of how he’d been an ardent supporter of the young Joan who had led the French armies at Orleans.

“Was he at her execution?” Dacia asked once.

The men had all just blinked, as if they’d forgotten that part of the story.

I dressed quickly—my patched hose, long tunic, and a veil over my long, black hair. It was a bit pointless; the farce of modesty only seemed to work for women like Dacia and Christine, whom men could fantasize about ruining and possessing.

“Salomé, you look like a dour frau,” Josef yelled as soon as I stepped foot downstairs.

I was about to reply something that would surely have gotten me in trouble, but Dacia opened the door and swept inside. Where had she gone, that she returned so quickly? I shoved the silk into Lorraine’s hands. “I’ll change,” I said to Josef and followed Dacia right back up the stairs.

“Where did you go?” I asked quietly. The room was empty now, much to my relief.

“To get this,” she said, handing me a wrapped bundle. “I know you don’t believe as I, but I’m worried. I want you to stay safe. I thought …” She trailed off, her cheeks suddenly flushed with embarrassment.

Her demeanor unnerved me. Dacia was normally as calm as a forest pond. With trembling fingers, I hastily unwrapped the cloth. Inside the small bundle was a silver medallion adorned with a woman’s painted face.

“Mary Magdalene,” Dacia explained. “She was a prostitute who was with Jesus.”

Of course I knew this. But I couldn’t say anything in response. It took all I had not to cry. I couldn’t recall ever getting a gift, but especially not one like this. I clutched the medallion in my palm and the longing I kept so carefully buried threatened to crawl up my
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