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Strange Summons
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The bee landed on my hand as if it were a flower. Its back end a spear, its head a tiny wedge. Gauzy ballgown wings framed its flanks. At first, I tried blowing it away from me. Next, I rolled my wrist until it clicked. The bee only scurried onto my thumb, tickling with feathery feet, stuck as a gorse thorn in wool. Then, the same second I felt the hot sharp pinch of its sting, my right hand crushed it to my skin. 

Shaken, I drew back my hand, revealing the bee. Pinned, quivering but broken. Using the dirty curve of my thumbnail, I dug it out, wincing as the ruined sting came free. It fell to the cobbled ground without a sound. 

A summons to Honeymoore Manor arrived afore breakfast the very next day. 

*
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UNCLE STRUGGLED OUT of his chair with his crutch to grope towards the door. He stuck out his head and craned his neck one way, the other. Grunting about piskies leaving letters, he retreated, a fouler mood heaped upon his shoulders. 

“Go on then, what’s it say?” he said, limping back towards the table. The edge fit flush against the far wall, beneath the window overlooking the sea. One open white shutter let morning air lap at the leathery strip of seaweed pinned dangling to the wood. Dry; no rain.  

Mamm, cracking eggs into a pan of spitting fat, said, “Whatever it is, can’t be anything wants hearing.” She might’ve spoken to the hearth. 

I muddled through the summons, a small bone white calling card. The message read: ‘At the behest of the Lord and Lady of Honeymoore Manor, land owners of the shire of Brasbudfand, the presence of Lowen of Penbrae is hereby required’. No signature, only a bee stamped into sticky wax like a pat of drying blood. 

“Give us it here,” said Uncle, clawing out with one weathered hand. I did as I’d been bid and watched him glower down as if the words weren’t only scratches and scrawls to his eyes. 

Where his beard didn’t cover his cheeks, the skin looked hard and dry as old knots. His nose, red as an ember, gained more growth on his face each year, while the peak of his brow gave him a frown for all seasons. He wore his knitted smock and oilskin trousers as always, one leg pinned up to the knee. 

“Away with that now,” said Mamm, then yelled for Isett. 

A skid and slide from the floor above us, the creak of stairs, and Isett skipped into the room. Pa always teased he could use her skinny self like a fishing pole. Long mousy hair trailed behind her like a net stuck with bits of bark and wood shavings. 

She took her seat beside mine, both turned to face the calm water a few hundred steps beyond the window. With quicker hands than Uncle, she swept up the summons. Mamm had it off her afore she could start tearing it into parts for her paper dolls. 

“Naught that needs your knowing about,” she said, stuffing the card into her apron. “Lowen, make yourself useful and pour the tea.”

I hunched, angling away to keep the others from spying my swollen left hand. The night had seen it double and colour purple besides, like no other bee sting I’d heard of. It throbbed if I flexed my fingers, whenever it grazed aught more than air. 

Picking up the pot sparked a fresh jab that jolted all the way up my arm. I sucked a breath in through my teeth, covered it with a cough. When the dandelion tea steamed from our four cups, Mamm brought breakfast across and not a second sooner. 

“Cart’ll be quickest,” said Uncle, breaking an egg yolk with a heel of brown bun. “Emblyn still owes me a few favours.” 

“You’re not making him go, are you?” said Mamm and sipped her tea. She’d lost her colour, and worry etched her brow where it had sat smooth on waking.

“Honeymoore’s our landlord, ain’t he? You don’t refuse him when he calls, whatever he’s calling for. Lowen’s got to go and that’s the end of it.”

“No, Merryn, t’aint the end of it, I thank you. You’ll mind yourself at my table, telling me how to raise my own boy.” 

I tried forcing my food down. Wasn’t aught wrong with it, but since being stung, my appetite had turned flighty. The strange summons stole whatever small morsel remained.

I ate with one hand, keeping the other hidden beneath the table. “What about Tressa? I can’t just up and leave.”

Mamm locked eyes with Uncle where he sat in Pa’s old chair across from us. “Well Merryn?” she said. “Prentice all of a month and you just want to send him off on his own. Tressa’s the only one would take him with our rotten luck.”

Uncle chewed slow, working food around his mouth as his gaze wandered about the room. “Lad won’t be gone long enough to notice,” he said at last and took a pull of tea. “Tressa’ll understand.”

“And if he’s gone longer?”

“Only reason he’d be longer is if they gave him a job. Won’t have any need being a cooper’s prentice then, will he?”

Isett straightened like a sprouting vine. “I can be a pren—”

Mamm shot her a sharp look and, like a vine starved of sunlight, she sank back into her seat. If Mamm had her way, neither me or Issett would ever leave the house.  

“Landlord or no,” she said, scraping at her plate, “what’s he want with our Lowen? Shouldn’t know him from Drustaine. Could be the letter’s fake.”

“A fake?” said Uncle. “It’s got money written all over it and I don’t need to know my letters to tell you that much. I’ll grant it’s strange, but summons is summons.”

“I’ll miss the Shimmering,” I said, a hollow pit in my belly I knew I couldn’t name for hunger. I forked leftovers aside, ready to make an offering to the piskies. 

“What you asking for? You’ve been too afeared to go out on the water,” said Uncle. Then, after Mamm scolded him, he added, “Won’t be your last Shimmering. It’ll come around again soon enough.”

A soon as he’d mopped his plate clean with the last of his bun, he pushed up from the table. Grabbing for his crutch, he made his way, slow and sure, to the door. 

“Just where d’you think you’re off to?” said Mamm.  

Uncle mumbled as he leant against the wall, pulling his brimmed hat on as if he’d been about to take his old boat out. “Said Emblyn owes me, didn’t I? I’ll get the lad a cart. You’ll see his hair’s cut proper.” With that, he struggled through the door. 

“The man’ll get himself killed toiling up The Slope, you mark me. As proud as merfolk, he is. Won’t let not a one help him.”

Isett leaped up, asking, “Can I go with Uncle too?” 

“Oh no,” said Mamm, folding her hands in her shawl, “no no, I need you here, seaberry.”

I met my sister’s gaze. Her eyes tended green where mine favoured hazel. They were shaped the same and, despite all our twelvemoons in difference, a lot between us could be said unspoken. 

“It’s okay, Mamm,” said Isett. “Me and Low’ll clean up.”

Mamm held an end of shawl to her mouth, eyes still spiked red from stooping over the hearth. She sat for a few moments, staring out the half open window. Beyond, the sea. All it gave and all it’d taken away.

“You go,” she said after a little while. “I’ll call if I’ve need of you.”

Isett spared a last glance my way afore she skipped away from the table. Her shoes tapped a shanty rhythm up the stairs. 

Whatever Mamm’d said, I still helped her clear the table. We scraped the offerings together and placed the plates in the bucket for scrubbing. 

“You’ll need to wash your shirt. Naught to be done for your trousers,” she said, setting an empty mug on the counter edge. “Your coat’s in a sorry state, but your pa’s should fit you now.”

The mug teetered and fell. I jerked forward, catching it in both hands. As I sat it further back, Mamm clasped my wrist. Not forceful, only enough to hold me still. 

“What’s this?” she said, staring down at the swollen sting.

I jerked my hand free. “Just a scratch.” 

Her jaw set hard as she looked me over with pea green eyes. A sigh and then she said, “You’d better go and catch that fool brother of mine, afore he falls and cracks his head.”

“Bring him back you mean?” I said. 

“Not likely.” She inched the mug even further back. “Can’t put him off once his mind’s made.” 

“So you think I should go to the manor?”

She turned away, swaying her skirt tidelike around her. “It never was a choice.”

She didn’t say aught more, not when I kissed her cheek, or when I grabbed my cap and called goodbye. 

*
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AS FAR AS OFFICIAL maps, foreign traders, and the care of city-folk went, the village was named Penbrae. To the four hundred or so of us who called it home, it was The Slope. Must’ve only been a crack in the cliff face once, afore houses and shops filled it like a hole in a boat with a bung of pitch and cloth. 

Our home formed a passageway with three others that let out onto the main street running like a spine from Slopetop to beach. Where white buildings weren’t overlooking the path, bulging walls bordered it, cobbled from the same creamy grey stone as the street.

With the easterly breeze, the sea tang swept inland. Something to help push me the two hundred steps to the top where the village flattened out to gorse and heather. Beyond, acres on acres of farmland.  

I caught Uncle a stone’s throw from Slopetop. We made our way to Emblyn’s without much talk between us. In the end, it cost him every favour the farmer owed him – a half dozen mackerel and two pennies besides – for use of her horse and cart. On the morrow, I’d make my way up to the farmstead the woman owned with her wives, and she’d travel me all the way to Honeymoore Manor. 

“What’d she owe you for?” I said, returning Slopewards after the deal had been struck 

“Never you mind that,” said Uncle with one of his rare smiles, secretive beneath his beard. But he’d say no more. He couldn’t be coaxed open like a lock. 

Instead I asked him, “How am I supposed to get back?” 

“Figure it out later.” Which I took to mean I’d be walking. A choking thought with the beast of Brasbudfand prowling about screaming and howling into the night.

“Whatever it is they want,” he continued, breath dragging with the effort of shifting his crutch, “you tell ‘em what they want to hear. And you be sure and bow, lad. Mind ‘em manners.”

“I will,” I said. Then again so he’d believed me.

Quiet but for the gulls and cormorants the rest of the way home. Once I saw Uncle safely inside, I took off afore Mamm had a chance to call me back and cut my hair. 

Most times Tressa wasn’t learning me a trade, I headed down to the beach. Mostly I skimmed stones, hunted for crabs, or scoured pebbles to bring Isett more driftwood. Other times I went looking for the Near and Elseward Bookshop. It could’ve been anywhere, selling a volume the next village over or half a world away. I’d discovered it by chance a few twelvemoons afore. Now chance was the only way I ever had of finding it.

I didn’t have so much as a halfpenny on me. Even if I found the place, I’d have naught to barter or buy with. So I headed up, gaze pinned to the lighthouse standing like a candle near the cliff edge. 

There, I veered right along the path tracing the clifftop to a house that fancied itself a palace. When he summered here, Edward Trebilcock – whose company grew rich on tin – rarely walked The Slope, instead sending well-dressed servants down to do his bidding. He’d caught me rolling around in the cliff grass with his son, Randolph. The man had dragged me by my ear like a bass by its gills and all but thrown me onto the cobbles. “Back where you bloody well belong,” he’d said and a string of curses besides. During this last summer, Ran had snuck my way instead. He’d been gone almost two moons now, back to the city for more schooling. I missed him worse than ever. 

The summerhouse had a castle-toothed turret on its seaward side. At the rear, a hothouse where flowers grew into animals alongside egg-shaped plants with tan-coloured armour and crowns of pale green spikes. With summer wearing thin, its glass windows were shuttered against sea spray and wind.

But the breeze only teased, and the sky had shed all clouds, leaving the islands across the way clear. An archipelago, so said a book I’d read. Merfolk favoured that cluster of tiny islands for the feel of sand instead of pebbles beneath them. At least, that’s what it looked like when I’d seen them from Pa’s boat. Their scales had been rainbows, their hair every colour could be imagined, and plenty more I reckoned besides.

I stood back from the steep stony drop, breathing the sea scent as distant waves fell flat. Fixing a hand to my brow, I scanned the skyline, finding naught but open water. Closer to the shore, boats seemed stuck in place. I wondered if I’d even recognise Pa’s from all the way up here. 

Gaze fixed on the skyline, I dug an abandoned toffee from my pocket, said my peace, and tossed it all the way over the edge in offering. Whatever waited for me at Honeymoore Manor, I’d take every last bit of luck I could get. 
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Sea Dawn
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Uncle sat at the table with his pipe, pouch of smoke-leaf, and his hat. One open window shutter revealed a sky still brightening beyond. Grey clouds hung over the horizon, robing Mother Moon and stealing the sea from view. A candle burned, offering but a little light. 

“Mettan daah, Uncle,” I said, greeting him in Soltavas. He didn’t speak the old tongue much these days, but he’d taught me and Isett all he had in him to teach.

“Couldn’t sleep,” he said. 

“Me neither.”

“Heard you whimpering half the night through.”

“I wasn’t... was I?” 

Uncle only nodded as he thumbed a fresh pinch of smoke-leaf into his pipe. I’d turned myself round like a spire shell for hours, that much I remembered. Felt like I’d been gripping a fistful of cinders all night, the bee sting unrelenting. 

“Here, come have a pipe with me.” 

I pulled up a chair to join him. He caught a taper on the candle, puffed it at the pipe afore he passed it my way. I took a drag and, stifling a cough, blew it back out in a rush. We used to go out on the water, all of us, on his boat or Pa’s. His had been tethered on the beach, rising and falling with the tide, ever since he’d lost his leg. The pipe had become our only means of passing time together.

When the bowl had all but been smoked, I handed back the pipe. Uncle sat and puffed the rest until naught remained but dust and he held it spent in both hands. 

“T’aint a secret I had no great love for your pa,” he said after a while. “And he didn’t care for me none, neither. All said, I was sad to see him go. Him and his crew. Hurt my sister and that’s for certain. Now you’re growing up and going your own way and...” he knocked the pipe against the table edge, letting ash tumble to the floor. “She’ll miss you is all I’m saying. Your mamm.”

I don’t think he’d said so much to me in one go for a twelvemoon. Now he had, what could I give him in return? Telling him I wouldn’t be gone long seemed too small, though I spoke it all the same. 

“‘Spect you’re right,” said Uncle, shifting his gaze towards the window. Still couldn’t make out the sea, but it sounded upset, breaking against the quay. “I heard tell Trebilcock’s struck another vein. As if the lout needed more coin coming in.”

“And the miners won’t see any of it,” I said, in place of Pa. Always on about how much he hated rich folk. How they took and never gave, how they knew nothing of real work. 

Uncle grunted, nodding to himself. “You still keen on his boy?”

I flushed a little, the same as any of the times most days and nights I thought of Ran unprompted on my own. “I think so, yeah.”

“Don’t be surprised if his pa gives you a thrashing when he finds you. He’ll want his boy to marry up from our like. Think they’re the Rosevearoons that lot.” I’d never told him the man had already given me a thrashing.  

I pressed my tongue into my mouth’s dry seams and creases, wishing for a mug of ale to rinse the smoke taste away. “Do you ever wished you’d married?” 

Uncle pulled back his head and squinted one eye towards me. “Where’s all this come from of a sudden?”

“Nowhere, I just... with you mentioning Ran and all.”

“Well, seeing’s how you’re asking.” With a wince, he moved his weight onto his other hip. “Your mamm says she don’t mind having me here. Glad of the company, she reckons, but I don’t like being in no one’s debt. My own sister least of all. She’s got plenty enough wants worrying about without fussing over me. So having a husband what’d do it for me doesn’t sound half bad.”

“Then why didn’t you and Jory ever tie the ribbon?” 

“Salt and stone, you’d have been all of four or five. Well he went and found himself another fella didn’t he? Never did care for anyone else the same’s I did Jory.”

“You make it sound like you’ll never get another chance.”

Uncle barked a hard, rasping laugh. Three of his front teeth were missing, making smuggler’s coves of his gums. “You can tell you’ve still got plenty growing left in you, lad. I’ll be lucky if I live to see my hair fall out. What would any fella want with a washed-up old fisherfolk with only one leg left to stand on?”

Afore I could fumble a response, he waved his hand, and pulled his hat from the table to cover the end of his leg. He must’ve used up another twelvemoon’s worth of words. We sat together quiet as the night, watching out the window, waiting for Mamm and Isett to stir. 

Mamm rose first. She stoked the hearth and flitted to the countertop, barely making a noise. Then, approaching the table, she gave us good morning and ran her fingers along the seaweed pinned to the window shutter. 

“It’ll be fine and dry for your journey,” she said, all breath, and touched her fingers to her lips. “Suppose I’ll fix you some food.”

“It’s all right, Mamm,” I said, rising. “I’ll do it. Let me make you some tea.”

She put her hand over mine. I kept the swollen left one at my side. The twinge growing in my head could’ve been the same pain or a fresh one. 

“I’ll be all right,” I said. “And you’ve got Uncle and Isett here.”

She only made a small sound in her throat. 

I made breakfast and, after we’d eaten, cleared everything away. Mamm boiled a cloth and knotted it tight around my hand. By then, the dawn had crept in above the sea. Isett still hadn’t made herself known, so I headed upstairs into the small room we shared.  

Chunks of wood lay scattered here and there, some more carved than others. Finished dolls and figures stood to attention like an army along the damp windowsill, the workbench she’d built with Pa, the tiny table separating our thin little beds. Some were painted with whatever she could get her hands on, leaving the room looking like the circus that set its tent at Slopetop each summer.  

She sat cross-legged, a candle burning beside her, working a piece of driftwood with her carving knife. Her hair hung down to her bare bony knees, catching fresh snags. 

She paused, turning the wood one way, the other, humming to herself the whole while. But when she made a cut, she made it quick and true. 

“I’ll be leaving for Honeymoore,” I said. “So I won’t be around for a bit.”

Her small hand flinched and fell still. “You’ll come back though?”

“Yeah.” I placed my hand on her shoulder, sharp and hard as any driftwood she could carve.

“Promise?” She put down her knife to hold out her littlest finger. 

I linked mine with hers and together we shook. Old magic that. “Promise,” I said. “Make sure you look after Mamm. If she starts slipping into one of her grey moods—”

“I know, keep her talking. And don’t leave her alone and... and...”

“Make sure she eats.” 

“I will. Oh,” she added, springing up to her feet. “Can’t go yet.”

After rummaging around her workbench, she came towards me with her hands pressed together. “Here,” she said, offering a carving the size of a split wooden peg. 

I crouched, bringing it closer to the candle flame. It was my likeness caught in wood. Smiling, I said, “It’s like the ones you did for Mamm and Uncle. How long were you working on this?”

She shrugged and knotted her fingers together behind her back. “Had a feeling you’d be needing it.” 

Thanking her didn’t seem enough, so I pulled her into a hug, lifted her off her feet, never mind my nagging hand. 

Downstairs, I found Uncle puffing away at his pipe again. Mamm stood with a raincoat in her arms. “Your pa’s,” she said, holding it out. “S’pose he won’t be needing it.”

“I’m just minding it for now,” I said.

She turned her calloused hand to my cheek. “You never did let me cut your hair.” 

“Naught for it now,” said Uncle from his seat. “Go on lad. Best be off.”

I kissed them both and took my leave. The last of the night still clung to The Slope and I sang shanties to myself as I went. It always came back to ‘The Twins of Mother Moon’, the one that told where we all came from. Mother Moon let loose a single stone and a single tear that became all the world’s rock and all the world’s seas. From the rock came the giants, merfolk from the sea. From the merfolk came all folk, and now I had that same sea at my back as I walked farther and farther from home. 
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Where Once Walked Giants


[image: ]


Some said the road had been here since afore the fickle sea cast out all but her most loyal merfolk. I’d read they weren’t roads at all, but trails carved by giants dragging their great stone clubs behind them afore they’d all been killed. However it’d formed, I knew one thing for certain – the road through Brasbudfand was far from comfortable. 

As soon as I’d grown used to the cartwheel grind, the texture of the road went and changed. We passed over hard stone, through a rainfall shallow, where the ground grew more mud than rock that sucked and splattered. The hot sandy scent of the buff-coloured horse – that Emblyn called Ossy – couldn’t be called unpleasant, but no sooner had I come around, the old dray went and farted. 

At least the dry weather held, as the seaweed had said, keeping our way bright and balmy. From a dawn blush of lily pink, the sky had peeled back to blue. Masses of horseflies and gnats swapping secrets with one another were the only clouds could be seen. Between farmsteads and villages stood a few hardy trees and the remains of some old fort from Drustaine’s age.

“How’s your behind faring?” said Emblyn beside me on the bench, a dark, doughy woman with kind dry hands, a cleft in her chin, and a mole on one cheek. 

I shifted my hips, trying to find a way to sit that didn’t prod at my back. “I don’t know how you stand it,” I said, but kept the spreading sting of my hand to myself. 

“I don’t,” she said. “I sit.”

“Hilarious,” I said and turned out my trouser pocket. 

“What’s that you’ve got there?”

“It’s supposed to be me.” I held the carving up to show her. “My sister made it. There’s one for all of us. You know she actually asked Uncle how many legs he wanted his to have?”

“Go on, what’d he say?”

“He just grumbled and got on with whatever he’d been doing. Isett carved it with one leg in the end. Said it wasn’t nice to tease him.”

Realising I still held up the doll, I lowered it to my lap. Here a little bit of home as I travelled further inland than I’d ever been afore. Not a hint of sea on the air, no whisper on the breeze. 

An hour passed. Then another. My lower back became two stones grinding against one another. I balled up Pa’s old raincoat and tried this way and that to make a cushion. A lunch of cheese, brown buns, and sausage helped fend off the growing headache at least. 

After another hour, Emblyn pointed out what I took to be a big lump of stone. With the cart rolling closer, I realised it for three or four stones balanced. Out of nowhere, the topmost rocked forward. I clenched up, bracing for the impact, but instead of toppling over, it only rocked the other way.

“It’s a logan,” said Emblyn. “Won’t find ‘em closer’n this to the sea. The wind wouldn’t give ‘em a chance to grow. Same as trees.”

“Looks like two spectres pushing it to and fro.”

She beamed at me. “It does at that.” 

With the logan behind us, I had little else to occupy my thoughts except for...

“Have you ever been to the manor?” 

“What a thing to ask,” said Emblyn. “Course I haven’t. What’d you think they’d be asking after my sort for? Can’t fathom what gave ‘em cause to send for you truth be told. It’s been buzzing about my head since your uncle came to call.”

“Me neither,” I said, glancing down at my hand. 

“Well if you get a chance, you can let His Lordship know the land rents want looking at.”

The last stretch of the journey proved longest. By the time the manor grounds were in sight, pain burst through my head in waves, but naught compared to my hand. The flaring sting left a queasy floating feeling inside, as though my mind could be blown away like dandelion lashes. 

“Here’s as far as I’ll take you if I’m to make good on getting back to my wives afore dusk,” said Emblyn. “I’ve heard of the beast of Brasbudfand attacking for a lot less than an empty cart and an old oss.”

I stepped down hard enough to clack my teeth together. Slinging my raincoat over one arm, I looked back and forth from Emblyn to the manor – maybe half an hour ahead on foot.

“It’ll be fine,” she said. “You’ll see.” 

I forced a smile and thanked her. The cart came around with the click of her mouth and a jangle on the reins. I patted Ossy on the flank and stood aside to let them pass. 

Worn to dirt and stone, the road cut through a heathland of hardy shrubs and hobbled trees. A damp chill clung to the ground like invisible mist, stubborn under the afternoon sun. 

The clop of hooves and the grind of metal and stone faded and fell silent. A few birds, more cautious than the eager gulls back home. Fifteen miles from the coast could’ve been five hundred. 

Alone, I turned to make my way towards the manor wondering if I hadn’t already been seen. 
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Unto the Manor Door
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A tall stone wall the colour of wet sand made a fort of the manor grounds. Each step sapped me until I needed the wrought iron gate to remain upright. I tried to work the latch up with my left hand, numb as winter wind. A cold tremor thundered up my arm, leaving me dizzy. 

As I fumbled on, the gate yawned open on oiled hinges. I closed it behind me and tiredness came on me like a downpour. 

Ahead, a checkerboard lawn. A path ran a line through the middle, past trees fat with the season’s last apples, cherries, plums, and pears. Stumbling forward dragged my feet beneath and behind me. I could’ve drunk a witch’s draught, heavy as my eyelids had become. It wasn’t for sleep I needed, but a cure for the throbbing sting. I clawed the tightening bandage off, let it fall soundless to the floor.

Hooked to an invisible line, I took the stony path one slow step at a time, the way Isett still came down The Slope. Wings of shrubs and stonework ran to the left and right of me. Little stone faces peeked out here and there and piskies glinted, dancing in groups as the day fell away. Long wide steps led up to the manor.

After I’d struggled up, my shirt, soaked through, became a second skin beneath my jumper. I yanked at the collar as it tightened like a heated metal band around a barrel. I forced myself upright, no other aim than to keep from collapsing. 

The manor swallowed the skyline as I caught my breath and gazed on its immensity, as if a single slab of grey stone had been cut from the cliffside and dropped here. To keep my mind from wheeling, I counted the long thin windows. Twenty-three at the front face alone, glass in all the frames. Three storeys, four chimneys. Double doors dead centre, capped with an imperious porch. Leftwards, a coach house, could be; the right side, a raised hedge too tall to see what lay beyond.  

It all loomed larger as I came ashiver to the door. A sour taste spread like a rash across my tongue as I retched. I swallowed what I could and wiped the overspill with my sleeve. Then I grabbed for the bellpull. It echoed through my head afore I realised I hadn’t stopped pulling madly at it. 

My whole left hand felt as though the skin had been scorched off. My head hung over and I caught sight of the sting. My fingers were stubs, my thumb barely there at all. The entire back had swollen sickly and stretched, pink where it wasn’t red. The sting wept a thick amber fluid. Driven by... salt and stone knows what, I lifted my hand and slowly tongued the wound. Sweet. 

And that was how the tall white-haired servant found me on the doorstep. I don’t know how long he’d stood there observing me in my fevered illness. I’d heard naught until his shadow flickered in my vision and I saw myself reflected in his eyeglasses. 

A bee flew between us to settle on my hand and a white light flashed across my eyes. I fell towards the ground, gone afore I felt the thud. 
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The Hand That Feeds
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I woke with a start and scrambled for a bowl, a vase, certain I was going to be sick. When I had a cold chamber pot clutched close, I retched and heaved, passing naught more than spittle. 

Breathing deep, I caught a whiff of flowers above the reek of puke. Lilac and honeysuckle. The pot pressed into my gut wasn’t the earthenware I had beneath my own bed but bone white and painted with a tree shedding petals. Of course this wasn’t my room, but when I gazed around, its size still startled. It could’ve fit the one I shared with Isett twice over with space to spare. The bed had a canopy, with curtains and posts of a kind I’d only ever read of. Opposite, a fireplace. Off to one corner sat a desk and chair and, further along, a side table set with a jug and basin. Heavy blue and silver drapes were drawn dim. Light peeked in around the edges. 

Remembering my collapse, I held up my hand, wrapped now in white gauze. More like its usual shape. When I applied pressure with the opposite fingers, it smarted, but nothing like the pain had been. The tiredness had passed too. I could only claim to be salt-sapped and thirsty.  

I slid the chamber pot beneath the bed and set my bare feet flush with the floor. The hem of a nightshirt brushed my shins. Oh. I’d been changed. I stood, supporting myself
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