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Praise for

A FOREST, DARKLY

“A Forest, Darkly is a lush, blood-wet bramble of a fairytale promising we are each of us so much more than the worst thing we’ve ever done. Given the wicked elegance with which A.G. Slatter traverses the glens of folklore, one can’t help wonder if she might just be a changeling, herself.”

GENNAROSE NETHERCOTT, author of Thistlefoot
and Fifty Beasts To Break Your Heart

“No one does gothic fairytales like A.G. Slatter. A Forest, Darkly is an atmospheric, slow-burn dream of a novel. Its protagonist, the resilient Mehrab, is a breath of fresh air, a glimmer of light in the dark forest. With enough life experience to justify her solitude, but with the courage to let others in despite it all, her narration makes for a book that is not only bleak and witty in equal turns, but strangely comforting too, and ultimately hopeful: it is never too late to start your next adventure.”

GENEVIEVE GORNICHEC, author of The Witch’s Heart
and The Weaver and the Witch Queen

“A Forest, Darkly is a grimly enchanting tale, both inspired and ancient, spun of whispered things. At its heart beats Mehrab, a refreshingly perimenopausal main character, full of fabled magic yet wildly relatable. With a voice that is dark and mellifluous, the story drips from Slatter’s honeyed fingertips onto the page, guiding you forward like stones on a path. At turns mysterious, mythical, and menacing, the world she builds is one you’ll long to visit again and again. This book is a tall mug of something hot and mulled beside a roaring fire. Be warned—you can drink your fill, but you’ll only crave more.”

AVA MORGRGYN, USA Today bestselling author of The Bane Witch

“Every book in A.G. Slatter’s Sourdough world is a delicious, creepy-cosy gift, and A Forest, Darkly is her best yet. You’ll fall in love with Mehrab, the solitary forest dweller, even if you find – as I did! – you end up envying her a little too: can you say cottagegore #goals? Slatter tells her witchy, wood-set story with wit and charm, and plenty of gruesome gothic chills, while delivering sneaky wisdom about ageing, obligation, and how to hold your head up high.”

ALLY WILKES, author of All the White Spaces
and Where the Dead Wait

“‘Witches in trouble oft find their way to dark forests – and this is one of the darkest.’ With these words, A Forest Darkly gripped me with green, leafy hands, pulling me from the safety of the path and into the great, dark forest that is the stage of Angela Slatter’s latest tale… A tale of found family, fairy tale and folklore, and the enduring power of women, A Forest Darkly is earthy, strange and utterly enthralling. I was completely lost in it, in the best of ways.”

KELL WOODS, author of After the Forest
and Upon a Starlit Tide

“Hatchet-sharp, as relentless as the slicing of roots through bedrock, A Forest, Darkly is by turns tender, terrifying, and enthralling. Slatter’s lyrical prose only heightens the pain of being forced to dig out the secrets of the past, like a poisoned sliver from a long-closed wound.”

PREMEE MOHAMED, author of The Butcher of the Forest

“A strange and beautiful novel woven with magic, folklore, faery and humanity. A superbly imagined world, teetering on the familiar and the deep unknown – The Handmaid’s Tale by way of the Brothers Grimm! A rich, dark, rewarding read – Mehrab is a character to remember!”

KATE GRIFFIN, author of Fyneshade

“A gorgeous fairytale of a novel. Creeping, comforting and cunning in turn, A Forest Darkly lures you into a luscious world of folklore and nature. Slatter spins a story that deserves to be told around a fire, passed on like the best of folktales.”

JODIE MATTHEWS, author of Meet Me at the Surface

“Angela Slatter’s A Forest, Darkly is a haunting novel that weaves itself around your heart. Despite the weight of her years and the well-earned paranoia of a witch carving a life for herself in a dark and unpredictable forest, Mehrab does her best by the local villagers and her unexpected young ward. Readers will be drawn in by the compelling heart of the novel – the fight for genuine connection in an unfair world.”

NICOLE JARVIS, author of The Lights of Prague
and A Spell for Change
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Homes in the Great Forest – in it, around it, even several leagues from its very outer edges – are wont to have protections not found in other regions. Carvings of tutelary spirits, either one or two, are generally affixed to dwellings, hewn above lintels, around door- and window frames, sometimes into the very doors themselves, even on stoops. In locations where the populace is particularly superstitious – or particularly experienced with such things – each door and window and chimney has this talisman. There’s such a cottage at Briga’s Leap, in the west. It’s deserted, now, and a curtain of leaves and vines of brightest green hangs on either side of the front entrance, but the two heads (foliate) carved into the doorframe by he who made this tiny house (himself now dust and forgotten) are not hidden.

In spring, pink and purple flowers (of a variety unknown elsewhere) bloom and the twins are crowned with delicate blossoms. Their features are strikingly similar, but for their expressions: she to the right wears a benign smile and graces the world with a gentle, knowing gaze; her sister to the left presents an astonishingly baleful glare. Her face is older too, as if she has lived a life, seen too much, given too much, had too much taken from her. Received too little in return.

Above, in the centre of the lintel is a third head, entirely covered by foliage, and seen only if one digs around (as your correspondent did). A child this one, expression clean, innocent, guileless. Concealed as she is, her secret remains: that she still bears what the others have either never had, or lost through the workings of curious fingers, rough hands, the elements and years: horns. On her forehead they sit proudly, budding, but definite.

Although the twins have been called “green women” or “green maids” – conflated perhaps with the myth of the Green Man – they are perhaps nothing to do with him. The horned one above surely is not. She is a hind-girl.

Hind-girls, creatures who reject the roles the world would give them, who will live beneath no roof nor within any walls, who dance along the narrow forest trails. Sometimes they throw their heads with such abandon that the antlers of one get caught in those of another, but their feet are sure on paths of beaten earth for they know such ways of old.

The twins, however? Perhaps they are indeed green women? They say that, once, there were many scattered through the Great Forest. Some say she – or they – disappeared, wearied by the ways of the world, or simply that she – or they – hibernates at whim, or when she feels a need, or when things become too dangerous for her to roam her forests.

MOTHER MURIEL’S TALES OF GODS
AND UNEARTHLY THINGS

(UNPUBLISHED, ORIGINAL MANUSCRIPT
ACCESSIONED TO THE LIBRARY OF THE
UNIVERSITY OF WHITEBARROW)








1

[image: Common]
I don’t generally, as a rule, get lost.

Or at least not in these woods, or rather my part. I know them, as the saying goes, like the back of my hand. I’ve wandered here for the better part of two decades, learning their paths, open or otherwise, the hiding places above and below, where its pools and ponds and rills wait and run, where the herbs and mushrooms grow best and thickest, where the oak saplings are at their finest and strongest, where sun and moon fail to shine and where they sometimes brighten both day and night. Unsuspected barrows and highest tors that poke above the tree canopy, stone circles where magic more ancient than memory sleeps until it’s woken, places where older gods wait, grown still and stiff with passing time, forgetful of their purpose. Or so it’s said. Never met one myself, or not to my knowledge.

Yet here I am, adrift in a dappled clearing that I cannot seem to escape. The day passing me by in leaps and bounds as I tread in circles, a penitents’ path I neither willingly joined nor suspected. Some sort of faery trap into which I tripped and all the profanity in the world cannot cut me loose. A fly in a spider’s web. How long’s it been here, waiting? Who laid it? Here? So deep and dark, so far off the beaten trails where even I’d not have come, except I was following that bloody hare for my stew pot, and hasn’t it had its revenge? Disappeared before I could even draw my bow…

Trickster thing.

Or merely an animal that’s smarter than me.

The latter is most likely.

I’m not normally so careless, but something gripped me and I ran along with it; I stay fit with work around the holding, tramping the forest and foraging for ingredients medicinal and flavoursome. But I’m no great huntress – meat comes to me in the snares I set, the villagers and rare travellers who bring offerings for aid, for medicaments, for readings to guide their future or find direction – but such barters have been rare in recent days and my snares empty. Mostly, I provide small magics only because it’s never a good idea to let people know exactly what you can do. Something I didn’t realise when I was young, which is precisely how you (I) get into trouble. But in my middle years… well, I’m not normally such an idiot. Yet here I sit, having given up on trying to walk my way out of this blasted circle because all paths lead me back to the centre.

At first glance I’d thought it merely a disturbance in the ground, dug up by badgers or the like. At second glance, a penitents’ path such as one finds in the great cathedrals. Third and final (and too late) glance – the only one with proper attention paid, I recognised it for what it was: a maze, ploughed into the forest floor, left like a raised scar, the rough spiral pattern turning back and forth on itself, but with no exit. I’d already stepped over the outer border and was stuck in its warp and weft. And I’d run so far from home, so far from any chance of my shouts being heard had there been another person in my cottage (which there’s not); so far I’d gone past the Black Lake, even, a place I seldom visit more than once a year.

Around me, the forest, dark and quiet – not a peep from bird or bee, fox or badger; no giggle of a stream running nearby, nor even wind skipping through the branches though I can see it moving the leaves. So: an enchantment here, and not a good one. I scan the undergrowth, the trees, looking for any sign of something that might be watching me and waiting for a moment’s inattention, but there’s nothing out of the ordinary, other than the sense that this is a trap laid with intent. Not necessarily to trap me, but anyone or anything foolish enough to wander this far from the village (so perhaps me, dumber than a hare). Or even those from any of the outlying cottages, the few tiny forest farms. When will its maker come back? How many such traps await? How often does whoever or whatever set it check it? Or is that person or creature a long-gone thing, and only these snares remain? Or do they bide their time?

Not knowing is frustrating and while the years have taught me better to keep my temper (or at least hide it), I’ve been sat in this cage without bars for almost two hours according to the movement of the sun. The rage isn’t a sudden thing, although it feels like it could be, except I know it’s been building, fuelled by vexation, that sense of being held against my will. And the memory of that very thing happening has left a mark, indelible, a well from which fury can and does bubble more and more frequently nowadays and, with a profanity, I draw my iron knife and plunge it into the heart of the maze. Blessed iron, so thoroughly grounded, so thoroughly mundane that anything eldritch cannot bear it. So weighty that it drags the unreal into the real world, makes it visible. Solid. A hittable target.

I feel rather than hear a roar, a growl, and I’m up immediately, sprinting for the edge of the circle. Then, at last, I break out, my steps no longer magic-led back into the centre. Free, I turn and spit into the trap. So there.

In that moment, I feel the weight of a gaze, pushing the air downwards, seeking and searching – when it passes over me I’m fool enough to breathe a sigh of relief that I’ve been missed. Which is when it doubles back, that strange gaze, and falls like an avalanche, pins me to the earth, lies upon me like a night-hag trying to steal my breath. I’m very still, although it’s not as if I have much of a choice.

Abruptly, the weight’s gone. It stayed long enough to make a point, but not long enough to kill me. No. It just wanted me to know that I’d been found.

*   *   *

The closer I get to home, the better I feel, although simultaneously more irked. I can’t deny that some irritation stems from the fact that, usually, I’m the worst thing in the woods (bears and wolves notwithstanding) and I like it that way. The further I am from that particular patch of the woodlands, the safer it seems; I’d wandered much further than I’d meant to, and I might be fooling myself, but my cottage is warded and protected against any number of threats. It’s a secure place. Whatever waits out there would be hard pressed to get in.

I hope.

Maybe it’ll forget me.

Maybe something else will take its attention.

Maybe it’s time to run.

That thought grates.

I ran once before; I ran so far and for so long.

This was where I came to rest.

This was the place that welcomed me and let me forget the things I’d done.

I’ll not give it up, or at least not easily.

Whatever’s in the forest can’t be worse than what I fled.

What I did.

Thus, I will stay. I’ll pretend it never happened, and life will continue as it has for the past twenty years. Yet as I approach my cottage, with its barn and gardens and tiny fields for just enough crops, I hear voices, arguing, and it suddenly feels as if this day is the start of worse ones to come.

*   *   *

Bright blonde curls, summer-blue eyes, a heart-shaped face and trim figure, wrapped in a travel-stained sapphire silk brocade dress, heeled boots with bows and golden cloak – the girl is not exactly dressed for camouflage. Even with limp locks, grit on her skin, shadows under her eyes and reeking of perspiration, she’s a beauty, sitting on a bench seat in the little rose garden, staring across my holding, gaze fixed on the pond and the stream that flows into it. Her companion, her minder, throws exasperated glances at her as we speak, and this woman – whom I’ve known a very long time, and to whom I owe much – tries to convince me that this girl must be my next fosterling.

As yet, I’ve not let them into my home. My white-washed cottage, its angles slightly odd. The interior bright, surprisingly roomy, kitchen, bathroom, sitting room and workroom on the ground level; a cellar below that. The first floor has two bedrooms, and a third in the attic. It’s a sanctuary, and I’ll not easily let others over the threshold.

Witches in trouble oft find their way to dark forests and this is one of the darkest. One of the largest, hence “the Great Forest”. A good place to hide. We live away from the churches and the god-hounds who serve in them. We keep ourselves hidden as well as we may; we’re self-sufficient, making what we can, trading with the tinkers who roam the countryside and sometimes venture beneath the trees for what we cannot. Or bargaining with the isolated farmsteads or villages where our talents are needed (potions and powders for sickness and health, fertility or otherwise for women with already too many mouths to feed, or solutions for wives with husbands not man enough to behave like decent human beings). We’re easier to find than doctors in such remote spots, and more reliable, for what we do sticks. No placebos come from the hand of a hedgewitch or henwife.

It’s grown too hard to live in the cities, too hard to hide what we are, and even those of us who don’t make weight on the witch’s scale, those untouched by power, light or dark, still aren’t safe. It’s too hard to be a cunning woman or even a simple henwife when either term might so easily be pronounced “witch”. Out here we can be safe – we can’t all have the privilege of the Briars of Silverton. We’ve been hunted, yet we survive and sometimes parents and friends who love more than they fear send girls like this one to women like me. Sometimes girls like her go back home eventually; sometimes they can’t.

This one, Rhea, can’t apparently, and Fenna has spent the last ten minutes trying to cajole me into helping. To open my home. She speaks at normal volume, the girl hearing everything that’s said about her, some of which is not flattering, and this tells me Fenna is at the end of her tether, and any thought of protecting feelings has long fallen by the wayside.

‘Mehrab, please. Yes, she’s sulky and stubborn, but she’s also afraid. Give her a week, she’ll settle. If she doesn’t then send her away. Once she realises there’s this or fending for herself, she’ll buckle under.’

Will she though?

I look from Fenna with her greying hair with a thick white streak at the widow’s peak, hard lined face, dark cloak over trews and shirt of browns and greens and greys – a woman who knows how to blend in – to the girl with all her golden beauty; weigh the trouble this will cause me. I’ve not fostered in some years, have become used to solitude and my own ways. Grumpy and impatient, I’ve been quite happy sinking into this stage of life. This Rhea looks like hard work.

‘Where’s she from?’

‘Lodellan.’ Something in her expression tells me there’s more.

‘How bad was it?’

‘An insistent suitor.’

‘And?’

‘Later,’ she says in a low voice. I look at the girl on the bench, patting the fat tabby cat that had wandered out of the forest. Mr Tib stayed, though not invited to, even after I treated him roughly to make sure he was no shifter. I did name him, and that’s my own fault for giving such encouragement. I raise my voice a little: ‘Girl, what can you do?’

A defiant gaze turns on me; she holds one hand palm up and in a trice there’s a single blue flame of witch-fire dancing there. Mr Tib hisses and scarpers – not from the craft, but the flame, so close. She holds my stare, does this Rhea, and I know I should say No. I should say Take her elsewhere, Fenna! But I don’t. There’s something in her face that reminds me of another’s – not the looks, no, but the expression, the air. A sadness at the heart of the insolence. (A voice in my head whispers Be bold, be bold but not too bold, and another replies Be as bold as you like!) It reminds me of my debt to another, unpaid. The force of that failure presses the words ‘All right’ from my mouth and makes me nod. I can’t help but think it’s the worst decision I’ve ever made – but I know that’s not true.
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It’s still early spring and there’s a nip in the evening air so I build up the fire in the sitting room. Fenna takes the long sofa (a tapestry of roses and unicorns, many cushions, not exactly comfortable but I imagine a novelty for someone who’s constantly travelling), and I my usual wingback chair with the knitted rug rolled into the curve of my back for support. Aching joints, tired muscles and creaking bones have become my constant companions in recent months. Them and the hot flushes, periodic forgetfulness and the rage. The spectacular all-consuming fury that comes over with little warning – as it did in the forest this morning – at the slightest frustration of my wishes.

I know it’s the changing of my life’s seasons, shifting me to autumn. It happens to us all, women, but I don’t have to be happy about it. There are things I do not miss, like the red flux and its attendant pains and risks. No children will come from me, and I might no longer turn all heads (I’m vain enough to have enjoyed that), but there are benefits to passing without notice. I’m not done yet, not with life; I no longer bleed, and my blood is my own now.

I read once of an old woman mourning her loss of beauty, her youth. Written by a man, he put words into her mouth, and grief, had her wail that she was a swan swallowed by a dragon. That the dragon of old age with all its folds and scales and ruination had devoured her loveliness, that swan trapped inside. This I’ll tell you: I had youth and sufficient looks and the influence that comes with them – yet all are fleeting, ephemeral. But the other thing? The power that lives inside, that can’t be seen except by my actions and my will? That power’s eternal. That’s the power of the dragon. The dragon didn’t swallow the swan but rather came forth from it, has a power the swan could never wield, a fire that would singe feathers and roast tender meat. Some days I envy young women their looks and grace, but I have dragon-fire and no one can take that from me, neither by injury nor time nor the hand of man. I know which I’d rather have.

‘What was that?’ Fenna’s looking at me over the top of her mug of warm honeyed rum; I hope I wasn’t talking aloud. The habits of living alone can sometimes be incompatible with company.

‘Muttering. Sorry. Too long on my own, must remember how to be a proper person.’

‘Were you ever that?’ She laughs and farts as she does it.

I wave a hand to dispel the stink. ‘Probably not. And did you die at some point?’

She snorts, then sobers. ‘Sometimes I feel that way, I get so tired.’

‘How much longer, do you think? Doing what you do?’ I’ve known Fenna for twenty years, she was the one who guided me here when I needed help, and she’s a good decade older than me at least. When I had to hide… she doesn’t know all of the details and nor should she ever, but she knows enough. That I was on the run, that I couldn’t risk being found and, even then, she was helping women like me. ‘Will your apprentices continue?’

‘There’s two or three I might rely on.’

‘So few?’

‘Many have been lost.’ She sighs, continues, ‘The women I help are dangerous or seen as such. They’re pursued so viciously and anyone aiding them is at risk.’

‘Yet no one’s betrayed you?’

‘My girls. My apprentices… Those who’ve been caught have taken their own lives rather than be dragged to the church prisons and tortured.’ She grins. ‘And they’ve taken as many god-hounds with them as they can. I hear, in the aftermath, what happens – whether it be fire or flood, or a concealed knife. Somehow, I always hear.’ She closes her eyes briefly. ‘And I’m not the only one. There are others who walk the paths and gather our lost girls.’

The girl, Rhea, went straight to bed after dinner, sulked her way to the small attic room that’s kept for guests and the occasional refugee witch. She said barely a word to either of us, managed to mutter thank you when the shepherd’s pie was served, but not much more than that. I clear my throat, eyes lifting skyward. ‘What more do you know about this one? A flammable suitor, you said?’

‘Insistent and flammable. All I know is that the father made the match, and the girl was not amenable. And the suitor thought to convince her…’

‘Ruin her for anyone else?’

She nods. ‘Her mother knew about her daughter’s talents, also knew enough to be able to contact a Visiting Sister. They got her out of the city, and onward.’ Fenna shakes her head. ‘She’s not said much but I fear the father would have handed her over to the church to save his own hide and reputation.’

The Visiting Sisters are so-called, for what man takes an interest in a woman’s relatives unless they’re there to cook or clean or bed him? Thus they pass beneath notice, dismissed as easily as women’s words are as gossip. Unofficial, whispered, a thread and a lifeline. For a long time unsuspected, until recent years.

‘She passed through more than two dozen hands, an atlas-worth of towns and even more villages, walked through forests untravelled, along rivers to break the scent if – when – they come with dogs, and spells were laid in her path to send any pursuers astray. All before she came to me. The trail’s as broken as it can be.’

I shake my head, a little morose. ‘You can’t vouch for the quality of those spells or the ones casting them.’

‘Mehrab, if you doubt everything and everyone, you’d never help anyone. You may as well give up and lie down, waiting for death.’

‘We’re all just waiting for death.’

‘Gods, you’re cheery! What happened?’

I pause, poking at the tender spot inside me, the prideful part. ‘In the woods, today. I chased a hare, deeper than I’ve ever been. The creature disappeared, but I found – was caught in – a trap. Cut as a penitents’ path in a clearing – held me like a cobweb holds a fly.’

‘So far out?’ She shakes her head. ‘Did you see anything?’

‘No. But I felt something, some awareness of me.’

‘How’d you escape?’

‘Rage. I’d thought to try and re-carve part of it, dig the channels so the magic flowed differently, but I threw a tantrum instead, stabbed my dagger into the earth at its centre.’

‘Iron?’

I nod.

‘Odd. Odd place to set such a trap. The hare – ordinary or otherwise?’

‘Couldn’t tell you. Didn’t seem anything peculiar about it, but how can one tell a shifter-witch from its animal shape? The whole point’s that they’re indistinguishable, so unless you see one mid-change…’ Or you can get your hands on it, feel its bones and being. I shrug. ‘But it moved fast, and I followed longer than I usually would have.’ I think back to how I felt, to the searing hunger as I ran. ‘But I wanted the damned thing, I wanted to catch it, kill it, a burning desire all out of proportion with anything I’ve ever felt’ – or in a long time, at least – ‘and so I kept going. The usual aches and pains didn’t stop me. I felt… younger.’

And I only realise these things now. Now that I examine them – the arrival of my unexpected guests distracted me from considering earlier – and if Fenna and Rhea had not been here would I have given the incident in the forest further thought? Or would it have drifted off, the spiderweb thread of memory dissolving?

‘Something laid long ago? The trap? Forgotten and unsprung?’

‘Until me.’

‘Until you.’

‘Cannot say. I’ll avoid that part of the woods in future.’ I sigh. ‘And where to next for you, Fenna?’

She shakes her head. ‘I think north. There’s word that the Darklands have changed – rumours trickling down that the Leech Lords are gone. Gone in one night, so they whisper.’

‘How? Who might have done that?’ I frown. It seems unlikely. Too great a thing to have happened, quickly or otherwise.

‘I know. Hence my going north. I’ll see the Briars in Silverton first, maybe they know something.’

I nod. Ructions in the Darklands, traps in the forest, a new fosterling. This morning the world seemed so simple, hidden here deep in the woods. Nothing and no one to bother me. Then: that hare crossing my path. Me, filled with the lust of the hunt, the certainty that if I didn’t take that creature for the stew pot then starvation would be upon me. Yes, my snares have been empty; yes, the offerings from the village have been fewer – but it’s the start of spring, there’s less need of me, no colds and agues at the moment. Soon, however, birthing will begin and I’ll be called. Hunger is not so close to me – in the cellar are bottles and barrels of preserved food – starvation is not anywhere near. Why was I so sure it was?

I don’t share these questions – don’t need anyone deciding that living out here is affecting my mind, that aging is taking my faculties so soon. These thoughts are my own and I’ll keep them to myself, at least until I have answers.

‘Ah, well,’ I say. ‘We’re not strangers to strangeness.’

‘No, we are not.’ She sniggers. ‘But speaking of strange…’

I raise an eyebrow.

‘To the west, there’s a great kingdom – years ago the ruling family was overthrown, all slaughtered, it was thought. But now…’ Fenna waves a finger at me, making sure I’m listening – ‘Now comes a princess, her face all scarred, claiming to be of “the blood”. Now comes the princess who was hidden and forgotten. Now comes the one who will claim her throne and restore the family line.’

And I try so hard not to react. I try to freeze my limbs and my features, to not stiffen in my chair, to not gasp or cry out. I try not to show that this has any effect on me, on this day which has been filled with outlandish things. I needn’t have bothered. Fenna’s not paying attention, she’s draining her drink; she’ll want another soon so I force myself upwards, go to the kitchen and heat more honeyed rum.

My hands shake as I do so, listening to her chatter trickle through the doorway. The tale told often for years, then as those years grew longer and further from the source, told less and less. A tale that travelled quite a distance – the savagery of the slaughter, the flames that rose over that city of renown, the losses sustained, the riches gained, the new rulers never quite able to keep hold of the crown and replaced by successive pretenders over and over. The latest one the longest lasting, a wielder of sword and whip, the most brutal yet.

And now, a princess, her face all scarred…

I shake my head. Not my story. Nothing to do with me. I let her words wash over me, pretend I cannot hear. I will not think on it.
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Fenna left before dawn, without saying goodbye to Rhea, which appears to have made her even more sour than yesterday. Though the girl didn’t seem overly attached to her minder, perhaps being passed from hand to hand, in constant motion, is discombobulating and losing even the slightest connection is upsetting. In fact, I know it is, so I try to be kinder over breakfast, which has no effect whatsoever – I’m treated to one-word answers and grunts that I’m quite sure her rich parents didn’t teach her or, if they did, never intended her to use in any situation because for all intents and purposes she was raised to be a lady.

It’s only when I finish my porridge, wash my bowl and cup (leaving her to hers), and check the contents of the small backpack I prepared last night (hatchet, length of rope, rolled leather kit of medicinal items, a water skin and a ploughman’s lunch) that she shows some interest. She follows me out the front door, hesitating on the threshold, sounding childlike as she asks, ‘Where are you going?’

‘To the woods, I’ve things to do.’

‘Can I come?’

‘Best not.’ I can’t think of anything worse than mother-henning this brat when I’m trying to concentrate. ‘Stay here and settle in, rest. There’ll be work to do if you’re willing – and even if you’re unwilling, work is the price of your safety. Many have deemed you worth saving and put themselves at risk to do so. If you’re going to be in my home, then you’ll be helping around the place.’

‘I want…’ She stops and I can see the effort it takes her not to demand. To say please. ‘Please. I want to go for a walk that’s not a forced march for my life. I will help, but… today I want to stroll. I want to explore. And… I don’t want to be alone.’

I decide against taking the bow today, ensure the knife’s in the sheath on my belt, and hitch my skirt up to one side to make the walking easier. My trews need mending and I wonder if the girl’s got any skill with a needle; it’s something I hate doing. I’m careful not to look at her as her voice trembles until she clears her throat, speaks firmly once more. ‘Please.’

‘You can come along if you promise to do as you’re told. No questions, no arguments.’

She nods without hesitation.

I point at her fine dress, dirty as it is. ‘That’s all you’ve got to wear?’ I know it is; she arrived in it, no pack or other baggage. ‘We’ll have to see to that soon.’ She clutches at her fine blue skirts and I recognise the gesture – the idea of letting go of the last connection to home feels like a physical blow. I’m taller than she, my clothes would hang on her like a child playing dress-ups. There’ll be something we can take up, perhaps, but not right now. It was months before I burned my finery, before I could bring myself to let go of those silken rags. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll clean that up, make it like new. You won’t lose it.’

She nods. ‘Thank you.’

I look at the shoes peeking from beneath the hem of her skirt: terribly fine though worn-looking. Her only choice – my feet are much bigger than hers, so my second-best boots won’t help. She’ll just have to cope. ‘I’ll have the cobbler make you a sturdy pair of clod-hoppers. They’ll be ugly but will see you through winter and any further travels, should you need to flee.’

The joke falls flat as she pales; clearly the idea of taking to the roads again is not appealing.

‘Come along.’

But as I close the door behind her and turn towards the path that will lead from my holding and into the woods, I see someone standing just beyond the tree line. My heart thuds, thinking of yesterday deep in the woods, of the sense of being found, and hold my breath. Then the figure steps out of the shade and resolves into a man and a woman peering over his shoulder before her shadow separates from his and they both walk reluctantly towards the gate in the white picket fence. I move to meet them, urging Rhea to go back in the cottage.

Up closer, I recognise them: the bakers, Anselm and Gida Hadderholm. They live in the village almost an hour’s walk away – Berhta’s Forge – far enough for it to be an effort to come here, and the village itself far enough from civilisation that no church has ever been built there. No bells ever to ring in the Great Forest.

‘Hello, Gida, Anselm,’ I say gently. Even in places where churches and god-hounds are few and far between, people can be tentative about coming to see a witch in the woods. ‘How can I help? Are you unwell?’

Anselm’s hulking, bearded, a smattering of flour still in his hair, small puffs of it across his dark jacket as if he dressed in a hurry and his wife was too distracted to dust him down, or no longer loves him enough to do so. As I recall they’re a loving couple, no violence between them. She’s small, delicate, seeming to curve in on herself; sometimes that’s aging but many women learn to take up more space rather than less. Perhaps in this case it’s something else.

Anselm shakes his head. ‘We can see you’re about to go out’ – a convenient excuse to not cross my threshold – ‘and we don’t wish to trouble you, but—’

‘—our daughter’s missing. The youngest,’ Gida interjects, her pitch high, sharp. ‘And we cannot find her. We hoped you—’

‘—we can pay.’ Anselm’s pulling a coin purse from his pocket, waving it in my direction like a carrot to a donkey. Not the sack or basket of bread and cheese or game that’s my usual payment-in-kind. ‘We can pay for your help. Only we thought you might be able to see her? See where she’s gone?’

They’ve not brought things I can actually use because, for some reason, they think this is a gold coin service. That its value is beyond that of food (which is foolish – what can I use coin for out here?). Holding up a silencing hand, I ask, ‘When did she disappear? Where was she last seen?’

‘Three days ago. Ari went to collect mushrooms.’ Gida’s wringing her fingers now, fit to twist them off though I don’t think she’s aware of the motion.

‘And you’ve been searching?’

Anselm nods. ‘No sign.’

‘What was she wearing?’ I address Gida – many fathers are barely able to recall their children’s faces, let alone clothing.

‘A blue shift. A red cloak. Her grandmother made it,’ sobs Gida. ‘She loves the colour so, my dear girl.’

Neither of them have paid attention to Rhea – whom I note has not gone back inside – until now, and the haunted stares make me think their Ari is another bright girl who likes to stand out. ‘That’s my cousin’s child come to visit,’ I lie. ‘How old is Ari?’

‘Eleven next month. Dark hair, brown eyes. Not tall. Takes after me,’ says Gida around the eruptions of hiccups she’s developed in trying to suppress her weeping. I try to remember if I’ve met the child, but there’s only a hazy recollection of the older children, all moved away now to larger towns or small farms in the forest, with their own families started.

‘Did she go past Falda’s holding? Or Brecca’s?’

‘Falda’s. The mushrooms were growing by the pond there – the far bank.’ Hastily said in case anyone thinks they’d sent their child to steal from another’s land.

And not so far from the village. ‘You’ve spoken to Falda?’

They nod. ‘Except she wasn’t home – was at the smithy, having her horse re-shod by Faolan.’

The name makes me twitch. ‘Who saw Ari last?’

‘Caraid Cawes’ children, we think. They saw her walk past while they were playing on the common. No one else has spoken up.’

Or no one else who’ll admit it.

The Hadderholms have always been polite when I’ve been in the village, bought some of their pastries as a treat, dropped my wheat at the mill next door run by Anselm’s sister. Gida herself has visited the cottage on her own, sat at my table, drunk my tea, taken what medicines I’ve offered, asked me to read cards for the future of this endeavour and that. This, however, is the first time Anselm has come to the woods, and there’s a sense they’re here out of desperation; he’s searched as far as he’s brave enough to, now wants me to do better. I wonder, if Gida were alone, would she come inside?

‘I’ll keep a look out today when I’m in the forest.’ Although why she’d have come this far is beyond me, but it occurs that no one’s brave enough to search this far into the forest. ‘If I can find no sign, I’ll scry tonight.’

‘Why not now?’ demands the baker and I glare.

‘I’ll forgive you that, because I know you’re worried for your child, Anselm.’ I say this to remind him that I’m a witch and I know his name, and my kind might use such a thing for good or ill. ‘Scrying requires much effort, and it costs me dearly.’

‘We can pay!’ Again, the purse is waved at me.

‘It’s not a matter of money. I’ll take no payment for this. Now, do you have something of hers for me?’ Gida pulls a handkerchief – white and embroidered, a fine thing, a name-day gift – from inside her cloak and hands it over. ‘Thank you. Go home. I’ll come to you when I know anything, whether it’s good or bad.’

‘When?’ cries Gida.

‘When I can.’ I hold up a hand once more. ‘As soon as I can. Gida, you’ve trusted me before. I bid you do so again.’

I can see their reluctance, but in the end they leave. They move off, re-join the path that leads into the forest, that will take them back home, to a house that’s emptier than it should be, to rooms that echo not as they should.

*   *   *

‘Will you be able to find the child?’

I’d almost forgotten Rhea was trailing behind me. I’d waited until the couple had disappeared into the undergrowth before trotting off in the opposite direction. Hadn’t mitigated my pace to account for Rhea’s pretty, pointless shoes; so, I slow down, and she falls in beside me, where the path is wide, puffing a little.

‘I don’t know. I’ll try. I’ve another task today that cannot wait, but I’ll keep an eye out. You should too – you need to get to know the forest for however long you stay. I can’t chaperone you every hour of every day.’

‘I don’t expect you to!’ Defensive.

‘It’s easy to get lost is all I’m saying.’

‘Shouldn’t we be searching where the child was last seen?’

As if I’m going to take her into the village so soon. I shrug. ‘Search parties have been doing that for three days. If they couldn’t find her close to home then she’s wandered farther afield, either by her own will or not.’

‘If not?’

‘Then perhaps none can find her.’ I shake my head. ‘There may well be no sign of her out here.’

‘What about that trap you were in? That you told Fenna about?’

I look sideways at her. ‘Someone’s got big ears.’

She reddens but doesn’t break eye contact. ‘My mother always says the only way to learn anything useful is to listen.’

‘Wise woman, your mother. Just remember that eavesdroppers hear no good of themselves either.’

She snorts.

I go on: ‘Since you were listening, you’ll recall that trap might not be newly laid. Could be old, old, old. Something from a decade ago, a century, more. People leave behind layers of their existence, which are easier to see in cities, but in forests? More easily concealed here because of regrowth, because there are fewer folk around, and things can lie undiscovered for a very long time indeed. If Ari fell into such a trap – just as if she drowned in a lake or fell off a cliff or into an abyss, or broke an ankle, a leg, too far for anyone to hear her cries? We’ll likely never know.’

‘And if you scry? Will you know?’ She sounds eager and I wonder how much she’s been taught, about her own power, that of others.

‘Perhaps.’ We come to an intersection with our path. ‘For now, there are lessons to learn. See the trunk of that tree at your left? Yes? See the leaves? Look at them carefully so you recognise them. Feel the right side of the trunk, about head height – mine, not yours – what’s there, beneath your fingertips?’

‘A carving – an arrow!’ She laughs, pleased with herself.

‘Lesson number one: whenever you come to a crossroad like this? In my part of the woods? There’ll be an arrow as a guide. If you can’t find one then you’ve strayed – retrace your steps. Eventually you’ll be able to make your way without them, but for the moment they’ll help keep you on the path.’ I nod. ‘Come along. More to do.’
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‘You need to make sure they’re not too green, but not too brown either,’ I explain, but the girl’s not listening, not really. There’s a pond in the middle of the grove, tremendously still, and she’s staring into it. I’m about to snarl, instead I take a moment to watch her when she’s unaware.

Curls lifted by a spring breeze that’s still got the echo of last winter behind it, eyes bright, hands at her face, touching the skin briefly – then she shakes as if waking. And I’m suddenly certain it’s not vanity, this gazing at her own reflection. It’s wonderment that she’s still alive. Her hide’s intact. She’s not been hanged or burned, drowned or pierced so many times her outside cannot keep her innards where they need to be. Perhaps she’s thinking of how the all-too-insistent suitor turned so quickly crisp.

I clear my throat, am glad I didn’t simply snap at her. We’ve gotten on well today thus far. There’s nothing worse than living with someone whose breath you want to stop, and if I can’t bear her, nor she me, she’ll have to find another fostering, another teacher, and frankly most of my kind look askance at one who’s been passed on, especially when so much depends on it. I remind myself to be patient.

‘Rhea?’ Yet I can’t resist a little sting, no matter how gentle my tone. ‘Kindly do me the courtesy of paying some attention.’

She startles guiltily. ‘I’m sorry, Mehrab. I was just…’

Rhea chooses not to explain, perhaps thinking there’s nothing she can say that won’t sound bad; instead she clasps her hands in front of the fine fabric of her skirts, setting her chin at the slightest of angles, and doing her best to make me believe she’ll follow my lesson. I stare for a few moments longer, knowing the weight of my gaze is burdensome, bright green and penetrating, then shift sidewards so she can more clearly see what I’m doing.

‘You need to make sure they’re not too green, but not too brown either,’ I repeat, and she nods. ‘Too green means weak and whippy; too brown means inflexible, already on the way to half-dead.’ She nods again. ‘The choosing takes time, or it should, if you wish to avoid an unpleasant season. Indeed, a series of them if you keep choosing poorly.’

Pointing to the sapling which is on the edge of my favoured grove – they’re well watered and get just enough light through the canopy – I continue: ‘This one? Right here? Too thin. To the untrained eye, it looks elegant, slender, but trust me, it’s naught but frail.’

Rhea leans closer, fixes her gaze to where my fingers direct. I do my best not to notice how many age spots litter the backs of my hands; hers are so white, plump. I hate her just a little, though I try not to, truly I do. I swallow it down, bile-bitter. ‘See this bend, this angle? Note how the crook is a little too deep; too easy for fractures to begin there. Once they start, there’s nothing you can do about it. Things will grow out of true, and it’ll always be feeble.’

I step away from the reject, move further in, slipping between the bigger trees with their rough bark, spreading branches well above my head. Too old, these, too well established, too much themselves, unlikely to be bent to another’s will or be reshaped, at least not without consequences. But I’ve taken most of my previous harvest from this copse (not the other, not any longer), and the feel of them is right. They’ve served me well more times than they’ve failed. Just need to find the correct one for this season.

Behind me I hear Rhea stumble and swear. Her dress will be catching on outstretched branches, the smooth soles of her city shoes not finding grip on uneven ground; rocks and pebbles and roots are hazards for her. I’m sure she can dance a carola like a princess, catch the eyes of lords and earls and god-hounds with such leanings (at least until they realise what she is), but she cannot walk a steady line in the woods. This amuses me far too much and I don’t like my own meanness, it feels like acid and I’ve never been partial to things that burn, inside or out.

Pausing, I wait for her to catch up. A fresh breeze wings through the boughs, rustles leaves, makes the trees loom almost as if, well, alive, but more human-alive, I suppose. I feel like our presence has been noted (yet not in a malign fashion). ‘You need to watch where you’re going, Rhea. At least at first. It’s not like city streets, friendly to your feet.’

‘Lodellan cobblestones aren’t in the least bit friendly,’ she snaps.

‘Never been there myself,’ I answer lightly. It’s true, I was born elsewhere, far across the sea, in another great city, had a life there until it became too dangerous for a variety of reasons. I remind myself that criticism isn’t helpful, that I’ve lost the habit of being around others, of softening myself for them. ‘Watch first, feel with your soles; eventually you’ll learn how to balance. It’ll come as naturally as breathing.’

‘Thank you, Mehrab.’ Her tone’s a little forced; the effort of being gracious is telling. For both of us, I suppose. I wonder once more how long she’ll last here.

We step into a patch of light and savour it; the warmth is wonderful after the cool shade. Both of us raise our faces like flowers. The moment passes when a cloud covers the sun. I shiver and
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