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To my father, Peter, who’s proud of me even though he’s not really sure what I do. 

That makes two of us, Da.
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IT’S A DELIGHT TO BE ABLE TO WELCOME ANGELA SLATTER to the Absinthe Books stable for its second year. I’ve long been a fan of her writing and have been lucky enough to commission short stories from her for three anthologies so far: Phantoms, Wonderland and Cursed, from Titan Books, all of which were very well received.

Angela is also the author of several novels (Vigil, Restoration, All the Murmuring Bones, among others) and her work has won or been shortlisted for World Fantasy Awards, British Fantasy Awards, Aurealis Awards, Ditmar Awards, Australian Shadow Awards, Locus Awards and the Dublin Literary Award. 

All of the above made her an obvious choice for Absinthe Books, as far as I was concerned, and I was delighted when she agreed to write a piece for us. As you’ll see from Angela’s Author’s Note, The Bone Lantern sits firmly in what she refers to as the Sourdough world, following the character of Selke and set just after the events of The Tallow-Wife. Angela weaves three stories within a story, taking you deep into the Sourdough world, and what a world it is—witches, ghouls, magic and murder, all expertly interwoven.

—Marie O’Regan

Derbyshire, June 2021
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IT’S LATE, DRAWING PAST MIDNIGHT when she hears the pad-pad-pad of feet—no, paws. She’s travelled long, only made camp an hour or so earlier. Now Selke thinks she should have kept on a while longer. The horse, unhitched from the wagon, but hobbled and not too far from her, whinnies nervously.

She knows him for what he is as soon as she sees him though she’s unsure why.

Drawn to her fire, no doubt, by the smell of the meat that’s in the between-stage: still raw, not quite cooked, but warming, warming, warming, blood running again, fat dripping, all from the action of the flames.

He’s leaner than a hunting hound, skin greyer than a corpsewight—and he’s alive, not like those revenants that haunt graveyards and lonely places—hair a cinder-storm of knots and dirt. Naked but for a scrap of filthy fabric around his hips. Eyes amber, and there’s the promise of death in them.

He’s hesitant, though, as if he hasn’t quite decided which shape to take. As if there’s something more pressing than his desire for food. His sort, when they wander, don’t do so in the daylight, they find dark places to hole up and await the safety of night.

She wonders how long he’s been awake, looks without looking at the striations in his muscles. The longer they sleep, the harder the body gets, until sometimes they don’t wake at all. She’s never seen one before, not in all her born days, of which there have been so very many (centuries, in fact), though she recognises him from the descriptions she’s read. For all her learning, stolen and inherent, she doesn’t know how they come to be—never found that secret in any book. Just the knowledge of what they are. All of which doesn’t mean no one knows the secret, or no one’s written it down, just that she’s not yet found the right tome.

He’s swaying now, just a little, as if trying to decide one way or another: man or wolf, man or wolf. She carries a knife—of course she does—but it’s not in her pocket as it usually is. No, oh no, it’s over there on the step of the little painted caravan she took from the Singing Vine Vineyard all those months ago (its owners apparently deceased in some scuffle on the road, and the mistress of the vineyard happy enough for her to have possession of the small home). A risk, she thinks; jumping for the weapon would be foolhardy and she always calculates her odds. So, a different tack.

“Good evening,’ she says equably. ‘You’ve travelled far, I think.”

He looks at her, head tilted like he’s trying to decode her meaning—translate the words. His mouth opens—my, what big teeth you have! Startlingly white for his overall air of grubbiness—and a growl issues forth. He clears his throat, tries again. “Yes.”

The voice is rough, disused, near-forgotten. 

“You’re welcome to share my fire, my meal,” she offers as if she hadn’t seen what he is, what he might do. Says it as if this is a normal encounter, two friends well-met on the road, companions to pass the dark hours. It’s spring—when it hasn’t seemed to be spring for so very long, such years—and perhaps that’s what’s woken him, brought him forth. Perhaps he was on the cusp of sleeping forever, grown entirely petrified. Stone wolf, she thinks, and wishes she could examine him more closely, with tweezers and scalpel, pin his skin back, open him up—that sort, so rare! Some commentators have compared them with trolls yet established no relation. But that’s unlikely to happen.

She gestures to what used to be a very fat hare, roasting on a spit. The man nods, and she casually moves to catch up the knife. There, she has it now, feels better; slices chunks off, drops them onto the tin plate she was going to use herself. She’s careful as she offers it to him, but he’s polite, takes it with elegant yet grimy hands, thanks her nicely. He sits, cross-legged on the grass. She doesn’t take any food herself—greasy fingers will put her at a disadvantage—instead she perches on the steps of the caravan. It gives her some distance from him, possibly enough time to get up and into the cabin, lock herself in. Possibly. But she doesn’t know how long it would be before he tore through the flimsy wood of the doors, then her own flimsy flesh—or maybe he’ll go for the poor horse first. She cannot die, at least by normal means, but she’s never been eaten entirely by a wolf and shat out— she’s lost a few digits here and there, always remade by her magic clay—however, this might be the end of her? Or perhaps she’d reconstitute somewhere unpleasant. Despite what she’s seeking, she’d still prefer to choose the means. Who’s to know? And she’s curious about his nature—not so much about passing through the innards of a stone wolf—always has been too curious by half, though it’s led her to good and ill. 

“My name is Selke,” she says. “Will you tell me about yourself? Have you wandered far from home?”

He looks up from pushing food into his mouth, manners thrown aside by hunger. “Some distance, yes.”

Ah. Silence for a while then. 

“What are you doing here?” he asks at last. The meat is gone from his plate. How long will that keep him sated? “Where have you come from? Where are you going?”

She smiles. “Seeking, as ever.”

“What?”

“Things to ease my passage, pay my way, to open doors.” See, I can be mysterious too.

“Treasure?” A greedy sharp gleam in his eyes, and she wonders how long it’s been since he hungered for anything other than flesh or sleep. She wonders what he’d do with treasure, or is this avarice a leftover from when he was all human?

“Sometimes. Some are rare things, some are simply tales to point the way.”

“Tales? You collect them?”

“I find them, if they are of use.” She notes he doesn’t ask What way?

“Where do you find them?” He tilts his head, eyes narrowing.

“Sometimes from the tellers, when they remain. Sometimes from books, when I can find them. Sometimes from families and friends, those who’ve inherited stories, retold them.” Sometimes I’ve lived them.

“Don’t they change them? Those inheritors?”

She shrugs. “Mostly yes. But the core stays the same, and on occasion the embellishments make the stories more themselves, more what they’re meant to be.” 

“It’s been a long time since I heard any sort of tale.”

“I can tell you one, if you like?” Buy yourself time, Selke. How starved is he for company? She rises, cuts him more meat from the hare, hands it over. Sate one sort of hunger for a while.

He takes the food, nods; a slight smile, childlike at the thought of a bedtime story.

“So,” she says, and sits once more, hands clasped neatly in her lap, white hair that was once so red now bright in the light of the fire. “In a place, neither near nor far, and a time, neither now nor then...”
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A LONG TIME AGO, when Lodellan still drowned its witches—before the city fathers found fire to be more efficient, less likely to taint their water supply, and far less likely to allow a cunning woman to slip her chains and swim away—Gwynn watched her mother die.

Rose was one of seven to be fed to the nameless river that day (including the Prince’s newest wife and not the first of his to be drowned, but not the last). Edryd, Gwynn’s father, had reported his own wife to the authorities. All the accused were the consorts of prominent men, women who’d found themselves at the wrong end of the Church’s beliefs and their husbands’ spite. They’d committed—or been accused of—the various sins of practices blasphemous and unnatural, but even at sixteen Gwynn knew their greatest offences were to be infertile or disobedient, or simply no longer being new. 

Gwynn watched as her mother was walked to the edge of the dock, wrapped in chains to which a large stone block was attached. Such things were quarried in a nearby town, transported to Lodellan especially for these moments, and when enough time had passed they were retrieved for use in the building of the great cathedral. The witch-bones were scavenged under cover of darkness by those with uses for such things. Gwynn held Rose’s terrified gaze as the official executioner gave her mother a single, contemptuous shove and she tipped like a
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