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The King of Rats

To the birds that soar high overhead, the kingdom of Tallith must seem as though it’s made entirely of gold. Around the coastline the sea glitters, lapping against the pale golden sand like a tongue. Beyond the beaches, beyond scrubland and lush forests, are bright fields of corn and maize, bobbing and swaying in the wind. A blonde woman stands in one of the fields, dressed in cloth the colour of sunflowers. A fat, naked baby sits in her arms, a golden ear of corn gripped in its hand. The villages are built with yellow stone, thatched with amber-coloured hay. Even the paths that wind between the cottages are gold. There is gold as far as the eye can see, all the way up to the castle, where guards armoured in gold plate keep watch over the seven gleaming onion-domed towers that stand like courtiers around the main keep of Tallith Castle.

Inside the castle, every room is filled with the flattering light that only gold can give: reflected warmth and hope and splendour, from the stone, from the furnishings, from the thousand gilt and glinting details in the paintings that adorn the walls. Even the olive skin of the staff seems gilded as they rush to and fro carrying platters filled with sticky honey-drenched figs, almonds nestling in flaking pastry, and jugs of wine made with grapes plucked from the vine just as they turned golden.

Along the wide passageways, polished candelabras gleam as bright as the flames from the candles they hold. In the throne room, the king sits on a tall golden throne, carved with snarling chimeras, their eyes studded with amber that catches the sunlight. On the king’s left stands his daughter, Aurelia, and to his right, his son and heir, the elder of the royal twins by sixteen minutes, Aurek.

They are all the more striking because they are not gold.

The royal twins look as though they have been carved from moonlight: pale skin that no amount of sunlight can colour; tall, slender bodies; ankles and wrists bird-fine and delicate; necks long and graceful. They seem to move a fraction slower than everyone around them, only adding to their ethereal grace. They wear their silver hair long and loose, flowing down their backs; from behind it is difficult to tell them apart. Only their eyes are the colour of honey. Truly they are the heirs of Tallith.

Aurek, of course, will be the one to inherit the crown should the king die, and Aurelia will be heir if anything happens to Aurek – though the people of Tallith know that as long as Aurelia is around, nothing terrible will happen to her brother. Had she been born first, Aurelia would have been queen, for primogeniture is law in Tallith. Had she been a different sort of child she might have been married off to a noble from another land, to fill the coffers, or to add military support. But with Aurek and Aurelia being what they are, there’s no need to send anyone anywhere to keep Tallith secure.

The twins were born with the gift.

No one realized, at first, what it meant when they entered the world with their cauls still covering their faces, slipping from their mother with ease, to the gasps of the assembled surgeons and apothecaries. Aurek came first, screaming lustily the moment the veil was torn from his face, small fists beating the air; then Aurelia, silent and watchful, weighing up the world outside the safety of the womb. The discovery of their gifts did not come till later: a chance drop of blood on an iron marble; the gasps of the nannies when it turned to gold, followed by experiments where the royal twins were pricked, over and over, their blood collected until finally it became clear these children were not just royals, but gods.

Prince Aurek sits in the window seat in the south-facing solar at the top of the Tower of Love. It is the tower he’s claimed as his own, because it affords him easy access to the kitchens and the stables, and also an excellent view over the part of the courtyard where the maids bathe themselves in small tin baths. His handsome face is sullen, his lips downturned and pouting. He pulls at a loose thread on his cuff, gold of course, winding it around his index finger until it becomes purple and throbbing, fat like a sated leech.

“I’m bored,” he says to the room.

The room does not reply.

Prince Aurek is unaccustomed to being alone. As prince and heir there is a battalion of servants and tutors and sycophants eager for his attention. There’s usually a girl or two hovering nearby, her fingers waiting to glide snake-like over his skin, her chin tilted upwards so he can claim her lips if he chooses to.

He always chooses to.

Despite having seen only twenty-one summers, Prince Aurek has the appetites of a king and already has eight bastards in the royal nursery. His father is pleased, though he pretends not to be, rolling his eyes with barely disguised pride each time Aurek tells him of another child. The women are cossetted and pampered until the baby comes, then given a fat purse and sent as far from Tallith as possible. That’s what you do with brood mares, the king tells his son. You put them out to pasture when they’ve done their duty; it’s kinder. Aurek has wondered on occasion if the women really are sent away, or whether they are disposed of in a less sunny fashion – but he finds he can’t quite bring himself to care. For him, the thrill is in the chase and the immediate capture. Like a greedy spider, he doesn’t know what to do with his prizes once won, so he wraps them in silks and ignores them in favour of fresher meats until they disappear.

The children, though, may be of some use. The king and Aurek planned to test their blood from birth, but Aurelia had an uncharacteristic storm at the idea of bleeding infants. Her distress and her threats were so great that the king capitulated and promised to wait until the children were five summers old. If they have the same gifts as their father, they’ll be able to use their blood to bring life to clay. They will be natural-born generals of an army of golems that feel no pain, need no food or rest. And they’ll be able to turn base metal to gold. If they can do this – if even half of them have inherited their father’s abilities – the future of Tallith is assured. And, with Aurelia’s gift, it is eternal.

The king would like to see Aurelia married, so she too can have children. He could use more of what her blood can do. But he has to find her a husband who will stay in Tallith, and not try and take her away. That complicates matters.

Prince Aurek sighs, peering out of the window. One of the serving maids, Selene or Celeste, he forgets her name – or never knew it – has been told to meet him here after the midday meal. He slipped the note into the bodice of her tunic the previous night. A new addition to the staff, he’d watched her during the meal, sucking duck grease from his fingers slowly, one by one, making her blush. He’d liked the way the rose-coloured stain had started beneath her neckline and travelled up along her throat before coating her cheeks. So he wrote the note on one of the scraps of paper he always carried with him, and pushed it down between her breasts as he passed her. Very few of the female servants have not received one of Prince Aurek’s notes. And none has ever refused his company before.

The courtyard below is quiet, no swish of skirts hurrying to the tower to meet him, and he frowns, swinging his long legs down from the cushions that line the window seat, heedless of the dirt his boots have left on them.

He walks moodily out of the room, his fingers dragging against the stone walls as he makes his way to the rope bridge that is his route back into the keep. All of the towers are linked to the keep, and each other, by a series of suspended bridges that only the royals and courtiers may walk upon. Servants, staff and commoners must walk below. Aurek spends hours strolling between the towers, allowing the citizens of Tallith to look up at him as he passes. But today when he glances down he fancies he sees scorn and amusement in their eyes, the suggestion that they know he, the crown prince of Tallith, was spurned by a serving wench.

He’ll have the girl whipped, he thinks. It will go some way to soothing his ego to see her stripped to her petticoats and then lashed. He’ll make sure he stands in front of her, will have someone hold her head up so she can see him as she’s beaten.

He crosses the bridge, feeling cheered, when he stops dead.

Ahead of him, paused in the act of nibbling the ropes and staring at him as though he were an oddity, is a large brown rat.

Aurek takes a step forward but the rat holds its ground, its nose twitching. He takes another step but still the beast refuses to get out of his way. Aurek has never seen a real rat before and he doesn’t know whether to be curious or frightened. The rat has no such confusion. It watches the prince with black, unblinking eyes. One of its ears has been torn off, and recently – the blood is still wet. It’s only when Aurek pulls a jewelled dagger from his belt and throws it that it moves. It hisses angrily and skitters across the bridge as the knife misses, clattering to the ground below. It stops and looks back at Aurek before disappearing into an impossibly small gap in the wall.

Aurek forgets all about the maid who rejected him. He crosses the bridge into the keep and marches to the throne room where his father sits listening to petitions. He waves away the herald and strides up to the king, taking his place at his right. Aurelia already stands at her father’s left. When the petitioner, a minor lord from the cut of his tunic, bows and scrapes his way out of the throne room, Aurek bends to his father’s ear.

“I believe I just saw a rat,” he declares.

“I told you,” Aurelia says with some satisfaction. “Now will you believe me?”

Although they look almost identical on the outside, Aurek and Amelia are opposites in every other way. So when Aurek demands that they begin a hunt for the rat immediately – that they take the tower apart if need be – Aurelia rests a hand on her father’s shoulder, her face full of concern.

The king turns to his daughter. “What do you counsel?” he asks, earning her a glare from her brother.

“We wait,” she says simply. “I love rats no better than my brother, and I do not like the thought of them inside the walls of our home, but it would have happened sooner or later. The ships go to and from the port so often now that it was only a matter of time before rats came to our shores. Let us hold back from extreme action and allow nature to take its course. The stable cats will solve this problem. Should any other rats venture between our walls, they will remember the taste of this rat’s blood and hunt all the harder for its kin.”

The king gives his daughter a searching look. “Very well. We will let nature take its course.”

Although he’s tried to love them equally, Aurelia has always been the king’s favourite child. She’s so very like her mother. His loves his son deeply, but he sees too much of himself in Aurek. And whilst Aurelia can’t make gold, she can make something more valuable. A drop of her blood, added to water, creates an elixir that heals wounds and illnesses. If taken daily, it stops time itself. With the elixir, he could remain king for as long as he wishes. For as long as he needs to.

Aurek, it seems, has not realized this yet.

It appears that Aurelia is right. The following morning, the kitchen staff, wrapped tightly in their blankets on the floor of the larder, and under the long table that spans the kitchen, are awoken by the shrieks of the scullery maid. Rising to box the maid’s ears for waking her, Cook finds herself weak at the knees at the sight of the decapitated rat on the kitchen floor. She aims a quick slap at the girl and then tells her to clean it up. The scullery maid does so, sobbing all the while at the cruelty of cats. She thinks of them as friends, feeding them the scraps that no one else wants. How could they be so ungrateful as to leave a headless rat in her path?

But the stable cats must truly despise the scullery maid. As the weeks pass, she cleans away the bodies of so many rats that she’s stopped crying about it. She sighs, resigned to the task, while across Tallith, men, women and children do the same. What once was an act full of horror is now as commonplace as emptying the messpits or cleaning out the pig-pen. Aurek smirks nastily at his sister every time a new complaint is brought to the king, but the king takes his daughter’s word seriously. If Aurelia says nature will take its course, then he will allow it to.

He advises each home to purchase a cat. He has his scribes write up edicts proclaiming food is to be cleared promptly away once a meal is finished, to be stored in locked chests and boxes, not left in bags on shelves. He demands all holes are filled, gaps in walls boarded up. Pets and livestock are to be fed under watch, not left alone with their food. He will soon show the rats they are not welcome, and they will go back to where they came from.

The rats become bolder the hungrier they get. When the sacks of grain they had in such plentiful supply disappear, they use their teeth to gnaw holes in the locked chests. When these are removed and hung on ropes from the rafters, they turn their attention to the livestock, biting chickens and ducks, new-born lambs and puppies. Their attempts to survive make them increasingly ruthless, until one morning the king is woken by his son, screaming that a rat has bitten one of his bastards on the cheek.

This is the final straw. The king cares little for an attack on his pantry but greatly about an attack on his treasury, and that is what the rats have done by biting one of the children who may have blood that makes gold.

Aurek was banking on that.

The king chastises Aurelia for not warning him that rats will bite children. Aurelia is tearful and filled with remorse. Had she imagined that would happen, she says, she would have agreed with Aurek from the start.

This pleases the prince, who has never forgiven his sister for holding more than her fair share of their father’s love. Although they were close when they were young, sharing that eerie bond that occurs when children swim together in the womb, able to talk without words, to know where the other is without being told, to feel their sibling’s pain as though it was their own, after their mother died, Aurek decided his sister was competition for his father’s love – a contest he should by rights be the unchallenged winner of.

“We’ll hunt and kill them all,” Aurek growls.

The courtiers nod their heads. Aurelia stays silent and Aurek thinks it’s because she has been cowed, proven wrong, and therefore defeated. He allows himself a smile at his victory.

A month later Aurek and his band of rat-killers have destroyed sixteen rats between them, the stable cats thrice that number. In that time some three hundred rats have spawned new litters of mewling, hungry mouths, each litter between seven and fourteen rat-kittens. In another five weeks many of these have reached maturity and are breeding themselves. Six months after Aurek first saw the rat on his way out of the Tower of Peace, there are eight times as many rats in Tallith as there are citizens. Rats run openly along the poles that hold up the golden curtains in the palace. Rats dare to run under the tables in the great hall during feasts. Prosperous, bountiful Tallith is paradise: food never runs short, and predators are few and far between.

It is when the king wakes one morning and realizes the pleasant, delicate fingernails on his chest do not belong to his late wife, but to an especially large, skewbald rat that he decides enough is enough. He knocks the rat across the room and bellows for his council to convene at once.

The girl who lies in Aurek’s bed in the Tower of Love tries to cover herself when the knock comes at his door. The prince looks at her in disgust. He shouts to the messenger that he will be there anon, then he demands that she continue with her task.

Aurelia is sitting in her window in the Tower of Wisdom, watching the sea in the distance. She rises when she hears footsteps on the stairs, opening the door without waiting for the knock. She has been waiting for this summons, preparing for it. It has left an ill feeling in her stomach, a sense of dread, inevitable and consuming. It’s too late, she thinks to herself. Too late. But what is too late, she cannot say.

They have come from across the sea. It has taken them forty days and nights, the final three of which have been racked by a storm so powerful that the holy man aboard the ship blesses every sailor and passenger, and offers them sacrament, even if – especially if – they do not believe. Whether the gods take pity on the ship, or whether its crew are better or luckier sailors than others, the storm passes, the ship rights itself and, on a beautifully clear summer morning, the rat catcher and his children sight the port of Tallith.

They make for a breath-taking tableau, the rat catcher and his children. Their skin and eyes are dark silk, in contrast to velvet paleness of the Tallithi royal family. They stand tall and slim, their hair pulled away from their faces, woven tight against their skulls, emphasising their long, high cheekbones. Their eyes are framed by an impossible amount of dark lashes that brush their eyebrows when they open their eyes wide with amusement as the king offers them gold in return for their work. Their generous lips quirk when the king pledges palaces and servants to them, lips that, on the face of the rat catcher’s daughter, Aurek finds his eyes drawn to again and again.

She is, without question, the most beautiful woman he has ever seen, and desire for her makes his stomach squirm as though he’s swallowed a nest of live eels. She, for her part, keeps her gaze locked on a spot just above his head; no demure downward glance for her, no submissive dip of her chin. His gaze travels her body as his father and hers bargain the price for Tallith to avail itself of the rat catcher’s services. He notes the tone in her arms, the promise of muscle there, and the proud set of her shoulders. Here is a woman worthy of his attentions; here is one worth pursuing. He wonders how long it will take for the rat catcher to do his work; whether he’ll have time to seduce her.

For the first time in his life, as his eyes roam over the stubborn tilt of her jaw, he wonders if he’ll be able to seduce her. Whether he’ll be desirable to her.

“We have no need for your gold,” the rat catchers says, his voice deep and clear. “Nor your palaces or jewels. We’re wealthy. We want for little.”

“Then why come?” The king’s annoyance is clear. “Do you plan to help us out of the goodness of your hearts?”

“I said we want for little, not that we’re saints,” the rat catcher smiles. “There are things we lack. Like you, I have two children: a son and a daughter, strong and beautiful. I cannot let them go until I can be sure they’ve found their equal. Especially my daughter, you understand. A man cannot give his jewel to another man’s son unless he can be sure the boy is the strongest, the bravest and the best she could have. You must surely feel the same? Could you give your daughter to someone who you did not see as a brother in honour?” He lets his words echo around the great hall and the king smiles. He understands, and what’s more, he approves. Anyone can see the rat catcher, despite his title, is a man of money and power. It would not, he thinks, be so dishonourable for Aurelia to be wed to his son. And because the rat catcher’s son is not a prince, a lord, with land of his own to govern, the king can insist that the couple – and their children, with their potential gifts – remain at Tallith castle.

He glances briefly at his daughter, whose eyes are fixed on the ground, the model of a virtuous woman, before he looks back at the rat catcher.

“All I want for my daughter is that her husband is worthy of her and that she believes him to be someone she can respect, perhaps even come to love,” he says.

The rat catcher smiles. “As I said: for her to have the strongest, the bravest and the best.”

“Do you believe your son to be that?”

“I do,” the rat catcher says. “You must think the same of yours?”

The king gives a curt nod.

“Then we have an accord,” the rat catcher smiles. “I will rid your country of rats, and you shall marry your son to my daughter.”

The king’s head is tilted back, a split-second away from nodding, when the voice of the rat catcher’s daughter breaks the spell, causing him almost to slide from the throne as his bones turn to liquid with the horror of what he has almost agreed to.

“What?” says the rat catcher’s daughter.

“What?” the king echoes weakly.

Aurek says nothing, for once having the wisdom to keep his mouth shut as he waits to see how this will play out.

“You would use me as a wage?” The eyes of the rat catcher’s daughter blaze as she turns to her father. “You would sell me to that milksop?”

“Mind your tongue!” Aurek breaks his silence, angry red blotches blooming on his cheeks.

The rat catcher’s daughter turns her fiery gaze on him, cowing him and inflaming him simultaneously. “I am not coin to be used in a transaction,” she says as she looks back at her father.

“You’re damned right, you’re not.” The king finally finds his voice. “The woman my son marries will be queen one day. Aurek is the heir to the throne of Tallith. He cannot marry a commoner. However lovely,” he adds with as much tact as he can muster. “I had thought you meant to take my daughter as wife for your husband, and I will consent to that. What’s more, I will allow your son a place in this castle as a prince.” The king looks expectantly at the boy.

“I think not,” the rat catcher says. “My son is promised to another.”

“But you said you couldn’t allow your children to be wed unless it was to the best,” the king reminds him.

“And so it is. He is betrothed to a princess already. A witch princess from the northern lands.”

“If you knew what Aurelia is, you’d laugh at this witch princess,” the king tells him. “For my daughter has gifts better even than witchcraft. What my daughter can offer beats any spell.”

Aurelia, who until now has remained statue-still beside the throne, feels a blush climb her throat. She chances a glance at the rat catcher’s son but his eyes remain on the floor. Her eyes flicker to the side and she spies the rat catcher’s daughter, examining the room. When her gaze lands on Aurelia it slides straight off her almost instantly, as though she were nothing more than another piece of furniture.

“My son’s betrothed,” the rat catcher continues, “is the daughter of a great sorceress queen. She is more than a princess, even one such as your daughter.” He inclines his head respectfully towards Aurelia.

“Even so,” the king says, “your daughter cannot marry my son.”

“Why not?” The rat catcher looks at the king.

“B-because…” the king stammers.

The rat catcher raises an eyebrow as he waits.

“Because I’m the daughter of a rat catcher,” the girl says, her voice ringing across the room. “And that means I’m not worthy. He’ll marry his daughter to us because she’s not destined for the throne. But his son… No one but a princess must rule alongside him.”

The king lets out an involuntary bark of laughter. “His wife won’t rule alongside him! My wife did not rule alongside me! She will bear his children, the future rulers of Tallith.”

“And my daughter is not good enough for even that?” says the rat catcher softly. “My son would be good enough to give his seed to your second child, but my daughter not enough to receive and nurture the seed of your son? What kind of madness is that?”

“Tradition,” the king blurts. “Protocol and history. My son must marry a princess.”

“Why?” asks the rat catcher and all of the room stills.

Why? Aurek asks himself. It isn’t as if his bride will need to bring a vast dowry, or the promise of peace, or an army if needed. He can give all that to Tallith single-handedly. It is not that he wants to marry the rat catcher’s daughter – or anyone, for that matter, not yet – but it occurs to him that she would be an interesting wife, more stimulating than an obedient and timid one.

Why? Aurelia asks herself. Why can she be married off as a part of a trade and yet it’s unthinkable for Aurek to be used so? Is it because he’s heir to the throne and she isn’t? Or perhaps it’s something baser and more ludicrous. Perhaps it’s because she’s female. Yes, she thinks, for why else would both men in the room be offering their daughters and withholding their sons. She looks down at the rat catcher’s daughter again to find this time she is looking right back at her. And to Aurelia’s surprise, she sees pity and solidarity in her expression. One woman silently speaking to another. Sympathising.

The king looks at the rat catcher, who stares placidly back, his chin raised just high enough to make his question a dare. But the king of Tallith has been king for a long time, and his father and grandfather were kings before him. He carefully wipes his face clear of expression, the same way a face clears before a person falls asleep, and waits.

Finally, the rat catcher bows. “I think perhaps I cannot help you,” he says slowly. “Forgive us for wasting your time. We will make haste to the docks and return with the boat we came on.”

“You must feel free to stay here,” the king says, and Aurek’s eyes glint with hope. “You’ve travelled so far, why not stay until the next ship comes. Rest and take advantage of my country? It would be a shame to have come all this way and see nothing of Tallith. There is no trick to it; you will owe me nothing.”

This is not the whole truth. The king hopes that if the rat catcher and his family stay, the bounty of Tallith will seduce him where his words have failed, and that rat catcher will change his mind about accepting Aurelia for his son.

The rat catcher knows what the king intends; this is not the first royal he has had to bargain with and is unlikely to be the last. Matching his son with the daughter of the sorceress queen took months of skilled negotiation, days and hours of subtle word play. The rat catcher has learned from the very creatures he hunts that patience is the best weapon in any arsenal. He will have his daughter wed to prince Aurek. He can feel it, in his blood.

“You are most generous,” he smiles. “I understand that there will be another ship three months from now. Might we avail ourselves of your hospitality until then?”

“With pleasure,” the king says, snapping his fingers.

At once two servants enter the room, their eyes widening with hope at the news the rat catcher will be staying. “My guests,” the king says. “Settle them in the Tower of Courage, afford them every luxury and courtesy they demand.”

The servants bow to their king and gesture for the rat catcher and his children to follow them. All three bow to the king and his children as they sweep from the room.

“Tell me, Father,” Aurek says softly as the doors of the great hall close behind them. “Did you place them in the Tower of Courage because the infestation is worst there?”

“Naturally. He’ll be a tough nut to crack,” the king says. “But he’ll at least want the tower clear if his precious son and daughter are to sleep there. We’ll have that done for free, if naught else.”

“You believe he will not give in?” Aurek asks cautiously.

The king rises and looks at his son. “What do you think?” he says, with amused irritation, and leaves the room. Aurek follows.

Aurelia remains behind, standing in the statue-still way that is such a part of her, her gaze distant. The servants clear the room around her, used to her oddities, and it is not until the shadows are long across the floor that she stirs and takes her leave, her expression thoughtful.

Later that night, many hours after the moon has risen, Aurek is back in his seat in the Tower of Love, trying to think of ways to get the rat catcher’s daughter out of the Tower of Courage and into his bed – or himself into hers. The idea of not having her is impossible. To find out if her skin tastes as delicious as it looks, it might even be worth marrying her. He shifts uncomfortably in his seat and pours himself another glass of wine, before throwing the empty carafe at a rat that is trying to edge into the room.

Aurelia is sitting in the window seat of her room in the Tower of Wisdom, and she too is thinking of the rat catcher’s daughter. She wants to know what kind of land it is that makes girls who stand up for themselves in such a fashion, who blaze and rebel and speak from the heart. She wants to know how the words of the rat catcher’s daughter would taste on her tongue. She feels the tendrils of want twine around her innards, and they whisper of freedom. Of choices. When she doesn’t immediately push them away, they wind a little tighter.

The king is lying under the gold metal cage that is fitted over his bed to stop the rats clambering over him as he sleeps. He doesn’t like the cage; it makes him think of what it must be like to lie inside a coffin, which in turn reminds him of his age. He must ask Aurelia to make him more elixir. It keeps him handsome, and virile, manly and mature, a man to the boy his son is. Perhaps it’s time he took a new wife… As he drifts off to sleep, trying to ignore the scraping of tiny claws on the metal that protects him, he wonders whether the rat catcher would give his daughter to him to wed. She would be queen, the most any girl could aspire to, and leave Aurek free to marry someone more fitting. He thinks of the girl, of her flashing eyes and her temper, and smiles to himself.

The following morning the king pulls out all of the stops to impress the rat catcher and his children. Breakfast is a lavish, luxurious affair: bowls of honey oozing from fresh honeycomb to slather on to hunks of soft bread that belch steam when they’re torn apart. Tiny cakes flavoured with roses and violets, sprinkled with sugar and candied petals. Fresh fish, caught that morning and roasted with garlic and onions and oil. Fat tomatoes bursting their juices. Brown eggs with yolks as golden as the crown that sits on the king’s head as he smiles at his guests, urging them to eat.

The rat catcher leans forward to serve himself when a rat drops on to the table from the chandelier above. It makes off with the very piece of bread the rat catcher had been reaching for, and he smiles as the king turns crimson. “They’re bold, your rats,” he says, picking up another piece of bread and wiping it around the honey dish.

“That’s why we called for you,” the king says too sharply before he remembers himself. “Have you thought any more on my offer?”

“Have you on mine?”

The king is about to mention himself as a prize for the rat catcher’s daughter, but something in the way his own children are looking at him stops him. “I feel as I ever did,” he says finally.

“As do I,” the rat catcher agrees. “So if your majesty wishes us to leave…”

The king shakes his head gruffly. “You are my guests for the next three months,” he says as he pushes his chair from the table.

The rat catcher and his children spend that first day exploring Tallith. They refuse an escort and seem immune to the stares and mutterings of the people. They assume it’s because of their dark skin and ignore the eyes that follow them. The father draws his daughter to his side, preparing to defend her. Then a small girl darts away from her mother, racing across the dusty courtyard in a faded pinafore dress and tugging shyly on the skirt of the rat catcher’s daughter.

“Thank you,” she says quietly, so quietly the rat catcher’s daughter has to lean down and ask her to speak again.

“For what?”

“Coming to save us.”

The girl runs away again and folds herself in her mother’s skirts. When the eyes of the rat catcher and his children turn to the small crowd gathered around the girl and her mother, they all bow their heads. The rat catcher and his family turn to leave, but the citizens of Tallith will not let them, instead pressing gifts upon them: sweet, perfumed oranges, candied plums, and bread studded with nuts and fruit. Children offer up their favourite toys, women blow kisses and look at the rat catcher from under thick lashes. As the rat catcher and his family hurry back to the castle, refusing all offerings, the crowd begin to applaud and cheer, the joyous sound ringing out long after the gates are closed behind them. They lock themselves away that night, all three of them staying in their own quarters, wondering what they have unknowingly agreed to by staying in the castle, and what the cost of it might be.

It soon becomes apparent that infestation of Tallith is much worse than they could have imagined. The rat catcher has seen only two infestations to rival this one, both of them when he was a boy in training, and he is shaken by the hold that rats have here, in such a relatively short amount of time. As the king predicted, the Tower of Courage is cleared of rats overnight, and the number inside the castle walls diminishes daily, but the rest of the country languishes under the plague. A whole village near the mountains sickens when rats urinate into the well at the centre of the square. Many die, including children and the elderly. The food stores are tainted, and for the first time in written history, there will be shortages of grain over winter. The constant gnawing weakens buildings, causes collapses and accidents. The rats are winning.

After that sole excursion out of the castle, the rat catcher and his children remain within its confines, spending their time in the gardens and olive groves, whispering amongst themselves. Separately, Aurek and Aurelia haunt their steps, both of them watching the rat catcher’s daughter. Their presence seems to annoy the rat catcher’s family, particularly his son, who scowls when he sees them.

Each morning at breakfast the king asks again if the rat catcher has changed his mind, and by way of reply, the rat catcher asks the king if he has changed his. The atmosphere as they dine grows chillier by the day, the array of the food less extravagant: the bread coarser, the fish less fresh and fried too long in grease. After the first month the king stops attending at all, too busy placating his frantic subjects. He has forgotten his plans to offer his own suit to the rat catcher, instead asking only about his son. The message arrives with the rat catcher each morning on a scroll. The rat catcher’s answer remains the same.

It is the final month of the rat catcher’s sojourn in Tallith. He and his family have spent the last two weeks hidden in the Tower of Courage, and plan to remain there until they have word that their ship is ready to depart. In the time they have been here, the death toll has risen to the hundreds. They can no longer use the castle grounds: the mere sight of them crossing the bridges between the towers is enough to send the citizens into a violent frenzy, baying for their blood.

The Tallithi are furious with them now, their hatred a fug that settles over the castle. How dare they come? How dare they eat Tallithi food, drink Tallithi wine, while the people die of disease and sepsis, all born from the rats. Mutterings begin that the rat catcher sent the rats; after all, it’s known his son refused beautiful Aurelia’s hand. It is whispered that his betrothed, some sort of sorceress, with blood-gifts of her own, cursed the country with the rats and sent her lover’s family to pretend to aid them, only to wait for the country to fall so they could steal it.

The rat catcher’s daughter hates to be cooped up, and longs to leave this wretched, golden place. While her brother writes to his fiancée, receiving regular letters by return, and her father reads, keeping to his rooms, she works hard to amuse herself. She spends her time exploring the tower, climbing into the eaves and disturbing the birds there, going through every room, mentally cataloguing the things she comes across.

She finds, to her surprise, that as well as the bridges between the towers, that there are tunnels too. A half-forgotten door in the bowels of the Tower of Courage is easily shattered by a few kicks. The air beyond smells musty and stale, but also exciting. New. She descends into the labyrinth beneath, walking slowly, her footsteps echoing. She opens every door she comes across, marvelling at old wine cellars, storage rooms, even a small crypt where the coffins turn to dust under her fingers. Every day for two weeks she descends and explores the underside of Tallith Castle, climbing every staircase she finds, trying to force the doors at the top of them.

When the last of them gives way, she is not the only one surprised by what she finds.

Aurek, who has always been restless, is almost frantic these days. With the rat catcher’s daughter never leaving the tower, and too many maids either scarred by illness, sickening, or fled, he is constantly bored. His father is chained to his desk, seeing advisor after advisor, and growing thinner and greyer by the day. Aurelia keeps to her own tower, rarely even attending meals. His attempts to gain access to the Tower of Courage have been rebuffed with increasing rudeness. With nothing to occupy him, Aurek has, unthinkingly, spent the last two weeks working.

He has commandeered the ground-level rooms in the Tower of Hope, and barricaded the windows, lighting the room with candles and torches. He refuses all offers of aid from the servants. He locks the door behind him when he enters and then works from dawn until long after nightfall.

It is not gold he makes, deep in the belly of the tower, but golems: small homunculi barely five inches high that he animates with his blood. He makes and destroys a dozen a day, trying to find the commands that will instruct them to slay the rats. They attack him, or each other, or else do nothing, and he smashes simulacrum after simulacrum, crushing some underfoot, throwing others into the walls. But he does not give up. When he masters control of them – and he will – he plans to make an army and send them into the rats’ own nests to kill them, young and all.

On the table, a rat sits in a cage, one ear torn off, watching him with malevolent eyes. He found it in his rooms one day, picking through the remains of a chicken carcass a careless servant had not cleaned away. He recognized it instantly – recognized that tattered ear, that insolent gaze. When it ignored him in favour of its meal, Aurek removed his cloak and threw it over the creature, chicken and all. He fought to subdue it, received bites he later had to ask his sister for elixir to treat, but he captured it. He locked it in an old hummingbird cage and peered at it through the bars. When it hissed at him, yellow teeth bared, he hissed right back. As soon as he finds the right commands to give his golems, he will have this rat killed first. Then he’ll have it skinned and make a coin purse from its pelt.

He will save Tallith with his golems, he decides. Forget the rat catcher, and forget his daughter. He will be their saviour. He will be their hero.

It is immersed in this work that the rat catcher’s daughter finds him when she bursts through the old door at the far end of the room.

Aurek starts when she enters, lashing out and knocking the homunculus he was working with to the floor, cursing when it shatters. “I almost had that one,” he says.

The rat catcher’s daughter stares at him. Gone is the sleek, pampered prince, almost doll-like in his delicacy. Before her stands a man, his white hair tied back from his face, his shirt sleeves rolled up to reveal muscular arms. He is covered in dust, dried clay and ink, a smear of it on his left cheek. This new Aurek arouses her curiosity, a feeling that grows when he looks away from her – after all those days of watching her, he looks away – and returns to his work.

“What are you doing?” she asks.

“Your job.”

He begins to fashion another golem from a pile of clay, his deft fingers pinching out arms and legs, and she steps closer, closer, watching him. He spares her a quick, irritated glance and then continues. She moves closer still, until she stands by his side, staring as he manipulates the clay.

“I’d forgotten about the tunnels,” he murmurs. “We used to play in them when we were little. How long have you been using them?”

“Two weeks.”

“And have you found anything that interests you?”

She does not reply.

Aurek is aware of her closeness, can smell the sweet almond scent of her skin, and is not immune. But he’s both annoyed with her for not wanting him and anxious to peacock his talents for her, so he keeps working until the clay takes on the crude form of a man. He ignores her gasp when he pulls his knife over his palm and drips blood on to it, taking a sip of elixir as the blood sinks into the clay and the golem begins to move.

“Magic…” the rat catcher’s daughter breathes as the cut on his hand seals itself. But she’s not looking at Aurek. Instead she watches the golem.

“Alchemy,” he replies.

At that she looks up at him, and find herself pinioned by his golden eyes, not wholly sure why they repulsed her before. “So this is the real reason your father thinks you too good for me?” she asks.

Aurek shrugs and they both look back at the golem. Aurek picks up his writing stick and dips it in the ink, scrawling a miniature command on a tiny fragment of parchment. He presses it into the chest of the golem and the rat catcher’s daughter holds her breath as it’s absorbed.

“The trick is finding the right words,” Aurek murmurs as the golem rises unsteadily to its feet. “I have to keep the instructions simple and clear.”

“What did that one say?”

“Rise,” he says. “I have to train them slowly. Tell then to wake, then rise. Then walk. One step at a time. Eventually, I’ll find the command to make them hunt and kill the rats, seeing as your father won’t.”

He is impressed when she doesn’t flinch, or blush, or apologize, waiting instead for him to continue.

“The longer I have them, the more they can do – but the harder they become to control. They can learn too much.” He smiles ruefully and shows her the underside of his left wrist. “You can’t see it now, but two days ago one took my own knife to me. I wasn’t specific enough with my order to kill.” He shrugs. “But I learnt.”

“Why can’t I see it?”

“See what?”

“This supposed wound.”

Aurek looks at her and snorts. “I’m not the only one whose blood gives gifts.”

“Your sister?” the rat catcher’s daughter guesses. She grabs for his palm and pulls it to her, studying it, her dark brows rising when she sees it unmarred. “Alchemy,” she says softly.

Aurek says nothing, looking back at his golem. It stands on the table, doing nothing.

“Can you make it dance?” the rat catcher’s daughter says suddenly.

Aurek looks at her, then at the golem. “I’d have to teach it to walk first,” he frowns.

The rat catcher’s daughter looks at him, then smiles. Aurek smiles back.

That afternoon, they teach the golem to walk, then dance. They teach it to hop, and jump, and almost to cartwheel. The rat catcher’s daughter laughs and Aurek laughs with her, saddened only momentarily when it collapses mid-turn and smashes apart. The golem ruined, they pause and the air is heavy with something both sweet and sour.

“Can I come back tomorrow?” the rat catcher’s daughter asks finally.

“Yes, please,” Aurek replies.

He watches her run from the room, closing the old door behind her. Interesting, he thinks.

She returns the following day and watches him work. Then again, and again. Each day they stand a little closer together, their eyes lingering on each other’s a little longer. She brushes dust from his shoulders. He gently touches her hips and moves her aside when she’s in his way. By the end of the week he is standing behind her, chest pressed to her back, his hands around hers as he helps her to fashion a golem of her own, though it still takes his blood to bring it to life. It sits up when Aurek commands it to wake.

“What now?” he asks the rat catcher’s daughter. “What is your command?”

She frowns, then takes the writing stick and paper from him. She writes quickly, and then thrusts the paper towards him.

Kiss me, it says.

He pulls her into his arms and thinks, Finally. He does not need any further commands from her.

It is sunset when they finally separate, both damp with sweat and covered in dust. Above them, the golem sits waiting on the table, and Aurek feels oddly exposed when he stands, legs still shaking slightly as he pulls his breeches back on. The rat catcher’s daughter lies, looking up at him through half-closed eyes, a lazy smile on her face. He gazes down at her, noting how lovely her form is. He’s pleased with himself, very pleased. And she was just as sweet as he’d hoped she would be.

Aurek has never had a favourite flavour before.

“We should go,” he says. “We’ll be missed.”

A frown crosses the face of the rat catcher’s daughter as she looks at him, meeting his steady gaze, receiving his utilitarian words. “It’s to be like that, is it?” she asks coldly. “You’ve had your fun and now I am to inconvenience you no longer?” She is unashamed of her nudity, her hands on her hips, and Aurek feels his interest stir again. He reaches for her and she steps back, a warning in her eyes.

“No, sweetling. I simply mean we have to be careful,” he cajoles. “We have to play this right if we want to win. You heard what my father said.” She watches him, her expression unchanged. “Look,” he continues. “If you want this to end here and now, so be it. But if you want what I want then we have to be cunning.”

“And what is it that you want?”

“You,” Aurek says simply.

The rat catcher’s daughter pulls her dress on slowly, looking at him, assessing. “So I will see you again? Tomorrow?” she asks.

Aurek pulls her into his arms. “Come early,” he says, before pressing his mouth to hers.

They don’t even pretend to be interested in the golems the next day. Or the next. Or the next. Instead he takes her in his arms, and pulls her to the floor with him. He’s forgotten his idea of being the hero of Tallith; what she’s offering him is much more to his taste. When she tries to talk to him about their future, he kisses her words away, until the only thing she can say is his name, over and over, as her fists clench in his hair.

“Where do you go, daughter?” the rat catcher asks one morning over breakfast. “All day. Where do you go? I have called for you many times and you have not come.”

She has tried to speak to Aurek about what would happen if they are discovered before they are ready, but he prefers to occupy his mouth in other ways. He claims he is addicted to her, he can’t keep his hands from her. As she recalls his touch, a dozen lies form in her mind but not one manages to slide from her tongue. “I spend my time with the prince,” she says finally.

Her brother looks up from his food, frowning.

“With the milksop?” her father says. “Where?”

“I visit him.”

“I did not know you were leaving the tower.”

“You did not forbid me to.”

It is the rat catcher’s turn to frown. “I thought you despised him.”

“I did not know him before.”

“And you know him now?” The question is loaded.

The rat catcher’s daughter pauses, her hand moving to her stomach. Though less than a week has passed, she knows. Something within her is altering. Growing.

The motion is not lost on the rat catcher, nor his son. The rat catcher slams his hand on the table. “I forbid you to see him again. We leave in two weeks. You will stay in your room until then and I will deal with you when we are home.”

“I will not.”

“Do not disobey me, child,” the rat catcher shouts. “I’ve heard rumours of a nursery full of his children. And where are their mothers? Is this what you want?”

The rat catcher’s daughter flees from the table and barricades herself in her room. The rat catcher pulls a fresh sheet of parchment towards him.

The King of Tallith is at first surprised to receive word from the rat catcher, and hopeful. But his hopes quickly turn to white-hot fury: selfish, stupid Aurek and his inability to control his lust. The king had still not given up on the hope the rat catcher would do what he had been sent for, but with Aurek laying with his daughter – shaming her, as her father has written – it will never happen.

Then he pauses.

His hands scrabbling to keep up with his mind, he fumbles for a new sheaf of parchment and begins to write.

Aurek looks guilty as he enters the throne room, his eyebrows rising when he sees the rat catcher and his children there, Aurelia too.

“Aurek,” the king booms when he has taken his seat. “You know why you are here. My honoured guest, the rat catcher, tells me you have made advances to his daughter. Is this true? Have you courted his child, knowing nothing could come of it, by my own order?”

The rat catcher’s daughter looks at the table as Aurek meets his father’s gaze. “Yes,” he says. He feels the eyes of the rat catcher and his family on him and he continues, “I have come to care for her.”

He doesn’t look at his paramour, nor at her father or brother, keeping his eyes fixed on the king. “I know you said she might not become my wife, but I ask you why not? Did you not marry my mother for love?”

The king replies so smoothly it’s as though he has rehearsed it. “You talk of marriage?”

A beat before he replies. “I do.”

“And if I do not consent?”

“Then I shall leave with her and her father, and marry her in her homeland. If you’ll permit it?” He looks at the rat catcher, whose mouth gapes wide.

“You would leave your place as my prince and heir?” the king asks.

“Sire, I would,” Aurek says simply.

“Then you leave me no choice.”

Aurek hangs his head as though waiting for the axe to fall.

“If the rat catcher keeps his word and rids the kingdom of rats, I will give my consent and you may wed tomorrow. I will throw the feast here.”

Aurek looks at the rat catcher, who narrows his eyes.

“Wait,” the rat catcher’s daughter cries. “Will no one ask if I consent to this wedding?”

Everyone turns to her, surprised.

“You would refuse me?” Aurek asks, at the same as time the king says “You would spurn my son?”

“Silence,” the rat catcher’s son hisses, but his sister holds up her hand.

“I told you once before, I would not be bartered or traded like goods.”

“But now you are used goods,” the rat catcher says slowly, unable to meet his daughter’s eye. “Now you have no value.”

“Because I gave myself to him?” she stares at her father. “Because you have more to consider now than just your life,” the rat catcher says. “So do the right thing.” His daughter bows her head. “Your word on this?” the rat catcher says, looking back at the king.

“I give you my word,” the king says. “Kill every single rat in my kingdom, and by sundown tomorrow your daughter will be a princess of Tallith.”

“Wait,” says the rat catcher’s son. “I would like for my betrothed to attend the wedding.”

They all turn to look at him.

“But your bride surely lives many weeks from here? Do you wish to delay for so long?” says the king.

“She can travel swiftly, if I ask it of her.”

The king and Aurek glance at each other, and Aurek shrugs.

“So be it,” the king says. “We will hold the wedding as soon as she arrives. With your agreement?” he looks to the rat catcher, who is watching his son.

“I agree,” the rat catcher says finally.

“Ring the bells!” the king commands. “My son has chosen a bride! Three days from now they will wed. Send word to every corner of the land.”

The rat catcher’s daughter looks at Aurek, who crosses the room and murmurs into her ear softly until the frown melts from her face. The rat catcher rises and shakes hands with the king before they embrace like brothers. It makes a beautiful tableau – save for Aurelia and the rat catcher’s son, who sit sullen and silent. No one mentions the possible child again. There is no need, with the wedding so close. They’ll barely have to lie at all.

The next morning, the rat catcher takes a pipe from his bag and begins to play, marching from the Tower of Courage, through the courtyards of the castle, and down through the streets and lanes of Tallith. From across the kingdom the rats follow, filling the roads with warm, squirming bodies. They follow the rat catcher past the fields, through the woods and across the scrub until they reach the sea. He stands waist deep, playing and playing until the water is roiling with rats, almost bubbling as they swim frantically towards him. He pipes three sharp notes and the rats dive.

When they surface, all the rats are dead.

When the rat catcher returns to the castle, his son’s betrothed, the supposed witch princess, has arrived and is closeted with his son. The only explanation is that she was there all the time, unknown to anyone. His daughter is busy with the seamstresses, making her wedding gown. He celebrates his accomplishment alone with half a bottle of brandy and slices of beef so thin he can see through them. He does not feel as though a wedding is approaching. It feels more like a funeral.

The rat catcher’s daughter is dressed in blue as she makes her entrance. Aurek stands before the altar in Tallithi military dress, watching her walk towards him. The ceremony is small but ornate: candles blaze; there are flowers everywhere, the room heady with their perfume. The king beams at the rat catcher when his daughter, flanked by Aurelia, as maid of honour, reaches Aurek and they both kneel. The rat catcher’s son stands with his affianced, a small, thin woman with flaming red hair and a pinched expression. Neither of them is smiling.

Aurek is just about to place the ring on the finger of the rat catcher’s daughter when the doors are thrown open. A guard rushes forward, something held in his hands. As he gets closer, they see it’s a cage. And in the cage is a rat, with one torn ear.

“He lied!” the guard roars, pointing at the rat catcher. “We caught this one sneaking into the wedding feast! Who knows how many more still live! He tricks us!”

Aurek staggers back theatrically as the rat catcher’s daughter reaches for him.

“But it’s yours,” she says. “It was in your chamber. In the cage.”

Aurek shakes his head at her as though she is mad.

Then she understands. Aurek has used her. When she fell for his lies and confessed to her father, the king took advantage of it to get what he wanted all along.

She would never have been permitted to marry Aurek.

“I never wanted this!”

Her scream is lost in the cacophony that erupts. The king of Tallith roars at the rat catcher, shouts of treachery and betrayal and treason. The rat catcher’s son seizes his sister and pulls her away from the approaching guards. The rat catcher begs for mercy, swearing he has done his job properly.

The rat catcher’s family, including the witch princess, are imprisoned in their wedding finery in a cell that still reeks of rat piss. There the rat catcher’s daughter tells her father that she saw the rat in Aurek’s laboratory. That she believes he was right. That she has been used. She falls down, weeping, eventually tumbling into a fitful sleep.

When the rat catcher’s son whispers to his father what they must do, he shakes his head. “I cannot.”

“You don’t have to,” his son replies, glancing at his fiancée. “We will do it.”

The witch princess steps to his side and smiles, her teeth glinting in the dark.

It is agreed finally that the rat catcher and his family will leave, in disgrace, and face no other justice. They are released from the cells, but confined to their rooms until the night before their boat is due to sail, when the king permits them to attend a parting feast. The witch princess refuses, leaving instead for the ship that awaits them. Aurelia pleads a headache and does not appear.

“Despite it all, I would part as friends,” the king declares.

The rat catcher says nothing.

“I wish things could have been different,” Aurek says to the rat catcher’s daughter.

She does not look at him.

“We thank you for your hospitality.” The rat catcher’s son raises his glass. “To clemency and understanding.”

Aurek, his father and the rat catcher’s daughter all raise their goblets, before drinking deeply.

It happens within seconds. The king begins to shake and foam pours from his mouth. Aurek and the rat catcher’s daughter look at each other and start to cough. Guards rush forward and seize the rat catcher and his son.

Then Aurelia bursts into the room, reaching inside her robes for a vial, pouring its contents into her brother’s mouth, then the mouth of the rat catcher’s daughter.

There is not enough for her father.

The guards drag the rat catcher and his son from the room, the son cackling wildly, the rat catcher’s mouth open in a silent scream.

The king is clearly dead.

And Aurek and the rat catcher’s daughter are asleep. Aurelia can see their chests rising, faintly there is a heartbeat. She orders them to be removed to the Tower of Honour, to be cared for.

They don’t wake up.

They need no food or water. They sleep. The witch princess, the architect of the poison, has vanished, and the rat catcher’s son insists he, and he alone, will bear the punishment, saying it was his idea in the first place. He claims neither his sister, nor his father, knew anything of his plans, so accordingly he is hanged from the bridge between the Tower of Truth and the keep. His remains are still swinging in the wind when the baby is cut from his sister’s stomach. She dies soon after.

Aurelia, acting as regent, debates whether to keep the child, but decides in the end to give it to the rat catcher to take away with him. In the months since his daughter fell asleep, he has remained by her side and cared for her, brushing her hair, washing her growing belly. He is thinner now, smaller, his hair a shock of white the same colour as Aurelia’s. He takes his grandson and leaves.

Aurek sleeps on.

Aurelia burns through the gold he made, trying to find a cure for his sleep. Her advisors implore her to test his children to see if their blood can make gold, can replenish the treasury.

Not one of them has inherited their father’s gift.

Tallith falls. The people revolt, then begin to leave in droves, calling it cursed. Aurelia leaves with them, taking her nieces and nephews. She travels until she has seen no one for a week, and then she stops, claiming the land as their new home.

Aurek sleeps on.

High in the Tower of Love, the last remaining tower of Tallith, he rests on a bier, not living, not dead. He doesn’t age, or change, needs no sustenance. He sleeps. He waits.
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The Heart Collector

At first the world is pure white. There is nothing else, just whiteness, and he thinks he must be part of it, a chance splinter of consciousness inside it. The whiteness vanishes, then reappears, every few seconds, and he realizes simultaneously that it’s hurting him, and that he is not part of it; he is something else, something other. The pain recedes whenever the whiteness flickers, and he knows then, without knowing quite how, that the flickering means his eyes are open once more. He is blinking. He is alive again.

His head lolls to the right and shapes begin to appear: columns of rough stone, weather-damaged walls with green, fuzzy moss settled over them like a cape. They reach towards the whiteness above. The sky, he thinks. It’s called the sky. His gaze moves lower and his next thought is that his hair is brown this time. He can see it, fanning out from beneath his cheek, feathering against the dusty stone on which he lies. Brown. Like earth. Like the down on a song thrush. Like the fur of a bear. A natural colour: warm, homely. He remembers colours. He remembers birds and bears. There is a rush of remembering, like wind or waves, up, over and through. He remembers.

He can’t remember if his hair had been brown before. He thinks perhaps he had black hair last time; something tugs at the edge of his memory, but then it’s gone. He might have been blond: golden blond, ash blond, honey blond. It’s hard to pluck one single memory from the millions whirling around inside him and, in all truth, it doesn’t matter; it’s just hair, and it never lasts. The only thing he’s sure of is that he’s never had his father’s hair. His hair has never been silver.

When he tries to roll onto his side, his muscles rebel against the movement, and he inhales sharply, then exhales, his mouth a round “o” as he tilts his hips up, then lowers them back to the flagstones. He flexes the joints, wincing at the stiffness. He feels as though he’s been asleep for a hundred years.

Above him the sky is beginning to darken, the edges bruised and violet. The first star is visible in the east, ice white and stately, peering over the edge of a ruined wall, the sole witness to his waking. There is no roof; its rotted timbers are long gone. Instead the room is open to the elements, to the sun chasing the moon, to the ice-like stars. A lone shadow swoops, perhaps a hawk or an owl. It rises again and hovers momentarily before its wings fold back and it dives behind the tower to where he cannot see it. He is in their kingdom, he realizes. He is trespassing in the heights.

He turns then to the left, his eyes roaming over a tall plinth, stone, the once-elaborate carvings worn away to nothingness. On top of it his father sleeps. He doesn’t need to see him to know he’s there, hands resting atop his stomach, his face serene in repose. He remembers. There are bones scattered around the edge of the plinth, long and white and clean, bleached by the sun. Pretty, he thinks, and is instantly repulsed.

Before he knows he meant to move, he’s sitting up, hands braced behind him. Then he reels as dizziness engulfs him, dropping his head between his knees and breathing deeply. The air tastes cold, and crisp, and salty. Breathing. He doesn’t know if he breathes when he’s not here. He doesn’t know if his heart beats. He doesn’t know anything; he might not exist. Perhaps that’s why his hair, and his eyes, and his skin are never the same when he returns.

These thoughts are disturbing and he frowns. The shadows are lengthening, though a soft light emanates from where his father lies sleeping. Slowly, carefully, he rolls on to his knees and pushes himself to standing, pausing to test his balance, his strength. When his limbs remain steady, he takes a delicate step, dainty as a newborn lamb, then another, readjusting his weight as his muscles recall how to move, tendons remembering how to lengthen and shorten as he steps one foot, then the other, to the bier where the Sleeping Prince lies.

He does not know how he knows the Sleeping Prince is his father. The word forms in his mind, and he knows that it’s the right one for the man below him. It doesn’t resist him or pinch at him; the word fits the feeling in his chest when he looks down at the resting figure, whose white hair seems to be glowing of its own accord. Despite the open roof, his father has not been sullied by the natural world. It is as if the light his hair emits is a shield against it.

The Sleeping Prince’s features are sharp, vulpine. They could be carved from marble or milky quartz, no colour stains his cheeks. His eyes tilt slightly at the outer corner; his nose is straight and narrow. Even at rest his lips curve upwards, and his son wonders if his do the same. The figure doesn’t look old enough to be his father; he could be a brother or friend.

He has a sudden memory of being before, of having dark, dark skin and generous, ripe lips. And black hair. So he did have black hair. He remembers it curled tightly against his skull, soft beneath his fingers. He was nothing like his father, with his long, straight, silver hair and cheekbones that jut like mountains. His father looks like a wolf in human skin.

Then he remembers the girl from last time and he lurches forward, gripping the edge of the bier.

No trace of her blood taints the Sleeping Prince’s mouth. By rights there should be gore under his fingernails; his lips should be dark with crusted blood. But, no, no, that’s not right. Many years have passed since the Bringer last came. Look how the walls have crumbled further; look at the damage to the bier. More than days and weeks have passed. Years, decades, have been and gone whilst he wasn’t here.

Her hair was brown. He remembers that now. Her hair was brown; her eyes were blue.

If he had anything or anyone to gamble with, he’d bet that his eyes are blue now too.

And then he remembers who he is, what he is, why he is.

He is the Bringer.

He takes another breath, marvelling again at the ordinariness of the motion: in and out, without ever needing to think about it. What a miracle, what magic, that his body sustains itself without his aid or even his permission. He realizes then that his body is doing other things; there’s a gnawing in his stomach – he’s hungry. No sooner has he thought it than he notices that his throat is dry and that he’s thirsty too. All of this happening inside him while his thoughts are elsewhere. Impossible. Then another pain: a jerking, tugging inside him, between his heart and his stomach. He looks up and sees them, three stars blazing across the sky. These he remembers too.

Another poisoned arrow of memory: of women in dark hoods chanting; of himself, hunched, his fingers gnarled and trembling, the back of his hand spotted with brown stains as it curls around a walking stick. Of his slumbering father surrounded by the hooded women, chanting words he hadn’t heard since he was a boy – he had once been a boy. Then a young woman with a brilliant smile and silver hair cutting his arm and collecting his blood.

Another memory. His father, awake. A surge of joy and then horror as he watches him reach for a girl. Blood and teeth and screaming; a flash of steel; a harsh, barked laugh and the comets above them, blazing. The solaris, he recalls. The first time.

They’re there again; he can see them: three blazing lights across the night sky. Have they been there every time? He thinks not, but he can never be sure.

It’s time to go.

He looks down at his father, his head tilting as he does.

He’ll see him again soon.

It’s hard to keep track of time. It’s been dark and light twice since he woke in the remains of the tower. When he leaves it, scrambling down from the dizzying height to the ground below, he finds that nature has further captured what was once the glorious stronghold of Tallith City. Since his last time, the houses and trees have entered into more binding relationships with each other. Branches jut from where once there were windows. Ivy blooms across iron gates. Deer wander in and out of shops as though hunting for bargains, and squirrels are the sentries on the crumbling city walls.

He avoids the small settlements, watching from a distance as smoke curls into the sky, hearing the echoes of voices on the soft warm breeze. He reaches a river and crosses it, first bending his head to drink from it, relishing the cold sharp shock of the water. Silvery fish dart away from where his shadow falls. The sun, when it’s daytime, is warm; the air is sweet and grassy. At night it’s cool, but the solaris burn cheerfully and it’s easy for him to wrap himself inside a stolen cloak and watch them until the sun begins to rise.

He travels through a fishing village: small whitewashed cottages, tiny boats with brightly coloured sails, golden sand, and gulls that sweep and dive and scream. He moves quickly through the village, hoping that the call won’t come here. It’s too close to Tallith; it would mean he’d have to go back to sleep all the sooner. He hopes, when the call comes – that feeling of rightness that engulfs him as he sees the girl he’s supposed to fetch – that it will come when he’s days and days away from Tallith. He hopes he can stay a little longer this time. Learn a little more, live a little more.

He makes it through the village without needing to stop, and each step away from Tallith brings a fraction of lightness to his heart. As he walks the dusty roads through Tregellan, he stops to scoop honey from honeycomb in wild bees’ nests – the bees don’t seem to notice him – and pluck strawberries from patches by the roadside. They explode with sweetness in his mouth, red juice running down his chin, unknowingly mimicking his father and the blood of the girls. He steals from window sills, taking cooling loaves of bread and juggling them between his hands. The hot insides burn his mouth, but still he can’t stop cramming it in, flakes of crust falling on to his ragged clothes. Bread, warm and wholesome.

And then he remembers the first girl.

The first girl he took had told him her name. She was called Samia, and she was blonde, with hair like the cornfields of Tallith. Her father was a baker and that’s where the Bringer had taken her from: the bakery where she lived and worked, in a village some miles south of where he walks presently. It was the first time he’d been awake in so long; nothing made sense to him – everything seemed to have changed. He wasn’t good at keeping hidden. People ogled his strange clothes – and he stared in turn at the new styles: the women’s blouses with bodices lower than he had known; the men’s shirts with their ballooning sleeves. To his eyes, the people looked taller, crueller. He shied away from them and they laughed at his retreating figure.

He hadn’t yet learned to be sneaky or sly, or how to thieve, skills that now live in his muscle memory. Now he reaches to snatch an apple from an unguarded picnic even before he’s decided he wants it.

That day he’d been starving and strangely cold, and the bakehouse was a lure that he could not resist. He thought it was the smell, the heat, that called to him, and he went to it, uncaring whether or not he’d be caught. He collapsed beside the ovens and pulled a tray of iced buns down from where they sat, the icing still liquid. He was shoving them into his mouth, barely chewing, when he realized someone was watching him.

She stood in the doorway, made a silhouette by the sunlight behind her. She was tall and willowy, and as she stepped into the room he saw her cheeks were dusted with flour, her apron spotted with jam and icing sugar. Shame coursed through him at being caught like an animal by this lovely golden girl. Everything about her recalled to him a long-forgotten Tallith, his home, and he couldn’t imagine what had made him decide to leave. He had to return, and what’s more, this girl must come with him, he was certain of it.

He stumbled to his feet and bowed, and she giggled. “Forgive me,” he said, and as he spoke he realized these were the first words he’d said aloud in so long.

“It’s no good begging my forgiveness,” she chided, though she smiled as she spoke, her eyes looking him up and down with barely disguised approval. “This is my father’s bakery, not mine.”

“I … I shall beg his forgiveness then. Where might I find him?”

“In the tavern.” The girl frowned, twin creases forming above a pert nose. “It’s lunchtime. He’s having a break.”

“Then why are you here?”

“It’s lunchtime,” she repeated. “I don’t have breaks. I have customers.” She stepped past him and picked up a tray of golden-brown pasties, their edges crimped and shining with butter. “I wouldn’t worry about begging his forgiveness, either,” she said once she’d balanced them on her hip. “I won’t tell and he’ll be too drunk to remember they’ve even been baked.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, hanging his head. “I didn’t mean to.” Every word he spoke sounded strange to him, as though he’d found himself fluent in a language he didn’t know he knew.

Quite suddenly he also became aware of his appearance – or, more truthfully, aware that he had no idea what he looked like. He’d woken by his father’s bier and had left almost immediately, driven by a need to be as far from the tower as he could be. He’d not caught sight of his reflection since then. He knew his hair was red, had seen the fiery strands across his eyes when the summer wind whipped them around his head, but other than that he could not guess at his looks.

“Were you really that hungry?” she asked, interrupting his thoughts, and her voice was softer then, honeyed and warm.

He didn’t reply, still caught in his mortification.

“Stay there,” the girl ordered, and then she left the room, the tray on her hip, the door swinging shut behind her.

The Bringer looked around for something reflective, brushing crumbs from his face and clothes. He ran his fingers through his hair, smoothing it down, and waited.

She did not return for some time, long enough for him to stand up and sit down numerous times, pacing anxiously, fretting about what her return might bring.

“Come on,” she said as she finally opened the door. “I’ve made you some soup. Where are you from? What’s your name?”

“I … I don’t know,” he said, following her out of the bakehouse and across a small dusty yard, their footsteps scattering plump brown chickens from where they scratched in the dirt. She led him into a narrow, dark kitchen, the battered table laid with a steaming bowl of pale green soup, a hunk of bread and one of the pasties she’d taken from the bakehouse.

“You don’t know?” she asked, touching his elbow to steer him to the table and sending a surge of excitement along his arm. “How can you not know your name?”

“I don’t know,” he repeated, looking down at her.

Her skin coloured again and she hurried away, putting the table between them. “Where did you come from?”

“I woke up in Tallith.”

“Tallith?” she said, looking out of the window as though she could see it. “And how did you get here?”

“I walked.”

“All the way from Tallith?” She frowned again.

He nodded.

“Where are you going? What are you looking for?” she asked.

“You,” he said simply, surely, and her cheeks turned a delicate rose pink.

“Me?” she laughed and he nodded solemnly.

“What’s your name?” he asked her, his hand straying to his pocket of its own accord.

“Samia,” she breathed.

Then, without planning to, without meaning to, he pulled a small pipe from his pocket, which he hadn’t even known he’d been carrying. The pipe was white and solid, and warm in his hands. There was a flash of memory: an old man, dark, lined skin, sad, strange eyes. In the vision the man lifted the pipe to his lips and began to play. The Bringer, standing in Samia’s kitchen, did the same.

She followed him from the cottage, her eyes glazed, and he burned with a triumph he didn’t understand. Suddenly he was been desperate to return to Tallith, to take her with him. She walked at his side, gazing up at him with open adoration. He alone noticed the whispers and stares as they left the village, the murmurs of, “Is that Samia Dunun?” and, “But who is he?”

No one approached them, or tried to intervene, and they were soon in the woods, where he showed her how to find roots, and nuts, and clean water. At night they curled around each other like kittens, and while she slept deeply, he stared up at the stars, smiling, content.

They travelled back through the land, taking a winding, meandering route through small forests and wild meadows. In the seaside village he’d visited before, he stole fresh fish and cooked it over an open fire, feeding her morsels of the flaking flesh with his fingers as she looked at him with perfect trust. They never spoke, had never exchanged a single word after they left her kitchen. He led and she followed, and it felt right to both of them. They were both as they were supposed to be, most of the time. Sometimes he would catch her staring into the distance, a frown marring her smooth skin, and then he’d take out his pipe and it would fade. Her gaze would return to him and he’d feel peaceful once more.

They took a boat across the great river between Tregellan and Tallith, and he helped her from it, marvelling at how rough her little hands were compared to his larger, smooth ones. He led her through the ruins of Tallith, to the crumbling remains of Tallith castle. He cradled her against his body as he climbed the walls to the top, where his father lay. He wanted to show her to his father; it was very important that he take her there.

It was sunset as they arrived and the Sleeping Prince was pale on his stone bed. For the first time since she had left her home, Samia hesitated before the bier, resisted the Bringer’s hand at her back, urging her forward.

“It’s all right,” the Bringer murmured.

Then the Sleeping Prince moved.

His head turned, rolling to the side, and Samia shrunk back against the Bringer. At first he thought she was trying to embrace him, so he wrapped his arms around her and held her. Then he realized that she was struggling and felt angry, tightening his hold.

The Sleeping Prince sat up.

“Bring her to me,” he rasped, and the Bringer obeyed, dragging the girl, now shrieking and sobbing, towards his father. There was part of him that felt afraid, that wanted to take the girl, run far from this tower and never look back. But, as Samia had been unable to help but follow him there, so he could not help but force her across the floor to stand before the Sleeping Prince.

“Good boy,” the Sleeping Prince said softly, reaching for her.

The Bringer bowed and then some instinct told him to turn away, not to watch what would happen next.

Samia cried out, but the cry was stifled almost immediately by a cracking, then a sucking, wet sound.

Then a muffled thump, and the sound of tearing, of dripping. Of chewing.

And the Bringer knew, without needing to look, that the pretty, lively blonde girl, who had looked at him as though he were the answer to every question she’d ever had, was dead.

She was dead because of him. Because he had led her on a slow, steady dance across two kingdoms to this moment.

“Son,” his father called, and the last thing in the world the Bringer wanted to do was turn around. “Son,” the Sleeping Prince said again and then the Bringer turned.

Samia was crumpled at the foot of the bier, a heap of wrong angles and stained hair. The Sleeping Prince’s mouth was bloody, and when he grinned at his son there was gore between his teeth.

“Thank you,” the Sleeping Prince said. He looked up at the sky and then moved to the edge of his resting place, dangling his feet over the edge. He tilted his head, thoughtfully, before a sudden anger warped his face. “No…” he said, looking over at his son, his expression wounded. “She wasn’t the right one. You brought me the wrong girl. You betrayed me.”

He kept his eyes on the Bringer as he swung his legs back up on to the plinth, lying down once more. It seemed to the Bringer that his father’s body was moving against his will. As his arms crossed over his chest, the Sleeping Prince’s eyes were wide and terrified.

“Father?” he asked, guilt seeping through his veins like treacle, sticky and cloying.

The Sleeping Prince’s mouth opened, but at the same time his eyes closed. Then he was gone – the Bringer could feel it. He was gone again, leaving him alone with Samia’s body.

Next time, he’d promised his father’s body. Next time he’d bring the right girl.

He didn’t remember falling asleep again. He didn’t remember anything about Samia until he woke up on that same cold stone, his joints as stiff as if he’d lain there for one hundred years. Which he had. When he sat up, he saw the skeleton next to the bier, the bones small and fragile looking. He crawled over to them and lifted one, holding it up to the twilight. Samia, who’d smelled of butter and flour and sweetness. Samia, with her limpid blue eyes and her willingness to follow him here, to her death.

His father slept on, and the Bringer took the opportunity to touch him, to run a finger down his cheek. When nothing happened he grew bolder, poking the Sleeping Prince, pulling his eyelids back to peer at the strange gold eyes, prising open his mouth and puzzling over his healthy pink gums and tongue. When he was finished, he touched his own face, mapping the contours of it. He pulled his hair forward, blond, shining, falling to his shoulders. Like Samia’s.

Then he’d felt it, an unavoidable hook around his innards, the tugging, beckoning that pulled him from the bier and out of the castle. And he knew he was going to go, and that he would find another girl and that he would bring her back there. For his father to pull out her heart and eat it. This time he’d get it right.

She was beautiful, with dark skin and large brown eyes. Her hair was black as night and tightly coiled in winding plaits across her head. She was dressed like a queen, in a gown the colour of buttercups. She had been sitting in her garden, fanning herself idly with a small, leather-bound book. He’d walked around her house – a large manor with mullioned windows and dark beams – three times, knowing that what he sought was inside but not how to get to it. Finally, he’d scaled the wall at the back of the house, to see her sitting unattended in her garden.

The air smelled of roses, heavy and sleepy, and the Bringer watched as she raised a delicate, robin’s-egg-blue teacup to her lips and sipped the pale golden liquid inside. It was the same colour as his father’s eyes and the Bringer took it as yet another sign that this girl was the right one. She finished her tea and placed the cup silently on a matching saucer. As she did so she looked up and saw him. He began to smile, warm, charming, his lips parting and curving in happiness.

Then she screamed.

Instantly big, angry-looking men materialized with weapons: swords, daggers, even a bow. They rushed at the wall and at first the Bringer stayed still, frozen in place by the malice on their faces. The sight of an arrow being nocked and pointed helped him to understand they meant him harm, and he flung himself down from the wall, a loosed arrow shooting through the space where his head had been only moments before. He broke into a run while the men poured from the garden like lava from a fire-mountain. There was a rushing sound that whipped past him, dangerously close, and ahead of him he saw a second arrow bury itself in a gatepost.

He ran faster, weaving and dodging, heading instinctively towards a crowded market square, sending patrons and store-holders scattering, leaping over carts and rolling under trestle tables like an acrobat.

He finally allowed himself to stop in a dingy alleyway that stank of piss and rot, breathing heavily, his heart refusing to slow until long after he’d realized he was safe. Weakened by the adrenaline coursing through him with no outlet, he sunk to the ground, not caring about the damp and mess.

He decided he would try again later, when night fell. He felt sure that this girl was the right one. The way she was guarded, the challenge of getting near her, made him certain. Samia had been too easy. This girl, she was practically a princess already.

He used the rest of the day well, skulking from shadowed place to shadowed place, stealing a snow-white shirt with billowing sleeves from a washing line, a peacock-blue velvet jacket from a hook beside an open door. He took a comb made of lacquered bone and spent a painful half an hour taming his long blond hair, teasing out the knots and smoothing it until it was a sheet of shining gold. He reached inside an untended bedroom window and snatched a sweet-smelling cologne, anointing himself behind his ears, his throat, and his wrists.

Then he returned to the mansion. As he’d expected, there were guards patrolling the perimeter, perched on the wall as he had been, and standing against the gate, all of them watchful, their fingers poised on the triggers of crossbows. But the Bringer had no intention of allowing them to attack him again.

Instead, he pulled his pipe from inside his fine new coat and put it to his lips, playing a new tune, his fingers dancing across the smooth white fuselage, his every breath willing the guards to fall asleep.

Which of course they did, lulled by magic into slumping at their posts and snoring softly. He picked his way past them, once again scaling the wall. This time he walked along the top, heading towards a small white-iron balcony, intricately filigreed with swirls and flowers. He knew that she was in the room beyond it; it felt as though there was a rope between them, slowly shortening, drawing him to her. He knew, as surely as he knew the right notes to play on his pipe, that she was just metres from him. And that she was sleeping.

Deliberate as a cat, he leapt from the wall on to the ledge of the balcony. In the summer heat she’d left the shutters open; long, gauzy curtains danced in the light breeze, fluttering out from the glass doors like ghosts. He pushed them aside, impatient to see her.

And there she was, the white of her silk pillowcases and nightgown stark against her black skin. He watched her sleep for a moment: the languid rise and fall of her chest, her small hand resting by the curve of her cheek, her face turned towards the window as if she’d fallen asleep staring out at the stars. He stalked over to her, silently, and bent to kiss her forehead.

Her eyes opened immediately, meeting his and widening, her lips opening to release her gathering scream.

He placed his hand over them. “Don’t,” he said. “I’m not here to harm you. I just want to share my music with you.”

Above his hand her eyes narrowed with suspicion.

“Please,” he said. Slowly, he pulled his hand away, ready to clap it back if she rebelled.

“You were here earlier.” Her voice was rich and deep, educated, confident in a different way from Samia’s. Samia’s confidence had been borne on the sway of her hips, the swell of her breasts beneath her apron. This girl’s confidence was articulate and clever. This girl had a thousand weapons: grace, intellect, privilege, as well as her beauty. Surely this girl was the right match for his father. Surely no other in the land was as regal, as fit for a prince, as she was. “Where are my guards? How did you get in?”

“They’re sleeping.”

“Do you mean that they’re dead?” Despite the question she betrayed no fear.

“They all live. They merely slumber.”

“They shall die when my father finds out they failed to stop you from intruding upon me. And all to play me a song?” Amusement coloured her voice, jostling into place beside suspicion and disdain.

The Bringer nodded.

The girl sat up, watched him with her dark eyes, one eyebrow raised in question. “Well, you’d better play it then.” It was an order, not a request. He felt the steel of command beneath her pleasant tone and it gave him a thrill of pleasure to shake his head.

“I cannot. For though I know your guards outside won’t bother us, I don’t know who is inside.”

The girl looked at him thoughtfully. “No one else sleeps in this wing,” she said slowly. “I am a very light sleeper usually. Until tonight, no one has ever come within twenty feet without instantly waking me. I wake when moths flutter against the lamps. I wake when bats swoop too close to the window. Even a strong wind is enough to wrench me from my rest. And yet I didn’t know you were there until you kissed me. I did not hear your music. I did not hear your approach.”

She regarded him again, waiting for his response, but he was so filled with rising joy – rising certainty – that he could find no words. This was the girl to waken his father for good – why, sleep eluded her, ran from her at the slightest provocation. She would drive the need to slumber from the Sleeping Prince. He would not eat her heart; he would hold her close. They would be a family.

“What’s your name?” he asked her.

“Elyssa.”

“Elyssa, will you hear me play now?”

“Yes,” she said.

So he played.

Elyssa was less amenable than Samia as they travelled towards Tallith, and the Bringer had found himself playing his pipe two, sometimes three, times a day to keep her happy. She cried when her fine nightgown tore on brambles as they passed through the forests, and he snapped at her, telling her she’d soon have finery beyond even her wildest dreams.

They were hunted and followed from almost the moment they left the girl’s mansion, and twice she broke free and ran towards the hunting horns that bellowed through the forests and across the meadows. He hauled her back each time, playing the pipe with an aggression he had not known he was capable of. Every time she pulled away he felt it and it hurt him, made him want to hurt her in return. The notes that poured from the pipe were recrimination and accusation and punishment, and she cowered under the song before submitting meekly to follow him once more.

They skulked across Tregellan by night, hiding in abandoned barns and bothies during the day. The Bringer was relieved when finally the river appeared, the natural border between Tregellan and Tallith, and he hustled the wide-eyed and scandalized Elyssa into a small stolen boat. The river rushed beneath them, angry as Elyssa, tossing the boat, and them inside it, until they both hunkered down in the hull, and waited for the shore to greet them.

She began to weep as they approached the castle, her steps slow and lumbering as she fought the magic that compelled her onwards. Although she’d stopped screaming, stopped berating him, she hadn’t stopped crying or clawing herself, and the girl he brought before his father looked nothing like the elegant, self-assured young woman he’d seen sipping tea in a summer garden.

But her appearance had mattered little to the Sleeping Prince, who sat up as she entered. “My son,” he said with affection. Then his hand whipped out and gripped Elyssa by the throat, and the Bringer turned away, bitter disappointment flooding him when instead of kissing, he heard the rattle of death in Elyssa’s throat.

“Son,” the Sleeping Prince said again, and the Bringer couldn’t bring himself to turn. “Look at me,” he commanded and finally the Bringer did so, his hands held out in supplication.

“Forgive me, Father,” he begged. “I truly thought it was she. I swear it.”

But the Sleeping Prince was already rearranging himself on his stone mattress, his white-blond hair forming a pillow beneath his frowning face. Then he was gone, all traces of dissatisfaction wiped from his face as the curse pulled him back into its embrace.

The Bringer looked down at Elyssa. In the end, she had not been regal at all. Samia had been pleasant, but lowly, inside and out. She’d had a sauciness to her that no queen would ever have. Elyssa had looked like a queen, and behaved like a queen, but cracked under pressure like an egg. A queen would stand strong and face her demons head on. The right girl wouldn’t need to be pushed towards the Sleeping Prince; she’d go to him calmly, serenely.

Next time, the Bringer told himself as he lowered his body to the ground, suddenly tired. Next time she’d be right.

But she wasn’t. She’d been blue eyed and brown haired and in the end she’d been as worthless and as stupid as Samia and Elyssa. Upon waking, the Bringer had felt the tug to leave, but the hope was lessened somehow, the desire to please dimmed. He felt bad-tempered and anxious as he left Tallith, strangely reluctant to leave the ruins, and he’d felt relieved when he found the girl in a bustling town just a day’s ride from the river.

He didn’t try to woo her or befriend her. He waited until she herded her geese into a field and then simply began to play. She followed, and he led her, barefoot, across fields and along tracks. He didn’t pause to let her sleep, or eat, or tend her blistered and bleeding feet. He asked her no questions, walking two steps ahead of her at all times, playing his pipe until his lips were chapped and his fingers raw. He played melody after melody, trying to lose himself inside the music.

He knew she was wrong. Even before he saw her he’d known it. He was beginning to understand now that this was a game he couldn’t win. Though her eyes were the colour of cornflowers, her figure plump and tempting, her hair clean and shining, it made no difference. He could have plucked the Queen of Tregellan from her throne and taken her to the Sleeping Prince, and it wouldn’t matter. She would still be supper.

His father would devour her heart and then look at the Bringer with deep, bewildered disappointment, then he would return to his rest and the Bringer would do the same. And on and on it would go. He had no idea why it happened, only that it would, over and over, for ever.

So he took the delirious, tune-drunk girl to his father and shoved her into his arms, before lying down on the stone floor. He listened to the sounds of death and feasting and the rasp of his father’s rage, waiting until all was silent.

“Yes, yes,” he said softly to the dead girl, and the bones, and the Sleeping Prince, and the stars. “I’ve betrayed you. All of you.” With a sigh, he closed his eyes and waited for the respite of nothingness.

So, he isn’t optimistic as he travels across Tregellan, following the lure of the mysterious girl. He moves through a land much altered during the century that’s passed, the former castle razed to the ground, a large circular stone building in its place. When he hovers at the markets, pretending to dither over prices, he learns Tregellan is governed by a council now, the king, the queen and their children dead and gone. The fashions have altered, but there is something else, something in the air that’s foreign to him, some flavour of meatier change, and he wonders on it as he crosses the land. At night the solaris blaze above him, as though leading him to the girl. In a huge sprawling wood on the far side of the kingdom he pauses to watch a young, green-eyed woman collect nightshade berries, testing to see if she is the one. But he feels no pull and leaves her, travelling deeper into the woods.

He passes through a clearing where bones are strung from the canopy, chiming and clinking in the breeze, streamers of cloth whirling around them. He passes yew trees twisting like claws out of the earth, musty fox holes, chattering magpies protecting their territory. The woodland is dense and seems never ending, and even he, secure in the knowledge that as something not wholly living he can’t really die, feels apprehensive. His head whips back and forth to scan the darkness for eyes or teeth.

When he finally emerges from the endless wood he’s surprised to find another kingdom beyond it. He’s never travelled this far before. Without knowing it, he can tell he is somewhere new, somewhere unknown to him and his blood. Here the scent of fear and iron travels on the wind, the people smile but their eyes are tight and watchful. The colours of their clothes seem muted, their voices hushed. When he asks a young boy where he is, he’s told that he’s in Lormere and that if he’s Tregellian he’s not welcome.

“I’m not Tregellian,” he says.

“You look it,” the boy sneers and runs away.

He supposes he must, from the glaring looks others give him, pitchforks and scythes held menacingly as he passes. No one speaks to him. He fingers the pipe in his pocket, keeping his pace brisk and his head down as he walks. He passes temples and stone circles, villages and hamlets, the land always at an incline, and he climbs, his breath shortening slightly with the altitude. As dawn breaks over the mountains, the pull continues, dragging him deeper into this land full of suspicion, with its evergreen trees and strange mists, until he reaches a walled city. The two guards on the gate bar his path, telling him no vagrants are allowed in Lortune.

Lortune. In Lormere.

He is about to pull out his pipe when a hunting horn sounds and one of the guards pushes him roughly aside, knocking him to the ground. From his sprawled position, the Bringer watches a party ride out of the gate, men and women, dozens of them, dressed in rich jewel colours, so bright they hurt his eyes. Men and women ride past, fierce looking and focused, and he can tell who the leader is the moment she passes; there is an aura around her that both attracts and repels, like a pretty-coloured snake.

Around her, her court buzzes like bees and the Bringer sees his chance. He stands and, keeping his eyes down, his posture hunched, he slips along the wall, darting through the gate while the guards’ attention is on the riders. Then he is in Lortune.

It’s like Tallith.

No, not like Tallith, not quite. Where Tallith was golds and yellows, this city is browns and fawns, muted and sombre. The buildings are built close to the ground, only one storey, and as the wind gusts through the streets and alleys, he understands why. Even lower down, the windows rattle when an especially earnest gust rushes through. He follows the streets, labyrinthine and narrow, allowing the tug to guide him. He already suspects where it will take him. He walks past a butcher’s with ducks, rabbits and grouse hanging from hooks outside, a whole side of deer on display within; a cobbler’s, stinking of glue and leather; a chandler’s of tallow; a bakery – then, a little way along, another – both full of golden bread. There is a tailor’s, a fabric shop, stores that sell glass, ceramics, things he knows, things he doesn’t.

The starkest difference is in the demeanour of the people. They hold themselves small and tense, like woodland creatures. There isn’t a guard on every corner, no gibbet with a warning corpse, no heads on spikes – nothing he can see to cow them – but these are people afraid. Some glance at him slyly, with mild curiosity, but none moves to challenge him. He looks down at himself, realizing that the clothes he is wearing – a century old by Tregellian fashions – are very close to what the Lormerians wear. His tunic is dusty and the cuffs fraying, but the cut, low on his thighs, is almost identical to the style he sees about him. In Tregellan they wear tunics shorter now, belted loosely over the hips, but here it’s longer, belted at the waist. And everyone carries a dagger, or at least every man does, held sheathed on those high-strung leather belts.

But his concerns with the Lormerians are fleeting, because he knows, quite suddenly, where he is being led, and he can’t help the flicker of hope and excitement that ignites, seemingly from nowhere, inside his chest.

Above him, built into the rock so it is impossible to see where one part ends and another begins, is a castle. Lormere castle. As he approaches, the shops become fewer, the goods pricier, until there is nothing between him and the castle except a wall.

An unguarded wall.

Curious and suspicious, he pulls his pipe from his pocket and begins to play, softly, a calling, summoning song, to tempt any hidden guards from their posts. But none come.

He walks along the wall until he finds a gate, again unguarded, and the skin on the back of his neck begins to prickle. This is not right; he knows it isn’t. This is a castle, a seat of power, the jewel of the realm. Even if the castle is empty of royalty, even if every member of court is out riding, surely someone – many someones – should be here, armed and brutish, ready to defend it. He keeps the pipe at his lips as he pushes through the gate and into the grounds.

The tug is so violent he looks down at his stomach, half expecting to see a fist recoiling or blood pooling. She’s in the castle, he realizes. Is there a princess, forbidden from hunting? Some lady, or duchess, recovered from a chill, or not inclined to ride? He walks slowly, carefully, towards the looming stone, eyes darting left and right for signs of attack. But it doesn’t matter now; he’s locked on to the girl. He can’t leave without her. The pull to her is dizzying.

It hasn’t been like this before and the hope builds.

A flash of brightness in a window, high in one of the towers. A pale face, leaning out, long auburn hair spilling over the sill like molten copper. He raises the pipe to his lips but then she is gone. He waits, but the lady does not return, so he walks around the castle walls, finding himself in a small, walled garden. To go into the castle, or to hope she comes to him?

He lifts the pipe again and begins to play, a new tune, one he’s not played before. His lips curve with pleasure as he adds this novelty to the growing list of portents: the castle, the pain of the connection, a new song.

He’s waited so long. Five hundred years, by his count. Five hundred years, five different faces he’s worn.

Another pain in his gut, sharp enough to make him reel, to see black spots before his eyes. Then she’s there before him. Olive skinned, dark haired and dark eyed. She’s small, pretty, her waist slim, her hips and breasts generous.

She’s dressed as a maid, in a rough-spun grey cotton dress, faded through washing, a white tabard over it. Not a lady.

But undeniably her.

“It’s lovely,” she says in a husky, sweet voice.

He inclines his head in thanks.

“If you’re here to play for the queen, I’m afraid she’s not in the castle. None of the royals are, they—”

He doesn’t let her finish. “I’m not. I’m here for you.”

“Me?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I am going to take you from here, across Tregellan to Tallith. Then I’m going to give you to my father.” He shrugs when he’s made his announcement.

“Why would you do that?”

“Because I am the Bringer.”

She pales as though she knows what it means, and lifts her skirts as if to run. So he begins to play again, watching as her fingers slacken and the material falls from them. Her eyes fix on him; when he walks she does the same. They leave the castle unchallenged, by the same gate the Bringer entered through.

The town presents more of a problem than the castle did. He cannot walk through it with her trailing behind him; she’s too conspicuous in her maid’s uniform. But perhaps he can use that; perhaps he can play the part of her lover, whisking her away for a forbidden day of fun whilst the royals ride elsewhere. He tucks her under his arm, clasping her waist, and looks tenderly at her. She bends to him willingly enough, her eyes glazed, and he takes advantage of it, moving quickly, humming the same tune in her ear as they walk, pretending to whisper love words to her. The guards on the main gate give him a curious look as he approaches. One steps forwards, hand reaching towards the hilt of his sword, but the Bringer winks, nodding at the girl in his arms, who is slowly becoming less supple, less agreeable. With a look of comprehension, mingled with envy, the guards step aside.

Dumb luck gets them out of Lortune and along the Lortune Road before the spell he has cast on the girl lifts enough for her to wrench free from his hold and run. Instantly he begins to play again and her hands go to her ears. “Stop it!” she cries. “I’ll come. I won’t fight you. But let me choose it. Don’t bespell me.”

He stops playing at once, the flame of hope now a torch burning brightly. Yes, yes, she’ll come willingly. Of course, the right girl would. Like a queen. “Do you swear it?”

She pauses, then lifts a hand to her heart. “I swear it.”

“All the way to Tallith?”

“All the way to the Sleeping Prince,” she says softly, her face pale. “I’ve heard the story. I know.”

“The story?” he asks, his head tilting in question.

“Surely you know it?”

“I live it; I’ve not heard it, or read it.”

She gives him a considered glance. “I could tell it to you, as we walk?”

After a moment, he agrees. She looks pointedly at the pipe and he tucks it in his pocket, sure he can get to it and call her back if she tries to flee. But she doesn’t, walking towards him instead.

“Once upon a time, in the golden kingdom of Tallith…” she begins, and they step forward, together, travelling west.

Her name is Dimia. She is sixteen; she has worked at the castle for a year. She has two brothers, Asher, now dead, and Taul, a guard at the castle. She won’t talk about Asher, her lips tightening, and she’ll barely discuss Taul, beyond saying how sad he’ll be to be alone. Her parents were killed by the blood plague when she was a child; the three siblings were brought up by their grandmother, who died two moons before Asher. Dimia tells the Bringer she’s glad that her grandmother didn’t live to see Asher die. Glad too that she won’t have to mourn her only granddaughter. She says this plainly, with no hint of self-pity, and the Bringer admires her for it.

She will make a wonderful queen, she who walks willingly towards what she believes is her death. Like a real fairy tale: rags to riches, maidservant to prince’s bride.

All of this he learns as they walk, once the story of the Sleeping Prince has been told. And while the Bringer is charmed by her story, it’s his own, the tale of his father, and his aunt, and his grandparents, and his mother, that captivates him, that his thoughts keep returning to. His poor, poor mother. He feels such sympathy for his father, in love with the wrong woman, and his mother, in love with a prince, both of them wrenched apart by their fathers’ greed and blindness. For the first time he understands his father’s disappointment in him, in the way he lies in a prison that only his flesh and blood can release him from. He begins to see his own role as honourable, noble even; yes, those other girls died, but it was not his fault, nor his father’s. Blame the rat catcher and his kin for his poison and his curse, blame the Bringer’s grandfather for his callous trickery. He and his father are as cursed as the girls before Dimia.

He doesn’t have to use the pipe once as they leave Lormere, as they cross Tregellan and reach the river. Though she cries when they walk through the West Woods, she does so silently, silvery tears streaming down her face and dripping on to her clothes. Her head is always held high, her eyes on the horizon. Once in Tregellan he begins to steal little luxuries for her: sweet pastries, pieces of honeycomb, a lace shawl, a handmade kite. He presses them into her hands and she smiles sadly. He wants to tell her it will be all right; all of the signs point to it – she’ll be kissed, not killed, and then given a castle to rival the one in which she toiled in Lormere.

At night she lies beside him, holding his hand, her eyes closed, her breathing steady. He does not know if she sleeps, but her face looks peaceful and he often watches her, marvelling. It has never been like this before. She follows because she wants to; she talks because she wishes it.

In Tregellan he steals a cloak for her, and a dress, turning chivalrously away when she changes into them. The green muslin suits her, making her skin glow, and the dark brown cloak is the same colour as her eyes. That night he sits behind her and combs out her hair, his stomach lurching strangely when she sighs.

“Almost home,” he says softly.

She stiffens, then relaxes. “Yes, it will all be over soon.”

That night she doesn’t close her eyes, but keeps them open and fixed on the sky above. He lies beside her and watches her map the heavens with her gaze, watches her eyes follow the path of the moon as it travels through the night. When the sky turns purple, then pink, a sure sign of rain to come that day, she has her own little storm, curling in on herself, her body shaking with sobs. He holds her, arms wrapped around her and she cries into him, soaking her tunic with her tears. It takes a long time for her to stop trembling, for those soft, shaky breaths that happen without her consent to cease.

Her face is solemn as she looks up at him, the set of her mouth determined. “I’m ready,” she says and he nods.

He wants to tell her he thinks it will go differently with her, but the words stick in his throat. Don’t spoil this, he tells himself. He doesn’t know how the curse works. Until it is fully broken, perhaps it is best to play the game. “Let’s go then,” he says.

When they rise, he kisses her forehead and she stiffens.

“I’m sorry,” he begins but she places a finger over his lips.

“I don’t want to die,” she says and he shakes his head violently.

Her finger presses more firmly against his mouth. “I don’t want to die, but more than that, I don’t want to die without having been kissed.”

Then her lips have replaced her finger, a chaste press of skin against skin. His lips part in a gasp as his mouth explodes into a universe of sensation. She kisses him again. He likes the feeling. Then her mouth opens and there is rhythm, their mouths working together. It is messy and wet and clumsy, but it is kissing and for both of them it is the first time.

Dimia pulls away, her cheeks flushed. “Thank you,” she says, giving an odd little curtsy.

The Bringer is too stunned to reply. His legs feel weak; his stomach is flipping about inside him like a landed fish. Quite suddenly he wonders what would happen if he didn’t take her to his father, but ran away with her, kept her for himself.

Then shame floods him; did his mother die for this? Does his father lie in a prison of dreams all so that he can steal his bride? He turns away from Dimia to stare at the river.

“Come,” he says gruffly, and she does.

The river is choppy, the crossing rough, and the Bringer feels it’s the punishment for his actions. Twice Dimia is ill during the crossing, soiling her lovely gown, and filling the Bringer with a sudden, violent rage. He can’t look at her as they dock, doesn’t help her from the boat, turning and hissing bestially when she stumbles into the brackish shallows, soaking her hem.

To her credit, she doesn’t recoil, fixing him instead with an icy glare and then stalking past him, her eyes fixed high on the cliffs where the ruins of Tallith Castle dominate the skyline. They remain silent as they climb the winding cliff path to the top.

Of the seven towers of the castle, only the Tower of Love, where the Sleeping Prince lived, and now slumbers, is in any way complete, and even this has no staircase. Dimia turns to the Bringer in question.

“I’ll have to carry you,” he says and she flinches, before nodding.

“Wait…” she looks at him, then away. “Will you play again, please?”

“Why?”

“Because … because I am afraid. And I don’t wish to die afraid.”

The dregs of his anger evaporate and he couldn’t care less about the state of her gown. Again he wants to tell her that he truly believes this will end happily, but he can’t speak, won’t speak. He nods and pulls out the pipe.

Another new song wends its way out of the instrument, and Dimia’s eyes relax, her gaze fixed on the distance. When the song has run its course, the Bringer returns the pipe to his pocket and steps towards her. He kisses her forehead, and then her lips, one last time, before lifting her gently over his shoulder and beginning to climb.

The Sleeping Prince is sitting up when the still-dazed Dimia is led into the room. He smiles at the Bringer. “My son.”

The Bringer’s cheeks flush and he urges Dimia forward. She moves without hesitation. The Sleeping Prince looks her over, his head tilted, raising a hand to stroke her face.

A pang of envy shoots through the Bringer and he turns away for a moment, looking up at the sky. Though it is barely twilight, the solaris blaze brightly against the indigo haze.

The Bringer looks back at his father just in time to see him thrust his hand into Dimia’s chest, snapping her breast bone, his wrist twisting as his fist grips her heart and pulls it from her.

She plummets to the ground, her head lolling back, her dead eyes fixed on the Bringer. On the bier, the Sleeping Prince eats her heart, licking the blood from his fingers. The Bringer waits for the glee to fade from his eyes, for the recriminations to begin, for the eerie puppet movement as his father falls back on to the cold stone to sleep for another one hundred years.

It doesn’t happen.

The Sleeping Prince continues to lick his fingers, one by one, his pink tongue lapping at the blood, his golden eyes fixed on his son’s blue ones.

“I don’t understand,” the Bringer says.

The Sleeping Prince sits on the bier with his legs crossed like a boy’s, his cheek resting on his hand. He looks at the bones that litter the base of the plinth, at Dimia’s body, the sky, the stars, the moon, the solaris. The Bringer. Silently and calmly he takes it all in, saying and doing nothing. “What don’t you understand?”

“How you are awake.”

“You found the right girl.”

“But I thought…”

“What? What did you think?”

The Bringer reddens, embarrassed, but unsure why. “I thought she would be your queen, your bride.”

“Did you?”

The Bringer nods.

“Then why did you kiss her?”

Dread like iron coats the Bringer’s bones and roots him to the spot.

“Deny it not, my son. I could taste you in her heart.”

“I… She asked…”

The Sleeping Prince shakes his head and the Bringer falls to his knees. “Forgive me, father. I beg you.”

“What is your name?” the Sleeping Prince asks finally.

“I … I don’t remember.”

“My name is Aurek. Crown Prince of Tallith, and heir to the Golden Throne. And you are my son. So I name you Aurin.”

“Aurin,” the Bringer repeats.

“Come to me, Aurin.”

Another trickle of fear, but the Bringer – now Aurin – stands and walks to his father. He skirts around Dimia’s body, refusing to look at her.

“Sit, my son.” The Sleeping Prince shuffles along in a most un-princely manner, so the Bringer can sit beside him on the bier. “In Old Tallithi, the word ‘aur’ means ‘gold’, and ‘rek’ means ‘king’. My name means ‘ruler of gold’. My sister was called Aurelia: ‘aur’ for gold, ‘rel’ for queen, and the ‘ia’ added for the female aspect. All girl’s names end in ‘ia’ or ‘a’ in Old Tallithi. Isn’t that fascinating?”

The Bringer thinks of Dimia, and wonders what “dim” might have meant.

“So you are Aurin. ‘Aur’ for gold, as you are of my blood.”

“And ‘rin’?” the Bringer askes. “What does ‘rin’ mean?”

When the Sleeping Prince smiles, his teeth are full of meat. “‘Rin’ means ‘sacrifice’,” he grins. Then his hand presses against his son’s chest and the Bringer knows what will happen next.

The Sleeping Prince kicks himself off the bier and steps over the bones of the girls, grinding the mingled last of Samia, Elyssa, and the other girl into dust. The bodies of Dimia and his son lay curled together as though asleep, if one ignores the gaping holes in their chests and the blood that is turning thick and black beneath them. The Sleeping Prince stretches, his back cracking; the sound like a whip in the silence of the night. Then his eyes turn east. In the girl’s heart he has tasted a kingdom, corrupt and hateful. Waiting.

That, he could work with.
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Mully No-Hands

Once upon a time, in a land of gold and glory, a baby boy was born to a beautiful woman, and a wealthy man. His parents called him Mulgreen Grey.

Little Mulgreen Grey inherited his mother’s breathtaking good looks; as a baby, the people of the village he lived in would often stop to coo at how lovely he was. With golden skin, a shock of hair the colour of a raven’s wing, and eyes that could only be described as azure, he was everything his mother had wanted in a child, the perfect match for her own fair countenance, her double in almost every way.

As if that wasn’t enough to be getting on with, Mulgreen would one day inherit his father’s fortune, which, in a land already known for its prosperity, was notable. If he chose, he would never have to work a day in his life; he’d earn more in a month by simply leaving the money alone than most of his peers would earn in a year.

Sometimes life is unfair like that.

Mulgreen grew up in a grand house, in a village some ten miles from the capital of the realm, with velvet on the walls and real beeswax candles in the holders. There was meat on the shining oak dining table five nights a week, and fresh fish on a Friday. Breakfast was soft steaming rolls, fresh cheeses and meats, tureens of mackerel in a rich tomato sauce, slivers of chocolate, and eggs cooked in cream. He had his own horse, and his own dog, his own run of white rabbits, and even briefly his own parakeet. He had his own suite of rooms, his own pianoforte, his own little garden, complete with his own tiny brook, where he caught his very own newts and frogs. His every wish was granted, his desires never thwarted.

It spoilt him. In the true sense of the word, his upbringing soured him, ruined him, left him as hollow inside as a thousand-year-old yew tree.

A combination of beauty, wealth, and indulgence had Mulgreen Grey believing that if he wanted it, he would have it, and – more than that – that it was his right to have it. When he slapped the other children, or pinched them, and snatched their cakes, or toys, his parents laughed and called him boisterous, proud of his determination.

“Now there’s a lad who knows what he wants and isn’t afraid to take it,” they said, ignoring the dark looks the parents of the children he’d harmed threw their way.

“Isn’t he ambitious?” they’d cry. “He’ll reach for what he wants and hold tightly to it.”

Soon Mulgreen was the only child not invited to the birthday parties of his classmates, the only child who didn’t receive a wintermas card, or a harvest basket. If he joined a game of kick-a-ball the game would end abruptly; if the children had to split into pairs, they’d grasp each other’s hands with a haste that left Mulgreen in no doubt as to their feelings towards him.

Mulgreen complained to his parents, of course. Despite his many character flaws, the lad was as smart as jackdaw, and he knew what was going on. What he didn’t understand, was why.

“It’s jealousy, my son,” his mother told him, smoothing back his black locks. “You’re so handsome, and so lovely. They covet your beauty, my darling boy. They know they’re plain, frightful little things and they’re not likely to improve with age. It’s their envy that makes them cruel. I know it’s no fun now, but as each year passes they will become more and more hideous, and eventually they’ll be ugly outside as within, and you’ll still my bright, beautiful boy.”

Having damned the village children with the worst pronouncement she could think of, Wynnfrith gently pushed her son aside, and retired to her room, lest her concern on his behalf manifest itself on her face.

It sounded highly likely, but, to be sure, he sought out his father. “It’s sour grapes, Mully.” Mullein looked up from his papers, as Mulgreen hovered in the doorway. “You’re as sharp as a knife, with killer instincts. You know when to gamble, my child, when to go all in, and that makes Lady Luck view you fondly. You’re not afraid to reach out for what you want, and you’re not afraid to get your hands dirty on the way. That’s the kind of attitude that got me where I am today, and it’ll serve you too. Forget those milksop children. You’re better than them, and they know it. And every time you prove it to them, by not being afraid to do what it takes to win, you show them how cowardly they are.”

With that, Mullein waved the boy away, leaving him to his own thoughts. Mulgreen could think of no two people better than his parents, and so he resolved to forget his resentment of the other children. Instead he retreated into a world of fairy tales, where the beautiful always won and the ugly were always vanquished. He read of princesses, and dragons, and witches, and kings, and he began to see himself inside the stories, see the parallels to his own life, and how he was treated by his peers – looked down on and shunned, despite his obvious superiority and destiny – perhaps, he realized, because of it. Mulgreen took refuge in the fact that the stories promised him a happy ending, because he was beautiful, and he was daring. One day the world would be his and by the Gods would he claim it.

And so Mulgreen, gorged on a diet of tales that he saw as predictions of his own greatness, grew up, and took his place in a world that surely was his: a palace of pleasure designed to keep him occupied and amused. The people around him functioned as the supporting cast in the great epic that was his life. When he cornered the maids in dark corners and slipped his hands beneath their bodices, they were told to dry their tears and be grateful for the attention from a boy as rich and handsome as he was. He fell in with a group of young men who were like him: boys who drank, fought, and smashed up inns and eating houses; boys who laughed and shrugged, shoving money into the aprons of landlords to compensate them, knowing that would be an end to it.

There was no queue Mulgreen would not walk to the front of, nothing Mulgreen would relinquish if he thought it his due. Every girl he saw was ripe for the kissing, regardless of whether she wanted it, or was already spoken for. He was the great hero in his own life, and this was his reward for the misfortunes of his childhood.

His beauty made his behaviour all the more repugnant, for all little boys and girls are taught that to be pretty is to be good, and to be ugly, bad. People whispered about the Lord of the Lowlands, the King of Sinners, who was also known for once being beautiful, and they wondered if Mullein Grey was really the boy’s father, or whether his sire had come from somewhere much more southerly. Not that it mattered, because Mullein Grey’s money and influence was as vast as his son’s ego; so long as Mullein had accounts at every store, was owed a favour by every household, his wretched son was free to do as he pleased.

And then, just as he believed himself on the cusp of his happy-ever-after, several truly terrible things happened to Mulgreen at once. His mother, his beautiful, regal mother who seemed never to age, died. She went to bed one night wearing her customary mix of lead, nightingale droppings and vinegar on her face and never awoke.

Sadder still was the fact that the household didn’t notice for three days, as Wynnfrith Grey never broke her fast, and only attended dinners when her husband informed her there would be guests. She liked very much to remain in her rooms with the shades drawn so the sun would not damage her famed skin, avoiding anything that might give her wrinkles, which sadly included her husband, and on occasion, her son. She would have no servant enter her suite, save on her command, for she feared being caught without her powder and rouge and knew well how servants gossiped. So by and by, no one noticed she was gone, each servant assuming another had seen to their mistress, until finally a new gown Wynnfrith had ordered arrived, and her body was found upon attempted delivery to her rooms.

Wynnfrith Grey was buried in her new gown; it was what she would have wanted.

At the same time, it seemed that Lady Luck had finally tired of Mullein Grey, whose business was built on speculation, leaving him reeling from loss after loss as he gambled away his fortune. The only thing he hadn’t lost was the house itself, having had the foresight to sign it over to his son at his wife’s suggestion. Debt collectors arrived at the door of the grand house and removed the velvet walls, the shining table, the silver candlesticks and countless other furnishings and trinkets – anything that wasn’t a structural part of the house was taken away. The servants and the cook left, and Mulgreen’s fine horse was sold. The Honourable Mullein Grey turned to drink, and his son turned him out of the home that was apparently legally his.

He surveyed his kingdom, barren and draughty now, and sank to his knees. This was not the life he’d thought himself promised. This was not how things were supposed to be. This was not a happy ending at all. Far, far from it.

Mulgreen might be as empty inside as an ancient yew, but he lacked the resilience of one. For all the talk of his ambition, he was not courageous, nor was he a go-getter, and the idea of getting his hands dirty via an honest day’s work made him retch and shiver. He’d wept bitterly the day the bailiffs had stripped his room of all his lovely things, had torn a favourite velvet coat in kingfisher blue in half as he’d tried to rip it from their hands. If he wasn’t Mulgreen Grey, son of Mullein and Wynnfrith, and heir to his own private kingdom, then what was he?

Mulgreen knew unless he did something drastic, he would founder. Virtually orphaned, beautiful and destitute, he turned back to the tales that had brought him such comfort as a youth and realized the answer to his problems was right there, in the faded and creased pages.

He’d have to meet someone wealthy and marry out of his misery.

He knew that in order to restore his life to what it had once been, he’d have to snare a woman of exemplary birth, make her fall in love with him, marry him, and pay for everything. It was the same in all of the stories: some poor, pretty nobody would find a way to get herself noticed by the nobility, and within a week she’d be raised up from peasant to princess. Every time, without fail. The consistency spoke of truth, and he felt a fool for not seeing it before. If he played by the rules, he’d be rescued. People like him always were. And so, using the fairy tales as a guide, Mully formed a plan.

He’d stand by the woodland road that led to the capital, waiting for a duchess, or a countess to come thundering by in her coach, on the way to some grand occasion. As per the fairy tales, she’d take one look at him with his angel’s face and fall in love with him then and there. She’d beckon him into the coach, offer him red wine and furs, feed him candied cherries from fingers dripping in rubies, and he’d be saved.

Mulgreen had not accounted for the fact there were very few duchesses out where he lived.

He returned every day to same road, waiting and hoping – and at one point even praying – for a duchess to come along. Finally, Mulgreen understood there would be no duchess in a carriage, and he returned, his lips blue with cold, to the shell of the once-grand manor that was still his home and wrapped himself in all the blankets the debt collectors had deemed too shabby to take. He needed a new plan. And as he lay there, in a mouldering quilt that used to belong to some hound or other, he let his mind wander back to his book of tales, and he came up with a new plan.

A ball – that was what he needed. There were always women at balls, looking for a partner. Princesses, lord’s daughters, debutantes. And, by happy coincidence, the Solaris were forecast to pass over the following week, and many balls were held in their honour. He’d have his pick of parties to attend.

Mulgreen spent the week stealing what he’d need for the ball, travelling to villages away from his own. He reached through open windows, pillaged washing lines, plucked items from pockets, and displays in shops, until he’d got himself a smart coat, a richly embroidered tunic, velvet breeches, a silk cravat, and some silver buttons and buckles. The day of the ball dawned and he scrubbed his skin clean, cut his snarled locks and curled the ends, and finally put on the finest things he’d worn in some time.

The mirrors in the grand house had all been taken, but he could see himself reflected in the glass of the windows. Poverty, it seemed, suited him; the lack of rich food had added a sharpness to his cheekbones, pared away a layer of comfortable fat to reveal the lithe sinew beneath. He looked chiselled, honed. Beautiful. He was as good as wed.

But he was turned away from the most prestigious balls, the ones princesses and the like might frequent. The name Grey – which would have once guaranteed him entry to fine occasions – meant nothing now it was known his father was a gambler, and Mulgreen himself was on his uppers. In truth, the stewards were delighted to turn him away – they all had sisters, or cousins, or knew someone Mulgreen had wronged. Looking down their noses at him was even better than the beating down a dark alley they’d sworn to give him someday.

Again and again he was told he wasn’t welcome, until in desperation he spotted a couple of fellows he recognized from home, and followed them to a small gathering in an assembly room on the outskirts of the capital. To his dismay, the assembly was full of people he knew from his own village – lawyers, physicians, bankers, and their daughters – but, doubting he’d gain entry anywhere else, he chose to stay, making the most of the free wine and the liquid courage it offered.

More for the practice than for a result, he tried his best to play up to those girls whose families he knew had modest but steady incomes, and was baffled as they shunned him. He smiled, and charmed, and cajoled, and once or twice he even offered a flowery apology for his childhood behaviour, but to no avail. No matter how many times he offered his hand, he was rebuffed. It was like school all over again. He grew more and more angry, and melancholy, until finally the wife of a visiting judge grazed a hand over his bottom and asked him if he’d walk her to her carriage.

Well, it had been a while…

She was not young. Or beautiful. Or even rich, but needs must, and he lifted her skirts as she leant against the side of her curricle, wincing at the pitch of her passionate cries. Afterwards, she thanked him, pressing a silver coin into his palm with a wink.

It was the most money he’d held in a while.

Back at the manse, he stripped the stolen finery from his body and curled up in his nest of blankets, in a room that used to house a bed that was eight-foot-wide and piled with cushions and duvets. He cried a little, his self-pity tracking down his face inside salty tears. It wasn’t fair – he was promised a happy-ever-after. Had he not had trials enough? Had he not suffered enough, lost enough? For the love of all things, he’d just dipped his wick in a crone that looked like nothing so much as the witch from his old storybook. Surely that meant something?

When he woke in the morning, he had his answer.

Perhaps he had not suffered enough, or rather, not suffered the right way. All of his trials were mundane, petty trials. He obviously needed to suffer more, needed something meaty for destiny to get its teeth into and grant him his happy ending.

He needed a witch. A real one. He needed a witch to curse him and then a princess would naturally come along and break the spell. He was a fool not to have seen it before. No one would rescue him as he was; he had no wicked stepmother to escape, no bullying siblings. He needed a sorceress, a haggard old crone who would take one look at him and hex him, jealous of his youth and beauty.

Luckily, he knew just where to find such a creature.

Whilst walking through the woods on his travels to steal clothes for the ball, Mulgreen had spotted a squat, dingy cottage hidden in the woods. He’d approached it, curious, and peered through a thick window smeared with decades of grime, to see a wizened old woman stirring a vast pot set on the hearth. Herbs and plants hung from the ceiling in thick clumps, books were piled haphazardly wherever there was space, rocks and stones littered the shelves between jars of unknowable substances, candles dripped unchecked on to the floor. When the crone turned, to reach for some ingredient, her pointed hat had fallen and a bush of grey hair sprung free, surrounding her head like a dandelion clock, and then he’d noticed the wart on her nose. Definitely a witch.

As he made his way back through the woods, he pondered on the kind of curse he’d like best to receive. Nothing too uglifying, as that might repulse a princess, rather than incite her pity. Though princesses were supposed to be kind of heart, and able to see the truth of a matter. A true princess would fall in love with him for who he really was. Mulgreen had read a tale once where a young woman fell in love with an actual beast. It hadn’t surprised Mulgreen at all; women, though decorative, were also a little foolish. Despite it, he didn’t want to become a beast. Nor a swan, nor a donkey. He’d prefer to keep his current form, thank you very much.

Perhaps he could be cursed to silence, as in the tale of the siren girl who wished to walk on the land. Then his best weapons – his face, and his body – would still be intact and he’d easily be able to lure a princess to kiss him. Or cursed into an enchanted sleep – that wouldn’t be intolerable either. Though he didn’t much like the thought of lying in a coffin, waiting for a princess to chance upon him. And he might not even get a coffin, he realized. What if the witch just popped him in her back bedroom, out of the way, or buried him in her pumpkin patch? No, he shuddered. Silence was his best bet. Now all he needed to do was decide how best to manipulate the witch into doing it…

In all honesty, Mulgreen Grey’s singing voice was passable. It’s almost as much of a rarity to be truly tone-deaf as it is to be pitch perfect, and Mulgreen could, like the vast majority of people, sing well enough, given the right circumstances. The right song, the right amount of liquid courage, the right mood, and the right surroundings, all of which could add a little sparkle to an otherwise unremarkable voice. The woods provided none of these things, but because Mulgreen was the kind of man he was, grown from the kind of boy he’d been, he was under the impression his voice was as praiseworthy as his face.

Around a quarter mile from the witch’s cottage he began to sing, gently warming his voice up as he ran through all of his favourite songs. By the time the cottage was in sight, Mulgreen had slipped into a fantasy, imagining life after the curse. He rushed through the princess, and her falling in love with him – because that was a given, and dull for him – and skipped to the bit where she heard him sing for the first time, after the curse was broken and his voice was returned. He’d be in his bedroom at her palace – no, wait – he’d be in the gardens, enjoying the last of the summer sun. He’d tilt his head towards the last of the rays, gilding his fine cheekbones with the light, and a song would burst forth from him, a salutation of glory and gratitude. The princess would hear it, and, already giddily besotted with him, she’d begin to weep, silently, in awe of his voice. He’d be too caught in the song to know she was there, until the last of the notes began to die away, and then at some slight sound he’d spin round, and she’d say—

“Do you mind?”

Mulgreen was ripped from his fantasy by a gravelly voice, one that certainly did not belong to the sylph-like princess of his daydream. The owner of this voice was short, and stout, with leathered skin and hair like wire wool. And a wart on her nose, three dark hairs curling from it.

The witch.

Mulgreen knew his part. He’d returned to the woods every day for the past fortnight, looking for signs of weakness, things he could prod at that would raise her ire and guarantee him his curse. And he’d found one. At eleven every morning, a small herd of fallow deer wandered past her hovel. And every morning, the witch entered the clearing just beyond her overgrown garden, at ten minutes to eleven, and stood there, silently waiting, as the deer tripped past her, her hand outstretched as if to entice them over. One or two had even began to look curiously at her, to sniff the air, to pause and meet her gaze. It might have been touching, except Mully knew the witch was only trying to tame them so that one day she could grab one for some wicked sacrifice. It was the kind of thing her sort did in his books, and she wouldn’t appreciate being thwarted.

So Mulgreen knew exactly what he was doing when he began tramping through the woods, singing as loudly as he could. The noise would frighten the deer away, the witch would be furious and sure to want to strip him of the cause of the ruckus – his voice.

“I said, do you mind?” the witch repeated.

“Good morrow, my good woman,” he trilled loudly, bowing low to her. “How are you this fine day?”

The witch raised an eyebrow.

Mulgreen widened his grin to show a few more teeth.

“What do you do here?” she asked finally, her second brow rising to match its sister.

“I was just wandering the woods, singing to myself.”

“Why?”

He hadn’t expected any questions, having assumed the haggard old crone would want to skip straight to the cursing. “I beg your pardon?”

“Why are you wandering the woods singing? Do you have no job?”

Mulgreen blinked. “I… That is to say… Well, you see, I’m—”

“That’ll be a no then,” the witch said. She looked him up and down, and nodded, apparently satisfied with whatever she’d gleaned from the examination. “Anyway, do you mind keeping it down? There’s a herd of deer that pass this way every day, and I don’t want them scared off. I want them to keep coming around, and that’s unlikely while you’re exercising your dulcet tones.” She paused. “Exorcising, more like,” she added under her breath, grimacing.

Mulgreen, perhaps wilfully, didn’t hear the last part. He stretched his grin to its maximum depth.

“Perhaps I can help you, madam,” he bowed again. “Animals are soothed by the sound of music, are they not?”

The witch looked at him. “Music, yes…” she said slowly.

“Then allow me.” Mulgreen cleared his throat, and began to sing once more. He closed his eyes to demonstrate how much the melody consumed him, which left him ignorant to the expression of disgust on the witch’s face.

As Mulgreen warbled away, the witch’s spirits began to sink. Her beloved deer would never come so long as he was there, especially not while he was making that racket. And deer, once spooked, are apt to remember and not return. This idiot was ruining six months of hard-won trust between her and the herd. She’d spent weeks coaxing them closer and closer, teaching them she was not to be feared, that she wanted nothing more from them than just to have them visit her. She wished she could curse him, she wished she could take away his flat voice, and his ridiculous gesticulations, as though he was conducting an invisible orchestra.

But she could not, because she wasn’t a witch at all.

Mulgreen had, once again, taken something at face value, and this time he’d decided a harmless old woman, living alone in the woods, must therefore be a witch. In truth the woman had moved there after her children had grown up and left home, wanting to be a little closer to nature, away from the hustle and bustle of the town, and the meddling of her well-meaning, but clueless sons.

So the woman could do nothing as Mulgreen sang and sang, whirling around, clasping leaves to his chest. Eventually she left him to it, moving wearily back to her cottage to make something for lunch.

It took Mulgreen another half an hour to notice the witch, as he still thought of her, had vanished.

He turned in a wide circle, smiling once more as he saw smoke curling out of the chimney. The plan was working, he realized. She’d gone to brew a poison to take his voice. Soon enough she’d return and offer him a drink to soothe his throat. And so it would begin.

Fortified, Mulgreeen began to sing once more.

Inside her cottage, the woman tucked two small balls of cotton in her ears and settled down to some home-made parsnip soup.

Eventually, his throat raw from singing, Mulgreen looked again to the cottage. He frowned when he saw the chimney smoke still spiralling busily away on the wind – how long did it take to brew a potion? Then he remembered he was frowning and quickly relaxed his face; it wouldn’t do to develop wrinkles before he’d completed his plan. Or ever, if he could help it.

Mulgreen decided to try to hurry things along a little, and approached the cottage. Peering through the window, he saw the witch sat reclined in a tatty old chair, a cat on her lap, her mouth wide open, apparently asleep. There was a cauldron, steam rising from it, hanging over a merrily cracking fire. Mully rapped on the window, sending the cat screeching across the room, its fur on end, and making the witch jump. Her expression fell when she saw who it was, and Mulgreen’s annoyance rose as he saw it.

She tottered across the room and pushed the window open a fraction. “You’re still around then? What do you want?”

“That, I expect,” he said without preamble, nodding towards the cauldron. “If you just want to pass it out, I’ll be on my way,” Mulgreen, tapping his foot to indicate how time sensitive his request was.

For a moment the woman had no clue what to do. Who was this boy who thought he could help her with his terrible singing, before demanding some of her soup? Did she know him? Was she expecting him? She racked her brains; at her age sometimes things were forgotten – one brain could hardly contain the lifetime of things she’d seen and done, and hoped to yet see and do. Perhaps he was a friend of her granddaughter’s – yes, yes, that must be it. Perpetua had sent word she was hoping to visit later that day; obviously this was her latest boyfriend. He was certainly comely enough for Perpetua, even if good manners were lacking. One might even say entirely absent. Still, it was up to Perpetua who she stepped out with. And he’d obviously heard all about her old granny’s soup, otherwise why would he be so desperate for it?

Happy that she’d solved the mystery, though concerned about her beloved granddaughter’s taste in men, the old woman made her way back to the cauldron and scooped some of the still-warm soup into a cup for the boy, passing it to him with a toothless grin.

“You’re early,” she said.

Ignoring her, Mulgreen looked at the concoction, shrugged, and upended the contents into his mouth, swallowing the lot in three gulps. It tasted remarkably like parsnip soup. He passed the cup back to the witch, then tested his voice.

“La-la… How long does it take?” he asked the witch.

“To what?”

“To kick in,” Mulgreen said. “Obviously it hasn’t worked yet. So how long?”

“Erm…” The woman was baffled. Whatever did he mean? She looked at the clock, and turned back to him. “You are here for Perpetua, aren’t you?”

Mulgreen fought the urge to frown again. Perhaps Perpetua was the name of the potion. It sounded sinister enough. “Yes,” he said decisively.

The woman looked back to her clock. “Not for a few hours yet,” she said. Perpetua was an apprentice blacksmith; she’d be working until sundown. “An hour after sundown,” she said. “Would you like to come in and wait?”

“Gods, no thank you,” Mulgreen said. “I’ll go home.” And with that he strode off, leaving the woman gaping after him.

Mulgreen toyed with several thoughts on what to do with his voice during these final hours of having it. There were a great many things he wanted to say to a great many people. He wanted to find all the women from the assembly and tell them they were harridans, harpies, and as soon as he’d married a princess they’d regret it. Then he realized if he married a princess, he might well become a king one day, and he resolved to behead everyone who’d wronged him. His former classmates, all the maids who’d locked themselves in the broom cupboard when they’d heard him approaching. Perhaps even his own feckless father. And the witch, for certain.

As sundown approached, he watched it, measuring its descent degree by degree. He lit no candles, allowing the room to dim and chill around him. Expectation burned in his belly as he waited for the last shades of pink and orange to fade from the sky.

“Finally,” he said. Then, “Shit.”

The latter echoed around the empty room, mocking him with its sound.

Mulgreen Grey frowned once more, and this time he did nothing to wipe the expression from his face.

In the woods, Perpetua Ravenscroft was making her way towards her beloved grandmother’s cottage for an evening of gossip and good food. Work at the smithy was hard, but rewarding, and Perpetua – especially close to her granny – was looking forward to spending some time with her. Earlier that day Perpetua had used her break to fashion a small iron charm as a gift for her grandmother to wear, and she was excited to give it to her. The charm, hung from a thick leather thong, was a small circle with a crude tree inside. And it was more than just a gift from a devoted granddaughter. As well as that, it was imbued with magic, to keep her safe, far as she was from the main village. There were wolves in the woods sometimes; why, last year there had even been a scarlet varulv terrorizing the village. And that was aside from the ne’er-do-well men that might try to harm an old woman.

For the old woman might not be a witch, but Perpetua was. A very skilled one at that.

Perpetua and her granny embraced at the door, the older woman ushering her granddaughter into the house, seating her pride of place in front of the fire. The old woman knew it was wrong to play favourites, but despite it Perpetua was hers. Nothing daunted Perpetua, there was no obstacle too great for her to try to overcome, no task too onerous that she wouldn’t see it through. She was as tough as the iron she worked with all day in the smithy, but she was kind too.

Like Mulgreen, Perpetua had been a child of exceptional beauty. But unlike him, her parents had never singled her out for special treatment on account of it. If Perpetua snatched a toy from a sibling, she got the sharp end of her mother’s tongue and was told to make an apology. If Perpetua tried to cheat during games she received a scolding from her father, and was sent to bed without pudding. Even after it became apparent she was a powerful young witchling, her parents treated her no differently from her sister and brother. They rewarded kindness, hard work, empathy and honesty. And so Perpetua, now aged eighteen, had grown up kind, hardworking, empathetic and honest.

She also had a devil of a temper, which her granny swore came from her mother’s side.

The old woman bought Perpetua the last of the parsnip soup to warm her while she prepared their real supper of sausages and tomatoes, handing it to the girl after she’d shucked off her shoes and shawl. Perpetua took it gratefully, swigged it down in three mighty gulps, then rose and padded over to stand with the old woman as she cooked.

She passed her granny ingredients as she asked for them: a little rosemary to add to the butter the sausages were frying in, a little basil to bring out the flavour of the tomatoes. Salt, pepper, paprika, plucked and pinched. The two women worked well together, creating a kind of spell between them, for there is magic in cookery, a special kind of alchemy where one thing becomes another as heat and flavour and pressure is applied.

They ate their sausages and tomatoes with hunks of fresh bread and butter, eating with their hands, licking juices from their fingers, wiping bread around their plates to soak up the last of the meal. When they were done, Perpetua gathered up the plates, washed her sticky hands, made them a cup of tea, and then gave her grandmother the gift she’d made her.

“It’s beautiful,” the old woman said, bending her head so Perpetua could put it on her. “I love it. What does it do?”

Perpetua barked out a laugh. “What makes you think it does anything?” she said innocently. “Perhaps it’s just a pretty trinket for my beloved granny.”

Granny’s response was short, and a little risqué, and the two women laughed.

“It’s a charm,” Perpetua said when they’d calmed again. “For protection. Against beasts and bad weather and men.”

At that, the old woman remembered the strange young man who’d come around earlier. “Your fellow was here,” she said suddenly.

“My fellow…”

“Yes. He was here, earlier. But he didn’t stay. I gave him some soup and then he buggered off. Terrible singer.”

Perpetua put down her cup slowly. “Granny… Can you lift your left arm?”

For a moment the old woman looked perplexed, then did as Perpetua had asked.

“Good. Now can you tell me what the date is, and who’s on the throne.”

“It’s the seventh of Lambling. And King Auran is on the throne, is he not?”

“He is.” Perpetua said. Not an apoplexy of the brain then. She reached out to press her hand against her grandmother’s forehead.

“What are you—” The old woman batted Perpetua’s hand away. “I’m fine.”

“Granny, nothing you just said made any sense.”

“But Auran is on the throne, is he not? Didn’t the queen just give birth to twins?”

“Before that. About my boyfriend, and soup, and singing.”

“Ah,” the old woman said. And then she told her granddaughter about Mulgreen, and the deer, and the singing, and the soup. “I thought he was yours,” she said, when she’d finished her tale. “He was handsome enough, as handsome does.”

Perpetua had not been brought up in the same village as Mulgreen Grey. She was raised two villages over, and their paths had never crossed before. Perpetua was more a barn dance sort of girl, than a ball goer. She wanted to spin and sing and kick her legs about when she was dancing. She liked the pretty gowns that ball attendees wore, but they seemed impractical to dance in, certainly the way she danced, anyway. By the same token, Mulgreen Grey wouldn’t cross the threshold of a barn dance, where everyone shared cups and swigged beer from them, if his life depended on it.

“Handsome?” Perpetua asked. “Blue-eyed? Dark-haired?”

“Yes, I suppose. If you like that sort of thing. He couldn’t sing for toffee though.”

Perpetua had had a friend, in school. Her name was Alara, and though the two were of differing social stations, they’d become close, and had remained so. Perpetua had met Alara three nights previous, so Alara could live vicariously through Perpetua’s adventures in witchery, smithing and barn dancing. As a lawyer’s daughter, Alara was, like Mulgreen, not a frequenter of barn dances. She often went to balls and assembly halls though, and when they’d exhausted all of Perpetua’s tales, had told her all about the last assembly she’d been to, where an incredibly handsome, dark-haired, blue-eyed young man had shown up, and promptly been shunned by almost everyone.

“I knew he must have a reputation,” Alara had said. “For there were a great many more women than men there and still no one would dance with him. So I asked around, and it turns out he’s an absolute cad, rake, bounder – you name it, he’s been called it, and likely worse. His name is Mulgreen Grey, and he’s known for his selfishness, cruelty, arrogance, greed, and that’s just for starters. He threw his own father out of their home, although he was a gambler and had lost everything – in fact, he owes Daddy five sovereigns he said he won’t see again, and—”

At this point Perpetua had leant forward and refilled both of their glasses pointedly.

“Sorry, what a tangent. Do forgive me, it’s just so nice to talk to someone I actually like. Where was I? Oh yes, so there he is at the ball, somehow dressed in velvet, casting his net around the place and peacocking about as if he were the new prince. Well, we all knew who he was and stayed clear, of course. Except for Mrs Marshlit. She disappeared off with him and came back five minutes later very red in the face.”

So now this was twice, by Perpetua’s reckoning, that the handsome, dark-haired, blue-eyed young man had been mentioned to her. And Perpetua was not one to ignore signs. Until four days ago, there had been no Mulgreen Grey in her world, and now he’d been in it twice, once with a dear friend, causing a stir at a dance, and now, here, at her gran’s, making a nuisance of himself and eating her gran’s soup. Perpetua’s shrewd eyes narrowed, and she sipped her tea.

“Tell me again,” she said. So her grandmother did, and Perpetua’s not-inconsiderable brain began to draw conclusions. What she concluded was that Mulgreen Grey was up to something, and so she resolved to seek him out. She didn’t like the thought of someone as apparently wicked and mean as Mulgreen Grey anywhere near her granny.

What Perpetua didn’t know was that Mulgreen was already on his way back to her grandmother’s house.

Apoplectic with rage, Mulgreen tore through the woodland, terrifying badgers, foxes, deer, pine martens, wolves and even a wild boar. Bushes and trees leapt out of his way, so vast was his rage. His own mother wouldn’t have recognized her handsome boy in the twisted face of the creature that hurtled towards the old woman’s cottage, murder on his mind. His blood was screaming inside him, his breath coming in great snorts and pants. When he saw light flickering distantly he sped up, now sprinting towards the unsuspecting Perpetua and her grandmother.

The women were winding up their visit, chewing on honeycomb and sipping at a fine bramble wine the old woman had laid down five years ago. As she rose to pack a small picnic for Perpetua to take on the walk home, the door of her cottage flew open and there stood Mulgreen, eyes blazing.

“You,” he said, taking one step forward before halting as Perpetua stood and moved between him and her grandmother.

“You,” Perpetua said, knowing at once who the blue-eyed man was.

“Stay out of this,” Mulgreen hissed. “This is between me and the witch.”

He stormed past the girl to face down the old woman. “You lied to me,” he snarled at her. “That was no potion you gave me. It was no spell. Had you done what you were supposed to, I’d not be able to tell you what an ugly, foul, disgusting old hag you are. I wouldn’t be able to tell you that your face looks like a warthog’s arse, and your breath is as foul as a swamp. I wouldn’t be able to say that you’re a repulsive, lying old witch and that I might as well beat you sideways as nothing could make the state of you any worse. You’ll regret lying to me, you filthy wench.”

The old woman’s eyes filled with tears at the onslaught, not at the words, but at the shame of being spoken to so in front of Perpetua. She glanced at her granddaughter, and Mulgreen followed her gaze, his eyes narrowed to vicious slits.

“If you came here for a spell, you’re out of luck,” he spat at her. “She’s a fraud.”

“But I never said I was a witch,” the old woman said, her voice trembling.

“Shut up,” Mulgreen said, without looking back at her.

“I didn’t come here for a spell,” Perpetua’s voice was curiously flat. She met Mulgreen’s blue eyes with her brown ones.

Mulgreen looked her up and down. She was tall, perhaps as tall as he. Lush bodied, her brown hair falling in waves. “Who are you?” he asked.

“I’m Perpetua. Ravenscroft. This is my grandmother’s home.”

Mulgreen remembered what the old woman had said earlier. “Are you here for Perpetua?” Not a potion. Her granddaughter.

He knew then, that he’d made a mistake. That this was his fault, for assuming. But because he was Mulgreen Grey, he couldn’t admit it. Couldn’t even acknowledge it. Instead he thought about how his dreams had been destroyed again. First there was no duchess. Then there was no princess. Now there was no witch. He had nothing: no income, no parents. No friends. No hope. Time and again he’d been thwarted, denied. And no one denied Mulgreen Grey anything.

His eyes were cold when he looked back at the old woman.

“Get out of here, girl,” he said calmly to Perpetua, his back to her. “I don’t think you want to see this.”

The old woman shrank back as Mulgreen raised a hand, reaching for her…

He couldn’t touch her.

He tried again, and again, but each time he missed her. His fury mounted as he tried to grab her, hit her, kick her, but he couldn’t lay a single finger on her.

The woman looked down at the charm that lay against her breastbone, and then looked to where her granddaughter stood, a small, grim smile at her lips.

Once more Mulgreen followed the old woman’s gaze and saw Perpetua. If he couldn’t hurt the old woman, perhaps he could hurt the girl.

He smiled his own, evil smile and the old woman screamed, realizing his intent. Perpetua remained as though frozen, though a poker had appeared in her hand as Mulgreen stalked towards her, his fingers twitching with the need for violence.

“I’m afraid that won’t do you much good, my dear.” His voice was slick with malice. “But you’re welcome to try.”

She raised the poker and held it out, pointing it at him, and he laughed.

Then he stopped. Stopped moving, stopped laughing. Stopped breathing.

Not a poker. A wand.

Perpetua had drawn her wand the moment Mulgreen had whipped past her, the instrument leaping into her hand as though it wanted to be nowhere else. She’d waited, hoping she wouldn’t have to use it, not wanting to use her magic to do harm. She was at heart a good, kind young woman.

But she really did have a devil of a temper, and the moment Mulgreen Grey had tried to attack her grandmother the power began to build, to crackle through her veins, itching for release.

“You’re a witch,” Mulgreen said.

“How dare you raise a hand to my grandmother?” Perpetua’s voice sounded as though a thousand women were speaking through her, and Mulgreen cowered. “How dare you barge into her home, say ugly things to her, threaten her, and try to hurt her?”

Perpetua towered over him now, filling the cottage. Her hair swirled around her as though caught in a hurricane, and her brown eyes had turned black.

“I’ve heard of you, Mulgreen Grey,” Perpetua said. “How as a child you liked to snatch and pinch. How as a young man you stole, and took. How you grasped at girls, without their permission. And now I’ve seen for myself the kind of man you are. Always taking. Always demanding. Always hurting.”

“I wanted—”

“You always want,” Perpetua roared. “Want want want. You wanted a witch – well now you’ve found one. You wanted a spell – I’ll give you one. But you’ll wish I hadn’t. You can add it to the list of things you’ll wish you hadn’t before this night is through…”

At that, Mulgreen lunged, arms outstretched, hands reaching for her.

Perpetua flicked her wand, and a jet of light surged from the tip, wrapping itself like rope around Mulgreen’s wrists. As he watched, it tightened, and tightened, until at last it severed both his hands. They fell to the floor with two meaty thuds, and the light vanished.

There was no pain. There was no blood. There weren’t even any scars. The ends of Mulgreen’s arms ended smoothly, as though he’d never had hands at all.

He stood frozen, staring down at his former appendages.

Perpetua crossed to them and picked them up. She placed them gently in a small basket that had appeared by her side and hooked the basket over Mulgreen’s arm.

“Oh Perpetua,” her grandmother sighed, stepping forward. “What have you done?”

“It’s not forever,” Perpetua said, her voice only faintly sounding as though she wished it were. “They’ll go back on.”

“When?” Mulgreen croaked. He couldn’t look at the witch, nor her grandmother, couldn’t look anywhere but down at his hands, nestled in the basket.

“When what you have given is more than what you have taken.” Perpetua said. “When you’ve done more good than ill. You’ve spent a lifetime taking what isn’t yours. Demanding things you don’t deserve. When the balance is restored, your hands will return to your arms and it’ll be as though it never happened.”

“How long will it take?” Mulgreen asked.

“Only you know that,” Perpetua said. “Only you know exactly how much you have to atone for.”

With that Mulgreen sank to his knees and began to weep.

“Come on, Granny,” Perpetua said. “Pack a bag. I think you’d better come and stay with me for a few days.”

The old woman nodded, and gathered a few things together. They left Mulgreen, still sobbing bitterly, on the dusty floor of the cottage.

That was one hundred years ago. Mulgreen Grey fled the village that very night, and was never seen in those parts again. As time went on, he was almost forgotten. Until tales began to reach the ears of the villagers of a man with no hands who travelled Tallith, Tregellan and even Lormere, beseeching people to allow him to aid them.

Eventually, all the players in the sad story of Mulgreen Grey died, except for Mulgreen himself. He still wanders the earth, looking for good deeds to do, for his goodness has still not matched his wickedness. Until then, he’ll keep going, his basket with his hands in tucked over his arm.

Mully No-Hands, the children call him.
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