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Foreword
 
 I remember reading fairy tales as a child, and then reading them as an adult, and then reading them to my own children. It will come as no surprise to anyone that the darker the tale, the more I enjoyed it. And when I found that some were based on true events—my love for them knew no bounds.
I’m not talking your Disney fairy tales here, I wanted Grimm Brothers. Give me the morbid, the twisted, and the gory. As an adult I discovered the wonderful books edited by Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling:Snow White, Blood Red; Ruby Slippers, Golden Thorns; and Black Thorn, White Rose. I gobbled those books up like Hansel eats gingerbread. Fairy tales retold for adults, what a concept.
 Fast forward to the present day and we are surrounded by fairy tales—from movies, to TV shows, to YA books, and more. So why add to it by doing yet another book of fairy tales? Because these tales are different. These tales give the villain a chance to tell his point of view. Or maybe the hero is telling the story, but the truth this time. The line between good and evil is often blurred, but we tell our tales so the hero is clearly in the right. Even when he’s wrong.
 So sit back, relax, and let us tell you the real story. Once upon a scream …
 
 Stacey Turner
 July 2014
 
 



A Song of Bones
A retelling of “The Singing Bone”
Vekah McKeown
 
I beheld the last of the torches going out, the final procession line returning to the safety of the castle. Nobles and commoners alike, grim, all dressed in the monotone shades of mourning. My father, the King, had been laid to stately rest in the cemetery grounds outside the great Cologne Cathedral. He would not be buried within the tombs of its foundation, for like I, he was not of noble birth. Like him, the crown which rests upon my brow I’d won by righteousness instead of ancient bloodline.
I took no joy in this bauble, this badge of office purchased with the lives of noble men, though a tiny smile touched my lips. Glad was I for the black veil of mourning, shielding such a ghastly expression from view. The spectacle going on beneath me paled in comparison to the ungodly sin of vengeance coloring my countenance. To put it gently, torchlight from the honor guard was not the only bit of radiance to illuminate the darkness.
He had long since stopped screaming, the flames of righteousness silencing forevermore the cause of all my miseries. I would have preferred to hear him sing out his suffering for hours yet, reveling in the beautiful aria of his torment. Burning to death seemed less than he deserved, the terms of his punishment taken from my royal hand. Suffer not a witch to live, or so said the Holy Book clutched to my chest. He assisted in laying the curse upon the good soul who had been my father, and upon the King before him and his daughter, the woman who had become my stepmother when she married my father. Her hand had commissioned the crown I wore, and her hand had bathed it in unwitting blood.
Other fires rage in the distance, purging my land from the contaminated things which brought these atrocities upon us—the bones of my uncle being chief among them—anointed with salt and holy water before being kissed with flame. May he burn in eternal damnation for his part in this unholy action, as well; his ashes flung into the Rhine River to never find peaceful rest. I lay equal blame at his feet, blame he shares with the traitor burning beneath my balcony. It was my Uncle’s jealousy that brought ruin to all, and it is my justice that at last confined him to the grave.
Though perhaps I am getting ahead of myself, showing to you the end when I had not explained the beginning. This is not my story alone, though the only way I can explain such events is through my eyes. This is the story of family and the exploitation of a dream by unclean, selfish hands. I shall take you back to the beginning, to a time before a crown came between two brothers, to when a young girl rode atop her father’s shoulders, devoted to him and her belief he could do no wrong.
Once upon a time. Isn’t that the way such fables begin?
 
***
 
The name of the village to which I was born is not important. Small and quaint, pious as such villages ought to be. Possessed of a single well within the center of its town square, a single structure of brick and mortar serving as its Inn and tavern. Our population had been ravaged by the Black Death when my father was very young, most of the stone structures torn down and burned to prevent a reoccurrence of the sickness. It had become our custom for the town council to gather in the common room of the Inn, and all matters of legality regulated to fireside chats over mugs of ale.
After the plague sickness, our village was deemed too small to merit its own church. Thusly we as a community walked the long miles upon the road to the neighboring city to receive our weekly dose of spirituality. In those days I rode upon my father’s shoulders, a wisp of a girl untouched by more than seven summers worth of life. My father and I and my uncle shared our little wooden house with its thatched roof, mere farmers trying to scratch out an existence. To someone so young and inexperienced in the world, grand palaces held little more enchantment or richness, held less perfect wonder, than those innocent summer days.
It is the simplest pleasures in life that bring the greatest of joys, or so my mother once said before making the trip to Heaven. Words I never understood until much later in life, when time slipped away from me on ghostly feet and destiny unfurled a tapestry of years quite different than I anticipated. Far too late to transform the pattern of my life with colored threads of gentleness and joy.
Pieter lived on the next farm over, his mother the woman that did her best to raise me in the wake of my mother’s passing. On the last day of my innocence, he ran through the throng of citizens, chasing the village dog. Of course I squirmed against father’s shoulders at once, wanting to go and run with my heart’s friend. After much sighing, he set me on the dusty path, admonishing me to stay within eyesight. Looking back, I understand his approval of this running about while on the way to church. I would be tired and quiet during the sermon and would most likely sleep on his back during the walk home.
“Pieter!” I cried, running after my friend. “Pieter, wait!”
His blond hair flashed in the mid-morning sun, his laughter floating back to me on the warm winds. But it was where his feet were taking him that made me frown, made me fear. On either side of the winding road rose up the Black Forest, a place no person walked with a light step. Untold horrors lurked in those woods, whispered stories by women and men alike of faeries and sprites and all manner of demons lurking in those trees coming to the forefront of my imagination.
“Pieter!” I tried again, running faster. “Father said to stay on the road. Pieter, wait!”
He vanished into the outer trees before I could catch him, chasing the mangy yellow dog. His laughter fainter and fainter as the distance increased, my horror growing inversely. Chilled darkness emanated from the shadow of those trees, an abnormal occurrence energy dancing in the shadows of those trees. Summer was nearly upon us, and though winter snows often piled to heights above my little head, our summers baked the earth hot enough to cause drought. I had overheard the village council speak of an overly warm spring this season, so it stood to reason to my young mind that springtime shadows should not be this cold.
No breeze ruffled my hair, nevertheless the trees swayed with unnatural silence, as if tangled in strong winds.
I slowed my frantic pace, standing on the edge of the forbidden place, afraid to walk further into the darkness.
“Pieter?”
“Magdaline!” came his return. “Come see what I found, Mada. You must see this!”
I glanced backward, towards the warmth of sun and family. They seemed so far away now, like stringed puppets dancing on the tiny stages when carnival came to town. Did I run to the safety of the light and leave my friend to the unknown perils of darkness? Did I run to my friend and risk my father’s wrath if I managed to escape the faerie cook pots with my skin intact?
“Mada, hurry! MADA!”
Without thought I plunged ahead, my tiny heart beating as if to jump past my teeth with fright. I found Pieter not too far inside the first ring of trees, staring with wide eyes at the ground. The yellow dog he’d been chasing no longer sported the sun-kissed glossiness of vitality, its fur soaked with the precious ruby liquid of life, its large dark eyes unseeing. I didn’t know what else it was I saw after that. Never before had I seen anything disemboweled, not even when Uncle Kristoph cleaned the chickens for dinner. My father had never permitted it.
I could not quantify the slimy, snakelike ropes knotted in piles where the stomach should have been. The reek of bowels spilled of their digestive juices so foreign as to not register as an odor in my mind. That wasn’t what Pieter had wanted me to see, though. In his palm, he clutched what looked to be an arrowhead made of stone, markings upon it reminding me of swirling loops more than words. That little prize had been what he wanted me to view, not the death of the dog he loved so much.
And most certainly not the gnarled old man stooping down before the dog, red-bathed blade in one hand and the other using a stick to stir through its spilled innards. He glanced up at us, as if finally noticing our presence.
“Children,” He murmured, his words laced with a flavor I had never experienced. “Why do young children come to stare at Old Teufel? Mayhap I find the answer here.”
He stirred the guts again, his breath wheezing in and out of his open mouth.
“How can a dead dog tell you anything?” Pieter spoke up, his fear melting away into the curiosity of all young boys. “The dog is in heaven now. He can’t speak anymore.”
“Oh, but he can,” Old Teufel replied with a hissing chuckle. “He can tell you a great many things if you have the eye to watch and the ear to listen.”
“What does he tell you?”
Old Teufel tipped his head this way and that, reminding me of a vulture seeking the best, most choice mouthful to consume first. “He tells me the future. He says … he says …” His head lifted sharply, staring at me with eyes that burned. “He says you will be queen one day. Old Teufel would like to meet a queen. Come to me, little queenling, and I will show you the way. I will give you a potion to make you the most beautiful, the wisest. Everyone will love the queen Old Teufel creates. And you will love Old Teufel in return. You will give birth to the Old Ways and Old Teufel will guide you.”
I did not realize I had been walking forward, my mouth hanging open. His tone had become so soft, so soothing like my mother’s had been, and I wanted to be comforted by him. I wanted to touch his weathered old skin, ashamed I had thought such bad things about this kindly old man. Until I heard the sound of an arrow whisking by, slamming into the nearest tree and sinking in so deep only half the shaft was visible.
Pieter cried out and I turned quickly, seeing Uncle Kristoph tucking him under one arm, his hunting knife bared in his other hand. My father stood a meter or so back, his bow held and an arrow ready.
Old Teufel laughed, a hissing sound that made my skin crawl. “The King of Life and the King of Death. Tell me, brothers, which of you will stand as such? Old Teufel knows the magic, and Old Teufel will tell you your destiny. The cost Old Teufel asks is the young girl. Give me the little queenling that I may make her the most beautiful, the wisest—”
My father’s arrow took him in his leftmost eye, smashing his crooked body backwards into the tree behind him, the fletching of the arrow the only thing visible in the socket. Trees around us shook in a sudden wind, shedding their leaves like tears, covering us in their mourning of the old man. Hissing sounds wove through the branches, a mooching echo of a dead man’s laughter.
My father grabbed my shoulder, tucking me under his arm much like Uncle Kristoph had done to Pieter. We ran from the dead dog with its spilled entrails and the crying trees and the laughter of a man who should not be able to laugh any longer.
 
***
 
Summer brought on the greatest drought in our village’s history. Crops planted and tended with meticulous care yielded up a pittance come harvest time, not nearly enough to sustain us through the winter. My father and Uncle had retrieved their weapons of war from the hidden chests in the cellar, taking to the forests to hunt for meat. They needed such armaments, not for the deer or other small game they sought, but for the newly arrived monstrous beast roaming the Black Forest.
A gargantuan monstrosity of a boar, such was the beast according to the village council. Easily the size of four men put together, with gnarled leathery skin and burning eyes. The creature didn’t grunt like a natural beast should, instead making this hissing-growling sound, as if the rusted gates of Hell, itself, parted to welcome any crossing its path. So fearsome was this beast, and so harsh the winter, the King had offered the greatest reward for anyone who slayed this demon.
He who felled the beast would be wed to the King’s only daughter, becoming the next King of our lands.
Many knights of the realm fought the creature, their mangled bodies found on the outskirts of the forest proper. Placed as if the beast had the sentient mind of a man and did this thing to taunt the King and his daughter. Months had gone by and still none succeeded in felling the mighty boar, villages emptying themselves of their menfolk in an effort to capture a crown for their own.
Upon the evening of a particularly nasty snowstorm, Pieter and I huddled in the darkened stairwell of the Inn, watching in fear and curiosity as the elder men decided the fate of our village.
“We ought to accept the charity of the church,” Adolpho Gottlieb, Pieter’s father, said. “Isn’t enough grain in the storehouses to feed the children! Let us go to the city and make what lives can be made within its walls.”
Several of the elders nodded, murmuring agreement.
“No,” Uncle Kristoph said immediately after. “We cannot abandon the village. This is our home. My brother, Lukas, and I fought for His Majesty in the last war to ensure these lands remain ours. We cannot walk away from them.”
Some muttered in agreement, but few.
“I agree with your heart, Kristoph,” my father put in gently, placing a hand on his younger brother’s shoulder. “My wife rests in eternal slumber in the fields behind our home. I would not leave her nor have her resting place lost to anonymity. Yet I have my daughter to think on, just as Elder Gottlieb has his son. I would just as soon not abandon her to sickness and death brought on by hunger.”
My uncle shrugged off his hand, a look of frustrated rage contorting his features. “You forget the other option.”
“What other option?”
“The beast.”
A chill swept the room, the meager fire in the hearth nearly guttering to embers in the unseen wind. And I swore to all holy saints, a hissing mocking laughter skulked upon a perverted air. Silence filled the room, each man present reaching for the holy cross upon their necks, many not realizing they prayed the Our Father in an undertone. Pieter and I crossed ourselves and silently added Hail Marys in counterpoint to the baritone whispers of the elders.
“Out of the question,” my father snapped when the prayers finished.
“I agree with Koenig, the elder,” answered another. “Out of the question. A bad omen occurs when word of the beast is spoken aloud.”
My uncle shook his head. “Do you not recognize this for what it is? No one has managed to slay the beast to this day. My brother and I can do this together. Out of all the men in this village, we two have fought in wars and survived. We understand these woods better than those Knights from the city in their clanking armor. We are huntsmen. Do you understand what fortunes awaits our village if we succeed, if one of us becomes king?”
Silence served as reply until my father sighed.
“My brother speaks wisdom in part. I suggest the village prepare to head for the city in a week’s time. If Kristoph and I do not return, take the others and go. Our survival rests upon this chance.”
My father spent the night staring at me while I pretended to sleep, muttering prayers for my future. Elder Gottlieb came for him at first light, lending to him and Uncle Kristoph the village’s single surviving beast of burden to make their quick trip to the city and the church therein. When they returned, it was with mixed blessings. They reported the King, himself, had been in attendance at the church, and he had spoken with them in loving kindness. The Princess offered a kiss upon the brow to each of them, praying for their success in this noble task.
My Uncle spoke of nothing more than the beauty of the Princess, the memory of her lips upon his forehead, the softness of her unblemished hands as they held his. My father spoke of the King’s promise of a place within the city walls for our scant number. By royal decree, he would do his utmost to ensure our fields returned to us after winter’s passing. And then he spent the last of the daylight kneeling before my mother’s grave in deep prayer, his sword thrust into the earth at her feet.
Surprisingly enough, Pieter joined him, fascinated not by the coat of mail my father wore, but by the earnest words dropped from his lips. Later in life, when he took his vows to the Cloth, he would tell me the exact moment when God’s hand rested upon him. Never before had a prayer so beautiful, so heartfelt as the one my father said to the Virgin Mary for my sake, touched his soul.
And I? I had set to making a crown of snow blossoms for my father, to show him he would always be a king in my eyes. I grasped the final flower, smiling …. Wind rattled the bare branches around me, spectral eddies hissing up from the depths of memory. I swallowed a scream, dipping through the trees, trying to escape the thing that haunted my dreams. Uncle appeared a short distance away, walking down the frozen road, diverging at the exact spot in which Pieter and I had discovered Old Teufel nearly a year ago. For reasons I would never speak aloud I followed him, my cloak of white ermine and rabbit camouflaging me against the snowy landscape.
Once I crossed the tree line, their branches empty of snow and of the leaves they’d shed at Old Teufel’s death, the same chill as the last time overrode all other sensation. As if something supernatural walked these forested paths. I saw the arrowhead that Pieter had dropped when Uncle had hefted him to safety. I found the skeleton of the old yellow dog, the shafts of my father’s arrows protruding from the tree trunk, the remains of Old Teufel stuck to tree, rotting and full of puss. Maggots spawned in the empty pit where his undamaged eye should have been.
I found the impossible, the reason why the wind hung so cold here, why my father had loosed his arrows instead of bringing the man forward for the King’s justice on the charge of witchcraft.
I witnessed Old Teufel himself standing before my uncle, red-bathed blade in one hand and the entrails of some animal in the other. Whole and healed as if my father had never fired upon him.
“The King of Death returns,” Old Teufel laughed, the hissing sound making me grit my teeth and clasp my hands over my ears. “Are you ready to pay my price, Death King?”
“Name it,” my Uncle pronounced. “Anything you want, so long as I can marry the princess. I love her.”
“Love,” the creature spoke, tilting its head side to side. “What know you of love, King of Death? You have met the Princess only once, spoken not twenty words to her. How can you know love?”
“I know what is in my heart!” he screamed. “I have never suffered such things until I laid eyes upon her beauty. I will die if I do not have her as my bride. By your own mouth, you know the Old Ways. Incline my ear to hear what you hear and my eye to see what you see, that I may slay the beast.”
“Anything I want … ” Old Teufel said again … and stared right into my eyes. “I want the queenling. Give her to me and I shall give you your heart’s desire.”
I do not know what went through my Uncle’s mind. Everything inside of me quaked in stunned silence as he nodded. The arrowhead Pieter had found floated up from the forest floor, landing in Old Teufel’s hand. He sliced open my Uncle’s shirt, carving something unseen into the tender flesh just above his heart. The arrowhead seemed to grow in size, swallowing the lifeblood pouring from the wound until it was the size of a spearhead. Dark in color, blood forged into steel.
“Take this and attach it to your spear, King of Death. Let our bargain be sealed in blood as in the days of Old.”
I ran.
My Uncle did not return in the night, nor was he present in the morning to receive communion and blessing from the priest. Despite my protests, my explanations of what I had seen in the Black Forest, my father hugged me tightly and left to hunt the beast. I stood on the road and watched my father’s form become a puppet on the road, until he shrank into a tiny speck in the far distance. I stood long after he vanished into the trees, long after the snows began to fall once more. I stood until my legs gave out and cold brought me to the ground.
Until Pieter’s father and mother picked me up in loving arms and took me to the warmth of their hearth.
Neither Father nor Uncle came home to me in the first hours of morning. Nor the day after, or the day after that. News of my family did not reach us until the day the village prepared to march for the city. News of triumph and of hope for the future arrived in the form of a royal caravan galloping down our plain little road, the coach of the King heading the procession. The King and his daughter alighted from the coach with its golden scrollwork, approaching Elder Gottlieb and his wife, and Pieter … and me.
My father had prevailed, proclaimed the King. The beast lived no more! He would marry the Princess Ilsa upon the spring when his wounds fully healed, and I would be a high lady. Not a queen as Old Teufel had predicted. For even at such a young age, I understood the Princess was not my mother. Only a child between Ilsa and my father would take the throne. Yet all that hardly mattered to me. My father lived. He had slain the beast and our village was saved.
 
***
 
Spring came swiftly on the heels of such a harsh winter, bringing life in abundance. It was almost as if the ground attempted to make amends for the weak harvest of last season, yielding up a bounty of food and flowers, filling our storehouses to overflow. Prosperity returned to the kingdom in ways unseen since before the Black Plague. My father married Princess Ilsa in a grand celebration lasting a fortnight.
Life settled into something of a beautiful peace in the years following the marriage. My father, though now royal, never forgot the village we came from. His first decree as royal husband fed money into our former home, funding a church and a proper town hall. Our old family farm was chosen as the building location, the grave of my mother marking the first to be buried in this newly consecrated ground. And beside her was placed a headstone over an empty grave to honor Uncle Kristoph, who had given his life as so many others had in trying to slay the beast.
Yet as is the course and folly of mortal men, happiness was not to last in our kingdom.
In the summer of my sixteenth year, the old Sheppard brought his wagon into the castle courtyard. So much joy had come to our family, I hardly remembered the dark prophecy of Old Teufel. Instead I glowed with womanhood, with the knowledge that finally, at long last, my father had gotten the Princess with child. The baby would be born within the month, further evidence I would not be queen and the vile prophecy would never come to pass.
My father took it upon himself to arrange a dual celebration in honor of the babe and also Pieter’s ordainment as a priest. After many troublesome years of study, my heart’s friend would achieve his dream to take over stewardship of the newly constructed church back in the village we both still called home. I had never been so proud of him, watching as the Holy Father laid the vestiges upon him for the first time.
And still the smile remained on my lips as I stared down at this Sheppard, watching him offer the choicest of his flock to my father for the celebration. Cold wind had returned to me, bringing traces of decay and other odors I had long since forgotten. It seemed to me the axels of the Sheppard’s wagon hissed instead of creaked, waking nightmares of the boar and the darker things tiptoeing across my thoughts. My hands trembled, and I dropped the jeweled crown my stepmother was trying to show me. It sparkled as it fell, the gems refracting the sunlight, spilling it around us like the falling leaves at the moment of Teufel’s death.
Its tumbling caught the Sheppard’s eye, and his face lit up with excitement. “Your Highnesses, Princess Ilsa and Lady Magdaline, I bring a special gift to you. Behold the horn that sings!”
He brought the instrument to his lips and blew upon the mouthpiece. Hissing, grating laughter exited the tube rather than the melodious notes to call the flock home. Shortly after came a voice, one I had known since childhood. The sound of Uncle’s tone.
“Ah friend, thou blowest upon my bone!
Long have I lain beside the water;
My brother slew me for the boar,
And took for his wife the King’s young daughter.”
No sooner had the words died from the thrice damned horn my father fell to his knees and wept, clinging to the hem of Pieter’s newly sewn priestly raiment. He sought confession instantly, declaring before the whole world the weight of his sin. All true, what this wicked horn had blurted forth. Uncle Kristoph had slain the boar, but he had done so with witchcraft and trickery. My father had fought with his brother upon the bridge in the Black Forest, refusing to let him sully the land with a kingship born of curses and black magic. He offered my uncle a choice: toss the head of the boar and the wicked spear into the water, and take compassion from the church with the rest of the village, or die.
In the end, my father had slain his brother. In his pride, his desire to protect the village he loved, he cast the cursed spear and Uncle’s body into the river, claiming the boar’s head as his own. The King in his wisdom, for he had come to love my father and I as his own, pardoned my father and named him a true hero. For my father had not used his title for personal gain, but had provided well for the people of the kingdom. Princess Ilsa had truly fallen in love with him, and the King proclaimed no greater man to rule in his stead.
The celebration continued as planned, the Sheppard confessing he found a bone along the river on his way to the castle. It had been the perfect size to make a mouthpiece for his horn and so he helped himself, thinking the piece from an animal’s remains. He was asked to stay as a guest of honor for bearing the truth to the King’s ear.
And no one noticed how Princess Ilsa cut her hand when I dropped the crown. When she asked later that night to examine the miraculous horn that had revealed the depth of her husband’s piety and courage, the wound opened as if of its own accord, deepened greatly. The bone the Sheppard carved for the mouthpiece, the bone bearing my Uncle’s sins, from the very hand which slay the beast with a demonic spearhead, drank deeply of her royal life.
No one noticed, save for Pieter and me.
 
***
 
We ghosted like shadows between the narrow alleyways of the castle grounds, two cloaked figures silently running for the servant’s gate. The feasting had continued, the minstrels playing loudly, and the guards on duty dozed, thick-witted and slow from too much wine. The King proclaimed a great holy day in honor of my father’s confessed bravery, challenging any in the kingdom to claim they would have acted differently in such a situation. As such, every man and woman in the castle was afforded drink and food.
We slipped out unnoticed.
The parish in which Pieter studied rested half a mile from the city gates, allowing its practitioners and students an easier time of ministering to the poor and uneducated. Horses were stabled nearby, older beasts better suited to pulling the plow than carrying passengers. However, they were the best we could acquire at the late hour, and their feet were sure on the road back towards our village. We promised to return before too long.
A promise we would not be able to keep.
We had to find the place in the woods, the location where my father had killed the body of Old Teufel. Under his cloak, Pieter carried a container of salt, a flask of oil, and a tender box for which to create a flame. In his ministry he had traveled the length and breadth of the kingdom, encountering superstition after superstition. So many of them had collected in his thoughts he’d taken to penning them in a ledger for later study, determined to find the one gem of truth within their depths he may use to turn the populace away from such thoughts.
I was ever so glad he had taken this life path in this moment. He was most likely the only one that knew how to save us all from the growing evil. For he knew what to do to settle Old Teufel to his grave once and for all. All we needed was to find the body, the thing nailed to the tree by my father’s arrows. Then we would salt and burn the bones, tossing their ash into the nearest stream.
My feet seemed to find the entrance to the woods all on their own, something within me drawn to the darkened branches, the moist cold of the grave. I could not still the beating of my heart, the way my breath raced in and out of my lungs anymore than I could deny the pull of destiny along my limbs. I had to reach this place, this wicked den of corruption, and … I knew not what else. I knew only I had to get there. I was called.
The chill enveloped us the moment we crossed into the familiar tree line, though sweat slicked my skin from the balmy summer night. The woods were unusually quiet, the absence of night birds and forest critters echoing louder in our ears than any scream. The full moon provided the light we needed, propelling us deeper towards our target, our feet making barely a whisper upon the forest ground.
Until we found the clearing. Until we realized our mistake.
They were waiting for us, these superstitious peasants pretending to find Grace in Pieter’s words. Too many of them to count, all nude and covered with the same symbols that had decorated the arrowhead Pieter had found. In the center of them roared a soundless bonfire, the heat of the summer night masking its warmth from our detection. Hands seized our persons, ripping at clothing and binding my wrists. Our screams were rewarded with mouthfuls of a coppery-tasting liquid until we choked to silence or became forced to drink it again.
The world tilted dramatically around me, my ears filling with a rushing sound, like the winter melt engorging the river. Something … not right tainted the wine, something that transformed my body into air. Not a hint of sensation tickled my body as they forced me to my knees, buckling some sort of mask across my face. And hands, gnarled leathery hands, grabbed the bonds holding my own, keeping my nearly naked form kneeling at his feet.
“The Queenling has tasted the nectar,” he crowed, answered in kind by his followers. “And now she will give us the Old Ways again. Let the celebration come. Let the Queenling take the guise of the hart and run free. And let the Green Man bring her down and fill her belly with life.”
The eyeholes in the mask were too narrow, my head heavy as if full of rocks. But I glimpsed Pieter stripped nude in the firelight, the people taking handfuls of green paint to his body. He struggled in vain, his limbs as heavy as mine thanks to herbs in the wine. Too many hands assaulted his flesh, too many people pouring more liquid into his mouth. I tried to reach him, to twist my hands free. Old Teufel’s grip was like iron and I simply lacked the strength.
“Please,” I begged, my voice slurred. “Please let us go. Please don’t do this.”
His gnarled face leaned down into my own, fingers caressing my throat with a gentleness belied by my previous treatment. “You were promised to me, queenling. Your Uncle gave his word and sealed you to me in blood. You felt the pull, did you not, the need to be here? You listened to the words of my messenger upon the horn. Even now, the sacrifice is made, the life-force of the princess and her child collect in the potion you and your Green Man drank.”
“The Sheppard and the bone,” I sobbed, head lolling upon my neck like a broken puppet. “I saw it drink her blood. It’s killing her and my unborn brother. Why?”
“Fate did not have to turn this way, my precious. If you had stayed with me I would have prepared you for this moment. The Green Man would have learned my ways instead of the insipid cloth of the false god. Yet all is coming to pass as it should. Now rise, my lovely hart, and run. Let your crown come forth in your virgin’s blood upon the thirsty ground. RUN!”
He shoved me away, and obediently I ran. Not knowing where I was going, unable to maintain my footing for long. Shreds of my once fine gown tangled in bushes and tree branches and roots, much like the horns of a wounded deer. I fell so often, twisted about as I rose, unable to keep my bearings. It became impossible to tell if I was heading for the road or deeper into the Black Forest. But I could hear him, perceive this horrible creature and his hissing laughter pursuing me through the darkness.
Pieter ran behind me, chasing me down just as Old Teufel wanted. And heaven help us both, he caught me. We went down in a tangle of limbs, his body overpowering mine. Every muscle on him gleamed emerald in the moonlight, his tall rangy frame pinning mine to the earth, my bound hands forced high above my head. His hands, those gentle pious fingers used to soothe the tears of widows and children alike, tore at the tatters of my gown until I was as nude as he.
He pushed my thighs apart, the hard length of him pressing into my center until, with one solid thrust he broke my maidenhood. I screamed. I screamed and screamed and screamed. And he cried, his tears watering my face as his body pumped into mine. His mind fully aware of what he could not control, of what his body was doing to mine, of the newly sworn vows he was breaking. Until his back stiffened and a new kind of cry broke the night, one of pleasure instead of pain.
It took me a moment to realize the cry had come from me, that somewhere along the way, my screams had changed their flavor from pain to ecstasy. Just as somehow I knew my stepmother cried out as well, the blood trickling from between my thighs gushed from hers. She was losing the baby, the waves of pleasure I felt mirrored in her with agony. Each pump of my heart was another lost to hers and my unborn brother. And still coherent thought eluded me, clouded through the herbs forced down my throat and Pieter’s, to try and stop this all from happening.
When I cried out my last, when Pieter cried out his pleasure, I knew my stepmother and sibling were dead.
Pieter collapsed upon me, his body shaking as much as mine. His sobs as loud as mine. And all around us, the wicked followers of Old Teufel and his twisted religion bore witness to our sins.
“It is done! The May Queen is here!” he proclaimed.
We were pulled from our lover’s embrace, hauled over their heads in a mockery of a royal procession. Again no amount of flailing removed us from our abductors; no amount of tears washed away our sins. We were ruined, the two of us, he to never return to his vows, and I to never wed in a proper match. Truly, what was left to fight for? Was it not better to let them cast us into the bonfire, to meet our heavenly Father with sin fresh upon our souls?
A whisking sound rent the night, followed by the dull thud of flesh smacking into a tree. Everyone froze, dropping Pieter and I to the ground. He gained his footing quickly, never bothering to look my way as he dashed deep into the forest. I had nothing in me for which to call to him, to speak past the shame in my throat. The blood of my maidenhood sticky against my thighs, mingled with the trickling of Pieter’s seed.
Everyone fell silent as the shadowed figures of men poured into the clearing. My father stood foremost among them, the crown of the King upon his brow, his bow in hand with an arrow ready, two monks of Pieter’s order flanking him.
Old Teufel cackled his hissing laugh. “The King of Life!” he mocked, bowing low. “It is done, Your Grace. The May Queen is chosen and prophecy is fulfilled. Was not your brother King of Death? Was it not his bone which robbed you of your queen, led your daughter here to be crowned in blood? The Old Ways have come again and she will be Queen! The babe she carries within her is born of blood and magic, stolen from Ilsa’s womb and bathed in her life essence. Hail to the Qu—”
Two arrows whisked through the night, sailing through the specter of Old Teufel.
“You have killed me once, King of Life. You do not know the Old Ways to do it twice. Take him!”
The crowd surged forward, screaming their horror at the interruption of their precious ritual. My father fired again and again, the monks slapping with fist and foot and staff. But there were too many of them, and I glimpsed the flash of steel in the moonlight. My Uncle’s blade sank deep into my father’s side, wielded by the specter of Old Teufel. The crowd parted, letting the King sink to his knees, his bow still clasped in his hands.
And with him, kneeling beside my dying father, was Pieter. His head bowed, a cross from one of the fallen monks clasped in one hand, his tears watering two arrows.
“Speak your false blessings all you wish, little man,” The specter taunted. “You have not the knowledge to bind me to the grave. I shall bind you to my fires. Your bodies will serve as sacrifice to my god.”
Pieter finished his blessing with a quiet and firm voice, passing the clutched arrows to my father. He took them dutifully, his eyes catching mine where I huddled behind a tree. The tree, I realized for the first time, my father had pinned Old Teufel against nearly ten years ago. The tree that was missing a skeleton and two distinct old arrow shafts. My father raised his bow, aiming at the demon before him, the creature that had taken away nearly everything he had loved.
Teufel smiled, showing a mouthful of teeth filed to points—
—and shrieked in disbelief as the arrow slammed into his chest, pinning him against the same tree from before. Black blood fountained past his lips, mouth wide in utter shock. I will never forget the way my father appeared as he rose to his feet for the last time. Bathed in pure moonlight, as if the clouds had opened up to showcase him in all his glory. He lifted the bow again, and punched the final arrow through the meat of Old Teufel’s left eye.
Teufel moved no more.
Blessed arrows from a pious and humble man, arrows bearing the original flesh of Teufel’s true body. Arrows loosed from loving hands, protective hands, from hands giving everything in willing sacrifice, not for money or power or selfishness. Loosed in the purest kind of love, to see those he cherished safe at long last.
 
***
 
Pieter and I and the one surviving monk found the containers of salt and oil Pieter had brought with him. Together we salted and burned the bones of Old Teufel, and with their crumbling to ash I felt myself free of the cold taint of this forest. It was as any other to me now, dark and foreboding for the dangers it represented naturally, instead of with wicked sorcery. I was free.
We gathered my uncle’s bones on the way back to the city, performing the same ritual and scattering them to the river. I held firm the image of my father in the moonlight, bleeding and dying and determined to do right as we returned to the castle. I had left those city walls as a child fearful of the night. I returned as a woman strengthened by her losses. I returned a Queen.
The Sheppard was captured trying to flee the gates, the former King’s blood still fresh upon his clothes. He had murdered the kind old man while he wept over the body of his only daughter and grandchild. That, more than anything else, was unforgivable in my eyes. I ordered him thrown into the dungeons until the mourning period for the former King, the Princess, and my father ended.
Pieter and I bore witness from my balcony as the messenger of Old Teufel, the treacherous Sheppard, burned in the fires of righteousness, the flames kindled by my own hand. Pieter tied the blasphemous horn around the traitor’s neck, burning and salted to rid my kingdom of this evil. I peered at Pieter, my hand finding his along the railing. He would never again be a priest, but he would always be my confessor, my heart’s friend. My truest companion forevermore, the father of my child, and my husband. For is that not how all good stories end?
Ah, that is incorrect of me. They end with happily ever after.
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Red
A retelling of “Little Red Riding Hood”
Katie Young
 
Red packed the hamper with jars of preserves, a fruitcake, cheeses, and freshly baked bread. She hand-picked some apples from the orchard herself, and laid these on top so as not to bruise the flesh. She had received a hunk of salted pork from the butcher and bottles of ale courtesy of the village tavern, all on the house. She tucked these into the corners of the basket and covered the whole thing with a linen cloth.
The villagers had been generous. Everyone would do well to keep Red’s Grandmama happy and healthy. The old lady remained something of a mystery, living as she did in the middle of a dense wood with her herbs and her incantations, but she was a veritable saint to those with ailments the physician could not fathom, or those which they wanted kept secret. While no one could truthfully claim to love the old wise-woman, many feared her just a little and, as far as Red could tell, fear and love looked the same to the casual observer.
She glanced up at the sky—still an hour of daylight left. If she hurried, Red would reach the cottage before nightfall. She set out, the basket swinging from the crook of her skinny arm. It was heavy and the handle bit into her flesh.
“Give my best to your grandmother!” called the school mistress as Red passed her garden wall.
“I will, ma’am,” Red said, waving her free hand. “Thank you kindly.”
Red remembered a time a few years ago, when the unmarried school mistress had to excuse herself frequently from morning classes to violently purge the contents of her stomach. The children would sit as still as statues, listening to the poor woman retching and spitting. She had grown more fleshy in the cheeks and round-bellied, and then the whispers started. She had paid a visit to Red’s grandmother, and a few days later seemed her old self again, if a little pale.
The cobbled pathway was slick underfoot from an earlier fall of rain, and Red hitched up her cape to stop the hem trailing in the mud. The seams were starting to come unpicked, and the scarlet fabric had grown threadbare in places. Grandmama did not approve of the garment. She thought the color showy and unbecoming for a young lady. Bad enough, according to her, Red had been born with her mother’s auburn hair and freckles—the sure mark of a witch—without flaunting her burgeoning womanhood in the Devil’s color.
The early autumn sun began to set as Red reached the edge of the wood, throwing the pines’ long shadows across the grass at her feet. Crows cawed in the trees, and Red pulled her cloak tightly around her as the cool gloom swallowed her up. Rainwater dripped from the branches, pitter-pattering on the mulchy ground like the tiny footsteps of unseen creatures. But Red did not fear the woods. Before she died, her mother had taught her any animal she might encounter there would surely be more afraid of her than she of it, and every living thing would be hers to command one day. A comforting thought.
Red dearly missed her parents. Her father had been pensive and prone to bouts of melancholy, but he had adored Red’s mother, that much was clear. Red’s grandmother had never made any bones about her dislike of her daughter-in-law. She blamed her for her son’s death, which seemed rich if you asked Red. Grandmama always said she thought Red’s mother had bewitched her father, and that she was a slovenly wife, too flighty to care for a child and the house, but Red suspected her disapproval had more to do with the woman’s natural talent for healing and her gift of second sight. While Grandmama was a self-taught apothecary and undoubtedly very learned in the ways of natural remedies, there was no magic about her. Red’s mother, however, had the craft in her blood.
The birdsong hushed as the sunlight faded, and Red quickened her pace through the trees. She hummed a melody to herself, stopping now and then whenever she heard a noise close by. Her imagination threw up vivid pictures. A twig snapping under a giant paw, a low growl from a long, grizzled muzzle. Red’s heart beat a little faster. She couldn’t shake the idea she was being followed. Dogged. She stopped walking and turned around in a slow circle, scanning the woods, but could not see anyone or anything nearby. Taking a deep breath, she pressed on, faster now, the hamper bumping against her thigh with each determined step, hard enough to leave a bruise.
It took a few moments for Red to realize a rough panting echoed her shaky exhalations, which deepened as she marched along. Red halted once more, held her breath, and sure enough, the sound came from right behind her. Whuff. Whuff. Whuff. She closed her eyes and concentrated on slowing the frantic pace of her pulse. She counted to three and whipped around.
Red let out a gasp as the large man standing in front of her leapt back.
“I didn’t mean to frighten you!” he said, holding his hands up in a gesture of placation. “I just saw you walking alone and thought you might be in need of a chaperone.”
Red drew her cloak around her, relieved to find she knew his face. He was tall and well made, with fine features and a thick silver chain about his neck, fastened with a little padlock.
“Oh it’s you! You startled me, is all. But no, thank you. I’m fine. I have no need of company.”
The man smiled. 
“On your way to the old wise-woman’s cottage?”
Red nodded.
“Yes. My grandmother is very sick and infirm. I’m taking her this hamper full of treats, but I expect the poor thing is too poorly to even sit up in bed, let alone eat.”
“Is that so? Well, I am sorry to hear that. Why not take her some of those crocuses? They may cheer her. It is so rare to see flowers this late in the year.”
The man indicated a patch of the woodland floor with a nod of his head, and Red looked down to see it was indeed covered with white flowers. The man stalked towards them, and Red smelled their sweet fragrance as he crushed some of the blooms under his boots. He picked a few and handed a small posy to Red.
“Thank you, sir,” she said. “You know, these are a symbol of renewal. Of rebirth. The death of an old way of life and the beginning of a new one.”
Their eyes locked. The man nodded.
“Yes. So I understand. Well, I must be going. There are more just over there beyond that grand old tree. Different colors. Lilac and gold. Why don’t you gather some? It would make a much richer bouquet for your dear grandmother.”
The man smiled, white curve of his teeth glinting in the twilight.
Red looked up at the darkening sky. The moon, full and pale, already hung above the trees. It would be nightfall before she reached the cottage if she stopped now.
“I’ll do that,” she said. “I bid you good evening.”
Red made her way over to where the crocuses blanketed the ground. She glanced over her shoulder and saw the man headed quickly in the direction of her grandmother’s house. She put down the hamper and set about plucking the loveliest flowers. When she had gathered a large bunch, she pulled the ribbon from her hair, shaking it loose, and tied it around the stems. She laid the bouquet gently on the hamper and made her way deeper into the woods.
The little cottage sat dark as Red approached the clearing, and no smoke rose from the chimney. Perhaps the old woman was too ill to light the lamps or stoke the fire. Red thought about her shivering under a heap of blankets, feverish and drenched in sickly sweat. How long since she had bathed or brushed her long grey hair? How long since she had swept the floor or opened the windows? The air inside the cottage would be sour and thick. The thought made Red shudder. She hoped the old woman was still lucid at least.
She walked past the woodshed and her skin crawled as she remembered the seemingly endless hours she had spent locked in there as a child with only the spiders and moths for company, the brush of spindly legs and gossamer wings against her skin in the inky blackness, feeding the encroaching terror with each passing minute. And all because she had too much of her mother about her.
She stopped in her tracks when she heard the thwack of an axe splitting a log. Red tip-toed to the warped door, hanging off its hinges, and cautiously peered inside. There was someone there, illuminated by the soft yellow light of an oil lamp hanging from the roof. Her breath caught in her throat as she saw the woodsman swing the blade. He had taken off his shirt. His skin, honeyed by the sun and covered in a sheen of perspiration, glinted gold. He appeared to her as supple and natural as the timber he worked. Every muscle and sinew stood out in sharp relief as if he had been hewn from a great oak like some pagan fetish.
She watched him for a moment, the easy grace with which he swung the axe, the unbroken rhythm with which he scooped up each log, balanced it carefully on its end upon the chopping stump, and hit it in just the right place so that it fell in two equal parts. Only when he stopped to wipe his face with his discarded shirt did Red make her presence known with a delicate cough.
The woodsman looked up and his face broke into a wide grin.
“Little Red!” he said brightly. “Although not so little these days. What brings you here at this late hour?”
“I’m bringing Grandmama these gifts from the village.”
“Ah yes,” said the woodsman. “I was very sorry to hear that she ails. I was on my way home for the day when I thought to stop in and chop some firewood for her. I doubt she has the strength to do it herself at the moment.”
Red had been a child the day the woodsman had appeared at the cottage door with red-rimmed eyes and shaking hands, pleading with her grandmother to help his elderly father, whose lungs were full of fluid. He was drowning in his own bed, and the village physician said nothing could be done. But Red’s grandmother knew what to do. Red had watched through the window as she measured out some powdered root of aconite. Within a few hours, the old man had passed.
“That is very kind of you,” Red smiled. “Perhaps when you have finished here, you’ll come to the cottage and join us for a cup of ale?”
She lowered her chin and looked up at him coyly.
The woodsman’s eyes sparkled in the lamplight.
“Aye. Maybe I will. Very good of you to offer, Miss Red.”
Red nodded, and backed out of the shed.
She strolled up the path to the front door and peeped through the star-shaped hole at eye-level. It was dark inside. Red wrapped on the door with her knuckles and called out.
“Grandmama! Are you awake? It’s me, Red. May I come in?”
Silence. Red tapped again and pressed her ear to the wood.
“Grandmama!”
This time, there came a rattling cough and the rustle of bed-linen. At last a gruff, slurred voice said,
“It’s on the latch. Come in, child.”
Red lifted the latch, pushed the door open with a creak and stepped inside. Her heels clattered on the dusty wooden floor. She walked across the room, seeing cold ashes piled high in the grate of the huge fireplace. It was colder inside the house than outside, the shutters having kept the sunlight and warmth of the day out. An empty cauldron hung in the hearth. Bundles of dried herbs and glass bottles of various sizes and shapes cluttered the dresser. A jar of withered monkshood flowers and another of something which looked like tiny animal bones sat on the counter next to a foul-smelling paste, long since crusted over, in a large, stone mortar. The rocking chair in the corner pitched gently backwards and forwards as Red’s footfall bent the buckled old floorboards. She put the basket down on the rickety table.
She reached the threshold of the bedroom and saw a prone figure in the cot, swaddled in linens and woolen blankets. A fetid stink filled the air, and Red gagged at the thought of changing the old woman’s soiled sheets or emptying her overflowing chamber pot.
“Grandmama? I’ve brought you some good things to eat. They will give you your strength back in no time, I’m sure.”
“Come closer, dear.”
Red hesitated. That was not her grandmother’s voice. Her heel slipped a little as she moved toward the bed and she saw that there was a dark, greasy puddle at her feet. Her heart thumped wildly, the blood thundering inside her head.
Her eyes began to adjust to the low light, and Red knew for certain that the body in the bed was too big to be her grandmother’s. The stench intensified with each step, and now she recognized the metallic tang of blood under a nauseating whiff of human excrement.
“Closer,” the thing in the bed whispered, and turned towards her a little, revealing the monstrous size of its head.
Red’s stomach fluttered.
“Oh Grandmama,” she said quietly. “What big ears you have.”
A low rumble of laughter emanated from the bed.
“All the better to hear you with, my dear.”
The voice was guttural and wrong. It was not the voice of a woman or a man. More like a dog trying to mimic a human master. Red took another step towards the bed. Something pale and snake-like glistened on the floor under the bed. The smell was terrible. The thing in the bed faced her, bedclothes tucked up over the lower half of its face, huge eyes yellow and round. Animalistic.
“And Grandmama! What big eyes you have.”
“All the better to see you with.”
Red’s knees hit the edge of the bed and she stumbled forward into the soft pile of blankets. She reached up and tugged the covering from the muzzle of the wolf. Its mouth hung open, blood smeared on its teeth. Its tongue lolled over pointed canines as it panted hot gusts.
Red glanced down at the floor and saw long, gnarled fingers, the joints swollen and blue. There was a ring on the littlest digit. Her mother’s gold wedding band. Grandmother had started wearing it after they dragged her daughter-in-law’s body from the mill pond. Red knew in her bones that if anyone had cared to check, there would have been belladonna berries in her mother’s stomach. The poor woman had stumbled, delirious and confused, to her doom. God only knew what she had seen, what conjuring of her poisoned mind had made her go into the water, but once there, the paralysis had seized her body and she had surrendered quickly and quietly to her death. Red’s grandmother finally had one less rival for her son’s affections, but it was to be a short-lived victory.
“Oh, Grandmama … what big teeth you have.”
The wolf leant forward and huffed hot, meaty breath on her face.
“All the better … to eat you with!” The wolf growled and licked his lips. “But I am replete tonight, so maybe just a little taste …”
Red gasped and fell back against the counterpane. She hitched her skirts up around her waist and the wolf fell upon her greedily, burying his snout between her thighs.
Red giggled and squirmed in pleasure.
“Did she suffer?” she whispered.
“Most assuredly,” the wolf hissed before tearing at her undergarments with his claws.
“Good,” she said, and pushed his head down.
The wolf’s tongue was long and rough and wily. Red’s head thrashed from side to side, and she closed her eyes when she found herself caught in the unseeing stare of her grandmother’s milky irises. The old woman’s head had been ripped from her body and had come to rest against the wall. Red’s father’s head had come clean off too, when the rope around his neck pulled taut at the end of the long drop from the rafters in the barn. It was almost comical and she had laughed a little bit before she vomited onto the hay covering the floor.
“How do you like me, in this form?”
The lupine voice brought her attention back to the present. Red snagged her fingers in the wolf’s fur.
“I like you well enough,” she said as the creature covered her body with his enormous bulk. The autumn moon was full and bright, its light streaming through gaps in the shutters.
“You’re a strange one, Little Witch,” the wolf snarled. “Fearless. Did I read you right out there in the wood earlier? Did I do as you wanted? Or would you have ended her life by your own hand?”
Red fingered the silver key on the chain around her neck and tugged on the wolf’s choker.
“It is little reason to keep a dog and bark yourself,” she said. “Besides, I wanted her to feel true terror before she departed this world. Now howl for me. I want to hear the beast loosed.”
The wolf’s hips hunched and he threw his head back. The noise which tore out of him was enough to rattle the window panes. Red shrieked and pulled at his thick pelt.
“Again!”
The wolf howled, and Red squealed. They made such a din that it took Red by surprise when the axe buried itself deep in the wolf’s skull and the full weight of him slumped forward onto her slight frame, crushing the wind out of her lungs.
“Red! Red! Dear God! Are you all right, child?”
The woodsman wrenched the axe out of the creature’s head and pulled her from under the carcass. Red gathered her ruined garments about her and the woodsman turned away. She forced a sob into her voice.
“That cursed beast killed my Grandmama and would have ravaged me if you had not come when you did. I owe you my life, sir.”
Red buried her face in the woodsman’s shoulder and listened to the frantic tattoo of his heart.
“We must get you away from here. An innocent girl like you should never have to see such horrors.”
Red let herself be steered out of the bedroom, out of the house and out into the night air before she stopped and shrugged off the woodsman’s arm.
“Wait! Please! There is something I must do.”
“I will come with you,” said the woodsman.
“No. Please. Stay here. I will be but a moment.”
Red scurried back into the house. This time her feet left dainty, bloody prints on the floor. She went first to where her grandmother’s body lay scattered about the bed and floor. She picked up the severed hand and wrenched her mother’s ring from the swollen finger and placed it upon her own. She stepped back around the bed and looked down at the now human form lying in the middle of a dark, spreading stain on the counterpane. She turned the body onto its back, flinching when a glob of brain leaked out of the cloven head. His face was unscathed though, and almost peaceful. Red took the key from around her neck and unlocked the choker. She slipped it off the cadaver and tucked it into her clothes.
She fell to her knees and prised up the loose floorboard under the bed, lifting it, and reaching down into the crawl-space for the pouch she knew was concealed there. Her fingers found it, and she hauled up the heavy bag. The pleasing jangle of gold and silver pieces made her smile. She hid the purse in her skirts. She fumbled in the nightstand for the striking flint and steel, and tipped the contents of the bedside lamp over the gory bed. It took a few attempts, but finally Red made a spark big enough to set the oil-soaked sheets aflame.
She took one last look around the ramshackle old cottage she had once called home after she became an orphan, and felt nothing but peace as the flames spread. The werewolf’s body caught and started to burn. Soon the cleansing fire would consume the old woman’s remains as well, and the house and all its secrets and miseries would be razed to the ground.
Red turned on her heel and saw the hamper on the table. She picked it up and strode out of the fiery room. There was no sense wasting good food.
She hoped the woodsman liked salted pork.
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Sweetheart, the Dream is Not Ended
A reimagining of “The Robber Bridegroom”
Gary W. Olson
 
On waking, Armin Hahn gagged, the taste of his bride-to-be filling his mouth. He spat hard, expelling a chunk of meat. His face was caked with a sticky liquid, in parts not yet dried. When he tried to scream, he barely managed a choking sound. He stumbled out of his bed and opened his eyes.
A shift of air made him realize his house was open to the outside world. The door stood open, as did all three of his windows. The shutters had been wrecked, as if with an axe. A bird cage, door open, lay in the dirt near the door. The great cask near the cellar was stained with a dark liquid. No cooking fire lit the hearth, though faint steam rose from the kettle hanging above.
In the early morning light, he clearly beheld the spatters of red, torn clothing strips, and glistening chunks in the straw and dirt of the floor. The room strongly reeked, and came much closer in Armin’s mind to smelling like the charnel house than his own.
He thought of the meat that had been in his mouth.
“Viveka …” he groaned.
At this sound, a mound of what he had taken to be clothing and debris shifted. A disheveled pile of straw-colored hair rose, exposing a pock-marked face. Though Armin’s bleary eyes couldn’t make out more, the sight was enough for him to recognize his friend and fellow carpenter, Eberhard Bohm.
“What … Armin?”
Armin guessed he appeared as awful to Eb as Eb did to him. He imagined his recently-cut brown hair as a ragged mess, his thin nose and ruddy cheeks caked with dirt, and his blue eyes bloodshot. With a groan, he sank to the dirt next to the cold hearth.
Eberhard pushed to a seated position, watching with what Armin thought was wariness. He was not prepared for the grin slicing his friend’s bear-like countenance, or for his booming laugh.
“By the saints, Armin,” said Eb, “how much ale did we pour down your gullet last night?”
Armin groaned. “You don’t understand, Eb. Last night … we … Viveka …”
Eb barked an even louder laugh. “Whatever you’re remembering didn’t involve your sweet bride. You’re thinking of Heidi, the barmaid who served us all the last night … including after we brought her back here.”
His friend’s leer and wink did little to improve Armin’s recollection. A chunk of Viveka had been in his mouth, he was sure. The more he considered, though, he realized he had no idea why he believed this to be so.
He cast his thoughts back, and realized he only recalled fragments from the night before. There had been a rousing celebration in the village of Resau’s only tavern, and as Eb implied, plenty of drinking. He vaguely recalled the suggestive smile of Heidi Vogel, whose long blonde hair was not dissimilar to that of Viveka, and who loved to flaunt the gold ring she had once stolen from an unobservant soldier. He recalled seeing, as through a distorted glass, Eb give a coin purse to Heidi.
He stroked his sticky beard as he considered, then gazed at the brown congealed mess on his fingers. Last night’s stew, he hoped.
“Where is Heidi, anyway?” asked Eb. The burly man pushed to his feet and pulled his stained shirt back to his shoulders. “Damn her hide, we gave her coin, and three kinds a’ that expensive wine we’d been saving. Hey, you think she went off with Otto?”
‘Otto’ was Otto Adler, a young woodcutter barely started on a beard to match his fine black hair. Armin remembered he, too, had been in the tavern that night, trying to keep up with their drinking. He didn’t recall Otto or Heidi coming back to his house, though Eb clearly did. If both Otto and Heidi had come, Armin guessed they had also left together. Otto was a good man, though just barely a man by count of years, and susceptible to the charms of a vivacious woman like Heidi. If Otto had money, Heidi would have found a way to charm him.
Before Armin could tell this to Eb, a squeal of hinges drew their attention. Something hard crashed into the floor behind the great cask, and a brightly colored green-yellow-and-red bird flew up. Eb ducked as it flew past and landed on the cage.
“So good,” the parrot said to them in singsong fashion. “So good so good. Do your will!”
“Who’s still alive up here?” a rough voice called.
“Eb and Arm, Grete,” Eb answered. “Not sure where Otto’s got to, or … damn the boy, I warned him!”
“Do your will!” called the parrot. Though the bird had been given to Armin by a traveler who had gotten it from a shop in Berlin and had grown tired of the novelty, he usually thought of it as his housekeeper’s. It only seemed to obey her.
“Shut up, Judda,” ordered Grete Koch, as she climbed into view. The old woman didn’t seem any worse for the morning, though he could hardly imagine how her visage might worsen. As it was, she appeared a pile of ragged, stitched-together cloths with a shriveled face and deep-sunk eyes. She shut the cellar door and considered Armin and Eb.
“Grete …” Armin started.
“The noise of the lot of you last night,” she snarled. “Judda’s already learned enough new words.”
“I thought he was a prophet,” Eb teased.
“He just repeats what’s said ‘round him,” Grete replied. She gave Eb a sharp look. “Which may well be prophecy to them who don’t listen to the words they’re saying.”
Eb barked another laugh, this one dismissive. “Just make us breakfast. Arm an’ I have a busy day ahead.”
Grete looked at Armin, who nodded. Though a guest, Eb had a habit of ordering Grete around as if he paid her to cook and clean, instead of Armin. She shuffled to the kettle, sniffed, then peered about the room at everything slopped on the walls and the floor.
“You should’ve saved some stew,” she sniffed.
“Do your will!” Judda squawked.
Armin tried to recall the night before in detail. He failed to summon any clear images, even now as he knew what must have happened. Nor could he fathom why he had been so sure he had a piece of his bride in his mouth on waking.
He thought of Viveka as he dressed, and how sweet it would be to finally be together. On more than one occasion, after her father had agreed to their union, he had tried to entice her to visit him. They had little time to talk in private and get to know one another, and her father had even encouraged her to go. She always gained a distant look in her eyes whenever he brought up the idea, though, as if the very idea of being alone in a house with him frightened her. No matter how he tried to convince her, she always made excuses.
Then, the day before, she finally assented. She would visit for a short while, only because he insisted. He went so far as to mark the trail with ashes, so she wouldn’t lose her way. All afternoon he waited, but she did not show.
No doubt, he decided, that was the reason he’d been so certain Viveka’s flesh had been in his mouth that morning, instead of a chunk from the stew. Her arrival had been on his mind all day long. The nightmare had used his longing and disappointment as fodder.
“Well,” grunted Eb, on seeing Armin in his clean clothes, “you’re about as presentable as you’re ever gonna get, I think. An’ you finally stopped looking like your ma just died.”
“Just had to consider a few things,” said Armin. He felt lighter than he had all morning, in good spirits at last. “What say we go?”
 
***
 
Hours later, in the shadow of the mill on the bank of the river, Armin and his bride sat at the most central of a collection of wooden tables overflowing with food and strong drink. Armin, whose face was growing numb from all the smiling he felt compelled to do, kissed Viveka again, to the loud cheers of all present.
She was lovely to him. Barely five feet tall with a thin frame that had drawn some comments about how she might not be able to bear sturdy children—talk her father urged him to ignore—she somehow managed to be more real to Armin than anyone else. Her eyes were the key, he decided—sharp green pools that drank in the light of the world. Her other charms, from her long blonde hair to her delicate cheeks to her slender fingers, were quite fetching, he had to admit. Without those eyes, though, he doubted he would have favored her so.
Her father waited for the noise around him to subside. While a strong man, he was not a loud one, and preferred to talk in something close to a murmur. With Viveka, he shared only the sharp eyes and a certain birdlike thinness of frame. His unkempt grey hair and ruddy cheeks made him seem like a scarecrow, though Armin kept the observation to himself.
“It is customary,” said Brandt Muller, “for all in the wedding party to tell stories at this time. Stories about how they know Armin and my daughter … and in their cases, stories of one another.” He gave Armin a wry glance. “I will admit I took some persuading to even consider this young man. She is the treasure of my life, and I would not have her with just anybody.”
“That’s … right,” said Eberhard, who lifted himself into a more-or-less seated position to make this observation. Armin, next to him, scented the liquor on his breath, and hoped when the storytelling got around to him, he would either be sleeping or unable to speak with clarity. He feared what tale might come out. “You’re … a good man. My Arm’s a lucky man. Hey? Hey!”
He hoisted his mug, and the assembled guests gleefully toasted whatever they thought Eb had said. Brandt spoke again.
“Perhaps you would be so good as to start, then.”
Armin let out an involuntary groan.
“Going back as far as I can recall,” Eb started, “this being at least a whole two weeks …” He paused while the assembled revelers laughed. “ … Arm and I were in town, doing some repair work, and I said to him, ‘Arm, how far you think I can spit?’”
It was far from the kind of story Armin thought his new father-in-law would approve of, though the miller listened and seemed to be as entertained as any of the villagers. Armin chewed his meat and thought about what he would say during his turn. He didn’t have Eb’s facility for making a few minutes foolery seem like the most hilarious time ever, and he doubted he should attempt anything profound. Likely, he thought, he would have to settle for a simple description of the first time he met Viveka.
Neither Otto nor Heidi was among Eb’s audience, a fact that bothered Armin. It was one thing for Otto to have gone off with the barmaid for a private tryst, but another for him to lose track of time and fail to show. At least, he hoped that was what happened—the possibility they had met some misfortune while alone in the woods was an idea which refused to go away.
 He glanced at his bride, and realized she had become withdrawn. Her eyes were downcast, and her lips slowly moved, as if reciting a prayer. She clutched something tight with both hands.
For a moment, he thought her abashed at what she heard—a tale of a simple misunderstanding that had nearly gotten both him and Eb arrested—but concluded she entirely disregarded the story. It was as if she were trying to summon something from within herself. Perhaps, like he, she was trying to think of a story.
Then she opened her eyes, and those sharp green pools drank him in. He almost missed the tiny upward curl of the edge of her mouth.
The villagers applauded, and Armin realized Eb had finished. Brandt Muller waved his hands to urge quiet as the large man sat down.
“Thank you, Eberhard,” he said. “Now I know why you always hid while I asked around about Armin’s character.”
Armin laughed, and hoped he didn’t sound nervous.
“Now, who would like to speak next?” Brandt asked.
Several people murmured, but none volunteered. Armin again scrutinized Viveka, who now regarded the assembled wedding party with serene calm.
“Now, sweetheart,” said Armin, “do you know no story? Tell us something.”
Viveka gave him an inscrutable look. Something was within he had never seen before in her—a mixture of amusement, love … and cunning.
“I will tell you my dream,” she said.
Armin’s mouth went dry. He nodded.
“I walked alone in the wood,” Viveka continued, “on my way to visit you, my love. Though you had marked the trail with ashes, I had doubts as to how long they would last before the wind carried them off, so I marked my own way by casting peas and lentils to either side of me as I walked, so, if necessary, I’d have a trail of budded sprouts to follow back here.” She smiled and dropped her eyes. “Rather silly, I know, but is that not the way of dreams?”
Where Eb had played to the surrounding crowd, Viveka talked in a quiet tone, as if no one was present but the two of them. Despite this, her words filled his ears, pushing outside sounds away.
“Finally, I reached the darkest part of the forest,” she went on, “I came to a dismal house. An ugly and forlorn place, but I was frightened … so I went in.”
Armin opened his mouth to protest his house was not all that terrible, but she silenced him with a raised finger.
“Sweetheart,” she said, “the dream is not ended.”
Dumbly, he nodded.
“The house was empty, and seemed to me as if the walls had seen the last of their good days. The only living thing was the bird in the cage by the door … the beautiful parrot whose ability to speak of unseen things I have heard rumored. Do you know what it told me?”
He shook his head. He felt the color leaving his cheeks.
“It said, ‘Turn back, turn back, thou pretty bride, for within this house thou must not bide, for here do evil things betide.’“
Viveka rose from her chair as she spoke, her eyes never leaving Armin.
“Or perhaps it said something else,” she said. “Perhaps it only repeated some doggerel I spoke on a whim. What do you think, my love?”
Armin managed a tiny shake of his head.
“Finally I found the cellar,” she continued. “There, I met an old woman. So I asked her if my bridegroom lived in the house. She replied, ‘Ah, my child, if he is the carpenter who pays me to cook and clean, then yes.’“
Armin realized the silence outside her voice was no longer an illusion. The entire betrothal gathering, even Eb, had gone silent. They watched as Viveka leaned closer to Armin.
“I answered, ‘Grete, you are wrong. This is a house of cut-throats. My bridegroom does live here, but he invited me to his home for the sole purpose of killing, slicing, cooking, and eating me.’”
Armin started to protest, but stopped when Viveka placed a fingertip on his lips.
“Sweetheart,” she said, her voice taking the tone of a warning, “the dream is not ended.”
He tried to answer, or even nod, but failed.
“Grete was deeply distressed when I told her these things,” Viveka said, “She wanted to flee right away, but I told her it was folly. You and your cruel gang would be home soon. They would have her set a kettle of water on the cooking fire, and have me for their stew right then and there. I told her these things, and as I spoke, she came to know they were true.”
Armin regarded her other hand, still tightly clenched, and wondered what she held. Again, he struggled to speak, and failed.
“Grete had me hide behind the great cask. ‘When the robbers are asleep,’ she said, ‘we will escape. I have been waiting a long time for an opportunity.’ ”
Armin understood then that Viveka had made Grete believe it was so, changing far-reaching memories with her hypnotic power. For as she spoke, he stared even deeper into the wide green pools of her eyes, and thought, somehow, he saw that night there. Only it was not the inside of the house he saw, but the outside door, growing close.
“Then you came in,” said Viveka. “You, Eberhard, Otto, and that bitch Heidi. So full of wine you couldn’t stand without swaying. I crouched behind the cask and watched.”
In his mind’s eye, Armin entered the house, nearly tripping as Eb shoved him over the threshold. Heidi laughed loud, while Otto let the wine bottles land in the straw. Armin watched, vision lurching, as Heidi kissed Otto hard. Eb slapped the lad on his back before pulling Armin up into a roughly vertical position.
“Sweetheart,” Viveka said, her voice floating somewhere above the phantasmal sights that now consumed him, “the dream is not ended.”
Armin had the ill sensation of being a rider in his own body. Every move he made struck him as a move he willed and one that would have happened regardless of his will. He tried to stop when Heidi leaned back to him and offered her lips. He didn’t, and found Heidi tasted of ale, wine, and something else he found intoxicating.
“So I rose,” said Viveka, “and whispered words beneath your loud carousing. Though I persuaded my father you were of our kind, I later doubted. So, I had to learn for myself.”
The four drunkenly reeled through the room, barely avoiding upsetting the kettle. Armin heard whispers beneath everything. His senses further blurred into an ecstasy that threatened not only to unravel his thoughts but also his body.
“It is said strong drink loosens one’s judgment … but as regards some things, even a loosened judgment can be too strong. I whispered that night because I had to know … if yours could be overcome.”
Armin’s blurry vision coalesced, and he realized there was an axe in his right hand. Before him Heidi bled and screamed as Eb and Otto tore at her with knives and fingernails. He swung, striking her shoulder and cleaving through the bone.
“You became violent. She became dead. But sweetheart … the dream is not ended.”
He chopped again and again, reducing Heidi’s body to chunks. Howling, Otto threw a piece of her thigh at Eb. Eb ignored the missile as he fixated on pulling Heidi’s ring from her severed hand. Armin pulled the limb from him, threw it to the ground, and swung his axe at her fingers.
“You consumed the deepest of my whispers in the darkest of your thoughts. You experienced a new hunger.”
Armin flung pieces of Heidi toward the pot, not caring if he hit or missed. The scent of cooking meat soon filled the house, and Armin struggled to keep from plunging his hands into the water. Eb stomped about, searching for the finger with the ring. Otto cried.
“You saw me then, before the great cask. Wordlessly, I came to you, and bade you drop your weapon.”
The axe struck the ground. Armin found himself unable to turn away from Viveka’s sharp eyes. His fingers trembled on her shoulders.
“The time was at hand to show you pleasure.”
Viveka pressed herself against his chest and buried her face. He pulled her head back, and she tore the collar of her dress, baring one milk-smooth breast. Armin stared for an endless moment …
 … then buried his teeth in her.
“And pleasure you took.”
He lost the ability to make sense of his vision after that, as it flew apart into blood and flesh and screams. Eb collapsed by the doorway, while Otto tore bloody strips from an unidentifiable part of Heidi. The parrot spoke a low, maddening chant that didn’t end even as Armin’s foot kicked down its cage.
“So good,” he murmured over and over, as he ripped more from Viveka’s breast. The wound, to his amazement, closed and sealed after every tear.
“Do your will,” she commanded.
She dissolved from his eyes as he kissed her bloody lips, consumed by a sea of crimson light.
“But sweetheart,” said Viveka, from within the light, “the dream is not ended.”
Her face loomed before him again, and Armin realized it was the Viveka of now. He was seated at their table, with her father, his best man, and the majority of Resau surrounding them.
He still could neither move nor speak.
She brought his hand to her chest—to the exact place he had torn flesh from her in his vision.
Beneath her dress, he felt the depression of a wound—not as deep as he had imagined, but nonetheless real. He started to shake.
“You have a choice to make,” said Viveka. “You see those around us?”
Armin looked about, only moving his eyes. He struggled to do even that, so intense was her gaze. In those fragmented glances, the villagers stared, slack-jawed and silent, entranced themselves. The beer in their mugs was forgotten, along with their plates of meat and bread.
“When I tell you the dream is not ended,” she said, “I talk of their dream. In it, I have come to visit you for the first time, as I described at the start. I met Grete, and she warned me of the terrible band of robbers and cannibals who held her prisoner. We watched, horrified, as you cut up poor Heidi and ate her. All except for her finger … and her ring.”
Viveka opened her left hand, revealing a slender severed finger. Heidi’s ring, though tarnished and stained with blood, was unmistakable.
“If you agree to become as I am,” Viveka went on, “they will not remember the story I compelled them to hear. You will later undergo a ritual, in which you will become as my father and I are. Long life and ease of healing will be yours. The ability to mesmerize and compel will be yours.” She gave him a light kiss. “I … will be yours.”
She turned the finger idly over in her hand.
“If you do not agree … you know what will happen.”
Armin knew. He would be tried and executed with haste.
“I wish I could compel you,” she told him, “as I did last night. However, to become what my father and I are … you must choose of your own volition. That is how it works.”
She spoke truth, Armin realized. Otherwise, she would not have worked such an elaborate trick to bring him to this point. He could not guess if she had set up his fateful night with Heidi, or if she had been at his house with another plan in mind, and had simply taken advantage of circumstances. Not that it mattered. She had laid the choice before him, after weighting consequences in her favor.
“Sweetheart, the dream is almost over,” she whispered. “Choose.”
Staring into her eyes, Armin thought about his death. He thought of his neck snapping on the gallows. He tried to picture heaven, though it was hard with Viveka filling his sight. He tried to think of hell, and had the same problem.
He thought of how easy tearing Heidi apart had been. He thought of her flavor, raw and later cooked. He thought of the taste of his bride, still in his mouth that morning.
Considered so, he had no choice at all.
The dream ended.
 
***
 
He knew he was back in his house the moment he opened his eyes. He recognized the pattern of the thatch above him. At his left was his front door, now repaired and bolted, along with new wood shutters over the windows. At his right …
“There you are,” said Grete, as she stirred the kettle. “Thought you’d sleep all night.”
Armin tried to move, and realized two things. One, he was tied to a table, his wrists, ankles, neck, and waist firmly held still. Two, he was naked.
“Grete …” he said, and found his voice weak and thin. “What … what has been done … ”
The crone ignored him, and continued tending the kettle. Armin realized she was still entranced, as he had been. Close by, in the repaired cage, Judda the parrot watched them both.
“So good, so good, thou handsome groom,” Judda softly called, “your will is done, now sealed your doom.”
The bird met his horrified stare, as if in challenge, and then looked up. Armin realized there was someone else in the room.
“Well, then,” said a rough voice, “maybe parrots are capable of prophecy—at least, as Grete defines it. Viveka only had to say that once.”
Brandt leaned into Armin’s field of vision. His grin betrayed hunger.
“You and your crew were tried and hanged,” he said. “At least, Resau will remember it as such, should they ever wonder about you at all.”
The miller appeared briefly sad.
“How were we so wrong about you, Armin?” he asked.
Armin didn’t know how to answer him. All he knew was, on the cusp of the choice, he could not say yes to Viveka. No matter his gain, or what it would cost him to turn it down.
“She … left her taste in my mouth,” he finally rasped. “I liked it… and hated that I liked it.” It was all the explanation he had.
Brandt said nothing to this. He glanced up as the door opened.
“Here we are,” said Viveka. “Softly, now. I know you’re hungry …”
Young Otto was with her. He was shirtless, his black hair disheveled, and his brown eyes wide. An axe was in his hand, blade raised.
“Hello, my love,” said Viveka. “I assume father has already told you about how you, Eberhard, and Otto died.”
“What have you done with Otto?” Armin asked, his eyes never leaving the axe blade. Otto hefted it and grinned.
“After we finished last night,” said Viveka, “while you and Eberhard slept and Grete removed most of what remained of Heidi, I drew young Otto down to your cellar, bound him, and left Grete with orders to keep him concealed.”
She joined Brandt and Otto at the table. Though her features didn’t change, she somehow seemed older to Armin, as if the mask of a girl was only something she wore for the sake of keeping the outside world unaware.
“He was to be my father’s last meal,” she went on. “The following night, in the ritual, you would in turn have eaten my father and fully become our kind. We would then have left Resau and taken up our lives in a new place, where our faces were not known.”
Armin looked wildly up at Brandt, who did not seem the least bit disturbed by the news of his imminent death.
“You are … witches?” he asked.
Brandt laughed. Viveka gave him a sad shake of her head.
“We’re the descendants,” said Brandt, “of ones who, long ago, sought immortality through sorcery. Through rough magic and iron will, they found a form of it. Those too greedy for life never passed it on, and learned even their longevity had limits. As with all life, we can only aspire to immortality through what we pass on to our heirs—quite truly in our cases.”
“When my mother reached the end of her far-lengthened span,” said Viveka, as she leaned close, “father fed her to me in the ceremony. I took her memories, her abilities … and her hunger. Since my father had no male children, and I was unlikely to have any before his passing, I needed to recruit one amenable to the change. Hence, you, or so we thought. Hence now Otto.”
Otto snarled and raised his axe.
“Don’t!” Armin exclaimed. “It’s me, Armin!”
“He can’t hear you,” said Brandt. “He is too hungry.”
“He, too, is close to being our kind,” Viveka told him. “Not my first choice, but …” She considered Otto. “He’s quite the impressionable lad. I think, when the time comes, he won’t say no.”
She kissed Armin. He did not need to be told it was the goodbye kind.
Unlike the dream, the nightmare was slow to end. As the axe blade came down, and as knives cut and teeth ripped, Armin’s screams were the last of him to go.
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Crumbs
A retelling of “The Crumbs on the Table”
Adam Millard
 
 “I’m going into the village now,” the lady said. “I shall be gone for some time, as I expect to pay a visit to some friends while I’m out.”
 The countryman nodded. “Shall I have tea ready for when you return?” He understood she would reject his offer, for he couldn’t cook if his life depended upon it. Still, offering did no harm. She was a gnarly old bag, but she was his wife. A good husband always endeavors to help, if only to placate the witch he’s wedded to in exchange for a moment’s peace.
 “No need,” she said. “I’ll most likely eat supper with a friend. There’s bread in the cupboard if you get hungry, and if I know you as well as I think I do, you’ll be bleedin’ ravenous by noon.”
 She was right; his stomach already rumbled.
 “Dare I ask which friend you are visiting?” the countryman said. As soon as the question passed his lips he regretted it. Exactly the kind of verbal diarrhoea he tried to avoid, for it often meant a night in the barn with only the pigs and chickens for company.
 Though, some days, banishment meant a welcome break from her incessant malcontent. She had a way with words, though most of them he didn’t understand. In fact, he was pretty sure the majority of the names that fell from her puckered lips were illegal across most of the country.
 Her eyes widened. The countryman realized he’d made an error he wouldn’t hear the end of for some time. “That’s very scurrilous of you, husband. What do you think I’m up to? You think I’m having it away with somebody behind your back?”
 The thought had never crossed his mind. He didn’t know anyone willing to take her off his hands, at least not for free.
“I shall be back some time before dark. And if I find out those mangy puppies have been in my parlor, I’ll no doubt throw a right fit.”
In the corner of the room, the puppies winced. Even they knew better than to mess with the mistress of the house. On the odd occasion the countryman spoke out of turn, they could be found hiding beneath the dirty—and often damp—sheet they had been afforded. The mere sound of her shrill voice caused the fur to rise on their flesh, leaving them resembling a litter of hedgehogs rather than dogs. Neither the mistress nor the countryman claimed them as their own; the poor creatures the canine equivalent of a ginger middle child.
 “Don’t worry,” the countryman said. “The puppies will be outside when you return. All three of them.”
 “Well, make sure they are. I’ll probably want to go straight to bed, and the last thing I want to be doing is chasing a trio of mongrels around the house.”
 This, the puppies thought, was not quite fair. They belonged to a single breed. The mistress was simply angry her own origins were indeterminate.
“Okay, so I shall come and see you out?” the countryman said, trying not to sound excited at the prospect of a few hours’ peace. He could do anything while she was gone. There was a deck of cards with his name on, and a flagon of wine in the larder, enough to render him sufficiently senseless to pretend he loved her when she returned. With the wine in him, he might be befuddled enough to try his luck, and if she wasn’t in the mood, at least he wouldn’t feel the punch until morning.
 He followed her to the door, where they said their goodbyes. From the kitchen, the puppies listened intently.
“Do you think she’s getting some how’s your father behind the countryman’s back?” one of the puppies asked. He was the darkest of the three, with tan spots. If the owners cared enough to name it, it would have been something like Dusty, or Bandit.
 “Are you serious?” another said. “I understand the priest at St. Martin’s refers to her as a troglodyte.”
 “He’s right,” said the third and final puppy. “Got a face like a smashed crab, that one. You think it’s a coincidence whenever she’s around I have trouble with my gag reflex?”
 “Fur-ball?” would-be-Bandit asked.
 “You do realize I’m not a cat, don’t you?” Three replied.
 Suddenly, the front door slammed and the countryman returned to the kitchen. The puppies looked up at him, as if butter wouldn’t melt. “You’d better not be talking about me,” he said. 
“What would we ever say about you?” One said. “It’s that bush-pig of a wife of yours we’ve got a problem with.” Though, what the countryman heard was: Yip, yap, yap, grrrrr, snerfff.
“Well, that’s all right then,” the countryman said, pretending he could speak dog. He wished they understood him. Oh, the conversations they would share. He could take out his misery on them with more than just a rudimentary kick. He would unleash it all, burden them until he was as light as a feather. They would, he thought, be suicidal by the end of the day, tossing themselves down the well at the bottom of the garden simply to be rid of the torment.
 “Is he alright?” One asked. Two and Three exchanged glances. The countryman smiled to himself as if stricken with wind.
 “Maybe he’s plotting to knock the old witch off,” Two said. “It’d explain the smile.”
 “Well, let’s hope he does it so we can all watch,” Three said. “We deserve it after all these weeks of torture.”
“Torture?” One said. “Do you know how they treat dogs in Bavaria? We’re living the dream over here.”
 “Will you lot quit your yapping for one minute?” the countryman hollered. “Sheesh, can hardly hear myself plotting over here.”
 The puppies, sensing they had outstayed their welcome, decided to head out into the garden. A beautiful day, for the middle of November. Crisp. A month’s worth of frozen dog-shit gave them plenty to play with. They soon got bored, however, and decided to taunt the chickens for a while, amazed at how easy it was to wind Henrietta up.
 “Hey, Henri!” Two called to the Bantam as she minced her way across the yard. “Like your hair!”
 “Yeah,” One added. “Love the way it flaps in the wind.”
 Henrietta knew better than to converse with the puppies, for they were not the full ticket and certainly not intelligent enough to banter with. In other words, she would tear them a new one if she got started.
 “I’m bored,” Three said. “Do you think we’re alright to go back into the house?”
 Two glanced down at an invisible watch on its foreleg. “Probably. As long as we stay out of the way of the countryman. He likes his space of an afternoon, especially if he’s hitting the flagon.”
 So they went back to the house to find the countryman seated at the kitchen table. Something disgusting was piled high in front of him, sandwiched between two wedges of homemade bread. It looked like meat, smelt like fish, and probably tasted like neither, and yet the puppies were mesmerized.
“What is it?” One asked as they pattered cautiously into the kitchen.
 “My first guess would be some sort of taxidermy,” Two said.
“It’s a sandwich,” Three corrected.
 Two smiled—or pulled that strange face dog’s do when trying to smile. “That was my second guess,” he said.
 So they sat, watching as the countryman devoured the atrocity, licking their lips and wishing—more than anything in the world—he would miss his mouth, if only once. But he wouldn’t. He never did.
 “Is it just me,” One said, “or is he dragging this out on purpose?”
“What, to wind us up?” Two said. “I didn’t think he was as cruel as that. The mistress, maybe, but not him.”
 “I don’t know,” One said. “Almost certain he’s watching us from the corner of his eye. He’s enjoying himself, enjoying watching us whimper and whine while he scoffs himself silly.”
And he was. The countryman saw just how hungry they were. He’d fed them the peelings from a potato that morning, but nothing more. As far as he was concerned, there was plenty to eat outside, so long as they didn’t mind shitsicles. It was fun seeing them squirm and beg, a god compared to them, with the power to keep them alive or slowly let them succumb to hunger.
 “Look at you,” the countryman said, so unexpectedly the puppies almost leapt from their fur. “I’ll bet you’d kill for some of this, wouldn’t you?” He gestured to the half-eaten sandwich on the table. “To be honest, I’m starting to feel it.” He rubbed his rotund tummy, a satisfied grin spread across his grease-smeared face. He remained confident, though. It took another hour, but the sandwich was reduced to nothing but crumbs. The countryman leant back on his chair, massaging his distended belly as if trying to induce a genie. “Spectacular!” he said. “Never been so full.”
 In the corner, the puppies observed in disbelief.
 “I feel violated,” One said.
 “He did it on purpose,” Two added. “He could’ve broken a piece off. He was just being mean.”
 “I’m possibly going to throw myself down the well, now,” Three said, his usually chipper voice reduced to a solemn whinge.
When all was believed to be lost, the countryman straightened up in his chair as if he’d had a Eureka! moment. His malicious grin, however, remained hidden from the puppies. He turned to face them, and for a split second all three of them thought he was contemplating dessert. They sighed collectively with relief when he said:
 “Why don’t you come and polish off these crumbs?”
 One looked at Two, who turned to Three, who rolled his eyes.
 “Oh, come on,” the countryman said as he gathered the crumbs into a more manageable pile upon the table. “I won’t tell anyone, and your mistress won’t be back for hours so the chances of you being caught are slim-to-none.”
 The mechanical report of miniature cogs slowly turning was barely audible over the unbearable sound of the countryman grinding his teeth with anticipation. Apart from that, you could have heard a pin drop.
 “Is he serious?” One said. “I mean … he just punished us for …”—he glanced down at the invisible watch he wasn’t wearing—“… over an hour, and now he’s seen enough sense to offer the tat his mouth didn’t catch.”
“Yeah, but still,” Two said. “I am pretty hungry. How much longer can we go on without scoffing something? Those crumbs might be enough to see us to the end of the week.”
Three said, “He’s right. My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut. In fact, I can’t remember the last time I went poopie. I remember it being very painful, and more dusty than anything.”
“But the mistress?” One said. He was talking to a brick wall, if said wall was made of fur and teeth. “She’ll have our guts for garters if she comes back and we’re on the table chowing down on the countryman’s crumbs.”
 “Sure is a pickle,” Two said, already moving toward the table. Three followed, shrugging, the mention of pickle enough to convince him it was worth the risk.
 The countryman practically beamed as the puppies approached the table. “Yes, come and get it. There are enough crumbs here to choke a donkey.” He knew, vicious bastard that he was, there were enough crumbs to keep the puppies eating until the mistress returned. She was due back any second. It would be an abattoir by moon-up.
“Is he grinning?” One asked as they neared the table. “Pretty sure he’s got something up his sleeve.”
“Like what?” Two said. “You worry too much. He’s simply doing right by us. Our ribs are visible, and he knows the mistress won’t be in any rush to peel us another spud.”
 The countryman patted the table. “Come on, you’ll need to come up here to get at them. We can’t be getting any crumbs on the floor. The vacuum’s on the blink.”
 Three leapt up onto the table before turning to the others. “Wow, you ought to get up here. Plenty for all of us.”
 “Hang on,” Two said, jumping up onto the table.
Well, this is ridiculous, One thought as he leapt up to join the others. When his eyes fell upon the feast of morsels, he almost fainted.
 “Go on!” the countryman exclaimed. “Get stuck in. Be sure to get them all, though. Save me getting the dustpan and brush out. You know what the old Gorgon’s like when it comes to cleanliness.”
The puppies didn’t—couldn’t—speak. So they did the next best thing. They ate, and they ate, and they snuffled at the pile of crumbs until they were practically licking the varnish off the table.
 “What the devil is going on here?” a voice screeched. Now, none of the puppies had taken rocket-science exams, but they realized they were in all kinds of trouble.
 There, in the doorway with several designer bags and a face like thunder, stood the mistress.
 “They jumped up!” the countryman said, feigning astonishment. “I tell you, wife, they’re uncontrollable!”
 The puppies were about to interject when the mistress rushed across the room and grabbed the poker from the fire—an object of dubious worth since the lovely men from the council had installed a gas fire six months ago. “We’ll see about that!” she screamed. “Uncontrollable, indeed!”
The puppies jumped from the table. Trapped. Their mistress caught them, one by one, and beat them so severely, most of the crumbs they had eaten made an unwelcome return. In the corner of the room, keeping his conniving beak out of the matter, the countryman laughed, and laughed, and laughed so hard that he, too, lost his supper.
 Later, when the mistress had had her wicked way with the poker and the puppies, they lay in a crippled heap outside the house. If they hadn’t been of varying colors, the pile of limbs, paws, and cauliflower ears would have been indiscernible.
 “Do … Do … Do you see what happened?” One just about managed around his fat lip. “She went berserk.”
 The countryman grinned. “Oh, quit your whining, will you. What did you expect?” He slammed the door to the house, no doubt off to placate the old bag with three minutes of grotesque pleasure.
 “Well, I don’t know about you two,” Three said, “but that was bang out of order. He stitched us up good and proper.”
 “I think my tail’s loose,” Two said, licking at it as if it might somehow adhere itself back to his ass.
 “Come on,” One said, pushing the other two off. “We can go live in the woods. Reckon we can catch some rabbits and whatnot. At least we won’t have to look at her miserable face any longer.”
 And so the puppies headed into the trees, where they found solace amongst nature. The food was amazing, too—particularly the squirrels, which tasted more like chicken than chicken did—and the puppies soon grew to a healthy size. It seemed a good time to be alive. At least, it was if you were one of the dogs. Not so much for those on their shit-list.
Six months passed. The countryman went about his daily routine, cleaning out the chickens and pigs while the mistress went about her daily routine of applying face-cream and moaning incessantly.
 One night, after almost seven minutes of unadulterated passion, the countryman and the mistress lay in bed. She was already wearing her cucumbers when there came a loud bang somewhere in the house.
 “Husband?” she gasped, her left cucumber sliding down her cheek. “Did you hear that?”
He had heard it, but knew better than to acknowledge loud noises in the middle of the night. “Hear what?” he said.
“You must have heard it,” she said. “Sounded like the front door. I think you should go and check. There’s a rumor going around about a particularly nasty wolf knocking round these parts dressed as an old lady.”
 After a moment of consideration, the countryman sighed and climbed out of bed. “If it’s a wolf dressed as an old lady,” he said, “do you think it would entertain the idea of just noshing you?”
 “Just go,” the mistress whinged. “My heart’s not as young as it used to be.”
Like the rest of you, the countryman thought but didn’t possess the balls to say.
 And so he left the bedroom—and the rancid scent of seven minutes of pure perversion—and made his way toward the sound of the disturbance. He didn’t rush. If he was going to get beaten to death, it would be in his own time.
 The mistress listened from the bedroom, the sheets pulled up to her neck. With the cucumbers slipping down her face and sloppy white cream everywhere else, any intruder would suffer the shock of his life if they came across her.
 Suddenly, there came a grunt, a groan, a watery squelch. After checking beneath the sheet, she realised the sound had come from beyond the bedroom door. “Husband!” she screeched. “Husband! Is everything okay out there?”
 The door slammed wide open. The mistress toppled from the bed in fear. It was then, as she lay in the floor wearing nothing but green fruit and a countenance of extreme terror, that she saw the hounds.
 Three of them, standing up on two legs like werewolves. One of them—a brown and black spotty thing that would have been called Dusty, or Bandit, if anyone had ever cared enough to name it—held the countryman’s still-twitching head in its right paw. The mistress screamed, but only for a moment.
 The hounds leapt upon her and chewed and ate until nothing remained, not even a crumb.
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A Thrice-Spun Tale
A retelling of “The Three Spinners”
Suzi M
 
Many stories are begun in the age-old way with the well-known and oft-used words ‘once upon a time’ and this one shall be no different. Once upon a time there was a town high in the mountains of Germany where lived a young lady of uncommon loveliness. Despite her beauty, the girl remained unwed and the townspeople spoke in whispers regarding her odd, lazy ways and her inevitable spinsterhood. In spite of all their whisperings, an element of pity existed for the family, as they seemed to be cursed now with only the one child left to help with day-to-day life. So the townspeople went about their business and dropped their voices to whispers when a member of the family passed within hearing. The lowered tones were not out of respect, but out of fear the girl might hear and curse them as well.
The laziness of the girl was renowned. Each day the girl would lounge about the house, unwilling to lift even a finger to aid her parents in their daily chores. Each day her mother would seethe, wishing she had never birthed such a hateful creature.
One day it happened that the girl’s mother came upon a secret compartment in her daughter’s room, and the whispers of the townspeople regarding her daughter’s strangeness sprang instantly to mind, along with a confirmation of the woman’s own suspicions. She went in search of her daughter whom she found eating the last of their winter food storage, the lard shiny upon her silken fingers.
“Daughter, I have found your secret compartment!” cried the woman.
The girl stared dumbly at her mother, her eyes as flat and black as burnt ash in a spent fire. Slowly she licked the lard from her un-calloused and un-roughened hands, her eyes never leaving her mother’s terrified stare.
“Will you say nothing in your defense, Daughter?” the woman asked, incredulous.
Again the girl just stared and said nothing.
“Seven!” the poor woman cried at last, “ALL SEVEN?!”
The girl’s smile was cold and she gave a shrug. “Perhaps more if I had had just a little more time and more with which to work,” said she.
Rage overcame fear and the girl’s mother began to beat the girl with a broom, all the while screaming, “Seven!”
As chance would have it, a wealthy merchant was passing by the small cottage at the time and witnessed the woman’s cries and subsequent abuse of her daughter. The girl ran into the yard and fell next to the merchant’s halted carriage. As soon as she caught sight of the man she wailed and begged for mercy, cowering from her mother’s blows.
“What is happening? Why do you beat your daughter so, good lady?” asked the merchant as he climbed from his carriage.
The woman, embarrassed by her anger and fearful of retribution, collapsed to the ground and sobbed, “Kind sir, forgive a foolish woman her mistakes! My daughter works far too hard at what she does and refuses to rest! Today alone she has spun seven bags of flax, and would have spun more if I had not stopped her so she would eat!”
The merchant was much impressed by such an admirable work ethic. He stroked his beard and contemplated the girl’s loveliness and comely figure for a moment while ignoring both the difference in their ages and the insolent look she turned upon him, then turned his gaze to her mother.
“I find your daughter’s drive to be an admirable trait and should like to take her for my bride, if my intent pleases you and her father.”
The woman nodded while attempting to hide her relief at her good fortune. She wept tears of double-edged gratefulness as she watched her daughter driven off in the merchant’s fine and gilded carriage.
A short time later she met her husband on the path as he returned from the wood. She showed him the secret compartment and told him the story of the merchant.
“Where is our daughter now, Wife?” he asked.
“She has gone off with the merchant,” replied she.
“Praise God, she is no longer our worry,” he said, his voice quiet lest his daughter hear his words and exact revenge.
When news of the girl’s departure reached the townspeople a great celebration ensued. The festivities would last well into a fortnight and the food supplies would eventually run low, but none of the townsfolk seemed to worry themselves with such trivialities. At long last the town was free from the threat of the girl.
 
***
 
The merchant brought the girl to his home in a large town a distance away from where she had grown up. The girl marveled at the buildings that seemed to grow one out of the other and at all of the people milling about the filthy streets. She wrinkled her nose at the stench emanating from the gutters running along the avenues and at the acrid smoke billowing from too many chimneys.
When they reached his home the merchant showed the girl her new spinning room. The chamber was filled from wall to wall with bags of flax, and in the center stood a spinning wheel.
“What will I do with all this?” the girl asked in consternation.
“Why, spin it of course!” the merchant said with a laugh, “You will have just enough time to spin several bags before our wedding day.”
“When will that be?” she asked.
“I must attend to some business in a town a few days’ ride from here before we are wed. When I return, we shall be married within the week. Since I can see you are eager to begin, I will leave you to your work, and I shall start my journey straight away.”
As soon as the merchant was gone the girl hurled many curses upon her mother’s head for lying to the man. She stared around her at the bags of flax and wondered how she might possibly spin enough yarn to stay in good keeping with her unearned reputation. An idea sprang to mind and the girl set to work.
She dragged a bag of flax to the center of the room next to the spinning wheel, releasing some of the fiber to the floor. She moved to the spinning wheel and pressed her finger upon the spindle until a spot of blood appeared. The crimson orb hung upon her fingertip for only a moment before the girl squeezed some into the pile of flax then set to work using her own blood to draw a circle upon the floor which encompassed the spinning wheel, the bag, and the bloodied pile of fiber.
When the circle was complete she called out into the room, “Ladies of the Mysteries, hear my call. I have been your faithful servant lo these many years. I ask your assistance now!”
There was a slight wind and a rasping voice whispered, “You know the rules, child. You must call us each by name.”
The girl gave a nervous sigh and closed her eyes. “I call you, Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos!”
The wind in the room grew stronger and colder. The bag of flax toppled and fiber scattered around the inner edge of the circle, but none passed beyond the markings and into the room. Three figures appeared within the confines of the circle and the girl stepped back more from instinct than fear. She had performed this same ceremony many times and knew the circle would hold those she had summoned.
When the wind died away the three figures became clearer, revealing three ancient women. The youngest of the three fingered the bloodied pile of fiber and peered into the over-turned bag. She gave a nod to her companions and to the girl.
“The fiber is acceptable,” she said.
“Thank you, Clotho,” said the girl, bowing her head with respect.
The second eldest of the encircled trio poked at the spinning wheel. She squinted at the fiber staff and the treadle, tested the tension and spin of the wheel, then finally sat upon the little stool. At last she gave a nod and a grunt of approval and the girl sighed with relief.
“Thank you, Mother Lachesis,” said the girl.
Finally the third and eldest of the women twirled a bit of fiber between her fingers after spitting upon it to moisten the flax. When she had the beginnings of a strand of yarn, she held the strand taut between her hands and bit it between her sharp and broken teeth. The yarn snapped and the crone cackled.
“Yes, this is very acceptable,” came the raspy old voice.
The girl bowed low, saying, “I am glad you are pleased with my offering Atropos.”
“We do accept your offering, child, now what do you require of us?” the ancient lady asked with a knowing smile. “Surely this is not a simple sign of gratitude, for we have found too often with you and your kind there is always a request for something in return.”
The girl blushed and pleaded with the women in the circle. “My mother found my secret compartment in our home and lied to a passing merchant so that he might take me with him. The man wishes to marry me, and has left me all of this flax to spin! I cannot possibly live up to the reputation my mother put upon me and now I am fearful of what may happen when the merchant discovers I am not what my mother made me seem to be. Please, wise women, I have served you faithfully and asked nothing in return until now. Will you help me this once?”
The ancients gathered together within the circle and conferred at some length in quiet tones. Finally their heads lifted and they moved to the edge of the circle.
“You know the price of our aid, child,” said Lachesis, “And you know the secrets of our spun strands. Bring us what we require and we will help you spin this fiber for your fiancé.”
“How many?” the girl asked, her voice weak and shaking with fear.
Atropos contemplated the bags of flax for a moment before returning her gaze to the trembling girl. “What say you, sisters? There is much work to be done here.”
“Indeed,” said Clotho, “Perhaps too much if we do not receive the proper necessities.”
“Seven should suffice,” said Atropos after an extended pause, speaking for the group.
“S-seven?” gasped the girl.
“Seven,” the women said in unison.
“When you have gathered what is required for payment, summon us again and we will help you,” said Atropos.
“What if I cannot bring seven? What if I can only bring one or two?” asked the girl.
Lachesis moved to the edge of the circle and hissed, “We ask for seven, and you will bring us seven, child. Any less would be considered an insult, and we will take payment from you instead.”
Lachesis stepped back to join her companions, her eyes never wavering in their intensity. The three women linked hands and gave a nod to the terrified girl. Presently a loud noise as of a great crash of thunder sounded and the women were gone. The girl stared into the circle and cried as if her heart would break.
“If only Mother had not discovered my secret,” she wailed, “Then I could use the seven I already had!”
Filled with anger, the girl wiped at her eyes and set off to her parents’ home that very night. Late at night she entered the main room of the house and crept to her old chamber. She fumbled in the darkness, not daring to bring a candle for fear the light and smell of the burning tallow might wake her parents and she would be discovered. At last she found her secret compartment and pried the door open, only to find it empty!
In a rage she moved into her parents’ room to find them asleep on their cots. She knelt by her mother’s side and shook the woman until she woke.
Covering her mother’s mouth with a hand, she whispered, “Mother, it is I, returned for what was in the secret compartment. Where are they?”
Her mother struggled to sit up, but the girl’s grip was firm as she pushed the woman back into the mattress.
“We buried them,” the woman said, her voice trembling.
“You buried them?” the girl seethed, “How could you do such a thing?”
“Were we to keep them then?” her mother asked and anger crept into her voice, “How could you do it and keep them in this house?”
The girl shrugged in the darkness and nonchalance crept into her words. “It was not difficult, and was the only way I could live through the winter. The only way WE could live through the winter. Now where did you bury them? Tell me and I will not have to find replacements,” she finished, letting the last words hang in the air between them so her mother might understand the true intent hiding beneath.
“They are buried in the yard,” the older woman said and the misery was evident within the fear clinging to her voice.
“Thank you, Mother,” the girl whispered and placed a gentle kiss upon her mother’s brow.
“Daughter, what did you do with the rest of them?”
The girl smiled over her shoulder as she moved to the doorway. “Stew,” she said simply and left her mother sobbing in the darkness.
She exited her parents’ house for the last time and found the patch of fresh earth where her mother had buried her secret. She dug until she found a cloth sack. She pried open the mouth of the sack to ensure she had what she had come for, then tucked the sack under her arm and began her journey back to her new home. She wished she had more time before the wedding, but time was a luxury. The merchant would return within a week or so and he would expect the flax to all be spun. She needed the women’s help more than ever if she were to keep her new life and the luxuries it would afford her.
When she reached her new home she rushed to the spinning room. She was giddy with exhaustion, but not so delirious as to forget the details of calling the women to her aid. She drew a circle that encompassed the room and all in it this time, placing the sack and its gruesome contents in the very center before stepping out through the one open segment in the circle and closing the segment behind her.
The women appeared when she called and fell upon the sack eagerly. Each of them removed the contents one by one, sniffing, touching, and fondling the strands of hair.
“Oh, these are lovely,” said Clotho as she ran her fingers through the fine strands of golden hair still bloody near the attached scalp.
“Tell us, child, who do we hold in our hands?” asked Atropos.
“My siblings,” replied the girl, “ Winter was hard, and we had no food.”
“Did they suffer?” Lachesis asked.
The girl shook her head, the first true tears of sadness filling her eyes. “I smothered them in their sleep,” she said, “When mother and father returned from the forest, one of my brothers or sisters would be gone. I told them they had wandered off in search of winter berries and never came back.”
“Such a lovely trade!” sighed Clotho as she ran a long braid through her fingers. “Virgin locks?”
“Yes,” said the girl, “do we have an agreement?”
“Indeed, child. Now leave us to our work,” the women said in unison.
The girl bowed and fled from the room.
 
***
 
For two days and two nights the sound of spinning resonated from beyond the door. The girl paced in the hallway and wrung her hands in nervous anticipation. When at last the spinning stopped and the door flung wide, the girl started from her fitful slumber on the threshold and blinked through sleep at the three women.
“Is it done?” she asked and her voice trembled.
The three women stepped aside so the girl might enter the chamber. All of the bags of flax were filled with skeins of yarn so delicate and fine that each ply appeared to be spun from platinum.
“Oh, thank you! Thank you!” the girl cried.
“And thank you for the lovely fiber,” said Atropos.
“We will see you at the wedding,” Clotho added.
The girl spun to face the women, her face pale. “At the wedding?”
“Oh, yes,” Lachesis said, “We knew you would not want to insult us by omitting us from your wedding feast. How kind of you to think of us.”
“Of course,” the girl said nervously, “How kind.”
“And at the table of honor, no less. She does spoil us so,” Atropos said with a cackling laugh.
The girl smiled, but fear choked the words in her throat.
 
***
 
The wedding went as scheduled within the week of the merchant’s return home. His happiness upon finding a room filled with such delicately spun flax was immense, and he spared no expense for the wedding.
“I must add three additional guests,” the girl told her husband-to-be the next evening during dinner.
“Oh?” asked the merchant, curious that the girl had not mentioned any other relatives or friends during the journey to his home nor after his return. He studied her features and noted she appeared agitated. “Who are these three?”
“They are,” the girl searched for a word that would describe the three women, “my aunts,” she finished.
“Aunts?”
The merchant considered this new information, then thought of the room of spun fiber that seemed to be made from strands of gold. He gave a nod.
 
***
 
The entire town bustled in the valley below her new home on the day of the wedding. The girl turned from the window, holding up the hem of her simple white dress as she paced the small preparation chamber.
“You must call us if we are to attend your wedding, child,” whispered a voice from the darkest shadow of the room.
The girl jumped in fright then turned as if to flee the chamber.
“Remember your promise,” whispered three voices in unison.
The girl paused, gave a shaking sigh and said, “I invite you, Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos. Please join me on the day of my wedding.”
The air shimmered and the three women appeared, this time with no circle to bind them. They gave the girl a smile and walked from the room to join the other guests.
When the girl was summoned to the altar for her nuptials, she was in a state of near panic. She looked out over the audience for the three women, but did not glimpse them. The merchant smiled upon her as she joined him, and the ceremony began.
After the ceremony, as the guests entered the banquet hall, the girl was once more in an agitated state. Try as she might, she could not find the women. As she and her husband took their seats at the table of honor a creaky old voice next to her ear said, “At last! We were wondering if we would need to begin the feast without you!”
The girl gave a cry as the three ancients settled into their seats next to her. They smiled at the couple and looked at the girl expectantly.
“Will you not introduce us to your new husband, dear?” asked Atropos.
“Of course, how rude of me!” said the girl. Then, turning to her husband she said, “These are my aunts of whom I spoke.”
“A pleasure to meet you, ladies,” said the merchant, though the look of disgust written across his features told otherwise.
Throughout the meal he stared at the three women, aghast at their subtle deformities the girl had never noticed in all her dealings with the three women. Clotho’s lower lip was large and drooped from her face like an overripe fig. Lachesis had a foot larger and more flat than her other foot, and one of her thumbs was swollen and engorged as if with infection. Atropos seemed to be the only one of the three women with no visible deformity other than advanced age until she opened her mouth to reveal long, sharp teeth that caused those who looked upon them to shudder.
After several glasses of wine and much rude staring, the merchant at last broke his silence. He leaned across his new bride and his shirt dipped into her plate of untouched food. The girl stared at him incredulously as she attempted to settle him back into his seat.
“I apologize if I am forward, ladies, but I must know …. What caused you to have such odd growths upon your persons?”
“Growths?” asked Atropos, who was the closer of the women.
“Yes. For example, your teeth are uncommonly large and sharp-looking for one so aged,” said the merchant to Atropos, then pointing at Clotho, “And you, your lip is too large for your face.” He turned his unfocused gaze to Lachesis, “And you, good mother, your foot and thumb have no comparison!”
The three women stared at the merchant in astonishment. At last Clotho replied.
“My lip is large because I wet the flax,” said she with contempt for the merchant’s rudeness.
“And my thumb is large from spinning the fiber, my foot is flat and large from so many decades of working the treadle while I spin,” Lachesis replied, her voice filled with venom.
The merchant made a noise of disgust and looked to his new bride. “If this is what years of work will do, then you will work no more, my wife. I cannot bear the thought you might one day look like your aunts as a result.”
The girl stared in horror at his words, her protests weak and futile. She stole a glance at the three women, pleading with them to have pity upon a drunken fool who knew not to whom he spoke.
“And my teeth,” Atropos said, raising her voice to regain the merchant’s wandering attention, “are as they are so I may cut the thread at the proper length. The length must be just right, you see, or the life would go longer than it should.”
The merchant scoffed in confusion. “Life? What mean you, old mother?”
Atropos held up a ball of yarn finer than any the merchant had ever seen. His eyes shone with greed as he beheld it and he reached as if to touch the ball. Atropos pulled the yarn away from him.
“This is your life,” Atropos said in a low voice. “A life which has gone on for exactly one week longer than it should have because we were detained with spinning your flax, sir. Our young lady here was kind enough to invite us to your nuptials and to the feast afterwards and so we allowed you one more week. At first we were of a mind to extend your life for several more years, but after your rudeness to us, your honored guests, here at this table, I am inclined to set right what was made imbalanced by our fondness for your bride.”
With those words, Atropos stretched a strand of the yarn taut and sliced through it with her sharp teeth. In an instant the merchant pitched forward into his meal and was dead.
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His Heart’s Desire
A retelling of “Sleeping Beauty”
Fay Lee
 
She was waiting, as she sometimes did, at the bend in the path near the forest’s edge. She waited often enough to keep him dangling, but not too often. No, never too often.
Aleron watched as Stefan pulled up and jumped from his mount, the nervous bay prancing fretfully as he lashed its halter to a branch.
“Shall I meet you at the keep?” Aleron asked his friend, loathe to bear witness to what would follow.
Talia rounded on him. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped.
Because how might he leave her unchaperoned, open to the gossip that would be no more than truth? Never mind how she had managed to slip away from her own lady; the honor of their house—and Stefan’s—was in his hands now. Aleron dismounted with a sigh. He led his horse to the glade nestled in the last of the woods, the stallion’s hooves crunching on a litter of acorns.
Aleron stared into the open countryside and at the castle beyond. The scene barely registered, swamped by unwanted thoughts and memories. Behind him, his sister would be offering a taste of her wares to his besotted friend.
“Her lips smolder like her eyes,” Stefan had recounted last time, “her kisses are honey sweet, her skin is velvet made into silk, and her bosom …”
“Enough!” Aleron had had to interrupt.
Remembering himself, Stefan had fallen quiet. Aleron had caught the sideways glance and read his friend’s mind. A duke’s son Stefan might be, but to dally with any noblewoman held danger and Talia even more so. He should be careful of trespassing upon her brother’s goodwill.
The moment had held a quiet sting. For Stefan to doubt Aleron’s loyalty was both understandable and yet another tiny betrayal of their friendship.
Now, as then, Aleron ground his teeth. Stefan was far too blindly in love to be told Talia was poison. What choice had Aleron had but a grudging complicity with his sister’s manipulation of the young earl?
“I refuse to be part of your machinations,” he’d stormed at her.
She’d smiled sweetly, lips curving into a bow. “Really?” she’d said, and her lower lip had quivered like a string held taut. “Even though the earl will be the one to suffer if we are caught? Some friend you are, then.”
She had weighted the barb with truth and her missile had struck home.
So even now, Stefan was panting his undying devotion as he rucked Talia’s skirts, desperate to experience more than she would ever allow. What twisted amusement she gained by stoking his friend’s desire, Aleron couldn’t guess.
Disgusted, Aleron decided to find somewhere more comfortable to wait. At one edge of the glade, an angular rock shone golden in the afternoon light. Topped with emerald moss, the surface jutted flat-faced from the swaying grass. He’d never noticed the stone before, but at another time, in another season, the rock would no doubt be shadowed to a nondescript dullness.
The rock would make a fine backrest, he thought, taking a step. Something within him tugged, counseling caution. He hesitated. A quick glance around revealed no danger and the only sound to reach his ears was the rustling of the grass. His eyes returned to the stone.
Smooth and sun-warmed, the rock almost shouted how well it would support him. The beckoning grass surrounding it also promised a far better seat than the acorns cushioning Stefan and Talia’s entwinings. He dismissed his unease with a shake of his head.
As he approached the stone, Aleron imagined the promise of a comfort so great he might even fall asleep and dream away thoughts of his sister’s behavior. Yes, he should take his ease here, with nothing but the lazy flies to bother him.
His horse’s reins dropped from his hand, unnoticed.
Aleron yawned. Though he hadn’t been at all tired earlier, he was now exhausted and desperately in need of rest. Indeed, such a heavy fatigue demanded he lay his head against the tombstone flatness and embrace sleep. His eyelids were already starting to droop.
Aleron was almost swaying on his feet, ready to fall to his knees, when his heart started to pound. The thudding rhythm was disturbing, jarring like a discordant note, the throb growing from a murmur to a rumble …
With a jolt, Aleron turned towards the castle, shading his eyes from the glare of the low sun. There, dark against the orange-tinted sky.
“Stefan! Talia! Riders come!” he called. He ran for his horse’s reins and hastened into the copse.
But his footsteps were too well muffled by the soft ground to alert the couple, because as he neared, Talia was still speaking.
“Next time, I’ll give you your heart’s desire. When you have shown me I can be sure of you, I promise nothing will stand between us.”
“Stefan? Talia?” Aleron called again, pretending he wasn’t aware he was almost upon them, pretending he hadn’t overheard what his sister had offered. “Do you hear me?”
A muffled curse and he spotted the back of Talia’s gown. She turned from the shelter provided by a pine’s sweeping boughs.
“What do you want?”
Talia held her arms across her chest, but the spread and sway of the fabric refused to collude with her: the hooks and eyes at the side of her stiff bodice were clearly unfastened.
“Riders come. I’ll see to your horse, Stefan,” he added at their gasps of horror, glad to turn away.
The horsemen found Aleron first. Despite his soothing, Stefan’s bay jerked its head and pawed the ground in alarm as the men reined in their mounts. The horse was a magnificent animal, but why Stefan had chosen such a flighty beast from all the stables’ offerings … it would’ve been to impress Talia, of course.
The first rider dismounted, touching his knee and one hand to the ground.
“Your Highness, I bring a message.”
Aleron continued patting the bay’s neck. His own horse stood calm.
“Well met, Corbin. But were you not hunting with my father and the Duke? What message do you bear? All is well?” He willed away a sudden dread.
The rider rose.
“Sire, all is well. The hunting party chanced to encounter the Red Prince and the King extended the hospitality of his realm. I have taken the news to Her Majesty, who sent me to find you and your sister. The princess’ lady said Her Highness’ horse had gone lame hereabouts and she was awaiting help … ”
“Our cousin is coming?” interrupted a musical voice.
Talia smoothed the skirts of her gown as she approached. The bodice’s catches showed no sign of hasty fumbling. Stefan must be as good as a maid at fastening a gown by now, though his preference was in the unfastening.
“Your Highness.” Corbin bowed low. “Yes, Prince Eldred will be arriving tonight.”
Talia clapped her hands. “How wonderful!”
To Aleron, her eyes glowed with a wolf’s hunger, but the men around him smiled as if she shone with radiant innocence.
Aleron schooled his face to hide his emotions. It had always been like this, she the favorite of everyone, worshipped wherever she went. He alone seemed impervious to her charms and unfooled by her pretenses. Yet in being the only one in whom Talia flared annoyance, anger, and disgust, he was forced to conform to others’ adoration of her or be thought petty, jealous, wrathful, or even deluded.
Not for the first time, Aleron cursed his sister’s magical gifts. He had been too often regaled by the story of their giving to doubt their existence. Even the telling of the tale was enough to flare his annoyance, due as much to the awe the story inspired as the paltry facts it related. He pretended otherwise, of course, pulling his features into an agreeable expression as he tried not to listen to the time-worn tale. Retelling after retelling: how the fey had been eager to show approval of the King’s promise to protect their weird lands and had sent seven fairies as emissaries to his firstborn’s christening. How each of the magical creatures had bestowed a gift on his parent’s newly minted daughter, eliciting gasps of approval and amazement from the crowd of onlookers. Beauty, charm, wit and grace, talents in dance and music. Six gifts, frequently and loudly proclaimed to the prince. The seventh he’d learnt from quiet whispers not intended for his ears. The softening of a curse, so they said, though the King had precautions in place against the curse’s fulfillment. Still, six magical gifts to raise the recipient above all others. No wonder Talia bewitched all those around her—save her younger brother.
Aleron tasted bitterness, and not for the first time. A pity the fairies hadn’t gifted his sister with kindness, wisdom, charity and modesty, or talents in teaching and healing.
By the time Aleron had arrived, his parents were too busy with their cherished daughter to overly concern themselves with another child. He supposed he should count himself lucky he hadn’t been similarly attended at his christening. Perhaps the gifts bestowed on Talia were suited to fairy kind, but for a human child … Beloved of all, was it any wonder the princess had grown up careless of others? Self-centered, self-indulgent, impatient, even cruel, how could the fairies not have understood how their gifts would become curses? And why had they cursed him to be unaffected by her, to alone be burdened with seeing her truly?
Of course, there was also an eighth fairy, or so some said …
Stefan emerged from the deeper brush, leading Talia’s mare.
“I have removed the pebble from her hoof and … Oh. Well met, Corbin, but what do you here?”
Aleron wanted to laugh at the obvious falsity, but in common with all of Talia’s charades, the play-acting was believable to all bar him.
“Lord Brecht, Her Majesty sends me with news. Prince Eldred and his retinue arrive tonight. The hunting party has turned back early; your presence would be most warmly welcomed at the high table.”
Aleron was sure Corbin had passed on his mother’s invitation exactly as he had heard the words. Faithful, conscientious, and unimaginative, like so many others the prince had grown up with. So unlike Stefan, his one true friend. Until Talia had captured the earl’s attention.
“The Red Prince comes?” Stefan asked.
“He rides even now. Queen Celeste bid me find you three that you may return to the castle with time to prepare for his arrival.”
“Oh, yes!” exclaimed Talia as she mounted her white palfrey, “I have a new gown in the making; I should yet have time to have it finished.”
Without another glance at Stefan, she spurred her mare into a canter. Aleron watched clouds gather on his friend’s face. He handed the young earl the bay’s reins before turning to the waiting horsemen.
“Thank you, Corbin. Would you be so kind as to ride an escort for Her Highness? I think a princess’ preparations more pressing than ours and she is without her lady. We shall follow anon.”
With a nod, Corbin mounted and the horsemen raced to join Talia—no doubt pleased at the task. Aleron turned to his friend and tousled the young earl’s hair.
“Come, Stefan, she is as flighty as that bay of yours. Be content with today and let the future take its path.”
Stefan shook his head. “No, she is true, though she dares not show the depth of her regard. Once I have proved myself to her …”
He stopped, turning to fiddle with his stirrups.
“What has she got you doing?” Aleron asked as he mounted, but Stefan refused to be drawn. How could he admit to what she’d offered him? His heart’s desire … A terrible promise, if only Stefan would open his eyes. The silence stretched until Aleron broke it.
“Well, since I can’t leave you to pine on your own, lest that mount of yours throws you, shall we see what spirit the beast possesses? I’ll race you to the stables.”
“And if I am unseated?” Stefan asked, but his tone was already lighter as he mounted the skittish horse.
“Now, that would be a poor omen for a determined lover,” Aleron teased, and spurred his dark stallion.
From the corner of his eye, he saw Stefan’s bay bunch itself on its haunches, then launch into a gallop.
Like two streaks, they flew across the countryside towards a setting sun and the crenulations of the castle. For a brief time, all that mattered was the exultation of the ride. They embraced it with all the joy of youth.
 
***
 
Prince Eldred’s stay soon proved as morale-sapping for Stefan as the early portents had warned. The Red Prince’s realm was greater than Aleron’s in both size and splendor and Talia seemed set on finishing the binding of Eldred she’d started when they were children. Every day she wore a new gown of sumptuous fabrics glittering with gold and silver thread or strewn with rubies and pearls. All gasped at the beauty and opulence. Only Aleron begrudged the extravagance.
Stefan grew morose and dull.
“Surely ’tis a good day for hunting?” Aleron proposed as Stefan stood watch at the keep’s windows for yet another day.
“He takes her hawking,” Stefan said, “with but her lady as company.”
They both knew how willing Talia’s lady-in-waiting was to leave her mistress to tryst. Aleron again tried to distract his friend. 
“The day is warm enough, what say you we take to the lake one last time, before the weather turns?”
Stefan didn’t acknowledge the proposal.
“He is constantly at her side, billing and cooing. What chance have I to win her back?”
“A game of dice, then?”
“’Tis like watching my blood and flesh depart me.”
Aleron peered through the window. Stefan was referring to Prince Eldred’s coat of arms—echoed today in Talia’s red gown—and the two white horses the couple rode.
“I fear, my friend, you have reached profound depths of melancholy, if your allusions are brought so low. Your pining does you no good. Come ride a while or let us practice with bow and sword; recover your spirit and a man’s courage. Show her your mettle.”
Stefan flushed. “You mock and cut me! You know nothing of love, of a heart’s anguish, but lash me again and again with your disdain.”
His angry response startled the prince, enough for his patience to finally snap.
“What know you of how I love, or what travails bother me? My pain I mastered long ago; I am not unmanned though my cause is lost.”
Curiosity distracted Stefan from his own troubles. “You, a prince, thwarted in love? Who? When? Why did you not tell me?”
“It matters not, my cause is lost,” Aleron said. “I will not mention it again.” Even if he had wanted to say more, no words would fit.
Stefan snorted. “You play me for a fool with a ploy of lost love. Your heart has never beaten for another. I’ll not waste pity on you.”
This time, Aleron was angered. “No, I’ll have no pity from you, when you dish that meal up so richly for yourself. You, who pine for the most worthless creature in this realm, a girl who has ever toyed with you and strung you as a puppet. Close your eyes but once, heed your sense but a little, and you would know she’s never cared for you. You should be glad to see the back of her.”
“You lie!” Stefan shouted, his fists balling. “She loves me; I have had it from her own lips.”
“Yes, the lips that even now kiss a prince and will smile at you tonight as he pours sweet whispers into her ear. Those ever-traitorous lips of hers—which you would believe over every sense in your body and any words of mine. I cannot fight the spell she casts over you, but I’ll not stand to watch you embrace it. Enjoy your misery without me.”
Aleron stalked from the room with a face flushed with anger. He headed for the stables.
His stallion was unsaddled, but the bay that Stefan favored was just returned. He hesitated only a moment before taking the horse, ignoring the shout the stable lad let out as he mounted.
“Away!” He pressed his heels to the horse’s flanks.
The bay leapt forward, power surging smoothly beneath the prince. He raced the horse from the castle across the plain, exulting in its strength, the wild freedom of its gallop. But the freedom of the ride could be only a temporary distraction. As for the rest of the day … the sun was warm, he’d follow his own suggestion and visit the lake, if only to skip stones across its surface.
Aleron reined the horse to a canter, turning towards the trail through the oaks. His thoughts pained him. Stefan had just been another trophy for Talia, a demonstration to her brother that she could have anything of his—even his friend—just by wishing for it. Now that she had set her eyes on another plaything, she had discarded Stefan, but the young earl was still firmly bound to her. Would his friend ever be free of her spell and the changes it had wrought in him?
Aleron could scarcely remember the boy he had met so long ago, when they had both been sent to study arms and strategy with other princes and sons of nobility. The best of friends—until Talia decided to steal Stefan away. She had enjoyed forcing Aleron to become part of her games.
Lost to his brooding, Aleron didn’t notice as the bay entered the shelter of the glade, or how the grass bent and whispered despite the lack of a breeze. A fleck of gold caught his eye. He nudged his mount towards a familiar rock, the earthy scent of mushrooms crushed by his horse’s hooves perfuming the warm air. The rock should be in shade now, surely, but there must be a gap somewhere in the canopy, because the outcrop seemed almost to shine in the autumn light. 
A cloud passed over the sun. In the brief shadow, the stone glowed even more brightly A cold chill owing nothing to the season passed through the prince.
Afterwards, it seemed to him everything happened at once, though fast heartbeats separated the first event from the last.
He tugged at the reins, urging his horse away. A bird screeched; the bay reared; the damaged girdle snapped. Aleron plunged to the ground, all too aware he was falling onto the slab, seeing in his mind’s eye the fairy circle hidden in the gently swaying grass. Picturing the depression that must be concealed in the crown of the stone, beneath a mantle of moss, ready to catch the blood that would spill from his body as his head met the rock, the altar, the tombstone … 
Then there was darkness.
 
***
 
Aleron woke to what must be a dream. He was sitting amongst richly brocaded cushions, in a large silken tent, the white drapery billowing. Apart from him, the tent was empty, the only furnishing being a table set with a chair at either end and a basket in its center. The silence was ethereal. Or sepulchral.
After a while, he stood. Not a breath of breeze disturbed him. It took several moments before Aleron registered the absence of candles. Yet the room was brightly lit, with no sign of shadows. He walked to the table. The basket contained fruit, but this was fruit as he’d never seen before. He picked up an apple as large as a melon, observing the shining uniformity of its skin, deep red and as polished as enamel. Such a wondrous fruit ought to be sampled.
“No.”
The voice arrested his motion more than the word. A woman stood by him, as pale and silver-haired as a wise woman, but with a body as smooth and firm as a maiden’s. She reached for the apple with a slender hand, plucking it from his grasp with long and elegant fingers.
“If you would leave the land of the fairies, you must not eat of our foods,” she said. “Sit.”
Aleron did as he was bid. The woman occupied the other chair, then smiled.
“I think you are not truly awake,” she said.
A wave of her hand scattered motes of light like dust …
Aleron blinked. “Where am I? Who are you? What are you?”
“Really, Prince Aleron, can you not guess who I am?”
He studied her as a thought gathered.
“Ina,” he whispered at last.
She seemed pleased. “Yes, Ina. The eighth fairy to attend your sister’s christening.”
“The fairy that cursed her,” he countered.
He had heard the rumor, spoken only in hushed tones and darkened corners, and had thought it no more than a tale. Now he was talking to part of that fable. A sudden thought: he should be wary.
“Cursed? Or merely prophesied an unpleasant surprise?”
“How can you have spoken prophecy, when another fairy changed it?” He seemed unable to hold his tongue.
“I was weary and mistook the vision. My sister pointed out the error, no more.”
She waited, expecting … What? The one question he dared to ask no-one else? Aleron licked his lips before asking it.
“Ina, why do I alone see Talia truly?”
She spoke as if he were a child, to be asking the obvious.
“It would not do for a brother to succumb to his sister’s charms. Your mother and father also see their daughter differently to others,” she added, “but no parent sees their child truly.”
Aleron digested her answer.
“Father has banished spindles from the castle. With such precautions, your prophecy cannot come to pass.” Suspicion flickered in his breast. “Why have you brought me here?”
“We did not summon you, Highness. You must know a small part of the fairy world intrudes into yours. We heed the line sworn to protect it. Prince of this line, your pain begs us for release.”
He frowned. “The stone that injured me is yours …” And he wondered if in his own world, he lay dead.
Ina smiled. “The stone is a gateway, birthed by the pain of your heart. Though it took blood to open the portal, we still owed you your christening gifts. Rejoice in your receipt of these. Your body is as you feel it here, whole and well.”
Her words were some comfort. It would be churlish, he supposed, to mention their gift merely reversed the damage wrought by fairy magic.
“But what remedy for my heart’s pain might I find here?” Aleron asked.
Ina flashed him a look he knew from Talia. “Have you no clue?” she asked. She stepped close, as if he might have failed to notice the wispiness of her clothing, the bountiful swell of her body, the perfect curve of her naked limbs …
Flushing, he turned away. “You mock me.”
Ina laughed, and the tinkling of bells echoed in her mirth.
“Indeed I do, young prince.”
She placed something on the table, pushing the object towards him. When the pale fingers lifted, they revealed a large buckle, superbly wrought in gold and precious stones. Amidst a geometric pattern of dazzling intricacy, a lion faced a falcon.
“Take it carefully, prince. The tang is sharp; it is made from a spindle.”
Aleron didn’t reach for the gift, instead meeting Ina’s violet eyes with hazel green. “I will not harm my sister.”
“Not even to save someone you care for?” Her gaze was fathomless.
A shiver traced his spine. “What do you mean?”
“Princess Talia will not die, but she will sleep for more than a human’s lifetime. A hundred years—no more and no less. Possessing this buckle does not commit you to fulfilling the prophecy. But a spindle’s prick is all it would take to provide Fate her chance. Take the buckle, young prince. You may find reason for what must be to come to pass.”
He sat undecided for a long moment. Her amethyst eyes remained locked on his as his thoughts swirled.
At last he stood, bent to reach for the buckle—and fell forward, as if thrown into a well, to land shoulder-first in a sea of grass. He lay for a while, shocked and winded, as he tried to get his bearings.
The bay was grazing peacefully, securely saddled. There was no sign of the rock. Only the buckle pressed hard in his fist told him he had not had some strange dream or fevered fantasy.
As he recalled the strange events, Ina’s words reverberated like distant thunder. Aleron clambered to his feet and hastened to the horse. Every instinct he had screamed at him that something was amiss. He mounted and unleashed the bay’s speed once more, but this time in need. Danger stalked someone he cared for.
 
***
 
Aleron arrived at the castle a scant hour after he’d left.
The first he noticed was how the stable hands refused to meet his eyes. He hurried to the keep, where the evasion of servants increased his unease. Casting around, he cornered a chamber maid.
“What has happened?” he demanded.
Seeing no way to avoid him, she was forced to answer. “’Tis the Earl of Brecht, Highness. He is to be hung for treason.”
The words came as a physical blow. Aleron staggered, the maid taking the opportunity to scurry away. The prince took long minutes to recover his wits. He started to walk, then to run. Into the kitchens, down the stairs to the cellar, across and down another flight. To the dungeon.
The guard stood and half drew his sword, allowing the weapon to slide back into its scabbard when he noted Aleron’s own lack of arms.
“Your Highness,” the guard murmured, his tone wary. The prince’s friendship with Stefan was no secret.
“I must speak with him,” Aleron said.
“Sire, I cannot …”
“I do not ask you to release him, but I must speak with him. Please. I give you my word he will not escape on my account, call another to watch us if you will, but I beg you, let me talk to him.”
The man hesitated, then drew his key. “Your word I will take, Sire.”
Stefan looked up when the door opened. Hope mingled with shame crossed his face as Aleron entered.
“Stefan, what is this?”
“They’re calling it treason, Aleron. ‘Twas just a prank. A dare, to prove my courage and show her my mettle.”
Aleron winced. The words he had used just this morning.
“I meant nothing by it,” Stefan gabbled, beside himself. “Talia asked it of me; you know how she likes trinkets.” He stopped, and swallowed. “She promised me my heart’s desire,” he whispered.
“For what trinket?”
“Your father’s crown.”
Aleron groaned. Stefan must’ve been summoning his nerve to try for it. No wonder he’d reacted badly to Aleron’s advice.
“You fool, know you not that the crown is a badge of authority? To take it is to say you deny the King’s power. You might as well have taken the throne itself!”
Stefan turned red-rimmed eyes to him. “But only if I kept it, not if I gave it … she’s our princess … and now they say … they tell me I will hang.” He swallowed once more. “What have I done? What can I do?”
“Have you told anyone Talia asked it of you?” Aleron asked. “The act would not be treason if …” The words stuck. He cleared his throat. “My sister could not have been seeking to take the throne,” he said, and the lie sat heavy on his tongue. Talia may well have thought to claim the realm as her own; she was foolish enough to convince herself any and all would follow her.
“I cannot speak against her,” Stefan said, “Much less say what she offered. None know of our closeness. Your father might think the worst, better I die than he think …”
Aleron said nothing. He strode to the locked door and rapped on the hardened wood, ignoring the entreaties of his friend as the grim-faced guard swung the door wide.
 
The prince found his sister in her rooms, admiring herself in a mirror. She flicked her hand at her lady-in-waiting, sending the woman scurrying. That she preferred to talk to him alone told Aleron she’d guessed his business with her. She feigned otherwise.
“What do you want, brother?”
“You can save Stefan. Say you but wanted the crown for its prettiness, you thought it a precious trifle, all would see it as a foolishness on Stefan’s part …”
“Why would I?” she interrupted, studying the effect of a brooch with her newest gown. “To admit a confidence with Stefan, when I have the Red Prince ready for the taking? T’would not be wise.”
Aleron’s temple throbbed. “He will hang.”
The princess shrugged. “He is your friend, not mine.”
Aleron swallowed, his mind cool despite the hot fury within. Ina’s question echoed in his ears: Not even to save someone you care for?
“I will trade you for his life.”
Talia arched her eyebrow as he drew out the buckle. Avarice swept her face as she saw the design.
“Give me that!”
She didn’t notice how his hand wavered as she snatched the trophy from his palm.
“Why, my Eldred will …”
Talia shrieked once as the tang drew a drop of blood from her finger. Aleron caught her in nerveless hands as she swooned. Talia’s lady-in-waiting came running at her mistress’ cry. She took one look at the limp princess and screamed.
 
***
 
Amidst the shrieking and wailing, Stefan was forgotten.
Aleron blamed himself, loudly, for not having protected his beloved sister—after scooping up the buckle, lest its wondrous design raise questions. But all others in the castle were too bewildered, too grief-stricken to wonder if he might have had a part in the tragedy. After all, why would the brother of the most favored of princesses possibly want to harm her?
Suspicion immediately fell on the evil fairy, Ina, and the brooch Talia had been admiring. But even certainty of the disaster’s cause would bring no recourse.
“What will we do?” Stefan asked, distraught, when Aleron brought news of the sorrowful events.
“The princess is laid in state in the throne room, to allow all to pay their respects,” Aleron told him. “A delegation of seven fairies arrived yester-night. They say she will awaken when a man of pure heart kisses her, and he she shall marry. The Red Prince has tried and failed and has left the castle with a broken heart.”
Stefan looked hopeful. “Help me escape this cell and I would surely succeed.”
Aleron was grim. “I fear, dear friend, should I manage to free you from here, your attempt would be more likely to awaken my father’s ire than my sleeping sister. What I know of your regard for Talia does not strike me as showing purity of heart.”
Stefan scowled and would’ve argued, but Aleron was continuing.
“This morn, my mother collapsed from the strain and the physics report her to be gravely ill, perhaps even to death. The fairies have said they can cast a spell over the entire castle, so its inhabitants will sleep while Talia sleeps and awaken also with her.”
Stefan nodded. “So the princess will not wake to strange faces and unknown people. That is well.”
Aleron said nothing. Left to die by his sister, Stefan still thought only of Talia. It galled, deeply.
“Are you sure you could not let me kiss her?” Stefan asked. He amended his request at the look on his friend’s face. “Perhaps if I were to kiss a kerchief, you might press it to her lips?”
Stefan’s wistful but unswerving hope eventually wrought Aleron’s agreement. The reluctant prince had to supply his own kerchief since Stefan was bereft of one. He tried not to grimace at the passion Stefan inflicted upon the square of material.
“Such scant regard is all I can send,” the young earl said as he handed the fabric to his friend.
“The love of one such as you is priceless,” Aleron said, “I shall guard your token well.”
He tucked the scrap securely, to ride against his breast. Stefan smiled a miserable thanks as Aleron left the cell.
 
***
 
The fairies tarried in their arrangements for only the morn, long enough for those whose close ones lay outside the castle to depart, but not so long that the waning Queen might succumb to her sorrow.
“I shall occupy the throne during our slumber, so my beloved Talia will wake to know her family is with her,” the King declared amidst the preparations.
Aleron echoed the sentiment, though he considered his bed an infinitely preferable post for the duration.
The criers shouted the news until they were hoarse. All within the castle and without were soon aware the spell would commence with the twelfth bell of noon. The fairies also reassured prospective sleepers the castle and its inhabitants would be protected during their slumber.
At a quarter hour before the allotted time, Aleron and his father mounted the steps in the throne room, dressed in the full regalia of state. The King sat, his ceremonial robes draped from his shoulders, the crown heavy on his brow. Aleron followed suit, adjusting his sword and trying to settle his starched collar more comfortably. His father stared fixedly at the platform on which Talia lay, surrounded by sweetly perfumed garlands. In Aleron’s opinion, Talia’s makeshift bed had the appearance of a bier.
All who remained in the castle waited tensely for the bells to chime the hour.
This was his doing, thought Aleron as the first peal rang out. He had taken the buckle from someone who had cursed his family and he had used it in desperation. He ran and re-ran Ina’s words through his mind, to the point where he was more certain than ever of her meaning, but there was no indication how his actions might save his friend. What was beyond doubt, however, was that his mother lay on the verge of death and a castle’s complement was readying itself to be ensorcelled. What had he done?
As the last peal echoed into silence, Aleron closed his eyes. He felt nothing. A moment passed, then another, but still nothing happened. He opened his eyes, ready for his father’s laments on the fairies’ failure. But when he turned to the King, his father was sleeping. He lifted his arm to touch his father’s shoulder and a thousand motes danced in the air. He froze, staring at the thick layer of dust coating his sleeve and even the back of his hand. He turned his hand, in mingled wonder and fear. More dirt slid, some to fall upon the ground and some to hang in the air. Raising his eyes from the sight, he realized that dust also lay thick and grey upon his father’s robes.
“Um …”
Aleron turned, startled. A tall, angular and pimpled youth stood close by. He seemed anxious.
“I … have been asleep,” Aleron said. He wasn’t sure if it were a question or a realization.
“Indeed,” the youth agreed.
The prince brushed grime from his doublet as he tried to recover himself.
“Pardon, I am Prince Aleron. My sister,” he gestured towards Talia, “lies cursed. We joined her in sleep, by the grace of fairy magic.”
“Yes, I know,” replied the stranger. Silence followed.
“And you are?” Aleron prompted.
“My name is Olwyn.”
The prince studied the uncommunicative youth. He was some years short of Aleron’s age—well, of the age Aleron had been before he had slept—but he must have come from afar, by the strangeness of his clothing. He also looked more likely to trip on the sword he wore than to brandish it.
Then Aleron started. Though unfamiliar in style, Olwyn’s tunic was emblazoned with an unmistakable coat of arms. A red shield, quartered, with golden symbols of a lion rampant and sheaf of wheat in the upper quadrants, a trefoil and falcon in the lower … 
“You wear the bearings of the Red Prince,” Aleron said.
Olwyn smiled. “Oh yes, I am he. Well, I guess I would be the grandson of the grandson of the Red Prince you knew. But the title remains mine.”
Aleron swiveled his head, marking the still forms of the other inhabitants of the castle. “But why am I awake, when all others still slumber?”
“Ah,” said the Red Prince, and blushed.
“Ahhh,” Aleron mirrored as realization dawned.
“Well, with your hair so long and a beardless chin …,” Olwyn mumbled.
Aleron raised a hand to his hair, thinking it must have grown while he slept, though why his bristles … but his hair only sat to his shoulder. It was true that Olwyn’s hair was cut quite a bit shorter and a soft moustache edged his lip, though his chin was also clean—perhaps in deference to a nature still more inclined to sprout tufts than support a full beard. Aleron envied the Red Prince his low-necked tunic and the soft shirt riding high beneath it. The stiff collar of his own shirt scratched.
“Did you not notice my sister, the Princess Talia? She lies yonder,” Aleron said, again gesturing towards garlands and princess, dulled alike by the accumulated grime of a century’s passage.
Olwyn sighed. “I know it’s my duty, to take a wife and father heirs,” he said. “But I’m not sure I’m entirely ready.”
Aleron stared at him. “Then why did you come?”
“Oh, you know. Mother insists a wife would make a man of me, and King Eldred’s description of the beauty he lost, fairest and most beloved of all who saw her … I had hoped, maybe …” He kicked the ground gloomily.
Aleron’s heart thudded. “You have viewed her, then, and she does not entrance you?”
“Entrance me? Interest me would be enough. If you ask me, she looks like she would be a petulant shrew.” In the ensuing silence, the Red Prince belatedly remembered who he spoke to. “I mean, I’m sure she would be a fine wife and mother … “
“Your candor is refreshing,” Aleron assured Olwyn, his head reeling while his spirits soared. What had Ina said? Talia would sleep for more than a lifetime. Was it possible her fairy-gifted charms might only last a lifetime? Might this magical slumber signal a repentance of the error of charming Talia when she was but a babe? Or might the removal of her gifts be part of the christening gifts the fairies had bestowed upon him? Hope flared along with a terrible yearning, for those who slumbered to awaken liberated from his sister’s spell. But would they?
Aleron regarded Olwyn, who grimaced in response. The prince doubted the unpromising youth would agree to kiss others of the castle retinue while Aleron watched, especially as Aleron couldn’t have explained the request. Still, the pimpled fool had been effective in rousing Aleron …
“Have you tried kissing her?”
“No, I only kissed …” Olwyn hesitated, continuing in an anxious rush. “You won’t tell anyone, will you? I don’t usually kiss strange men. But it’s been such an odd day. The roses outside bowed and parted their thorns at my approach, then I walked into this sleeping castle, to find her lying over there and you seated beside the King, and frankly, of the two of you … “He faltered.
“I won’t say a word,” Aleron promised. He had to control the urge to shake the peculiar fellow and yell at him to kiss his sister.
“Oh good, thank you,” Olwyn said. “Well, duty calls, I guess.”
With a sigh, he turned and loped to the podium. Bracing himself, he picked up Talia’s hand, swiping at the dust of years with distaste, and pressed his lips in a perfunctory peck. He displayed all the passion he might put into kissing an eel.
Aleron almost laughed as his sister stirred. Of course Olwyn’s heart was pure; it held not a speck of desire for Talia. At Aleron’s side, the King also moved. The prince gripped his father’s dust-covered arm.
“Father, the curse is lifted,” he said as the monarch blinked awake. “Talia has secured her Red Prince. And, Father …” Aleron braced for his hope to be disappointed. “Stefan didn’t realize the import of what he was doing. Talia asked him to bring her your crown as a dare. He was jealous of Prince Eldred and thought to win her favor by delivering on her request, but that was all. He has no army; his house does not conspire against us. Please, he has learnt his lesson, and well. I beg you, do not make him hang.”
“Stefan?” The King was still regaining his bearings. “I had forgotten him.” He considered his son. “The earl and his family have long been friends of this court. You are sure of what you say?”
“I heard her ask him, but he swore me to silence, to protect Talia’s honor.”
The King sighed. “I had thought you would try to intercede for your friend, in disrespect of my law. Yet I believe you.” He smiled. “My son, you are grown into a fine man, to cleave to honor and duty though burdened with this knowledge. But why did Talia not tell this to me?”
“I begged her, Father, but Talia feared evil gossip and to lose the Red Prince’s regard. But now she has her match.” Aleron waved towards the podium, where Talia was brushing at her bare arms. A sour expression twisted her features.
The King’s face darkened. “And well it is for her. To pose such a dare was thoughtless indeed, but to say nothing and let the earl hang, to cause such a rift between our family and the noble Duke’s … she is lucky indeed to be sheltered by a future husband.”
Aleron spared another glance at the couple as he cajoled a passing man-at-arms to bear witness to the King’s word, to enable him to free his friend before a written pardon was produced. Talia appeared as unhappy as Olwyn had been, scowling at the lack of attention from her husband-to-be, the steward he had fallen into conversation with and the castle servants attending to their duties with scarcely more than the odd relieved look in her direction.
It occurred to Aleron that Ina’s buckle would make a fine betrothal present for the Red Prince. None bar Talia had marked the precious trinket and if she spoke against her brother, all would think her addled. Laughing to himself, Aleron left Talia to discover her new condition.
When the door to the cell was flung open, Aleron greeted a haggard Stefan with a light heart, wide smile and mercifully loosened doublet. For his part, the young earl threw his arms around Aleron’s neck and hugged him tight, weeping, as he was told of Talia’s betrothal and his own pardon. The guard and man-at-arms looked away from such unmanly behavior, though Aleron was sure they sympathized. He quickly bundled his friend onto the staircase leading from the dungeon.
“As one nobleman to another, you stink, and are as bristled as a boar,” Aleron was saying when Stefan halted on the stairs. The prince turned. “What, surely I don’t offend? You have been too many days in a cell, with or without a century in slumber. ’Tis clear you need a wash.”
His banter faltered at Stefan’s expression.
“Aleron,” the earl said, reaching to cup his friend’s face as if in wonder, “you are the best of men. You tried to warn me of my folly, watched over me when I persisted with it, then secured my pardon when things went awry.” His tear-bright eyes searched Aleron’s. “Yet these past months, nay, years, I have treated you ill. Chasing a princess, I forgot what an exquisite and noble prince stood fast by my side. Ever my friend, now you have saved my life and along with this worthless trifle, the honor of my family. Though you have had cause to doubt me, I swear I am your man. Now and forever. Body and soul.”
Aleron stood unable to breathe, almost hypnotized as Stefan moved closer, his hand shifting to the prince’s nape.
“But whisper your heart’s desire,” Stefan murmured, “and I will deliver it. Anything. I promise you.”
Aleron stared into those so-familiar eyes. A well-known pain lanced his chest. His cause was lost. He couldn’t speak the words, now or ever. He stood speechless and immobile, unable to act.
Stefan broke the stillness with the movement of his free hand.
“What is this?”
Aleron’s eyes followed as the earl’s fingers found the open neck of the prince’s doublet and tugged at a scarcely visible edge. A kerchief, slightly soiled, pulled loose. Both recognized the earl’s love token as Stefan drew the fabric from its place over the prince’s heart, where it had rested for a hundred years.
The prince wanted to snatch at the kerchief that Stefan dangled like a limp flag. But it was too late.
“Your heart’s desire. Tell me,” Stefan pressed.
Aleron couldn’t deny what the material had revealed. “You,” he breathed, helpless and hopeless.
The earl smiled.
“Your wish is my command, Highness.”
He pressed his lips to Aleron’s, gently, experimentally, before drawing away to study the unbelieving prince’s face.
“Alas, I think you did not believe me,” Stefan murmured. “Must I prove that I am your man?”
He kissed the prince again, this time with passion. And the knot of pain—such a constant companion that Aleron had thought it a part of him—started to unravel, then to dissolve in the heat of his friend’s ardor.
Far above them, the castle’s bells began to peal in celebration. In their resonant chiming, Aleron heard the echo of Ina’s laugh.
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Little Beauty
A retelling of “Beauty and the Beast”
Matthew Hughes
 
A pounding on the door woke her. The lady of the house rolled over and covered her face with a pillow. Such inconveniences were alien to her. Since her father’s shipping business had gone belly up, she had still been cared for. Her father waited on her hand and foot, but she deserved his attention. She was his favorite, after all. Although she did have two sisters and a brother, Belle would always be the chosen of the litter. But on this night all of that did nothing to stop the incessant pounding upon her door.
Rather annoyed at having had her sleep interrupted at such an awful time of the night, Belle climbed out of bed and wrapped an overcoat around herself. She lit a candle and stepped out of her room into the cold, damp hallway. She shivered. In the old days the house stayed warm, well lit and fully staffed. Once, Matelot Imports had been the biggest, most successful company in the country. They had lived in a mansion in the hills, surrounded by servants who catered to their every wish. The house never got cold, because a fire always burned in one of the half dozen fireplaces scattered around the structure, with a servant nearby to keep it stoked.
This house was something different. Her father had failed her, and she never missed an opportunity to remind him. She was the most beautiful girl in the county; everyone told her so. They had called her “little beauty” since she was old enough to walk. Such beauty did not deserve to be locked away in a drafty old shack. If he had agreed to the offer of one of her suitors, and promised to smuggle hashish into the country, they would now be in an even larger mansion with more servants. Her father stuck to his morals, so now they found themselves crammed into a tiny little shack near beggar’s row. A hurricane sunk one of his ships, along with a fortune in merchandise, and left them penniless. The other ship, Belle’s Bounty, had been missing since the same storm.
“I’m coming!” she snapped when the knocking came again.
Earlier that day word had come down from one of the port cities that Belle’s Bounty had arrived in the harbor only the morning before. The eyewitness said she sat low in the water, which possibly meant she was loaded down. One good shipment could be just what she needed to get out of this shack and back where she belonged.
The knocking had just begun again when Belle threw the door open. A small, cloaked figure on the other side cowered away from her. The hood of his cloak left his face concealed in shadows. When she held the light up to get a better look at him he turned his face away, blocking the light from his eyes with one extended hand. A giant emerald ring on one finger caught her interest.
“Madame Belle Matelot?” the man asked.
“Yes, what do you want at this ungodly hour?” she asked.
“One of your father’s many creditors dispatched me,” the man said. “Belle’s Bounty and everything she carried has been claimed to pay off your father’s bad credit. That takes care of all of his debts except one. My employer. He has detained your father as a debtor, and unless you agree to come meet with him, your father will be handed over to the magistrate and will likely be sent to debtors’ prison. You will be all alone.”
“I don’t need my father,” she said. “He got me into this mess in the first place. Let him pay his debts and I shall go live with one of my brothers or sisters.”
“We attempted to contact them, Madame, and they turned the messengers away,” the man told her. “It seems no one but your father, and my master will take you in. Perhaps they have tired of your personality.”
Never having been spoken to in such a way, Belle was taken aback, but she was not one to take insult lightly. She grabbed a broom, which stood close at hand, and struck the messenger over the head. The small man jumped backwards and cackled. She swung at him again, but this time he was prepared and sidestepped the blow. She prepared for a third attempt, but he reached into his cloak and withdrew a beautiful diamond necklace.
“If the love of your father shall not sway you, perhaps this will,” the man said, dangling the jewelry in front of her. “My master is an extremely rich man. One of the richest in the whole country. He is also single and would like to be married. His bride will be showered with gold and jewelry, no doubt.”
“A rich man in need of a wife? Why didn’t you say so sooner?”
 
***
 
The messenger had a carriage waiting in a nearby alley. It was gigantic and black, with two beautiful stallions harnessed to the front. The driver, like the messenger, wore a hooded robe which concealed his features. Normally Belle would have been suspicious, but the promise of wealth drove her. The freedom of her father mattered very little, he was simply someone who provided her with things, and he had ceased to adequately provide for her when his business went under. On the other hand, if she managed to convince her future husband to help him get things going again, she would have two wealthy men to dote over her. She considered these things as the carriage traveled through the deep dark forest.
Some hours later, as the sun began to rise in the sky, she made out the outline of a magnificent castle against the horizon. The structure stood on a hill overlooking the countryside. Her heart raced as the carriage traveled towards her future home, and her dreams of wealth and privilege ran away with her.
“It’s beautiful,” she said.
“Wait until you see the inside,” the messenger said, speaking for the first and only time during the entire trip.
 
***
 
The carriage deposited her at the foot of a marble staircase. Neither the driver nor the messenger got out with her; they hurried away as soon as her feet hit the ground. She stared after them for a moment, unhappy to have been left without reason. At last she sighed angrily and began climbing the steps. The front door of the castle opened and her father came running out before she reached the top step.
“My dear Belle, please leave this place!” he pleaded. “The man who lives here is a monster! A beast!”
“Silence, father, the man who lives here will soon be asking for my hand in marriage,” she said.
“No, he can’t!” her father cried. “I can’t leave you here with this beast, my beautiful Belle. My little Beauty!”
“I don’t want to hear it, father,” Belle said, crossing her arms over her breasts. “I have lived in that little shack you call a home for too long! I would have you know I even had to cook my own supper last evening. Can you believe that? Me, Belle Matelot, slaving over a hot stove! I deserve better, father.”
“Belle, please listen, this man—”
“I shall not hear of it!” she snapped. “You have been given your freedom, now take it.”
Her father grabbed at her arm, but she shrugged his hands off and headed for the door.
“Belle, please, don’t go in there,” her father called after her, but Belle was determined. If her father could not provide for her with his own business, he would provide for her with his lack of business. She would marry his debtor and become the mistress of this magnificent castle. “My little Beauty, please listen for once in your life. If you go in there you might never come back!”
She stepped into the castle and the door blocked out anything else he said.
 
***
 
Belle spent most of the day wandering around the castle alone. She was annoyed at having been kept waiting, and mystified that there didn’t seem to be any servants present. The absence of servants might have made her doubt the lord of the castle’s wealth, if not for the exquisite beauty and expense of the castle’s furnishing. And the fact that every time she needed something, it seemed to appear. A beautiful dress with diamond earrings. A wonderful lunch on fine china.
Someone had once told her servants should not be seen, perhaps the lord of this castle had perfected that art. They took care of their master’s needs without ever showing their faces. To her this was a wonderful thought. After all, she had little time to spend on people of that cast.
The mansion she had lived in with her father had been beautiful, but her old mansion could fit into a single wing of her new castle. Every room was filled with fine artwork and expensive furniture. She could imagine herself spending the rest of her life here within these walls, happy to be surrounded by such expensive things.
At last, tired from her wanderings, she lie down on a couch near a fireplace and fell fast asleep.
 
***
 
Sometime later she awoke to the sound of footsteps. Someone had come and kept the fire going while she had been asleep. They had also covered her with a blanket. She sat up and looked around the room. Outlined in the window against the setting sun she saw the form of a tall, muscular man. She couldn’t make out his features, but his shape was wonderful to look at.
“Good evening, Belle,” the man said.
“How may I address his lordship?”
“You may call me prince, actually?” he said.
“I apologize, your highness,” Belle said.
“Time is short, so let’s cut to the chase,” the prince told her. “Will you marry me?”
“Prince, I’ve not yet seen your face.”
“That’s the mystery of it, dear Belle,” he told her. “On the mantle over the fireplace is a rose. The rose signifies my very deep feelings for you. If you truly wish to marry me, take the rose from the vase and bring it to me without question. If you cannot, will not marry a man you’ve not laid eyes on, go back to your little shack and live out your days as a pauper. I will leave you and your father alone. I will respect your choice.”
Belle quickly weighed her options, and at last knew she could choose no other path. She got up from her couch and walked to the fireplace. The rose, resting in a crystal vase, was one of the most beautiful flowers she had ever seen. She reached up to take it from the vase, and one of the thorns pricked her finger. She cried out, and a drop of blood fell to the floor.
“Oh dear Belle, how happy you’ve made me,” the prince said. He was standing right behind her. She felt his breath on her neck. He took her by the arm, turning her to face him. Belle screamed.
 
***
 
Belle found herself face to face with a beast, just as her father had said. Although this beast was of the human kind. At least, once he had been human. Looking into his face was like gazing upon the face of death itself. Every inch scarred, with the exception of two bright blue eyes which stared back at her. His nose was gone, as were his lips and one of his cheeks. His mouth was the mouth of a grinning skull.
“You don’t approve, little Beauty?” he asked. “You don’t admire your own handiwork?”
“Mine?” she gasped.
“But of course, although you thought me to be a penniless sailor at the time,” the prince said. “You don’t recall?”
“No, I have no idea what you’re talking about!”
“I will never forget it, or your face,” he told her. “I met you at a tavern near your home. I traveled in those days, usually in disguise, because I didn’t want to draw unwanted attention to myself. I was looking for a wife. One who was beautiful and loving. You see, I was a kind hearted prince in those days, and I wanted to find a wife who would be just as loving and kind to my subjects. Instead I found you.”
“I am a lady, I would never be found in a tavern, your highness!” Belle protested. “You must have mistaken me for someone else.”
“Your beauty blinded me to what you truly were,” he continued, ignoring her. “You led me into an alley with the promise of a kiss. When I leaned in close, you plunged a dagger into my chest. As I lay there bleeding to death, you used the same dagger to do this to me. First you took my lips. Then it was a cheek. Finally, for good measure, you took my nose as well. You left me to die, but my servants were nearby. They were too late to save me from you, but they were not too late to save me from death.”
The prince clapped his hands and two hooded men entered the room. They reached up and peeled back their hoods, revealing faces as disfigured as their master’s.
“You got careless, dear Belle,” he said. “After I recovered from my injuries, I began to follow you. I wasn’t the first, nor the last of your victims. I saved plenty of them from death, and now they all live here. What other prince would employ such monstrous servants?”
“Let me go,” she said, pulling away from him. He laughed. She staggered and pressed a hand to her head. “What have you done to me?”
“You did it yourself, Belle—all with the prick of a thorn,” he said, laughing. “In just a moment you are going to begin to feel weak. I tried to find a witch or a wizard who could grant some spell to restore me, but I found none. I did, however, find an alchemist who provided me with a toxin. Don’t worry, Belle, it’s not deadly. It will simply paralyze you for two to three hours. You will still be awake and able to feel, but you will be unable to resist.”
He reached inside his cloak and pulled out a pearl handled knife.
“Yes, I had my people retrieve this from your shack,” he said, turning the blade over and over in his hands. “It really is a beautiful tool!”
“What are you going to do to me?”
“I told you I was once a loving, kind hearted prince,” he told her. “What you did to me, Belle, turned me into a monster. I can’t go out in public without making half the people scared and the other half want to kill me. Loving and kind hearted kind of went out the window.” He laughed and took a step closer. “I embraced the beast, you see. My new subjects love me, but I don’t think they would love you. At least not this way. You’re too beautiful, Belle. To become their princess, you have to fit in!”
#
Two days later, as Pierre Matelot and a group of armed men were prepared to leave the village in search of the beast and his castle, a messenger arrived on horseback. He wore a hooded cloak which hid his face from the angry mob. He singled the worried father out of the group and held a large wooden box out to him.
Matelot took the package and pulled the lid open. Inside he found more gold coins than he had ever laid eyes upon, and a letter from his daughter explaining her new husband would take care of all of his needs. She ended with a request he never visit her new home. His eyes went from the gold to the letter and he knew Belle had finally found everything she had ever dreamed of. So had he. He had done everything for her, given her the best things money could buy, and she had still turned out to be an awful person. Now he was rich, and he would never be forced to see her again.
 
***
 
Alone in her room, Belle stared at her feet, because down was the only direction she could look. Her prince had covered every wall in the room, as well as the ceiling, with mirrors. The prince gave her permission to leave at any time, but where would she go? After everything he had done to her, she would never be welcomed home again. She would never be welcomed anywhere.
Belle tried to remember what she had done to the beast, but there were just too many. She had spent years trying to rid the world of the poor and the sick. They were an ugly scar on an otherwise wonderful world. In her mind, removing them was the same as making the world a better and more beautiful place. She never guessed one of them was secretly a wealthy prince.
She looked up and her own horrifying visage stared back at her from a dozen mirrors. Belle tried to close her eyes and block out the vision, but she couldn’t. He had taken her eye lids. She screamed. The prince had told her no one could hear her screams, but that had been a lie. Everyone in the palace heard her, and they all began to laugh, but none so much as the prince himself.
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Hare’s Tale
A retelling of “The Tortoise and the Hare”
Jay Wilburn
 
Hare burst out from the gate. His body stretched out in the air showing sinew and rib under his tight skin and white fur. He cursed as he landed off balance. His sliced shoulder stirred the gravel on the road as it ground into his wound. He staggered and regained his feet in full run.
He left the shell of the castle behind him as he bounded across open ground. He gritted his protruding, front teeth. His pace became uneven as the pain in his shoulder grew.
Arrows peppered the ground on both sides of him. Hare weaved from side to side to foil their aim as he struggled to get out of range. He left the trail briefly and then crossed back over. He would not be able to fight the undergrowth for long in his condition.
The cover lay too far away. He could not keep changing direction which would be his usual weapon on days he was not bleeding through his white fur. His only remaining options were speed and faith. He was quickly losing both.
Hare’s speech came haggard and slurred through his leporid teeth. Saliva flew from his lips not accustomed to speech and even he could barely make out his own words through his long ears laid flat against his skull.
“I can not make it.”
He continued to bound and limp on his failing leg. The arrows struck the road close to his hide. His speed faltered further and his faith shrank to the size of a mustard seed, but he continued to run.
The gates crashed open against the domed wall of the castle behind him and the scaly feet of his oppressors thundered on the road in their plodding manner. He felt the vibration of each step of his enemies through the hard ground, through the gravel, and through the pads of his paws.
He ran with what little energy he had left and what little faith still remained. He ran in fear and in desperation. He ran because the race had just begun.
 
***
 
Hare collapsed.
His chest heaved against the hard road. Farther from the castle grounds, the road had become cracked and poorly maintained. As Hare let his head fall to the pavement, he felt thankful the gravel had been left behind. Numbness traveled down his wounded leg and the slice on his shoulder opened again.
He could not feel the steps of his oppressor in the ground, but he knew he approached behind him.
Hare slurred and drooled into the dust on the road. “They never give up. Never.”
He could not draw enough air pressed on the hard ground. He allowed his eyes to slide closed even as he knew it was the greatest mistake he could make.
Hare heard his mother’s voice echo inside his skull. His ears perked up off his sweaty head into the breeze. He recognized her tone and clear voice immediately, but the blur of his thoughts kept him from understanding the words. He tried to lift his head, but failed.
He forced his eyes open, but he only saw shapes and shades. His vision blurred to match his thoughts. Hare peeled his lips back away from his teeth. He decided to do what he had always done when he was afraid as a young kit.
He listened to his mother’s voice.
Son, lift yourself from the ground. Being tired is no excuse for allowing yourself to die.
Hare let his eyes slide closed again. He took one deep breath before returning to shallow breathing.
He muttered. “You are not there. I am alone.”
Her voice turned harsh. Even knowing her voice came to him in a hallucination, his fur prickled up afraid and he feared the wrath of his father for having angered her.
You are not a leveret any longer, son. You are the cony now. Buck up. You decided to defy the scales and to race the shells. Now live with that choice. Up with you, son. Get to the race. Live, son, live.
He groaned and tried to turn his nose into the road. Twisting made his wound separate and he screamed the way only rabbits and hares can.
“I can’t, mother. I’m not the buck my father was and he died at the claws of the scales and the wrath of the soulless shell.”
He heard a hiss, but did not recognize the sound. The road began to vibrate in small booms that built with each impact. He did recognize that sound. The hissing continued, but became the soft shush of his mother. It was not her harsh demand of silence from young, whining bunnies. But more the soothing sound she gave when fears needed her help in subsiding. His fur rested back on his sweaty body as he relaxed.
Look at me, son. Open your eyes and look at me a moment, please.
Hare obeyed his mother’s voice. He lifted his head from the ground with the dust from the road pasted to his fur. He stared to one side across blurry grass and blazing morning sun. The heat had begun to break through the chill of morning dew glistening on the grass. Despite the heat and his sweaty exhaustion, Hare shivered at the sight of the sun he had not seen in years of captivity to the reptile kingdom.
He turned his head slowly to the other side of the road where the wash of sunlight painted over the top of the grass. His vision remained unclear, but he noticed the grass had been crushed down in places by feet larger than his own. He shivered again. Sunlight also lit tall poles and flags that snapped and wavered taut on their frames against the light breeze. He squinted, but could not make out the familiar crest of the lizard king or his testudine overlords.
The thundering in the ground grew with each impact until Hare now heard the sound in addition to feeling it in his broken body.
The breeze turned into Hare’s face, fluttering the lids of his reddened eyes. He wrinkled his nose at the odor it carried. The smell was not from the tortoise or any other reptile oppressor. He recognized the odor from the dungeons that had served as his shadowed home for years.
Hare turned his nose down toward his own fur. He smelled his sweat and the iron from his spilled blood, but the urine smell came from somewhere else on the breeze.
He lifted his nose. It was not reptile. It was distinctly mammal. He couldn’t place the creature. The scent lacked the markers of rabbits or hares. There seemed to be a mix of haired beasts contributing to the waste.
Hare mumbled. “I’m imagining it all in my crazed fear.”
His mother’s disembodied call insisted. Look at me, son. I need you to see.
Hare whined as he had done as a kit and he added tears to the mat of blood and sweat in his fur.
“I can not see what is not there, mother. You died before my father’s bones were crushed by the overlords. You were taken by claws, scales, and at the point of the sword. You are not here.”
He blinked away the tears and his vision cleared as he balanced on one good leg and shoulder.
Look and see, son. You need to look and see now.
Hare turned his eyes back into the sun. He felt its warmth through his pain and exhaustion. He turned back toward the flags and his blood ran with ice.
The white, brown, and black fur stretched by twine over the wooden frames above the matted grass. Through the cold blaze of fear in his mind, Hare recognized the texture of rabbit fur on the hides, but the myriad aromas of urine gave him the impression of a dozen haired beasts. Some of them would have been his predators had the tyranny of the reptiles not usurped nature a generation earlier.
The reptiles collect the urine of their mammal prisoners and then they use it to tan their skins one murder at a time until no creature of hair remains.
A short, shrill cry escaped Hare’s throat as he staggered to his feet and stumbled sideways in the road away from the displayed hides curing in the breeze.
“I know this, mother,” Hare bellowed, “You died long ago. This is not you. Did they do this to you too? Is that what you are telling me or are you just shocking me to my feet.”
Her voice gave no answer as the thunder in the Earth grew. He smelled the loose, alien flesh of the tortoise over the stolen stew of the urine on the skins above him.
Hare spoke the words he had heard from his father as the elder buck was being crushed. “Curse the shell.”
Hare found the will to run.
 
***
 
He left the road once he sped ahead on the tortoise’s pace behind him. The hollow grew thick with trees and undergrowth that had once been kept clear. The territory he entered had not been friendly to rabbits in the past, but Hare risked the detour to seek either shelter or aide in his escape.
He knew the dens lay abandoned once he spotted the collapsing entrances. Even the cobwebs that stretched and fluttered over the mouths of the openings were abandoned.
Hare closed his eyes to focus on smell over unreliable sight. The scent of bear lay so faint in the air it could be memory or hope over reality.
Hare stood alone in their ruins.
He gritted his front teeth and allowed the change to come. He knew the pain would be more intense than normal—both because it had been so long and because of his injuries, but he needed his fingers.
His fur retracted and exposed naked flesh. The muscle and fat thickened and he screamed as his wounded shoulder stretched. The ears shrank and shifted to the side of his head as his nose pulled back into his face. His bones crackled and threatened to snap as they transformed.
The sounds of the forest dampened and the odors in the air vanished as Hare lost his lupine powers for the use of fingers. His screams changed from high and shrill to low and guttural.
He collapsed naked in the grass and undergrowth outside the bears’ forgotten den. The blades of the dry grass irritated his exposed skin.
He gritted the rows of teeth that ached and felt strange in his mouth. “I have saved the reptiles the trouble and skinned my own fur.”
Hare stood slowly on his human legs. The arm below his wounded shoulder hung limp. He used his other hand to hold the trunk of the tree to keep his balance. The bark felt good in his touch and he missed the sensation. He took a moment to remember which way the knees and elbows were supposed to bend.
He crawled into the den with more trouble in his larger, human form. Hare struggled to see in the dark with his human eyes. He felt through the cast aside and broken possessions of the bears. He could not find the needle and thread he sought to close his wound, but he rolled the shattered table and found cloth inside crockery.
Hare pulled out the strips and bandaged the shoulder. The cloth became wet almost immediately.
“I’ll have to remain human until I find thread to do this properly.”
Hare dug further until he found a tablecloth to wrap around his waist and sandals to strap to feet not evolved for running. He crawled back out of the den coating his skin, skirt, and scant patches of hair with mud.
He heard the growl from the woods before he smelled the danger and Hare cursed his human senses. He crouched to the ground and peered through the grass behind the den. He glimpsed movement through the grass just beyond the swampy edge of the trees and water. The creature lifted its snout to smell him in the distance and his blood seeping through the bandage.
The alligator’s slit of an eye rolled in its socket scanning the grass. Hare could not tell if he had been spotted. The monster’s green and brown flesh rippled under its scales. Its back arched and its white underbelly came into view as it began its transformation.
Hare took advantage of the blindness of the gator’s metamorphosis from reptile to human. Hare felt the white fur tear back through his human flesh. As the alligator took on human characteristics, Hare raced him shrinking back into rabbit. He closed his eyes as his ears stretched back out to their full length on top of his head. He gritted his teeth until only the single set protruded in the front.
Hare turned painfully on his bad shoulder and bounded back toward the road away from the swamp and the alligator’s territory claimed from the perished bears. He did not wait to see if he had won the race from human to animal.
He left the tablecloth, the sandals, and the bloody bandages on the ground outside the vacated bears’ den.
 
***
 
Hare continued to run up the road until the pavement gave away to battered cobbles. He had to watch his landings from each stride closely. Many of the stones had been lifted from the street leaving deep pits and puddles in Hare’s path.
The thunderous steps dropped away behind him, but he did not lose them completely. The alligator did not pursue Hare into the road, but Hare knew that other minions of the lizard king patrolled deep into the countryside far from the shell of the castle.
Hare observed movement under the porch of a boarded house just off the road. He broke stride and stood ready as he waited for what might come racing out from the shadows for him. Stones from the road had been used to create three stacks for steps up to the porch. The stones sat askew and the boards of the porch split in splinters and rotten patches.
The sun beat down hot and brutal from above, preventing him from seeing clearly into the darkness.
Hare whispered. “I might as well just have my human eyes for all I can see.”
The creature bounded out from under the porch as dark as a shadow himself. He tilted his head as he stared at Hare with eyes wide and dark. He spread his wings and let light shine off the barbs of his black feathers. Hare watched light glint brighter off the slender needle in the creature’s beak.
Hare breathed and spoke as clearly as he was able in rabbit form. “If you know mercy or generosity or pity I need your needle to close my shoulder, Crow.”
The crow mumbled over the metal clamped in his beak. “It is still a crime to provide comfort or assistance to creatures of hair.”
Hare glanced down at the road and the remaining cobbles. He sighed.
“Sewing my shoulder closed will hardly feel like comfort. Perhaps you might drop the needle and fly away. That would not be assistance in the eyes of the law.”
Crow cawed. The needle fell to the dirt. The bird bobbed his head and snatched it back up.
“I can hear the thunder of the tortoise’s approach. I’m certain he would disagree. Birds do not meddle in the business of scales or shells. We do not have a stake in the wars of fur.”
Hare folded his ears back against his head. “It is not a war when we are simply skinned and tanned with our own urine into extinction for the crime of being furry. Once they are done with fur, the lizard king and his creatures will surely turn to feathers.”
“I’ve heard that argument before, creature of hair,” the crow said, “but joining your losing battle will surely hasten your self-fulfilling prophecy against my kind. Your kind should have sued for peace before you needed to sew your shoulder and to flee down pillaged cobbles.”
Hare bared his teeth. “There is no peace to be had when the reptiles’ only demand is our death.”
The crow tilted his head toward the sky. “Good luck with your race then, rabbit.”
The bird took wing and carried the needle up with him.
Hare cursed and said, “You only want the needle because it is shiny.”
He bounded forward zigging from stone to stone along the cobbles. The process tested his failing shoulder.
The puddles between stones shook with the impacts of the tortoise moving watery rings from their centers to their muddy edges.
 
***
 
Hare no longer had speed. He just plodded forward in a manner unnatural for rabbits and hares. He pulled his wounded limb up to his chest and hobbled forward without touching it to the road any longer. The heavy pounding on the ground behind him remained loud and no longer fell behind with time.
The terrible feet continued to close in on Hare with slow and steady resolve.
The cobbles vanished and the road became dirt with deep, ugly ruts. Hare dropped his head and stumbled forward through the wheel tracks. Out of the edge of his vision he watched his wound turning black. He smelled infection setting in.
The ground wavered in his vision with each step of the overlord close behind him. Dust lifted from the road into Hare’s eyes and nostrils.
He came upon a ravine across the road. He heard the stream through foliage under him, but he could not see it. The beams of the bridge extended across a short distance to the point where they snapped in an earlier storm and were never repaired. Hare considered jumping. He thought he might survive, but probably not.
Hare hissed over his dry throat. “That’s not what my father did.”
He peered through the field in both directions. The sun dipped low on the western side of the dirt road. In the angled light, Hare spotted the broken bones of animals being reclaimed by the grasses. He lifted his nose with effort and smelled the air. No odor remained on the bones to identify the creatures that rested in the grasses.
Hare shivered in the falling light. The quivering of his muscles hurt his shoulder and irritated his other joints.
The steps of the tortoise shook the ground hard enough to nearly take Hare off his feet. Another section of bridge collapsed off the wall of the ravine through the tree branches underneath.
Hare peeked back and saw the elephant-like legs below a shell large enough to serve as the lizard king’s castle. Its terrible neck stretched up into the sky ending in an expressionless face. The overlord didn’t even bother to look down on his prey.
Hare huffed. “Do you even have a human form?”
Hare took a few steps off the road toward the sun dipping into the trees beyond the ravine. He felt the grass under his three feet. He felt it brush his belly.
Hare dropped his head and fell to his side. He considered pulling himself to the edge and tumbling down the finish line cut across the Earth just a single stride away from his body. He might not win the race, but he would deny the tortoise one more kill.
“That’s not what my father would do.”
The tortoise veered off the road as it closed on the Hare in the grass. Hare had bled into his fur and mired his hide with dust and mud making it unfit for curing. The overlord clearly had other intentions for the insolence of the hare trying to escape and outrun the authority of the scales and shells.
Hare’s eyes began to slide closed. “I’m sorry, mother. I tried and I failed.”
The tortoise’s feet found bones hidden in the grass and crushed them into dust as he approached the finish line with excruciating slowness.
Her voice whispered back softly causing Hare’s ears to perk one last time. It’s okay, son. You can rest now. We will see you very soon with all your brothers and sisters.
The tortoise took his time placing his foot over Hare’s body. Once he had him centered and pinned, tortoise rested his massive weight, barely feeling the spine snap and the ribs shatter. Hare was too exhausted to scream.
The shelled overlord never glanced down. He made a slow, wide turn to return to the road and to begin the long journey back to the shell castle. Full darkness set in before the tortoise finished turning and before Hare finished dying.
The tortoise’s back foot slipped over the finish line. The monstrous reptile did not react with fear. He lifted the leg up slowly to step back on solid ground. The ground crumbled again under his weight and both his back legs slid off together. The tortoise lowered its long neck to try to lean forward, but he acted too late and too slowly. The wall crumbled and his massive body tumbled over the finish line, crashing through the trees on his back. The sharp rocks cracked his mighty shell.
Hare’s vision blurred in the darkness, but he saw the tortoise fall. Hare’s body started to transform in response to the pain. His bones slowed their change and stopped expanding in mid shift. His ears and nose remained. He had too many teeth in his partially changed mouth.
Hare groaned as life seeped out of his twisted, broken body.
The reptile overlord took a very long time to die as he expired at a slow and steady pace. Hare won the race down to death even though he never crossed the finish line.
Hare’s half-human chest hitched as he struggled to breathe his final words. “Curse the shell.”
The reptiles wrote the official version of the tale praising the pace and virtue of the tortoise, but the surviving creatures with hair kept their own telling in their hidden burrows. As the small mammals snuck out for food under the tyranny of the reptiles, some of the curious or courageous among them would venture out to the finish line to view the last stand of the hare and the hollow victory of the tortoise overlord. In the darkness, they transformed into human shapes to use their fingers. They touched Hare’s bones near the line resting peacefully in the grass. They peered over and witnessed the trees growing through the tortured shell of the monster. They whispered their secret cry of rebellion spoken by Hare and by his father before him.
“Curse the shell.”
As quickly as the words left their human lips, they regrew their fur and shrank back into their smaller bodies.
The mammals scurried back to their hidden homes dreaming of future days lived in the warmth of the sun. They hoped for lives without hiding or running. They imagined the time where they might give their war cry out loud at the gates of the lizard himself because Hare had the courage to run his final race in the sunlight of his last day of life and lead the deadly monster overlord to his finish line.
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The Golden Goose
A retelling
Robert Holt
 
Once upon a time, on the edge of the dark forest lived a little woman with her three sons. All of her sons were special to her, and she awarded all three with nicknames for their abilities. The oldest son she named Wiser, for he was as smart as anyone in the village. Her middle son she named Kinder, for nobody had a kinder heart. The third and youngest son was Simpleton. Simpleton raged over the nickname as many of the town folks would utter the name with a sneer and treat him as though he was slow or stupid, but that was never his mother’s intention. She named her son Simpleton for his eagerness to always discover the simplest solution to any problem.
Simpleton lived up to his name on the first day the little woman sent her sons out into the forest to chop trees for firewood and to sell in the village. Simpleton separated from his brothers immediately and rested in the shade of an old oak tree. He could hear his brothers working long into the afternoon. Near sunset, Simpleton got up and stretched. He spotted his brother Wiser coming with his wagon filled with fine logs and timber.
“Greetings, Brother Simpleton,” Wiser said as he approached. “How did you fair today?”
Simpleton smiled. “I should say a fair bit better than you.”
“What do you mean?” The coy smile faded from Wiser’s face.
“Your logs, brother, they are clearly diseased.”
Wiser looked at his logs. “How can you tell?”
“My eyes are very sharp. I can see the tiny worms crawling between the rings in the wood.”
Wiser bent close to study the logs he had cut. Simpleton strolled up behind him. He lifted his ax in the air. He paused for a moment to decide which side of the ax would be best. The sharp side would be a sure kill, but the blunt side would leave less blood and raise less suspicion. Simpleton chose the simplest choice, and the ax fell with the blunt side down upon the back of his brother’s head. The dull thud was virtually silent amongst the clatter of the forest.
Hiding the body was Simpleton’s first instinct, but he knew the body would soon be found by the King’s dogs. Instead, Simpleton hoisted the body on the cart of wood and brought it home to his mother.
Upon seeing her first-born dead on the cart of wood, the little woman broke down into sobs. Simpleton tried to console his mother, and once Kinder returned with his bundle of wood, Simpleton told his story about how his brother had died. “A little tree sprite came upon Wiser while he was eating his cake and drinking his beer. The sprite asked for a bite, and Wiser refused. The sprite hurled a curse at Wiser. Soon thereafter, a tree Wiser had started to cut fell in the wrong direction and landed upon him. He was alive when I found him, and he told me this tale before he died.”
Kinder and the little woman wept over the tale. The little woman blamed herself for not having placed the virtue of kindness in her departed son as she had done in her other two. Kinder went out for a moment and returned with two shovels. “Come, Simpleton, help me bury our brother.”
“I cannot,” Simpleton said. “My body is weak from a day’s labor and the hauling of the extra weight of the body to the house.”
Kinder buried the body alone. 
Simpleton’s story began to spread across the village and many people believed the tree sprite that had killed poor Wiser was none other than the evil sorcerer Marduk whom the King had banished from the castle for stealing the ability to laugh from his daughter. The King sent out a search party to find the villain. Simpleton and Kinder were both hired to help with the search. After many months, the search was abandoned, and Simpleton and Kinder found themselves employed once again as wood cutters.
The first day back in the forest, Simpleton left his brother at the entrance of the forest and went down by the pond to sit and watch the day pass by. As the sun began to slide off in the west, Simpleton meandered back to the large oak tree. He waited for his brother’s return. Before long, Kinder came struggling back, pulling his wagon, filled so full, it was extremely difficult.
“Hello, brother,” Simpleton said as he regarded his brother. “You have a heavy load there.”
“Indeed I do.” He smiled through his strain as he pulled the heavy load. “I figured we would need to double our efforts with one less hand helping us cut since the death of our brother.”
“True, brother, but remember we also now have one less big mouth and bigger belly to feed.” Simpleton smiled. “Our job should be easier without him.”
Kinder stopped pulling the wagon and wiped sweat from his furrowed brow. “I cannot believe you would say such a thing.” His face shriveled and tears shone in his eyes. “Wiser worked harder than all of us. He ate more because he earned more to eat.”
“Easy, brother, I meant no harm by my words. Perhaps I am justifying my lack of wood to show after the day.”
“You did no cutting?”
“None,” Simpleton said and watched Kinder’s tears turn to frustration, and then to anger.
“Why? Why would you come to the woods when our mother is hungry and our very lives hang in the balance and not cut any wood?”
“Because I have been seeking vengeance for our brother’s death.”
Kinder shook his head in frustration. “That is a fool’s errand. If the King’s search party could not do so, how can you ever expect to accomplish the task alone?”
“I did not seek out the villain. He sought me out. He confronted me here and tried to get me to help him to kill the king.”
Kinder paused for a moment as the words were processed. “He came to you?”
Simpleton smiled. “He did.”
“And what did you tell him?”
Simpleton smiled even broader. “I spoke not a word, but my ax spoke plenty.”
Astonishment crept onto Kinder’s face and quickly spread. He was shaking with excitement. “You have killed the vermin?”
Simpleton shook his. “Not yet, but I have injured him and have him cornered.”
“Where?”
Simpleton pointed with his ax. “Over there in the hole in the old oak.”
Kinder instantly moved towards the oak tree. Simpleton moved in step beside him.
“Do you know the King has offered a reward of twenty pounds of gold for his corpse?” Kinder’s voice crackled with excitement.
“I know it well.”
They got to the large oak and Kinder stuck his head into the hole to glimpse the evil wizard. “I see nothing,” he said.
“Let your eyes adjust. He is there for sure.” Simpleton lifted his ax into the air and allowed the setting sun to gleam off the blade for a moment. The ax caught Kinder at the base of the neck, cutting side down. The blade severed through the skin, tissue, and bone, before falling all the way to embed itself into the soft dirt below. The headless corpse fell on top of the ax and pushed it deeper into the dirt.
Simpleton moved with deliberate speed to a dense thicket where his own empty wagon had been stashed. He hoisted the headless corpse by the armpits into the wagon. Simpleton then lifted a heavy stone onto the body and strapped the wagon, body, and stone together. With a great shove, Simpleton got the wagon to begin moving. He then directed it down the hill towards the lake. He whistled to himself as he maneuvered the heavy wagon into the water where it immediately sank from view.
With the easy part accomplished, Simpleton went back to Kinder’s wagon to begin his real day’s work. The wagon was far too full for Simpleton to pull; after all, his arms were not accustomed to such grueling tasks. Instead, he unloaded half of the wood, and hauled the other half to the house.
Upon seeing his approach, the little woman rushed out to meet him. “Oh Simpleton, thank the gods you are alright. Have you seen your dear brother Kinder?”
“I have not, mother, but do not fret. Kinder is a resourceful lad and will surely be alright.”
“I do hope so. I have been so worried.” After these pleasantries were over she looked down at Simpleton’s wagon. “Is this all the wood you could garner from the forest? If so, we will surely starve.”
Simpleton kissed his mother on the forehead. “This is just my first load. I have another this size, but I could not pull the wagon under such a burden.”
The little woman smiled. “You are a good lad, Simpleton. You haven’t the strength of your brothers, but you have their will.” With those words, the little woman returned to the house and left Simpleton to stack the wood he had hauled.
By the time he returned to the forest for the second load, Simpleton was tired and cross. He was in the midst of cursing his brother’s name for having cut more wood than might be reasonably hauled in one trip when he noticed a man leaning against the oak tree where Simpleton had decapitated his brother. “Who are you? Why are you here?”
“Tell me,” the man said, “do you plan on blaming this murder on me as well?” His face looked young and handsome, but his voice sounded old and crackled with each utterance.
“What are you talking about?”
The man smiled. “Don’t play games with me, Simpleton. I watched you kill both of your brothers, and I heard you blame the murders on me.”
“I didn’t kill my brothers.”
The man pulled from behind his back the severed head of Kinder. “Sure looks killed to me.”
Simpleton smiled as the man made a show of looking into the eyes and mouth as doctors are fond of doing. “I didn’t blame the death on you. I blamed it on a tree sprite.”
“Don’t play stupid with me, boy.” The man tossed the head into the air towards Simpleton. He reached out his arms to catch it, but the head landed gracefully with outstretched wings. It had transformed into a beautiful goose, whose feathers shone of pure gold. Simpleton gawked, enchanted by the beauty. The goose raised its majestic head to the moonlight and snapped its bill on Simpleton’s nose. With a scream, Simpleton dropped the goose and backed away cautiously as the bird hissed and fluffed its feathers at him.
The man laughed wildly at Simpleton now, slapping his knees in hysterics. “You are such a fool that you could make even the princess laugh.”
Simpleton, enraged by this demeaning turn of events quickly grabbed a stick, and stood off with the goose. “Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you now and blame you for the deaths of my brothers.”
“Come on. Simpleton,” the man said. “Surely you have figured things out by now. I am Marduk, a wizard of such great power that you are no match against me, even when you are armed with a snake.”
The stick in Simpleton’s hands instantly began to squirm. He dropped it to see a large black snake trying to flee the situation it mysteriously found itself in, but the goose showed a bizarre carnivorous nature and plucked the snake up by the head and swallowed the serpent in three large gulps.
“What do you want from me?” Simpleton’s voice was soft and defeated.
“I only want to make you king.”
After a long pause, the wizard continued. “The King has promised his daughter’s hand and, subsequently, his throne to any man that can break the curse I put upon her. You will be the one to break the curse.”
“How can I break the curse?”
“By bringing her the Golden Goose. You see, the Golden Goose is, you could say, her laughter, her … soul.” The Wizard was now smiling broadly, and his youthful mask cracked under the stress to reveal gray and withered skin.
Simpleton thought for a moment, and then smiled too. He hated the idea of being under the wizard’s thumb, but seeing the true age of the man gave him confidence that soon Marduk would be dead, and the rule of the kingdom would be left in his hands.
“Should I go to the King now?” he asked.
“No. Load your wagon and return home. Start a search party tomorrow for your dear brother. Then join the King’s men to hunt me. You will not find me. After you are dismissed once again from the King’s militia, return to work cutting trees. Start with the old oak, and inside you will find the Golden Goose waiting for you.” With these instructions in mind, Simpleton set to work loading the wagon with the remaining wood.
That night Simpleton sat at his mother’s side, drinking sour beer, and assuring his mother of Kinder’s inevitable return. At the first rays of sun, Simpleton went into the woods and sat down for a short nap. After waking, he went back to his mother and told her he glimpsed a tree sprite dancing away wearing Kinder’s coat. The old woman sunk into her chair and wept until her heart stopped. Simpleton buried her under a layer of moss and set off to tell his story of Kinder’s death to the King.
The King and Queen treated Simpleton as a young orphan, cooing over his loss, and Simpleton embraced the sympathy and cried and carried on for the better part of the day. The King hired Simpleton as the chief of the hunting party to find the tree sprite, or Marduk, or whomever the villain might be. The hunt went on through most of the winter, and Simpleton spent his time in a royal cabin giving orders and directing the men as to where to search.
After many months, the King came to Simpleton and informed him the search must be called off, but the King offered to hire Simpleton on his personal staff, a job highly sought after and deemed a great honor. As tempting as the job was, Simpleton refused. He told the King the forest was his home, and that as long as a possibility existed of finding the killer of his whole family then he would be out searching for him. Over his time working on the King’s hunting party, Simpleton had researched many solutions to his problems. The answer came to him in the form of a sour beer.
Simpleton returned to the forest with a growler hoisted on his shoulder. Upon seeing him, Marduk stepped out from behind the old oak. “The Golden Goose is in place inside the tree. I’ve placed a binding spell on the bird that will hold anyone other than the first person to touch it. Four people trailing the goose will break the spell on the Princess, but the more people trailing, the more potency will the love spell have on her.”
Simpleton smiled. “Join me friend, in a celebration toast.”
The old wizard gave Simpleton a quizzical and suspicious glare. He leaned over and smelled the sour beer as Simpleton ladled the brew into mugs. The wizard raised his glass in prost but did not drink.
“Prost,” Simpleton said, and then he took a long gulp of the sour beer. He covered his mouth and belched into his hand.
The old wizard then lifted the beer to his lips and took a hesitant sip. His fingers instantly jerked open, and the mug spilled into the gray dirt. With quivering lips, Marduk stepped back. “What have you done to me?”
Simpleton took another long drink of the beer. “The beer has a potion in it. One which blocks all magic for a short time.”
“Fool. Stupid fool.” Marduk said, but the words were muffled by the magic mask melting from his face. His lips, red and plump, cracked and dribbled around the corners of the mouth, revealing black lips, thin and hardened. The firm and proud cheeks sagged and deflated into waves of flapping skin. The beautiful hair fell in clumps to mix with the beer and mud. “I will kill you for exposing me.” The words were barely audible through gasps for breath.”
Simpleton did not speak when he pulled out the ax from its holster. He lifted the weapon high above his head. Marduk’s old hips gave out and he pitched forward. Simpleton side stepped the falling old man and swung downwards. Where the head parted from the shoulders was a single drop of thick blood.
Simpleton picked the head up and tossed it into a canvas sack which he pitched into his wagon. Then he went to work on the old oak tree. He did not set out to chop down the tree, but merely to expand the hole which had engulfed his brother’s head many months ago. He instantly heard the goose honking from within. In a matter of minutes, the hole was wide enough to extract its mysterious prize: the foul tempered Golden Goose that was the soul of the princess.
Simpleton held the goose up with an arm under each of its massive wings. He admired the golden sheen of each feather. The goose hissed and pecked towards his eyes. Simpleton dodged the blow and laid the goose inside a small wooden crate he had brought in the wagon. The goose protested its entrapment and honked endlessly as Simpleton left the forest behind him and pulled his wagon into town.
Remembering Marduk’s instructions for the curse of the goose, Simpleton stopped for the night at the inn outside of the King’s castle. He parked his wagon on the side of the inn, lifted out the Golden Goose and the burlap sack with Marduk’s head, and entered the dilapidated building. Commotion and chaos echoed through the inn, but as people caught sight of the goose, they stopped what they were doing and stared longingly. Simpleton pretended not to notice. He went to the bar and inquired about a room. After hearing the meager price required, Simpleton plucked a single small feather from the goose’s back and handed it to the innkeeper. “Will this feather of gold be enough to compensate?”
The innkeeper held the feather to the light and ran his finger along the barbs. His wife scurried up behind him and snatched the feather away to examine it under the oil lamp’s light. She nodded happily. Simpleton followed the innkeeper up the narrow stairway to his tiny room. He thanked the man, set the sack under the bed, and allowed the goose to wander the room while he kicked off his boots and climbed into bed.
After only a few hours, Simpleton heard the door squeak open. He could see by the dim light that the would be thief was a young girl of about nine. He allowed her to slink across the room and grab at a feather on the goose. She shuddered when her fingers touched the bird, and then remained perfectly still. For several hours the girl remained crouched by the goose. Soon, another girl came to the room desiring the gold herself. When she spotted her sister, she whispered to her. “Miranda, what are you doing?” When her sister did not reply, the older sister came into the room and tapped the girl on the shoulder. There was a spark at the touch, the older sister opened her mouth to scream out, but her eyes glazed over, her mouth slackened, and she stood motionless with her hand on her sister’s shoulder. In the hours just shy of morning, yet another sister entered the room. She did not speak and swiftly grabbed the older sister by the wrist. The same spark momentarily lit the room and was again followed by the same frozen and enchanted look.
At dawn, Simpleton slid out of bed, edged his way around the three sisters to get his boots on. He looked at them as he tied the leather chords of his boots. Their eyes were a milky white, and their lips a pale and cracked distortion. Their faces were slack as if they’d suffered brain damage. Simpleton smiled and gave the three sisters a sarcastic curtsy. He then fetched the burlap sack and picked up the goose, who was strangely content with the trail of sisters attached to it. As Simpleton worked his way in the tiny room past the sisters, they also moved in stumbling steps to stay connected to the goose and each other. The instant the three sisters were out of the room, their mother saw them and attempted to yank them away from the goose. She too fell into step behind Simpleton with white eyes and slack features. The innkeeper charged Simpleton as he exited the shabby building. He hit Simpleton once in the belly before brushing against his youngest daughter and instantly succumbing to the spell.
Simpleton went towards the castle, but on the way several townspeople came into contact with one of the trailing cursed. By the time he reached the castle’s gates a dozen had fallen under the spell. Almost instantly the gatekeepers and royal guards joined the mass. It was then that the princess, a woman of enchanting beauty, came to the window and observed the trail of cursed. Her mournful, emotionless face cracked into a smile. The goose honked. The princess heaved a coughing chuckle. The goose honked again. The princess began to laugh uncontrollably. As she laughed the trailing victims of the goose began to fall lifeless to the grass in the Royal Garden. As each one fell dead, the louder and harder the princess laughed until only Simpleton and the Golden Goose were alive in the Garden, surrounded by piles of dead peasants and guards.
The King came to the window to see what and who had cured his daughter of the horrible curse which had besieged her for many years. Upon seeing the King, Simpleton pulled the head of Marduk from his sack and declared the villain to be finally slain. Overjoyed by Simpleton’s accomplishments, the King immediately arranged for a celebration. While the people of the land mourned the many deaths of the townspeople, the royalty celebrated the death of Marduk, the curing of the princess, and her joyful engagement to the woodsman Simpleton.
Rumors have since floated through the town the old King’s death after the wedding may not have been accidental as reported, and that King Simpleton’s reign was tainted with black magic. Regardless, he lived happily ever after.
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A Prick of the Quill
A retelling of “Hans My Hedgehog”
Lizz-Ayn Shaarawi
 
The rooster’s crow was the first inkling I had that something was terribly wrong. It was not the sound of the little cocks running through the courtyard, pecking at the toes of those who lingered too long. No, this was a bellow that shook shutters and spooked old women.
The noise caused me to jerk my head up, neglecting my needlepoint in my lap. Silly little Agnes raced in, her face flushed from exertion.
“Eloise, come quick! A stranger’s arrived.” She glanced down at my hands and cringed. “You’re bleeding again.”
I followed her gaze. My right hand, acting of its own accord, had jabbed the needle into the tender flesh of my other hand. I quickly pinned the needle to the cloth and bade her to fetch me a hand towel to wipe the blood away.
My father refused to meet my gaze as I entered the throne room. This was nothing new, for in the previous weeks he’d become distant and cold. I had no idea what I had done to anger him, what petty offense could have caused his normally warm heart to freeze.
One day my father, King of Cadfan, went out hunting as he was wont to do. A large party accompanied him, as was the custom. Always a sporting man, it gave him much pleasure to ride through the thick woods and chase down a stag or boar. He’d return victorious each time without fail.
Until the day he didn’t.
He left in a hail of fanfare, dogs and riders, pages and knights each vied for an opportunity to be near him. Strong, brave, and wise, he was a much beloved King. I gave no thought beyond the dress I planned to wear to the feast of Saint Bartholomew. Allowing a quick brush of his lips on my cheek, I did my daughterly duty and rushed back to the castle. 
At mid-day the hunting party hadn’t returned. No matter, a particularly aggressive prey may have led them on a prolonged chase. As the afternoon sun sank lower on the horizon, murmurs spread through the castle. The hunting party never stayed out this late. What if something happened to the king?
The last rays of sunlight drifted behind the trees. I sat at my place beside the throne at the high table. The air was tense and there was little chatter to alleviate the mood. A light meal was presented, the servants awaiting the wild game they were sure would come.
A shrill trumpet blast signaled the party’s return. I bolted to my feet but soon remembered my place and returned to my seat. Minutes drug on like an eternity. At last, the heavy wooden double doors opened and the party filed into the banquet hall. I searched the faces that entered before me yet none belonged to my father. Finally, Sir Thomas, my father’s favorite knight knelt before me.
“Arise, Sir Thomas.”
“Milady, I have grave news.”
“Do you care to confer with me or shall I remain ignorant of my father’s fate?”
“Milady … the forest has taken him.”
My knees wobbled but I held my ground. “What does this mean?”
“We chased a boar all the morn. The King was tenacious, never tiring. The creature was wounded dozens of times yet refused to die. In one last fit to save his life, the boar charged into a thicket and his highness followed. The thicket masked a deep drop. Your father fell and rolled down a steep hill. By the time we reached the bottom, he was gone.”
“You will search the woods until he’s found. He might be injured or lost.”
“It was a steep climb, Milady.”
“Speak plainly.”
“We fear the king is dead and animals have carried his body off.”
“Then you will not rest until his corpse is recovered.”
Sir Thomas nodded but already I observed defeat in his eyes. And like vultures, the ministers and knights circled me. Any weakness would be a sign to strike so I held back my tears and kept my head high.
I slept not a wink that night. My pale form could be seen from the window, a wraith keeping watch.
As dawn broke, the hounds leapt to their feet and howled. I left my perch and raced down through the courtyard. I pressed past the guards and slipped through the gates the moment they opened.
A dark shadow trudged from the woods.
I charged towards the figure, my heart slamming in my chest. As I came closer, my father’s features emerged from the dirty, ragged shape. His head lifted. His eyes met mine. They widened in horror and he bellowed a single word. “NO!”
As I reached him, he threw me aside and continued on to the castle. Confused, I scrambled to my feet and followed. “My Lord, God praise your safe return. We feared the worst. Pray tell, what transpired in your absence?” He ignored me but dropped to his knees and railed to the heavens. Curses of the like I have never heard before or since passed my father’s lips in rage.
He hadn’t looked at me since.
Now summoned, I curtsy before him like any other noble. “You asked for me?” I put on as neutral tone as I could muster.
To my surprise, his face lifted and greeted me with tears in his eyes. “Forgive me, my sweet.”
“What forgiveness do you need, dear sir?” My gaze alit on the stone facades of his advisors but none would meet my eye.
“Do you recall the time I was lost in the wood, separated from my hunting party?”
“Of course, I was so terrified of your loss that I raced to greet you the moment I heard the hounds announce your presence.”
He rubbed his face as fresh tears sprang to his eyes. “In the woods ….” The words seem to choke him. He forced them from his throat. “I have not spoken of that day. Not to anyone. I hoped it was a dream or vision. But it is all too real.”
He took my small, delicate hands in his large rough ones. “The prey darted into the brush. I foolishly gave chase, not realizing the foliage hid a deep drop. When I woke at the bottom of the ravine, my horse was dead and I was disoriented. The moon had risen high in the night sky and I knew not which way lay home. The woods seem to taunt me. It frightened me in ways I hadn’t been since a child. The branches grabbed and pulled at my clothes and hair like hands. Roots tried to trip me. My terror rose. I stumbled across a dry creek bed and collapsed on the other side. A shadow fell across me. I peered up to behold a most unexpected sight.”
The King paused, searching for the best way to explain what he saw in the dark forest. The entire room rested on his every word. After a moment, he continued.
“The creature’s mount was a rooster—taller than my grandest knight.” A snigger broke through the stillness. A sharp glance from the King silenced the offender.
“The … man, if you could call him such, sat astride his mount and held crude reins in his hands. His nose, so long and dark, twitched as he leaned down towards me, though his features remained in shadow.”
“I tried to stand straighter, present myself as the monarch I am. I said, ‘Sir, I am lost in these great woods. I humbly request your assistance in finding my way out. You will be generously rewarded.’”
“The man remained silent so long I feared him dumb. Then he spoke with a gravelly voice, like rocks rolling along the bottom of a riverbed. ‘I do not want your gold or jewels. I only wish for the first thing you lay eyes upon when you arrive home,’ He said.”
“What’s the first thing that greets me? What loyal creatures know of my arrival before all others?”
“Your hounds.” I whispered.
“My hounds, which, though I love dearly, I would happily part with. I readily agreed to his terms. Without another word, he led me through the dark forest. We traveled for hours. The sky grew lighter and as we reached the edge of the forest, I observed his features clearly.”
My father’s face twisted in sorrow. His breath hitched and he squeezed my hands. “The man …”
The door to the throne room burst open and Sir Thomas raced in. He dropped to one knee in front of my father. “My Lord, it has breached the outer wall. That demon cock it rides leapt the battlements with ease.”
“I am his reward,” I looked at my father. “You gave your word.”
“I tried to stop him. I told the guards to kill him on sight. I tried.” My father dropped my hands.
“You went against your word?” Devastation wracked my soul. My father was a man of values; he would never break a vow. “What is it? What do you not tell me?” I searched his face. It was too late. The stone had returned to his heart.
“Go dress for your husband.” He turned his back to me.
Those were the last words he spoke to me.
A quick bath was ordered. Agnes flitted about to and fro, braiding my hair and helping me to dress in a delicate white gown. Flowers were cut from the royal gardens and fashioned into a hasty bouquet.
I walked, a slight tremble in my step, into the courtyard. The sun blinded me and I shielded my eyes with my palm. The large form slid off its mount. A hand reached for mine. My vision adjusted and I stood face to face with my new husband.
His round face was covered in a soft down. Beady black eyes studied me above the pointed nose, capped with a black tip. From the top of his brow, down his back and ending at his waist long, thin, pointed quills protruded from his skin and lay against one another in a spiky tangle.
My husband was a hedgehog. It seemed absurd. Laughter bubbled in my throat but the horrified looks from my subjects cut my amusement. My gaze traveled downward to find he wore a smart pair of tailored trousers upon masculine legs. He appeared to be a human man from waist down.
I found my voice as well as my manners and curtsied as I said, “Good day, my Lord. I am Eloise, your reward for my father’s safe return.”
“Henry,” the gravelly voice replied. He took my extended hand and pulled me to my full height. “Come.”
I followed Henry past the large rooster, shod with a handsome saddle, to a waiting carriage adorned with flowers and ribbons. My wedding carriage. The footman opened the door and I climbed inside. Henry slapped the rooster on its haunch and sent it squawking into the forest beyond. He then joined me inside the carriage. The footman secured the door and we were on our way.
I glanced up as we left the castle walls. My father watched us leave from the very window where I once awaited his return. When my gaze caught his, he turned away.
My husband and I traveled in silence. At last, he faced me and took my hands in his. My thumbs caressed the soft, tawny hair on his wrists that stopped abruptly at his pink hands.
“I helped your father find his way,” Henry finally said.
“Pardon?”
“Your father made a promise to me. And I came to collect.” His grip tightened on my hands. Delicate nails pressed against my palms.
“You’re hurting me.” I tried to pull away but he held fast.
“Your father ordered me shot at, struck down, and stabbed.” He growled. I finally wrestled my way from his grasp.
He snatched the front of my white gown and ripped it open. I screamed for the footman to stop the coach. My clothing was torn from my body as the coach lurched to a halt. I threw the door open and stumbled out.
The footman, the coward, cracked his whip and raced the carriage back to the castle, leaving me on my own.
Forest lay on either side of the narrow trail. I tried to run, to hide my nakedness in the shadows of the trees, but felt the wind knocked out of me as I was thrown to the ground. Quills pierced my tender flesh, along my back, my arms, and my legs.
“This is the reward for your deceit!” Henry bellowed as he pricked my flesh again and again. The pain wove a tapestry of heat across my skin. The soft, pink hands grabbed me and flipped me over. Anger blazed in his black eyes. Hatred curled his lip. He roughly pushed my legs apart and pierced me one last time. A bright, white light filled my vision, blinded me more than the sun ever had.
When he had finished, he gave a shrill whistle and his rooster hopped down from its perch in a nearby tree. He leapt into his saddle and called to me.
“Go home. I do not want you.” He did not rush away or flee the scene but rode away at a slow gait while playing on a pair of bagpipes. I do not know how long I lay in the dirt, engulfed in pain, blood oozing from my wounds. At some point I staggered to my feet and headed back to the castle.
The cry went up the moment I was spotted from the outer walls. Sir Thomas dashed out with a cape and covered me. He picked me up in his arms and carried me the rest of the way to the castle.
My wounds were tended to but the damage was done. Our subjects no longer respected us. No proper suitor would come near me. My father’s health suffered. He still went out to hunt but with fewer and fewer attendants.
If not for Sir Thomas, the kingdom would have fallen into ruin. I was no longer the flighty girl I once had been. I turned to education, learned what was needed to properly rule, to achieve and maintain profitable crops and herds.
I also sent word I was looking for a witch.
The occasional coup or invasion attempt would cause temporary setbacks but with each defeat of our enemies, I grew stronger and slowly regained our subjects respect. My father became a shell of a man. He left each morning, alone now, to hunt in the forest. He never returned with any bounty. Some said he was hunting death. Most would agree.
Every night when my father returned I would be the first one out to meet him. Every night he passed me without so much as a glance in my direction.
As our coffers grew, charlatans eased from the woodworks, promising spells and enchantments but they could never give me what I needed and I sent them on their way, often with a flogging.
Word came that an old wise woman lived in the woods two kingdoms over. I sent a messenger for her but she declined my invitation. I sent Sir Thomas with a chest full of coin, but she laughed at him and slammed her shack’s door in his face. When he beseeched her to give terms, she replied if I wanted her help, I should make the journey myself.
We left in the cover of night. Sir Thomas and his trusted page lead the way. We reached the path to the witch’s shack with little trouble, but I bade them remain at the main road as I traveled on, alone.
The shadows grew long. Predators rustled leaves in the darkness yet I wasn’t afraid. The forest grew thick and wild but I forged ahead. Trees seem to band together, intertwining their branches—as if the forest itself tried to keep me from my destination. Stubbornness kept me going, kept one foot in front of the other, even as I was forced back one step for every three. I pushed through even as the twigs scratched my face and pulled my hair. With an angry cry, I shoved against a thick hedgerow and fell into a small clearing.
Moonlight broke from behind the clouds and I perceived the shack clearly. I strode to the door and my fists pounded on the brittle wood.
No answer.
I pounded harder. A shuffle sounded from within. A lock clicked, then another, and another. The door opened with a groan of the hinges and a small, shriveled woman glared at me in annoyance. “Why do you disturb a poor old woman in the middle of the night?”
“Cut the charade, Witch. You know who I am and why I come.” I stared down at her. She glared right back at me. A moment passed, neither of us budging. With a sigh, she dropped the pretention and opened the door for me to enter.
The shack was an illusion. The interior was warm, cozy, and well kept. The witch offered me a seat as she shuffled off to pour two cups of ale. She plopped into the chair opposite and offered one to me.
“The hedgehog boy. I should have known better.” She said into her cup.
“What do you know of him?”
“Twenty-five years ago, a wealthy merchant and his wife came to visit me. They had everything they might possibly want in life except a child. The merchant begged me to help his wife conceive a son.” She laughed but with little mirth. “He said he wouldn’t care even if it was a hedgehog as long as they had a baby.” She swirled the ale around the cup. “He got his wish.” Her eyes met mine. “Now for your story.”
I told her everything and she listened without judgment. Weighing my words, she thought a long while. When she finally spoke, she gave me the answer I had been searching for since I staggered home, droplets of my blood leaving a trail behind me.
I met Sir Thomas at the road. I didn’t answer his queries and, after a time, he stopped asking. Apart from a scuffle with bandits, the return trip was just as uneventful.
Upon our return, I resumed my duties as reigning monarch, though not officially recognized. My father continued to leave each morning to hunt and returned each night empty handed. By this time he was barely recognizable. Guilt had reduced the once virile leader to a stooped, grey old man. Every night I’d meet him at the gates and he’d ride past.
One day, Sir Thomas met me in the throne room and knelt before me. I bade him rise, and he refused. He extended his hand and offered me a small box. I opened it to find a beautiful, hand crafted ring.
“I cannot accept this.” I handed the box back but he wouldn’t take it.
“My Lady, I know I’m not worthy but it saddens me that you have no one to share your life with.” 
“My heart soars with love for you, Sir Thomas.” He smiled. “But I am already married.”
His smile fell. “No one would recognize that marriage. Any priest in the land would see it annulled.”
I forced the box back into his hand. “I’m sorry.” I waved a dismissal and turned away. Out of the corner of my eye, I witnessed him hover nearby for a moment, anger and disappointment roiling beneath his usual placid features. He stormed away in a huff. I busied myself with state matters and prayed I hadn’t made the wrong decision.
One evening, my father returned from his hunt and I met his as I always did. “Good hunt, father? No? Perhaps your next hunt will be more fortuitous.” The steed halted. My father’s head turned on his neck like a creaky old gate opening for the first time in years. He looked at me as if he hadn’t seen me for years. In a way, I supposed he hadn’t. His mouth opened then snapped shut. Lips in a hard line, he gave me a curt nod. Tears welled up in his rheumy eyes.
It had happened again.
A lump formed in my throat. I had two weeks to prepare.
Henry arrived at the outer gates to a different reception than his previous visit. The gates were opened as he approached astride his rooster. He played his bagpipes as the rooster strutted through the courtyard that had been decorated for the wedding.
I met Henry in the courtyard, one hand on my father’s arm. If my husband recognized me, he gave no sign. “My Lord,” I curtsied.
Sir Thomas stood to one side, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. His jaw tightened as Henry took my hand and escorted me into the hall.
A generous banquet covered the tables. Servants scurried hither and yon keeping goblets and plates full. Henry sat beside me at the head table. We ate and drank. We watched jesters and tumblers. When the hour grew late, we said our goodnights to the guests and retired to my chambers.
If he noticed I wasn’t a maiden, he said nothing. Perhaps the drink dulled his senses. Perhaps he didn’t care. I waited in the dark for his breath to deepen and slow. My body trembled in anticipation and I feared I would give myself away too soon. After what seemed like an eternity, light snores sounded from his side of the bed.
I slid out from between the sheets and tiptoed to the wall opposite the bed. With a little wiggling, I worked a stone out. Reaching into my hiding place, I removed a candle the witch had given me and lit it. The flame burned blue. I raced to complete my preparations.
Satisfied that the door was securely bolted, I retrieved a large kitchen knife I’d hidden earlier. The candle flame turned from blue to red.
I stood over Henry’s sleeping form. My hand slid across his brow and he murmured in his sleep. Prying my fingers under the crease where the fur met quills, the skin gave way exactly as the witch had said it would. The hide rolled back and the quills with it. Sharp stings flared where the quills nicked my hands but I didn’t stop until I had the entire pelt removed.
The kitchen knife did not cut as well as I had hoped and I kept one eye on the candle as I sawed through the hide, forcing two strips of quills to separate from the whole. I ripped the second strip free of the skin as the candle’s flame spit and changed to green.
I threw the hide into the fireplace, grabbed the candle, and hurled it on top of the quills. The pelt ignited in multicolored fire. Smoke poured into the room and up the chimney. A howl erupted from the bed.
Henry’s skin bubbled and blackened. He reached for me but I stepped back, away from his grasp. Frantic shouts issued from behind the barred door as the castle woke to his screams. I ignored their calls and cries. When the fire finally died down, I grabbed the water pitcher, normally used to wash my face in the morning and let the water drip down Henry’s shuddering body. Pink skin gleamed from under the ash as the water washed away the charred remains of what he had been.
The naked, shivering, hairless man peered up at me. I wrapped the strips of quills around my hands. “This is your future.” The strips sang through the air and struck his back. He winced and screamed. “You will be my prince consort but I will be the rightful ruler of this kingdom.” I struck him again. “You will make no decisions, sign no laws or treaties without my consent.” The quills continued to fall even though my blows lightened. “Every day, you will thank providence that I allow you to be.” He cowered and awaited the next blow but it didn’t come. “And every night, you’ll show me the light.” His head lifted. He gazed at me in confusion.
I dropped the quill strips by his face. Next, my shift dropped to the floor. “Show me the light.” A smile played at his lips, the beating forgotten. Henry, my husband, picked up the quills that had so recently lain across his back. I knelt at his feet and waited for the sting.
When his hair grew back, light brown with a slight curl, he proved to be a pleasant-looking man. Not especially handsome but nice enough to gaze upon. Over the years the kingdom grew and prospered even more than before and when my father died, no one balked at my ascension to the throne. Henry remained at my side and though his hair thinned and his middle widened, he kept his word and supported me as ruler. Each night, behind our chamber door, he showed me a light that burned brighter than the sun.
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Sacrificed
A reimagining of “Snow White”
Laura Snapp
 
“Your Majesty?”
I set down the quill when a tremulous voice intruded again into my thoughts. I crumpled the inked paper into a tight ball and pushed back my chair, the legs rasping against the wood planked floor. My hands fisted the soft folds of my dress as I paced the bedchamber, wondering what words I might use to explain. To tell my story.
“Please, your Majesty, the Council demands your willing attendance or …”
“Or what?” I spun around. “I will be dragged from my chambers?”
The round, fresh-faced girl who addressed me stood in the shadows, wringing her hands. Beside her a pig nosed the sticks of wood next to the hearth before letting out a squeal when a hot ember from the crackling fire landed on its snout. The flames that licked the morning gloom barely illuminated the large room. But I did not need light to smell the fear wafting off of the girl when I picked up a long blade and ceramic bowl from the desk and stepped toward them.
“Tell them I shall be with them shortly. I must first visit the tower.” The harshly spoken words were barely past my lips when she fled my chambers.
I advanced on the pig. It squealed louder this time, perhaps sensing its fate. The sound cut through the morning quiet as the animal backed itself into the corner. I fell to my knees and, with a deft twist of the wrist, split its neck wide. The amount of blood for what I needed took only a brief time to drain. Carefully, I carried the bowl back to the desk.
With a shaky hand, I emptied a small vial of poison into the blood and stirred. A tear trickled down my cheek. I brushed it away. Now was not the time to falter. Not when she was on her way here.
Bitterness had me reaching for the ornate mirror lying next to the bowl. I lifted it to my face. Despite the burdens weighing upon me of late, my face radiated a youthful glow. But that was of no comfort to me now.
My image dissolved into a raven-haired girl seated on a horse behind a handsome, young prince. A grimace crossed my face. The wretch was not worthy of a prince. Until yesterday, I thought her dead from the apple I had brought her. With my own eyes, I had seen her placed in the glass coffin. Had witnessed the mournful cries of the Council when they thought their Snow White dead.
A keen cry caught upon the early morning wind carried into my chambers. My gaze focused on the pig’s blood, and my resolve hardened. I would do what was necessary. Still, the truth must be told. My actions made clear before I paid my final visit to the tower.
I set the mirror on the desk, then shuffled through a drawer in search of parchment. I withdrew several sheets and picked up my quill. The sharp nib, wet with ink, scratched across the paper: Once upon a time there was a child with skin as white as snow, lips as red as blood, and hair as black as ebony …
 
***
 
I clasped Snow to my heart and twirled, my breath forming a white wisp in the chilled air. Snow shrieked, her black eyes sparkling as she flew through the air, her arms outspread. “More, Mama, more,” she demanded.
Pleasure rippled through me, hearing this precious child call me Mama. For her, I had told her father yes. I glanced his way.
The King’s pale blue eyes crinkled when he caught my gaze. “Tis late. Come, my precious ladies, before you both catch chill.” He bundled us in furs and half-carried, half-pushed us through the newly fallen snow to our waiting carriage. We drove through the clearing, before becoming entombed in dense trees. Branches covered in thick blankets of snow reached toward the fading light. Snow, her eyes heavy with sleep, curled against me.
A high pitched whinny cut through the chilled air. The carriage came to an abrupt halt.
Startled, the King drew back the heavy curtain. A shadow darted across the snow, then a heavy thud sounded overhead.
“Wait here,” my husband said, leaping from the carriage, sword in hand.
I unclasped the emerald from around my neck and pulled the rings from my gloved hands. A royal coach traveling alone was an easy mark for highwaymen. I had been parted from my jewels before. Their loss did not concern me. Sacrificing the few precious moments away from the entourage routinely accompanying us? That caused me great sorrow.
It was the sharp clang of metal hitting metal heard over the neighing of horses and the hearty cursing of my husband and footmen that woke Snow.
“Mama! What’s happening? Where’s Papa?”
I gathered her in my arms. Robberies were usually more civilized than this.
A dark head popped through the curtained window. The stranger’s face was pale, too pale, as if carved from alabaster stone. His blazing eyes met mine. I shrank from the raw desire contained within their depths. A longing not for me, but for the child I held in my arms. “Give her to me,” he commanded. His voice wove through me, and though I was afraid, I felt myself responding like a woman to her husband.
A hand clamped down on his shoulder. “Over my dead body,” the King said.
“That was my intention. You must pay for your crimes.” The stranger bared his teeth before spinning around. His black cape enshrouded them in darkness, and I shrank back in fear. I had never believed the wild tales I’d been told of creatures of the night—until now.
“Mama?” Snow’s voice was laced with fear … and something else. “Who is that? That man with Papa?”
“Shh … ” I took her hand in mine. We slipped unseen from the coach. With swift fingers, I released the straps that yoked the nearest horse to the carriage, then lifted Snow onto its back. I climbed on behind her, glancing over my shoulder to search for my husband. A dull snap drew my attention. My gaze landed upon the King, wide-eyed and staring, in the arms of the stranger. Blood seeped from a wound on his neck. My hold on Snow tightened as a wave of grief ran through me. I swatted the horse hard with the reins, my only goal to keep Snow safe.
 
***
 
Grains of saltpeter mixed with black pepper glistened in the early light as I walked along the perimeter of the castle wall checking for flaws in my line. I gave a satisfied grunt, seeing the line intact. My protective charm had held. A reassuring sign given the dreams haunting me still.
Many years had passed since the night I lost my king, but the feeling that his murderer was ever watching, waiting to snatch Snow, stayed with me. The memory of that night had me reaching into the leather pouch hanging at my side. I withdrew a pinch of salt to reinforce the line, where dirt partially obscured the shiny granules. The action served to soothe me. I pushed my worry aside, knowing there was nothing more to be done, then dusted off my hands and retreated to the tower.
“You are always up here,” Snow said, flouncing into the turret several hours later. “What draws you to this dirty place, with its noxious smells?”
“How else can I avoid the Council?” I teased, attaching the last of the herbs to the twine stretched between the pitched beams of the tiny turret. I handed the empty basket to the dark-haired maidservant attending me, then stepped down from the stool. “That will be all, Matilda. You may leave us.”
With a nod, the girl slipped past Snow on her way out the door. Snow watched her go, her face set in a frown. “Se was in my chambers this morning pawing through my dresses. Several have gone missing.” 
I sighed. Snow had taken an instant dislike to Matilda.
“She stole them.”
“I am sure that is not true.”
Snow stomped her foot. “We are of similar height. She takes my cast-offs, thinking I will not notice. But I do. She wants to be like me. I know it.”
“No one will ever be like you. You are my heart.” I tucked a loose strand of ebony hair behind her ear. “If she bothers you so, I shall see what can be done.”
“Done? Send her away. I do not want her here.”
“Her dismissal will make you happy?”
Snow nodded, her lips twisted in satisfaction as she played with the crimson folds of her cloak. “People say you are a … witch. Is it true?” Her dark eyes darted from the planked table strewn with jars, plants and insects, to the bookcases lining the round, stone walls. Her gaze landed on the row of black pots hanging near the hearth.
I met her question with a shrug. “That is naught for you to worry about. Now tell me, my darling, how have you been spending your day?”
“I just now woke.”
My glance sharpened on her. Since her first bleed, Snow had become listless—except for the strange fits of rage occasionally overtaking her. I had tried many herbs to correct the imbalance in her humors. Had daily collected her urine looking for discoloration. All to no effect. Perhaps a change in diet … 
“Did you hear me?” Snow stomped her foot. “I said, ‘I have naught much else to do’.”
My brow arched at the accusation in her voice. “Whose fault is that? You ran three tutors off this month. All left with nary a word. You—”
“Papa would not have lectured me so.” Snow White’s chin trembled.
Immediately, my indignation softened. “I miss him too.” Especially with the Council foisting another suitor on me. They wanted me remarried to safeguard the kingdom, but how could I do that to Snow? She deserved better than to have her father replaced by another. My hand brushed against the soft velvet of her hood. “Where are you off to? The sun is low in the sky.”
“Nowhere,” she said, eyes averted.
Unease settled around my shoulders like a mantle. “Are you staying within the castle walls?”
“Of course.”
“Good. I can only protect you if—”
“Must we go over this—again?” Without waiting for an answer, she stormed from the room. The door slammed shut behind her.
My worried gaze drifted across the tapestry lined walls before coming to the row of cooking pots. Had Snow gone against my wishes? The candles flickered in the drafty air. I fetched my shawl and cocooned myself in its warmth before grabbing the smallest of the pots. I tossed in a few dried ingredients from the jars and set the pot upon the fire with a drop of rose oil. Soon, I would learn the answer to my question.
I waited for the mixture to heat. The smoke would sharpen my visions. Allow me to delve into the past. When gray wisps rose from the pot, I picked up a hand mirror from the table—then frowned. Dull green eyes stared back at me. Red hair streaked with grey. A crevassed face.
Magic—and motherhood—had taken their toll.
I let loose the thought, and my reflection blurred, becoming a shifting kaleidoscope of white and gray. The swirling haze dissolved into an image of Snow White, hood drawn, as she pushed open a tavern door. Her eyes scanned the darkened interior. She picked her way between tables, came to a stop in front of a drunken lad sitting alone in a corner. He glanced up, his eyes widening when she held out a hand. Together, they walked from the tavern.
Snow led him down a narrow, deserted street crowded by buildings darkened with soot, their exposed framing weathered and aged. She pushed the lad against a wall. Their lips touched, and my hand shook, causing their image to waver. A flash of white followed by a spurt of crimson made me cry out for I knew the mirror incapable of a lie.
The lad fought against the lips clamped upon his neck. His struggles grew weaker, and he sagged against the wall. A moment later, Snow stepped back. Blood covered her mouth, trickled from the corners. She lifted a sleeve and wiped her mouth clean.
I fell to the floor. Despite years spent studying the magical arts, I had failed.
 
***
 
I woke the next morning ragged from the dark dreams that had me tossing and turning through the night. A fire burned in the hearth, but could not warm me. Defeat was wrapped around my chest so tightly I could scarcely draw breath for I knew what needed to be done.
Matilda came toward me with a robe. With downcast eyes, I slipped my arms through the long sleeves, then walked over to the dressing table. Once seated, I clasped my hands in my lap to prevent their shaking.
“The villagers are gathering for a hunt,” she murmured, running a comb through my hair. “Lads have been found murdered. The blood drained from their bodies. There is talk of a vampyre. A female.”
She bobbed her head at my sharp inhalation, her dark eyes meeting mine in the mirror. “Terrible, is it not? But do not worry. They will find her. There are witnesses you see.” Her tongue slipped between her lips as she tidied my hair into braids then twisted them atop my head.
“Fetch me my daughter,” I said when she was done pinning them into place.
“As you wish.” She curtsied.
I buried my face in my hands. The thoughts flowing through my head filled me with sorrow.
“You sent for me, Mama?” Snow came into my chambers. I glanced up, drinking in the sight of this precious child. My child. She undid the ties holding her cloak in place as she crossed the room toward me. The crimson cloak fell to the floor.
“I know,” I whispered, my throat tightening around the words. “About you, the lads …”
Her face darkened. “You know nothing.”
“It is not safe for you here.” I drew in a ragged breath. “I arranged for the Huntsman to take you on a tour of the Kingdom until this … matter … dies down. You must leave at once. Trouble is brewing. I will have your things sent to our summer palace in the mountains.”
“I will not go.” She scowled. “I will be Queen one day, and they are but peasants. Who is to care if a few go missing? They breed like rabbits. Why should they not be treated as such?”
“Snow …” I whispered.
“What Mama?” Her face twisted into a cruel smile. “You would deny the truth of what I say?”
I gulped back the sour taste rising in my throat. “You will indeed become Queen, which is why you must see your kingdom. You said you have naught to do. You want to go beyond these castle walls. I am giving you what you want.”
Snow chewed her rosy lip, undecided.
I pressed on. “I have heard tell of material brought back from the East so smooth and shiny it rivals the rarest of gems.”
“Why did you not speak of this before?”
“I knew it would be many moons before merchants would venture this far—if at all. Most will not travel through our woods since the King’s death. They fear the forest is haunted.”
“I am not afraid,” she boasted. “I shall leave at dark.”
“No. Day is upon us, and the villagers are gathering. They will hunt during the daylight, knowing vampyres are at their weakest. You must leave before they figure out it is you they seek.”
“Very well.” She bent down to retrieve her cloak.
“Leave it,” I whispered.
She glanced at me, her eyes questioning. When I said nothing, she stomped her foot. “This shall be the last time I take orders from you. Upon my return, I shall be crowned Queen for the title is mine—not yours.” She picked up her skirts and stalked from the room.
I stared after her, wanting to explain, but unwilling to put words to the actions lying ahead of me. Guilt made my heart pound as I bundled up the cloak.
 
***
 
The Huntsman staggered into the castle almost a week later. Puss seeped from long gashes along his sides. Torn strips of fabric were wrapped around his head, throat, and upper thigh.
“What happened?” I cried, rushing to his side. I pushed his weakened form onto the bench in the Great Hall, my hands already busy uncovering his wounds.
“I was attacked, your Majesty.”
“And Snow?” I sent a servant for my herbs to make a poultice. “Did she make it to the palace safely?”
He shook his head, his gaze skirted mine. “She was captured.”
My hands stilled upon his wounds.
“There is more I must tell you.” The Huntsman pressed his hand against the cloth wrapped around his neck. My breathing quickened, and I dismissed the servants gathered around us. When we were alone, he said, “Snow … attacked me. I was gutting a deer so we could dine. The fresh blood made her …” His eyes closed. The words that came forth seemed dredged from his nightmares. “Her eyes became red like the devil’s. She leapt upon me and tore at my flesh. I tried to defend myself but …” A tear shone on his lashes. He dashed the wetness away. “The dwarfs heard my screams and saved me.”
“Saved you? How?” 
“They encircled her in chains. Clapped thick silver bands around her wrists that drained her of energy … though did not seem to cause her undue harm,” he added, sensing my alarm. One of his hands closed upon mine. “I told them you would want her death to be painless. You would not want her to suffer.”
“You told them I wanted her dead?”
“Aye.” He grimaced as my hand tightened on his thigh. He had done nothing to save my Snow.
Catching sight of the servant I had sent for my herbs, I beckoned him forward. He dropped the bag in my hand and hastily withdrew. I mashed together the herbs, while I plotted my next move.
“Where did they take her?”
“They would not say, your Majesty.”
“They know of her … state?”
“Aye. They thought it of no consequence. The chains they placed upon her …” He shrugged. “They must be steeped in magic.”
“Who else knows of this?”
“No one. Only that she was captured.” The bench creaked beneath his shifting weight. “I realize your concern is Snow White, your Majesty, but the villagers captured a lass, Matilda—your handmaiden. They think she is the vampyre. They say they have proof. A cloak. And witnesses who saw a dark-haired girl.”
“I had not heard,” I lied.
His light brown eyes pleaded with me. “You know, she is not guilty. Help me to free her. We are to be married. Please—she is to be staked.”
I glanced away. “Something shall be done at once.” My hand shook as I reached inside the bag of herbs and withdrew several purple berries. I ground the dried nightshade into the poultice, the action doing much to disguise the trembling that might give me away. I rubbed the paste onto his wounds, then covered his neck and leg in thick swathes of cloth. “Jarrod, thank you for all you have done. You have served me well.”
“Thank you, my Queen,” he said, touching his lips to my hand.
I left the Huntsman and hurried up the stone steps to the tower before my conscience betrayed me. I shut the door behind me and snatched up the mirror to gaze into its depths. The contents swirled before an image of Snow White appeared. She was huddled in the corner of a large room, her legs pressed against her chest. A band of silver was clasped around her ankle, a chain running between it and a metal rung at the stone hearth. My shoulders sagged in relief. The dwarfs had not killed my darling Snow.
I touched the mirror’s surface.
Snow White’s face contorted. She threw back her head and howled. The sound sent chills up my spine, and I took a step back, suddenly fearful of the child I had raised. I set the mirror back on the desk and took a deep breath. I would not rush headlong into a rescue. Caution was needed.
I crossed to the tall looking glass leaning against the wall. I ran a hand down the ancient runes adorning its side. My eyes focused on the symbols, my desire clear, until the cottage in which Snow was held appeared before me. I stepped through the mirror into her world, cloaking myself in a merchant’s disguise.
When I neared the cottage, I closed my eyes and felt the white lines of magic forming a tight shield around it, blocking my entry. The Huntsman had spoken true. The dwarfs were adept at magic. The cords were thick and strong. Seven bands woven as one.
I knocked on the door. The shield could not prevent me from talking to my beloved child.
The dull sound of metal dragging across the earth-packed floor greeted me. The door cracked open. A hand snaked through the slit and grabbed me by the arm then jerked me forward. Pain sliced through my body where the lines of magic were cast. I fell into the cottage, my body aflame. The basket of trinkets I had been carrying flew from my hand.
I almost hit the floor before I was yanked backwards. An arm, crisscrossed with cuts, wrapped itself around my neck. “Old blood,” Snow snarled. “But it will do.”
Sharp points pressed into my neck. My already weak knees buckled. My sudden heaviness seemed to catch Snow by surprise, and I was able to slip from her grasp. I spun toward the door, readying myself for another bout of intense agony, but a short, stocky man blocked my flight. Behind him were six others dressed in heavily padded shirts. Helmets sat low on heads covered in thick, unruly hair. Strapped to their arms were shields, in their hands, daggers.
Snow retreated to the corner.
“Who are you?” the first one said. His red bulbous nose twitched as he stepped toward me, forcing me further into the room.
“A merchant.” I gestured toward the upturned basket lying near the hearth. A faint light emanated from the dwarfs’ helmets and shields. More magic. “I was just taking my leave.”
“How did you pass through the door unscathed?”
“I did not,” I said. “It hurt like demon fire.”
He nodded. “The magic should have killed you.”
The words gave me pause. Had Snow’s hold on me somehow protected me?
His broad brow creased beneath his helmet, his sharp gaze settled on Snow as if he too thought she held the answer. Snow snatched up a pair of colorful laces and retreated again into the shadows. “You are not welcome here. No one is.” He brushed past me to scoop up the basket and the trinkets scattered on the floor.
I glanced at the dull, silver chain looped to Snow White’s ankle. “Why do you keep this child chained?”
“Her strength is unnatural.” He thrust the basket into my arms. “The silver keeps her abilities in check.”
“What is she then?”
A glance passed between him and the other men, who still blocked the doorway. “She is not your concern,” he said. He grabbed me by the elbow and dragged me toward the door.
“How did she get the marks on her arms?” I pressed.
His grip tightened and he shoved me past the others.
I cried out as pain again lanced through me. I clamped my arms around my stomach, waiting for the pain to subside. The red-nosed dwarf laughed, as he stomped back into the cottage. The others parted way, giving me an unobstructed view of him striking Snow across the face. She fell backward, hitting her head against the mantel, before crumpling to the ground.
“You try that again, it will be the worse for you, understand?” He kicked her in the stomach, ignoring her howl of pain when she doubled up, her arms clutching her knees to her chest.
Fury enflamed me. My own pain forgotten, I called upon the power of Hecate. Magic licked my palms, its fiery tendrils curling into balls of fire. My disguise fell away, and my true form took shape, as I let loose the fury gripping me. Flames shot from my palms, strong and sure—then scattered in a useless shower of sparks upon reaching the cottage door.
The dwarfs turned as one. Their eyes widened before a look of cunning crossed each of their faces. The red-nosed dwarf approached the open doorway. “Your magic is not good here, your Majesty. If you wish your daughter to live, you will not come back.”
“You have no—”
“We have every right. She is a demon. Would you prefer we kill her now?”
“No!” My hand flew to my throat as the protest was wrung from me.
“Then leave now. Do not come back.”
I nodded though my acquiescence was a lie. I would not—could not—leave my darling Snow to the mercy of such cruel men.
 
***
 
My preparations took longer than expected.
After learning silver—not magic—drained a vampyre’s strength, I commissioned a smyth to forge silver bars across the clerestory windows in my tower, bolt a heavy silver plate to the inside of the door, and attach silver rings with chain to the wall.
I would keep Snow safe—even from herself.
My fists clenched, remembering the things I had witnessed. Each morning, a dwarf drained Snow of blood, using a dagger to slash her arms. Then they sold her blood. For what purpose, I did not yet understand.
Now as I looked into the mirror, my hands shook. Snow White was curled in a ball. Each day, she grew weaker from lack of nourishment. More and more gashes scarred her arms—cuts crisscrossing from wrist to shoulder. Her beautiful, ebony hair was a nest of straw and twigs framing a filth-streaked face.
Anguish filled me, driving out all thought but one—saving my darling Snow. I swept off dust from the Book of Shadows then flipped through its pages, scanning the text until I came across a lethal potion. I gulped realizing the depths to which I had sunk. First, the huntsman. Now, the dwarfs. For I could not untangle the lines of magic keeping me from Snow if they lived. They had strengthened their spell. My death would be assured if I attempted to cross their threshold again. I dropped the necessary ingredients into a heavy cauldron, then added seven apples, and waited for the poison to soak through their skins.
I fingered the pair of silver combs the smyth had fashioned for me. Though small, they were made of the purest silver to be found. Strong enough, I prayed, to subdue my demon child, making the chains unnecessary.
The creak of the door made me glance up. The combs fell from my hands.
A grim smile spread across Matilda’s face. “I thought I might find you here, your Majesty,” she said as I fished the combs from between the apples with a long handled knife. I set them on a cloth to dry while I recovered from my shock.
“You are surprised to see me. Perhaps you thought me dead?”
“On the contrary.” I forced a smile.
“Snow White killed those lads. You know as well as I. That is why you have not searched for her. Why you let the villagers blame me.”
My gaze flew to meet hers. “From the evidence, I thought you guilty. You have no proof to say otherwise.”
“You sent the Council in the wrong direction. You asked Jarrod to take Snow to the summer palace. He told me so before he left. Yet, they search to the south. As for the evidence?” She folded her arms across her chest. “We both know how the blood-stained cloak came to be found in my room.”
I arched a brow. “I should have you killed for your traitorous words.”
“The villagers tried, but I had witnesses to swear I was nowhere near the taverns in question. The same cannot be said for your daughter. If she is found, the truth will come out.”
“What do you want?”
“I suffered much because of you.” She straightened her skirts. “I also suspect you are behind Jarrod’s death, though I cannot prove your guilt. Still, a word to the Council and …”
“Perhaps we can come to an arrangement,” I said carefully.
“Shall we begin with these?” She slipped the combs drying on the cloth into her hair. “Then we can discuss …” The poison penetrated her scalp; she fell to the ground unconscious.
I waffled, knowing I should take out the combs to save her. But if I did? She had knowledge she would use against me. I turned away.
“Your Majesty?” A dull rapping sounded on the door. “The Council requests your presence in the Hall.”
My anger spiraled. Was there no end to this wretched day? “Tell them they must wait. I have things to tend to,” I said through the closed door. “I will meet with them in the morrow.” With a scowl, I turned back to stare at the girl, lying on the floor. What she said was true. I had sent the Council in the wrong direction.
I grabbed Matilda by the hands and hauled her toward the mirror. I would leave her in the woods outside the cottage. Her unconsecrated soul would wander the earth forever for trying to blackmail me. I ran my hand down the familiar runes then stepped backwards through the mirror dragging Matilda across the heavy wood frame.
A hand landed on my shoulder. “I knew you would come,” a voice hissed into my ear.
My blood ran cold. I recognized that voice. I whirled around to face the demon from my past.
“This is your fault,” I edged back toward the mirror. “You turned Snow White into a monster. Killed her father.” I pointed at Matilda. “You made all of this necessary.”
“Do not blame me,” he said, his black eyes flashing at my words. “My kind should have raised the child when the Queen was killed. We would have taught Snow White to control her desires instead of—”
“Killed? Her mother died in childbirth. The King—”
“Staked her. He would have eventually done the same to Snow White if I had not intervened.”
“No! You tell me tales with no truth to them.”
He grabbed me by the arm. “The Queen was of royal vampyre blood, descended from the First. She was my betrothed before the King stole her from me. He killed her when he found out what she was.”
I pulled away. “Vampyres cannot have children.”
“The ones descended from the First can and do.”
“No! You began the change in Snow.”
“That is not true. You with your magic kept me away, and without a vampyre to guide her …” His jaw worked furiously. “A vampyre’s hunger can be all consuming, driving even the strongest among us mad. Snow White has gone weeks without food. Drained of her blood to feed those who prey upon her. I am afraid the torment she has suffered may be such that she will never regain her senses—if she survives.”
Survives? Fear had me clutching his sleeve. “You must help me free her.”
His face hardened. “In return I want what was promised me.”
I stared at him blankly
“A child.”
His meaning sank in slowly. “You wish to wed Snow? Even in her … state?” I whispered.
He nodded. “I want my line to continue.”
“What about Snow?”
“She is of no use to me. Only our child.”
My eyes squeezed shut. “Then she will be your Queen, if you will help me.”
He made a guttural sound of assent, then pushed up his sleeve and bent his head. His teeth tore into his flesh. Blood dripping, he held the open wound to my lips. “You must drink. It will strengthen your magic. Allow you to break their spell. Then we can exchange her,” he nodded at the unconscious girl at my feet, “for Snow.”
I backed away. “I cannot.”
“You must,” he hissed. “We cannot penetrate the magic protecting their cottage unless you do.”
My mind balked at the idea. I would go back through the mirror to retrieve the poisoned apples and …
With a muffled curse, the Vampyre grabbed me around the neck. He thrust my face against his arm. “Drink!” he commanded. Despite my struggles, his warm blood seeped into my mouth. I gasped as life exploded on my tongue—expansive and vibrant. My hands came up to clasp his arm. Voraciously, I suckled, his blood singing through my veins.
“Enough.” He yanked his arm away. “Now you understand why the dwarfs sell Snow White’s blood. The magic in vampyre veins is intoxicating.”
I wiped a sleeve across my mouth. Energy crackled from beneath my skin. Glancing at the lines of magic surrounding the cottage, I scoffed at the puniness of them. This is what I had thought strong? I raised my hands and with a few deft flicks of the wrist, the lines lay broken on the ground.
The Vampyre gave a slight smile. “Well done,” he said. He picked up the girl. “We will exchange their clothing, but hurry, we must be quick. I hear the dwarfs approaching in the distance.”
I hurried into the cottage after him. Snow White crouched in a dark corner. I knelt down beside her, placing my hand lightly on her shoulder as the Vampyre set Matilda down. “I am here, my darling—”
She lunged at me. I fell backwards, caught off-guard by this feral creature snapping at me like a rabid dog. The Vampyre stepped between us. He held out a hand as he advanced on Snow. “Look at me.” He placed his hand beneath her chin to tilt her head up, forcing her to stare into his black eyes. As Snow quieted, he said to me, “Strip the girl and bring her clothes here.”
I hurried to do his bidding. After we had finished switching the clothes, the Vampyre wrapped his long fingers around Snow’s neck and squeezed.
“What are you doing?” I cried, grabbing at his hand. He tossed me from him as though I were of no consequence.
“Your blood calls to her,” he said, “and she is hungry. My blood in your veins would give her power that would be difficult for even me to contain.”
“Oh,” I said as Snow stopped struggling, and her body went limp. The Vampyre lifted her into his arms.
I followed him through the door. When we reached the mirror, he stopped. “You must invite me or I will not be able to enter.”
“At the cottage you—”
“Shh …” He held up a finger in warning. Startled, I turned around. The dwarfs emerged from among the trees. “We were just in time,” he said quietly. “To answer your question, I do not need an invitation to enter when vampyre blood has been spilt.”
A loud curse split through the air. With a satisfied smile, I invited the Vampyre through the mirror.
 
***
 
I set the glass jar on the planked table amid the herbs and potions. The dark red liquid sloshed against the sides, tempting me. I hesitated. Carefully, I wiped a bit of cloth across the dagger I had used until the blade gleamed in the weak light filtering through the high windows between the silver bars. Just a taste, I told myself as I lifted the container to my lips. The thick liquid hit the back of my throat, set my mouth aflame.
One gulp turned into another until I had drunk my fill and fire flowed through my veins. I found resistance to this magical elixir more and more difficult. Snow’s blood brought strength and vitality to me. Despite the worries I faced, I felt younger and more vibrant than I had in many years. I set the container aside and turned back to my Snow White. She had grown stronger from the pig’s blood I fed her, but her mind had not. Despite bleeding her to rid her of her vampyre blood, I had not been able to release her from the silver chains binding her.
I sighed. Her behavior had necessitated the removal of her fangs. In fits of rage, she would not keep from slashing her arms, trying to release the blood slithering through her veins—as though my bloodletting was not doing the job fast enough even for her.
Guilt pricked at my conscience at the thought of that poor surgeon. I avoided glancing at the basket of apples—now minus one—as I brushed past the table toward the door. His sacrifice had not been in vain.
“Bye, my darling.” I blew her a kiss before opening the door. She paid me no heed as she howled, tears flowing down her cheeks, her arm cradled to her chest. I closed the door gently behind me. Only the Vampyre could quiet her with his black eyes and commanding voice. Still, not even his power subdued her screams when he paid his husbandly visits. I shuddered. I would be glad when that was done.
“Your Majesty?” A round-faced servant girl looked up at me from the landing. “I have news from the Council.”
“Oh?”
She nodded. “They believe they have found Snow White. One of the scouts heard a strange tale of seven little men who—”
“Excellent,” I said with a small smile. The pressure from the Council would ease when they found Matilda dead.
“That is not the best part, your Majesty!” Her face glowed with pleasure. “He returned with news that Snow White is alive. She is being held captive. The Council leaves in the morning to retrieve her. They wanted you to know the joyous news.”
My hand pressed against the stone wall, the rough surface digging into my palm. Matilda was alive? That would not do. It would not do at all.
A slight crease marred the girl’s brow. “The wind must be blowing furiously tonight. How can you stand the howling coming through the tower windows? It would drive me quite mad.”
“One becomes accustomed to it, I suppose.” Lifting my skirts, I headed back up the stairs. I had need of another apple. Come first light, I would pay Snow White a visit.
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The Glass Coffin
A retelling of “The Glass Coffin”
D R Cartwright
 
The sound woke me, a bellowing roar echoing through the forest and ricocheting off the wooden walls of the dingy cabin. The tiny square window panes rattled in their frames, their tinny pitch struggling to be heard.
My eyes flickered open. Dim light surrounded me, the candles having long died down. The sun had yet to rear its head over the eastern horizon, bringing the world daylight, but I knew it wouldn’t make much difference here. Sunlight rarely graced the dense forest floor, leaving it in a constant state of darkness with deep shadows and watchful eyes.
I stared around the room, listening, slightly shaken. A brief spell of vulnerability came over me. Had I been stupid to allow myself sleep here? The four walls of the run-down, shoddy cabin had offered a sense of security. For the first time in my journey I thought it safe to rest, but maybe I had been wrong.
The roar died down, the sound dissipating among the trees outside.
My quickened heartbeat slowed and I dared a movement. Travelling across miles and miles of menacing forest had taught me one thing—if ever you were caught unaware, don’t move. A movement might gain unwanted attention from an unsuspecting creature simply passing by.
However, as my eyes darted about the cabin, something told me I wasn’t in any immediate danger. Taking the chance, I slowly lifted my head from its flat goose feather pillow and turned.
The room was empty. I was safe.
The roar had come from outside somewhere.
As familiar as I had become with the creatures in this forest, the sound had been something I hadn’t heard before.
The mildew smell of the old pillow left my nose as I sat up and peered at the small, dusty window. How far out there was this creature? After being startled awake, I hadn’t been able to judge how far away the cry had come from. It might have been right outside the door for all I knew. 
My hand slipped under the pillow, my fingers gripping the handle of the dagger I had hidden earlier, and I swung my legs off the bed and stood. My eyes never left the grimy glass panes. My booted feet navigated a careful path across the floorboards in silence, each foot easing down and ready to stop if even one board creaked under the pressure. They all remained as quiet as my breathing.
A spider nestled on its web across the window, its large bulbous body streaked with black and red, and each point at the end of its long black legs resting on a thin strand of silk. Its next meal hung close by, encased tightly in a cocoon of the same silk, still alive and paralysed after a venomous bite, knowing what was to happen and having no option but to wait until the predator grew hungry.
Spiders made for dark predators, and since learning how they fed, I was forever grateful I hadn’t been born a vulnerable insect to become its victim. I was human, and I had the power over any spider and therefore held no fear of them. But other predators lived in the shadows, capable of bestowing deeds upon me just as horrific as whatever lingered outside.
Reaching up, my fingers pried away the webbing at the window and began rubbing away some of the grime on the glass as the disturbed spider scurried up to the safety of the far corner. My eyes peered through the clear section and out into the dark forest beyond. The deep shadows around the trees leered back, seeming lifeless, but those eyes were still out there, hidden and watchful.
No sign of any larger beast showed.
My grip on the dagger loosened, the sense of security returning, but it soon fled as a second cry echoed through the trees, rattling the loose panes in the window once again. This cry sounded different to the one that woke me, coming from a second animal, another as large as the first. I leaned closer to the grimy glass, oblivious to the spider watching my every move and cursing me for disturbing its web.
Then I saw it.
It came leaping through the trees, a beast of huge size but one of elegance and grace. A stag. As four dainty clove hooves flew over a bush and landed with poise on the mossy floor, a head lifted in the air, displaying the most impressive set of antlers I had ever seen. A slight gasp passed my lips as I peered closer to the glass, the coldness of the pane caressing the tip of my nose.
The stag stood proud, turning his head in deliberate motions around him and allowing me to study his beauty and magnificence. The hunter in me wanted to fetch my bow and hunt for a prize, but the human in me wanted to let him be. I had never seen a creature of such splendor and realized he should never meet with the point of an arrow. This creature should live and thrive and rule.
The second bellow, deep and menacing, vibrated the entire cabin. This had been the cry that woke me, and it didn’t belong to anything as graceful as the first creature.
Startled, the stag leapt in the air and bounded closer to the cabin. I ducked in fear of being seen.
The trees between him and the shadows wavered and the bushes parted as a mass of bulging muscle forced its way through. Upon seeing the stag, the second creature waved its head in the air and let out another bellow. This time the glass pane cracked, the deep vibrations sending a clean sharp line shooting up from one corner to the other. I jumped back in surprise.
The second creature was a bull, a huge, angry creature with white fur and horns the size of my arms on its head. Muscles bulged on every inch of his body, displaying a stature of strength and violence, and as he snorted through his nose and peered at the stag with raging eyes, I realized he had been in pursuit. But why?
Never in all the years of travelling had I seen creatures of such size and magnificence in the forest. These were other worldly creatures—they had to be—from another, darker realm I’d do well to steer clear of, but as the bull lowered his head, readying himself to charge the stag, I couldn’t sit back and watch. I had to interfere less the stag be rammed and destroyed.
I moved with a speed I hadn’t used for some time and grabbed my bow and arrow. No stag as magnificent as he was going to die by such a beast. Without a care for my own safety I kicked open the rotting wooden door of the cabin and leapt onto the porch. As the bull hurtled forward, kicking up bushes and roots and leaves, I notched an arrow in the bow, pulled it back and released. The arrow soared through the air with as much grace as the stag and found its target in the beefy shoulder of the bull.
His leg stammered with the sudden and painful intrusion in its muscle and bone, and he raised his head in the air, bellowing once again. The stag leapt back but remained where he stood, watching while the other beast skidded to a halt. He peered round and sniffed at the arrow protruding from his shoulder, a river of red flowing from the wound, staining its white fur.
He glared up, his enraged eyes pinned in my direction. Unwavering, I notched a second arrow, knowing any minute he would come, and it wouldn’t take long before he struck me.
I prepared myself.
As soon as he lifted his head and roared his war cry, his hooves propelled him forward. I loosed the arrow. Just like the first, it flew through the air and struck true. The beast hollered in agony, the arrow tip embedding in his neck, but he didn’t stop.
I quickly notched a third arrow and fired. It struck in the chest but still he came thundering toward me. I didn’t have time to fire a fourth and instead leapt to the side as the beast charged into the porch and, using his thick horns, rammed the front wall of the cabin. The shack trembled and collapsed around the raging, screaming form, and as I landed on my side, I rolled to my feet again, poised to strike. The bull tussled with the structure around him, unable to turn or gain momentum to go forward, and instead struggled backwards.
Again I prepared myself.
This beast was rabid, and my upbringing as a hunter’s son had taught me all rabid beasts must die through kindness to the creature and safety to others. The beast must be killed.
Throwing my bow and arrow to the ground, I pulled my dagger from its sheath and leapt forward. The back of the bull pulsed as he struggled to free himself from under the collapsing cabin, and if I didn’t act soon he would gain the upper hand.
Now was the chance, and I seized it.
With wide strides I bounded up to the beast and hoisted myself on his back. He roared with protest and tried to buck me off but the weight of the structure kept him pinned. He increased his struggles to back out, frantically stomping the floor and thrashing his head around, his horns smashing away inside.
My legs gripped the animal’s flanks, and I plunged my dagger in his side. The beast roared again, his body stiffening beneath me before resuming his frantic battle to be free.
I yanked the dagger out and stabbed again and again, and blood flowed thick and fast, coating my hand and my leg with its warm stickiness. With my adrenaline surging, my own yell merged in with the animal’s and before long he worked his way free. With one last effort I reached forward and plunged the dagger in the beast’s neck before he bucked, hurling me through the air.
My side impacted against a tree and pain exploded across my back. I slumped to the ground, breathless, and the beast stood still, his head hanging low as he snorted rapid breaths through his nose. Blood surged like a fountain from both arrow wounds and stab wounds.
He was weakening.
I tried to lift myself to my feet but my back screamed in protest and I winced. Despite my injuries, I looked up, my mind remaining firmly on the dying beast. He could still have one last bout of energy and charge me before giving up, and if he did I’d be in trouble. I couldn’t move yet—but as my eyes fell upon the sight, I began to believe the chances of him charging me were slim. The beast had lost too much blood already.
The bull turned and stared across at me, his huge eyes still raging but the fire behind them dulling. He wanted to finish the job, he wanted to kill me but his spirit was leaving. He had no energy left, and as if to confirm, the bull’s knees trembled and buckled. The bulky form collapsed in a heavy heap on the floor and the ground beneath me vibrated as he went down. He snorted through enlarged nostrils, struggling for breath before rolling on his side and laying his head down.
I watched, un-moving.
The flanks on the beast rose and fell with his labored breathing, and after a few moments they stopped completely. I didn’t move, unsure. Had it really been that easy to kill such a beast? I had expected more of a fight, and the longer I stared at the still form, the more I began to believe the truth in it.
The beast was dead.
Wincing, my back returning to its usual but bruised state, I climbed to my feet. With an air of caution, I stepped up to the lifeless hulk, expecting him to jump to his feet and attack. The beast never moved. I stared at him, at his wide, dark eyes set against the contrasting white of his fur, and of the blood continuing to flow from his wounds and gather in a puddle beneath him. Moss and leaves from the forest floor floated in the thick redness, and insects struggled, their tiny legs spread and trying to stop themselves from going under and drowning. Death would bring more death—but I had saved the life I wanted to save.
I gazed up.
The stag stood in the clearing, his stare directed between the dead bull and me, his head held high and proud, and his antlers still an impressive sight against the dull morning sky. I stared back, our gazes meeting and holding.
With a stomp of his hoof on the mossy ground, the stag broke the gaze and tossed his head.
Was he trying to tell me something?
He continued to stomp before turning and walking away, but he stopped short of disappearing into the trees and looked back round at me. Twice more he did this and I frowned with wonder.
“Do you want me to follow?” I asked. The stag bellowed, a cry not as deep and alarming as before but still enough to echo through the dark forest beyond.
Again he stomped. 
I took a step forward and he moved a few steps away before halting and looking back as if checking I was in pursuit. Reaching down to the bull, I yanked my knife from his neck, wiping the blood off on my tunic and sheathing it before retrieving my bow and arrows. Then I followed.
He took me through the forest, winding his way through trees, over stumps and logs and bushes. I followed for hours and not once did I question the stag’s reasons. He wanted me to follow and I was intent on finding out why.
Eventually the trees came to a stop, the forest’s expansion being broken by a rock wall. Stepping out into the grassy plain, I stared up. The wall was flat with only a few nooks to be used as handholds. A climb up this section seemed impossible. Maybe further down the rock face? I peered to my right, noticing the stag studying me. He stomped his hoof again.
“I can’t climb up here,” I told him as I gazed up at the trees lining the edge of the top. “It’s impossible. It’s suicide. Maybe further up there’s an easier route I can take.”
The stag bellowed and tossed his head, telling me this was the place he wanted to be. 
I took a step closer. “What? What do you want?” He protested again in his usual manner and indicated towards the wall. I shook my head. “I’ve told you, to climb here is suicide. I’ll not do it.” But the stag remained persistent.
My brow creased with a frown as I wondered.
“Well, it can’t be climbed so there must be something else, right?”
He stomped, a gesture I took for yes.
Curious, I put down my bow and arrows and stepped up to the rock wall, placing my hands on it. The rough surface was cold and grainy against my palms, no different to any other rock, and I shook my head. What exactly did this stag want me to find? My faith in him was strong though, and I believed there had to be something here he knew about. He wouldn’t have brought me otherwise. I scanned around, feeling as the rock rose and fell with notches and indents, and my skin grew covered with tiny fragments of grit. All the while the stag watched with intent.
As hard as I looked, I couldn’t find anything different between this rock and the next.
Then I felt it. At first the sensation was light, something that could easily be mistaken for imagination, but it grew stronger, a feeling, a pulse vibrating through my fingers, up my arms and into my chest. It buzzed and I buzzed with it.
Hollering with shock, I pulled my hands away. What sorcery was this? My head thrashed round to the stag and he snorted and bowed his head. The sight of those impressive antlers seemed to reassure me somehow and I turned back to the wall.
Still the stone appeared like any other rock face, but as I raised my hand and reached forwards, the buzzing sensation returned, causing every hair on my body to stand on end. I’d never felt anything like it before.
My fingers touched the rock and instead of brushing over it, they sank in and disappeared. My eyes widened with terror. Shocked, I pulled them out and stared at the seemingly normal wall, my heart pounding in my chest. I didn’t expect that.
The stag bellowed behind me and I turned to face him. “What is this?” I yelled. He stared at me before stomping on the ground. I gazed back at the wall. Was it a doorway? Did it lead somewhere the stag wanted me to go? I turned back. “Do you want me to go through? Is that it?”
The stag bowed his head.
“Where does it lead?”
Of course the stag couldn’t answer me. Instead he slammed his hoof down again and shook his head in a way that told me to go through and I’ll find out. I let out a cautious sigh. Should I go through? What was beyond the doorway? It had to be something the animal was desperate for me to see.
I closed my eyes and resigned myself. The fear of not being able to return never lingered, and as soon as the thought left, I raised my hand and let it disappear beyond the rock again, feeling the buzz work its way up my arm, across my shoulder and through my chest. The sensation was strange but not unpleasant. Inhaling a deep breath, I stepped forward.
The rock engulfed me and darkness embraced me as I felt myself drawn forward, falling through thick shadows. I yelled with surprise, relinquishing all my control to the force as it sucked me from the world I knew. Warm, stale air rushed past me as I went, being taken somewhere I had no idea of. Now the fear of not being able to return pinched at my insides, feeding doubt, but just as those seeds were planted, I collided with something soft, and collapsed in a heap onto what I presumed to be the floor.
I sat still, gasping, gaining my breath and recollecting what had happened. The soft wall I had bounced off pressed against my arm, but the floor on which I knelt seemed different. As my senses returned I realized my hands rested in something wet, and that same wetness seeped though my breeches and chilled my legs. I lifted my hand and squinted though the darkness but the shadows stole any sight.
Something scurried over my other hand, something small, something insect-like. I squealed and threw my hand in the air as something else crawled over my leg. As I frantically hit out, more creatures came, climbing up me, tickling my flesh and wanting to invade my space. I let out another yell as I staggered to my feet and as my hands attacked me, swiping and battering away insect after insect. They were everywhere—crawling, nipping—and my ears were suddenly filled with their clacking sounds and their peeps. I shivered with disgust, fear eating its way into me, and continued to defend myself against the onslaught. Panic rose. There were too many to fight, too many to hit at. I was going to be eaten alive!
I screamed as I thrashed around, feeling them slither inside my clothes and work their way in my beard and hair. One made its way towards my mouth and I spat, knocking it away. I was drowning in a sea of monstrous insects; engulfed; consumed.
A dim glow sparked in the distant gloom. The small speck of whiteness caught my eye and desperate hope ignited in my sinking heart. I knew the stag hadn’t led me to my death.
Forcing back my panic, I surged forward, hearing bugs fall from me, and crunch under foot. Still I battled them from my body, my clothes, and my hair, but no longer did I feel consumed. There was light. There was hope. And I struggled towards it.
As I grew closer the light increased in size. I squinted, trying to discern its source from the shadows. What was it? A doorway? No, more like a mere gap in the blackness. But the light source existed beyond. Teasing my mind from the constricting terror of the insects, I quickened towards it. The glow grew brighter, a striking contrast against its surroundings, and I shielded my eyes until they adjusted.
The beyond became visible. The colors appeared a blur at first, a mixture of reds and blues, but as I closed the gap they took shape. A room—a stately room with white marbled pillars and arches, and a black and white tiled floor lay out like a swirling chessboard. My jaw dropped open and I gazed with wide eyes at the unexpected beauty. I had seen some stately homes in my time, but I had never seen anything as grand as this. Stunned, I edged towards the gap—a gap merely big enough for a person to climb through—and stared. The light came from flaming torches sitting in wrought iron holders, and the walls glittered as the flickering radiance played off thousands of jewels; rubies, emeralds, sapphires, pearls and diamonds, all arranged in swirling patterns between the pillars. The room was a treasure hunter’s gold mine.
Is this what the stag had wanted me to find? Did he want me to uncover my fortune? But surely he didn’t intend for me to enter here and start stripping the walls and desiccating this dazzling secret? No, another reason lay behind this—and as my eyes moved round I realized it involved the object sitting in the centre.
This captured my attention more than the jewels, beautiful yet heart rendering at the same time.
It was a woman.
She appeared exquisite with her long, silky chestnut hair, red lips and a slender form. Instantly I became drawn to her, but one thing held me back. She had been laid in coffin of glass. Her eyes were shut, her long, dark eyelashes resting against her cheeks, and her hands resting on her stomach, her long, delicate fingers entwined with each other.
Was she dead? Death was an ugly thing but she remained so beautiful. What was the meaning of this? Curious, I began to climb through the gap, leaving the bugs far behind me. I climbed down the rubble strangely lining this one wall, as if the shadows of beyond had once tried to break through, and made my way to the center. My eyes never left the sight of the fair maiden. Who was she? Why was she here? And what was this place that had trapped her?
The woman was even more refined up close, with her blue velvet dress laced with gold, and the perfectly formed ringlets of her hair surrounding her peaceful face. She resembled a picture of magnificence, and such magnificence shouldn’t be closed away. I had to get her out.
I studied the clear structure, studied the corners, searching for hinges, for a way to open the enclosure. There was nothing. And then I spotted the faint line running the length of the coffin on the side. I crouched for a closer inspection. The top, I realized, was a separate lid. Hopeful, I stretched my hands across it, the glass cold yet smooth against my palms, and gently pushed. After a little protest, the top gave in and moved, sliding backwards with a high-pitched grinding song. With no support on the other side, the lid fell off the structure, crashing down and filling the silent room with a deafening noise. The glass plate was thick and too sturdy to smash, but a crack made its way up from one edge.
The scent of rose petals wafted from the open coffin, a smell that captivated and bewitched me. The maiden appeared even more stunning without her glass barrier, and without a second thought, I reached down and slipped my arms under her still form, lifting her torso up so she sat in my arms. She weighed next to nothing in my hold.
Did she still live?
I couldn’t tell. She wasn’t breathing, but if she were dead why did she still glow so beautifully? I gazed at her lips, lips still possessing the natural hue of roses. Oh how they trapped me, how they enchanted me with their perfect plumpness and enticement. The urge to plant my own lips upon them overwhelmed me. Could I steal a single kiss without being discovered?
I looked around the room and glanced back at the dark gap in the wall. Silence surrounded me. No one was here. No one would know.
I looked back at the maiden, my mind resolved, and lowered myself down to her. Our lips met, my roughness brushing her silky smoothness. My hold on her lingered, the want to keep her near and to taste more of her strong within me, but a brief kiss was all I dared to steal. I pulled myself away and stared down at her. Such beauty.
Movement caught my attention, a brief twitch, and as I studied it happened again. Her eyelids flickered, her long lashes trembling on her cheeks. My heart jolted as excitement filled me. She lived.
After another flicker her lids opened to reveal sparkling sapphires staring back at me, emotionless, then puzzled, then frightened. I smiled down at her, reassuring her she was okay, and instantly I fell in love with the relief and the gratitude that shone from them.
“Fear not, my lady. You are quite safe and well.”
She remained still, staring at me as her shock began to ebb. “The sorcerer? Where is the sorcerer?” Her soft, trembling voice was like a bird song to my ear.
My smile remained. “There is no sorcerer here. We are quite alone. Is he the one who put you here?”
She gave a slight nod, swallowing and blinking away her coma. “He offered marriage but I declined, and he set me in here so no other can have me. And of my brother? Where is my brother? He was turned into a stag by the same sorcerer. Pray tell, does he still live?”
My mind raced back to the Bull and the Stag. Yes, it made sense now. The stag was her brother, trapped in a glorious body yet doomed to live in the forest until the magical hold on them was broken. And the bull for which I killed? Maybe he had been the sorcerer.
“Your brother, the stag, still lives, my lady. He brought me here to you.”
A smile of relief washed over the maiden’s face, a smile so captivating I melted at its mercy.
But then there was pain, blinding pain in my abdomen. My eyes gawped, shocked as I stared at a smile no longer shining with beauty. It was cold and callous. The woman shifted and took her own weight from my hold. Without her in my arms, I managed to peer down, seeing blood flow from a new wound. Where had this come from? Was this part of the spell? Then I spotted the dagger gripped in her delicate hand, my dagger, a dagger she had stealthily slipped from its sheath to use against me.
Weakened, I fell back and pressed my hands to my wound, knowing full well it would do little good. I was losing blood fast and I could feel my life draining from me. 
As I kicked my feet against the floor, I struggled away from the glass coffin as she stood, revealing her true nature. She was evil, pure evil. What had I done?
“I knew it would happen. I knew a weakling would give into the temptation of seduction, even from someone as dead as I had been. You fool.” She gave a cackle as she stepped from the box and glided closer to me, effortless yet menacing. “I know you killed the sorcerer. I know you killed the bull. He has been chasing my brother for centuries, trying to stop him from luring innocent men like yourself down here to awaken me—only this time he has failed and now my brother awaits. Thank you, traveler. Thank you for lifting this curse from us.”
I continued to struggle back, my strength draining from me and my breaths becoming ragged as she lowered herself to the floor and leaned over me. “There is but one last thing you can give me.”
She leaned close to me, so close the warmth of her breath brushed my dying cheek. I thought I could smell the roses again, but it was marred by the stench of malice. The smell, I now knew, had only been present to ruse me.
“You see, when I was cursed, my magic became cursed and bound. Only by the consumption of one thing can I be fully restored to all my magnificence.” She leaned even closer and I winced as her warm tongue licked the side of my face, a distraction against the dagger’s point pressing on my chest. “I need a human heart. And seeing as my spell was broken by love’s first true kiss, yours will do perfectly.”
I didn’t have time to protest, didn’t have the strength to defend as the cold steel pushed its way into my chest and between ribs. The pain was excruciating, but I didn’t cry out. I was falling deep into the shadows of guilt, realizing the evil I had unleashed upon the world, an evil the bull had fought so hard to keep hidden for centuries. I had been foolish and cursed myself for being so as I collapsed back on the floor and stared at the colorful gems on the ceiling above. Something tickled my outstretched hand, and as I peered over I saw the insects from the dark cascading through the gap and scurrying towards me in a frantic bid to devour me after the witch had finished her work and gained my beating heart. This was where I was to finish my life. This was where I would find my end, in a dark cavern with my flesh eaten and my heart stolen, and no one would ever find me.
I closed my eyes and drew in one last breath, knowing my heavy soul would be forever alone in the darkness beyond.
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The Price of the Sea
A retelling of “The Little Mermaid”
David R. Matteri
 
“Hold fast, damn you! Hold!”
The Prince braced his legs and gripped the rope as another wave of icy sea water soaked his face. Lightning cracked overhead as the wind rocked the wooden sailing ship. His fellow sailors rushed around him, shouting futile orders in their losing struggle against the fury of the storm.
The Prince ground his teeth as his stomach turned in on itself from the erratic motion of the ship. They sailed on a diplomatic mission to the kingdoms of the south–a journey which should have lasted a day and a night. Indeed, only a few hours ago they had feasted on roasted pig and fruits from the mainland. Their bellies full, the men turned to drinking grog and singing old sea chants. But then the glow of the moon and stars were snuffed out by a mass of black clouds rolling across the skies. The sudden rush of the storm turned their merriment into terror. No more songs of lost love or fair maidens came from the lips of those sailors, only the cries of “hold fast.”
Hold fast or die.
A monstrous wave loomed over the ship. The Prince’s heart shriveled in terror at the size of the wall of ocean crashing down on him. The force swept the Prince off his feet. Sea water filled his ears and his vision blacked out. For a moment, he feared his end had come as he tumbled through a void.
Someone gripped his wrists. The Prince forced his eyes open and realized he dangled off the side of the ship. One of the stockier sailors, an old sea dog with a long grey beard, had seized him just before he fell overboard. The Prince spared a quick glance over his shoulder and saw the roiling sea far below him.
“I have you,” the sea dog shouted. “Hold fast!”
A new sound erupted over the din of the storm and men: splintering wood. The mainmast had been torn from its base and collapsed. The Prince watched in horror as the falling mast came down towards him and the old sea dog. He shouted a warning, his voice inaudible over the crashing sea and storm. The mast struck the sailor’s head and knocked him overboard.
The Prince fell. He swung his arms in hopes to catch something, anything, to break his fall. He crashed into the ocean alongside debris and other sailors unfortunate enough to be swept off the deck. He kicked his legs and swept his arms out and reached the surface. Spitting bitter sea water, the Prince searched for something to grab and spotted some floating planks of wood. He grabbed the wood and stared at the ship flailing in the ocean. A fire erupted on the deck, but with no one around to put it out, the blaze quickly spread and engulfed most of the ship. Then, with a groan that sounded eerily like the death knell of an animal, the burning ship sank into the roiling waves. Men screamed as they jumped overboard. The Prince shouted for help, but no one shouted back. 
The Prince could no longer think clearly. Survival replaced clear thinking despite the slim odds of finding dry land this far out at sea. There was just enough room on the planks for him to lie on his stomach. He did so and gripped the edges as the storm thundered and crashed overhead.
 
***
 
The Prince opened his eyes to blinding daylight. He had passed out sometime during the night. Gentle waves lapped at his fingertips. The sun shone bright and hot overhead and his skin burned from the heat.
The Prince raised his aching head and examined the sea. There were few traces of his ship floating in the water around him: wooden planks, barrels, and some articles of clothing. Without food or water, he would not last alone on the open sea. The Prince wanted to cry through his dry lips and hoped death would be as painless as passing into sleep.
But then something caught his eyes on the horizon.
He stared intently at the grey shape off in the distance. The longer he stared, the more excited he became. Small black dots circled the grey shape: Birds. Land! The Prince closed his eyes and thanked God for his good fortune. The distance did not seem great; he figured he had enough strength left to paddle his way over. His movements were slow and controlled; he did not want to pass out before reaching land.
After some time of treading water on his pitiful raft, the Prince arrived at the strip of jagged rocks sticking out of the ocean like a row of deformed teeth. The rocks were uninviting, but the hovering seagulls encouraged the Prince. The birds must have been circling some food source and, hopefully, a source of fresh water. As the Prince paddled, though, he thought he heard someone calling his name. He dismissed the sound as a product of his imagination and moved on.
Exhaustion swept over the Prince as he paddled into the small cove. He dragged his tired body off the wooden planks and into the shade, sighing in relief at the touch of land. He closed his eyes and tried to sleep before hunting for breakfast. After a few moments, the sound of someone calling his name reached his ears again. He tried to ignore it, but then the voice became louder and more desperate. Someone was calling his name!
The Prince sat up in the cove and looked out to sea. A young man approached from the direction of the lost ship with one arm wrapped around a plank of wood while using the other to tread water. The Prince’s heart swelled as he recognized the cabin boy.
“It’s about time you turned around, your grace,” said the smiling cabin boy. “I feared losing my voice before you noticed.” 
“Forgive me, but I believed my ears were fooling me!”
The Prince waved to the young man and stood, beckoning him to come closer.
“There is enough room for both of us on this miserable rock.”
 The cabin boy obliged and paddled closer. Clean shaven and with big brown eyes, the boy was perhaps sixteen or seventeen years of age. The smile eroded from the boy’s face.
“Is there any chance of a rescue? I don’t want to die out here. I want to see my family again.”
 “Many traders come through this part of the sea. One is sure to come by soon and spot us. Come. Let us rest a moment before we catch one of those flying rodents for dinner.”
“That sounds splendid, your grace.”
The cabin boy let go of his planks and swam for the edge of the cove. 
A dark shape appeared in the water behind him.
The Prince stared. He feared a shark had followed the boy and was about to warm him, but he choked at what broke the surface of the water.
It was not a shark, but a girl. Her skin had a milky texture to it and she had long blonde hair streaking behind her. She seemed to be slightly younger than the cabin boy. For a moment the Prince was dumbstruck by this unexpected beauty. There were a few families on deck with young children, but he did not remember her.
The girl reached her hands out of the water. Her fingers were very slender and immaculate. She grabbed the cabin boy’s neck and snapped it with an audible crack. The Prince screamed. Her teeth were rows upon rows of tiny poniards sinking into the cabin boy’s exposed flesh. Blood fountained and turned the waters black. The Prince pressed his back against the rock and stared as the girl chewed and swallowed chunks of flesh.
Filled with revulsion and terror, the Prince tore his gaze away and saw he could climb out of the cove on a wall to his right. He scrambled up the wall while listening to the disgusting slurping and smacking of the girl’s lips over the splashing water.
The Prince made his way to the top. He stood on top of the small, rocky outcropping in the middle of the ocean. Except for the cove he just left, there was no other cover from the sun, but roasting on this barren rock was the last thing on his mind. A putrid stench was in the air, coming from somewhere close by. Seagulls circled overhead and congregated on the other end of the island. They dove at something behind a large rock. He slowly made his way across the island and peered around the large rock.
A decomposing body lounged against the rock. The seagulls landed and pecked at the strands of flesh hanging off of the bones. The skull was picked clean by scavengers long ago. Empty eye sockets stared at the Prince, who backed away in disgust.
“Drown with me.”
He spun around and spotted her bobbing in the water. Her lower half was that of a large fish. The Prince gasped. Never in his wildest dreams did he believe these creatures to exist. Or be so gruesome. Her pale, human breasts and green scales were soaked in gore, but she smiled up at him as if she were an old friend. 
“Get away from me!” The Prince shouted.
The mermaid laughed. Her voice rang cold and hollow.
“And where would I go? The sea is my home and you are my guest.”
The mermaid ran her tongue across her bloody fangs. “I will delight in sucking the marrow from your bones.”
“To hell with you!” The Prince backed away. “You will not have me!”
The mermaid laughed again. She playfully splashed the water with her hands and fin.
“How long do you think you will last without water? It won’t be long until you go mad with thirst. Sooner or later you will come crawling to the edge and bring your lips to the ocean. I will be waiting with open arms when you do.”
She dove under the water and vanished, leaving the Prince shaking and sweating under the burning sun.
 
***
 
“This has to be a dream.”
The Prince cradled his head in his hands as he spoke to himself. He returned to the cove to keep away from the sun, which was now lower in the sky. It had only been a few hours since the mermaid killed the cabin boy, but to the Prince it felt like years. From time to time the Prince thought he witnessed cruel eyes staring at him from underneath the surface or a dark shape skirting the edges of the island.
He sighed and contemplated the cruel irony surrounding him: water everywhere, but not a drop to drink. Would just a small taste be so terrible? Just one little sip … no! The Prince slapped himself. He needed to take his mind away from the raging thirst. The Prince got back on his feet and climbed out of the cove. The seagulls, now fat and content off of the corpse, were huddled together on the large rock. Powerless about his thirst, the Prince set out to satisfy his hunger.
Crawling on his belly, the Prince moved slowly and took care not to make any noise. The seagulls twitched their heads this way and that, but did not seem to notice his approach. Some flapped their wings and shot into the sky. The Prince went still and feared they would all fly away, but a few settled back down. He continued to crawl.
The Prince approached close enough to be within arm’s reach of one seagull. He waited. The seagull turned its head towards him and raised its wings. His hands shot out and grasped the small neck. The animal made a terrible noise that scared away the other seagulls, but went silent when the Prince crushed its bones.
He returned to the cove with his kill. He was disgusted at first. His stomach developed a taste for the smoked meats and sweet pastries of the palace cooks. This dead thing in his hands smelled awful and possessed little meat. He remembered the horrifying image of the mermaid devouring the poor cabin boy and shuddered.
Once again the primal urge for survival took over his cultured sensibilities. He plucked out the feathers and, after a moment’s hesitation, took a bite. The meat was tough and tasted as awful as it smelled. He fought back the urge to vomit as every morsel was a struggle to swallow and keep down.
He ate until there was nothing but bones and feathers. It was the worst thing he had ever eaten, but he knew it would keep him alive. He climbed back across the island rocks and reexamined the corpse. Pirate cloth and regalia hung from the bones, which had some flesh the seagulls had missed; the Prince wondered if he would have to eat the remainder.
The Prince found a flintlock pistol lying between some rocks close to the skeletal remains of the right hand. The pistol was useless without shot or powder and he imagined clubbing the mermaid to death would be an exercise in futility. He then searched through the pockets and found a dull dagger. There was also a hole in the left temple of the skull. This must have been the remains of a marooned pirate who took his own life; the Prince regretted his death would not be as quick.
Death? The Prince shuddered. Yes, death seemed likely, so why fight it? He could sharpen the dagger on the rocks and slice his veins to deny the monster her pleasure. Yet the voice of survival screamed against that option. He prayed his people would send a ship to search for him soon.
The Prince found a smooth rock and began to sharpen it alongside the dull edge of the dagger; he had to be ready just in case.
 
***
 
While the day was unbearably hot, the night was absolutely freezing. Sleep eluded the Prince. His chattering teeth kept him awake and he feared rolling off the rocks in his sleep and waking up inside the mermaid’s stomach. A crescent moon hung in the sky and the stars seemed dim and weak. Blackness surrounded him. His only company was the sound of the ocean and the image of the mermaid’s fangs rising from the water.
He sat with his back against the large rock with the pirate skeleton resting on the other side. He did not trust himself to fall asleep and kept the edge of the blade close to the tip of his thumb. Whenever his body slacked, the pain shocked him back to consciousness. During this time his parched mouth raged for thirst. His lips and tongue were dried husks and felt as rough as sand. The splashing of the salt water against his skin made him yearn for a sip of something wet, but he knew to do so would invite death.
The dawn came with explosive colors of pink and red over the blue sea; the Prince wished he could admire the dawn from the comfort of the palace. He stood, but his back and neck were stiff from the sleepless night.
He scanned the horizon for signs of a sail. Aside from sharpening the dagger, it was the only thing he could do to keep his mind off of the creeping madness. Hours passed. The sun rose higher and the unbearable heat returned. Once he saw something white treading the horizon and believed it to be a sail, but it was only a puff of clouds. By midday there was still no sign of ship or sail.
The ocean tempted him. So much water, yet a few mouthfuls would kill him if the mermaid didn’t get him first. He wondered if the creature was still out there. If it was hungry, wouldn’t the cabin boy be enough to satisfy? Perhaps it took pleasure in tormenting him for a while, but then grew bored and swam away. The Prince took a chance and peered over the rocks and into the ocean. Nothing. Maybe it did go away. As he stared at the water his head involuntarily leaned closer and closer. The water seduced him. So what of the salt? It appeared safe enough. Just one sip, that’s all.
Her face rushed up from the depths just before his lips touched the surface. The Prince leapt back from the edge just as she emerged. She carried a polished skull in her delicate hands.
“Your friend is waiting for you to join him!”
She tossed the skull at the Prince’s feet and laughed. Her cold, hollow voice rang through the air as she circled the island before vanishing below the waves again.
 
***
 
“She will not have me.”
The Prince moved the smooth rock against the dagger. Sunlight glimmered off the edge. The tip was still dull, but given enough time it would be sharp again. He had lost track of time since the mermaid last taunted him. Was it one day or two? He was no longer sure. A brief storm passed by the island and it rained. The Prince opened his mouth and drank, but the raging thirst returned and he did not believe he would have the good fortune of seeing another storm for some time. His clothes were now torn and drooping from his emaciated limbs. An unruly beard sprouted from his chin and his hair, once clean and in military style, now hung by his ears in long, greasy curls.
“She will not have me.”
He sharpened the blade as the sun crawled across the sky. The meat hanging from the pirate’s skeleton tasted pitiful and chewy, but it satisfied his hunger for a while. From time to time he searched the horizon for sails. He soon lost interest in the empty horizon and turned all of his attention to the dagger. It was the only man-made thing on the island he had an intimate relationship with. The madness of thirst and crushing loneliness squeezed him like a vice and sharpening the dagger was the only thing that could keep him sane. He marveled at the simple dagger, even though the royal armory had much more magnificent blades and weapons stored in their vaults. Every crack and notch seemed like a subtle stroke of genius on a portrait.
“You are my salvation or my destruction,” he said out loud. The Prince knew it understood him.
“When I was a boy, my grandfather taught me everything he knew about the sea.”
The sun glimmered off the edge. Go on, the Dagger said. Tell me more.
“He told me the sea was a living thing that did not care if you lived or died. The prudent sailor must always be prepared for the dangers of the sea. There is a price to pay if one is not prepared.”
The Prince stopped sharpening for a moment. A strange sound came out of his throat, like a mix between a laugh and a cry.
“You always believed they existed, poppa. What would you say now? Is this the price of the sea you always warned me about?”
He ran the smooth rock against the dagger too hard and accidently nicked the edge.
“Damn. Apologies, friend. Allow me to correct my error.”
 
***
 
The sea seemed as smooth as glass on that windless day. For a moment, the Prince believed he could walk home. He saw his reflection in the still water. He did not recognize the hairy, gangly creature with the wild eyes staring back at him. He clenched a dagger in his right hand. Where did he get it? A present from a loved one or did he purchase it from one of the shops lining the road to the marble palace?
He bent down to one knee and hid the dagger behind his back. There was so much water, and he was so thirsty.
The face of a pretty girl peered up at him from underneath the surface. She rose and her nose almost touched his. He wondered if his ragged features and unkempt hair offended her. Poppa always told him to shave and be presentable when in the presence of a lady.
“I have waited too long,” she said. “Now you are mine.”
She wrapped her smooth, soft arms around his neck. Ah, too long since he last received the warm embrace of another human being. She pulled him downwards. He lost his footing and the ocean rushed towards him. Her mouth opened to reveal rows of shark-like teeth and a long, forked tongue. He remembered the time he caught his first fish with his poppa at one of the rivers in the countryside. Poppa handed him a dagger and showed him how to remove the scales and guts. They ate fish soup with bread that evening.
 
***
 
The Captain of the merchant vessel raised the eyeglass and studied the horizon. Pirates were known to roam this part of the sea. He and his crew were on high alert, keeping their weapons ready and their eyes open. One of his officers approached.
“Yes?”
“We spotted a small island off the starboard bow. There is a body.”
“Alive or dead?”
“Hard to tell from this distance. Could be a member of the missing Royal Barge.”
“Very good. Let’s swing her around and investigate. Be on guard, though. Best be prepared for anything.”
The sailors ran across the deck and guided the ship with mechanical efficiency. Cannons and swords were readied in the event of a pirate ambush. Closer and closer they approached the island. The Captain ordered the ship to drop anchor before they got too close. They lowered a small row boat into the water with a search party including the captain and a handful of armed men. They rowed to the island and into a small cove.
“There’s blood in the air, lads,” The Captain said. “Be on your guard.”
One by one the sailors and Captain climbed out of the cove and onto the surface. They climbed over the uneven rocks and reached the opposite end of the island. No one said a word. The Captain stared and felt revulsion crawl up his spine.
Bones and large fish scales littered the rocks. A naked man with greasy and disheveled hair sat cross legged against the largest rock. Sun burnt skin hung from the frame of a rail thin body. Dried blood streaked across the man’s face and shoulders like primitive war paint. When he brought his eyes up to the Captain and his crew, they appeared glazed and wild.
“They are not like us,” the naked man said. “Their bodies are different. Extra organs. I recognized two hearts, but the rest I could not determine. Like this, for instance.”
The man raised his hands from his lap. He held up a green, fleshy thing and smiled.
“I do not know why they need it, but it holds water. Sweet water! Not salty.”
He laughed.
“Poppa always told me the sea had a price, but this time I refused to pay. This time I exacted my own price!”
The crazed man laughed and laughed under the burning sun.
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A Blue Light Turned Black
A Retelling of “The Blue Light”
Wilson Geiger
 
I limped into the throne room, apprehensive and nervous. Other soldiers might be called in after war service to receive land, retainers, maybe positions with the King’s Guard. A short year ago I would have counted myself among them, but today I came at my King’s bidding a broken man. Nearly useless, and even if I recovered some of my strength I knew I would never stand in the battle line again.
Guards lined the narrow strip of carpet leading to the raised dais of the throne. A herald stood nearby, his gaze sweeping over me with disdain.
Silas sat upon the throne, his countenance stern. He wore little in the way of regality, only leathers and fur across his broad shoulders, the silver crown seeming small on his large brow. His gaze fixed upon me, and I quickly lowered my eyes.
The men-at-arms stopped at attention while I continued, unforgiving barbs of pain in my leg with every forced step. I silently cursed the scars which would mark me for the rest of my days.
At last, after a seeming eternity of careful, measured footfalls, I stood at the foot of His Majesty’s throne. Muscle and tendon popped and cried as I awkwardly dropped to one knee, my head bowed in obedience. I prayed I would be able to stand without help.
“My King, Angerweld Thorne, as Your Eminence requested,” the herald said.
Silas grunted. “I know who the man is, herald. He has fought and bled for me.” He paused, but I kept my station, my eyes on the step at my lowered knee. “Stand and look upon me, Thorne.”
My prayers went unanswered. My leg buckled as I fought to rise, and I slumped to the floor in shame. “I cannot, my Lord. My wounds still heal.”
“Look at me.”
Silas’s face was hard, his eyes cold. The crown canted forward on his head as he looked down upon me.
“I no longer require your services,” he said. “I will not pay you for what you can no longer do.”
I dipped my head. My heart raced, nervous anticipation replaced with a cold dread. “My Lord, I beg of you, the wounds will heal—”
“No, Thorne, they will not. Cripples have no place in my army, even those with stout hearts such as yours. You know I cannot show weakness in these dark times.” He motioned to his guards.
Speechless, anger and shame threatened to overtake me. Anger at my Lord’s betrayal, a seething red tide matched only by the shame and disgrace of his dismissal. Used up and thrown out like so much refuse. I felt the blood in my face, the welling tears in my eyes. My eyes locked on his as his guards propped me up on their arms.
“My Lord, you promised me rewards!” I shouted, ignoring the guards’ fingers digging into my arms. “My faithful service for this? Is this how you repay my blood, the marches, the long days of battle?” I spit the last word out.
Silas stood, his face red, his brow furrowed. He turned to his herald, one hand pointed in my direction. “Fetch the town crier. No one is to house this man, no one is to feed him.”
He turned to me then, anger clear on his face. “The law requires death for speaking against the King, Thorne. In light of your faithful service, however, I give you this one chance. Never set foot in Rikkersfell again, or I’ll kill you myself.”
He sat down on the throne. “Get this man out of my sight.”
 
***
 
Mercy is an ill word, said with contempt in some circles, with a meaning very unfamiliar to me.
Of course I asked all the same, but found none willing. None in town would lodge me, not even for a night. I would not allow myself further shame by trying to find sleep in a dark alley, or under a shop ledge. So I struggled on a hobbled leg, limping past the fringes of town, until at last I reached the outlying forest. The evening sun dipped below the western horizon, drawing shadows across the land.
Exhausted, fatigued beyond measure, I kept moving, out of stubbornness and the fear that if I fell I’d not be able to stand again. My stomach growled, a frustrating reminder I’d had no food since the morning, before I’d been called to the King.
The wind picked up as the sun fell, promising a cold night. Chill seeped into my bones, whisked around tree and brush, picked at me as if demanding entrance. My pace slowed, limbs shivering intensely, teeth chattering.
Despair had settled over me like an ill-fitted cloak when I spotted a faint light through the trees. I gritted my teeth, rubbed my arms, and limped towards the source. A fire maybe, or perhaps the bitter cold taking its final toll, visions before a hard death.
I rounded a stand of trees and stepped into a clearing. Twenty yards away stood a small cottage, smoke rising steadily out of a pipe on the roof. A single lamp shone in the window.
Willing my legs into motion, I moved as quickly as I could towards the cottage. My breath rose in sharp bursts, lifted by the bitter, cold air. I knocked on the door with numb fingers, hardly feeling the impact against the wood.
Expecting a hunter, I stepped back in surprise when the door opened and a thin old woman peered around the edge of the door, her eyes sharp and wary. Her hair, as white as snow, caught the breeze.
“What do you want?” she asked.
“Most sorry to d-disturb you at s-so late an hour,” I said, as the warmth from inside licked at my frozen legs. “I need lodging f-for the night. M-Maybe a small bite of food and water to drink.”
“No.” She moved to close the door.
“Please, I’ll die out here,” I said, cringing at the desperation in my voice.
She paused, a finger drumming against the door. “Very well,” she said with a nod. “One night and some food, and in return you will do a day’s work for me.”
I didn’t hesitate, nodding my head in hurried agreement.
 
***
 
The fire blazed in the hearth, and I sat so close to the flames I feared my tattered clothes might catch fire. My body soaked in the warmth as I leaned my head back, tipping the last of the broth down my throat. I set the bowl beside me, wiping my mouth with a sleeve.
“Had enough?” the old woman asked. She sat behind me, leaning back against the only chair in the cottage.
“Yes. My thanks,” I said. Now that my belly no longer grumbled and the chill had fled my body, I considered her earlier words. “You said a day’s work. What is it you wish?”
“I have a garden, and my tired limbs need rest,” she said. “You are still young and strong, and will grow stronger still. I need you to dig all around my garden tomorrow.”
For an instant I balked. Surely she had seen my condition, the limp, the crack and pop as my joints moved? A debt was owed, however. I still had my sense of honor.
“Then I will dig your garden tomorrow, as a debt paid.”
 
***
 
Her garden lay behind the cottage, an unexpectedly enormous stretch of soil. I counted the paces as I limped along the edges, the bright morning sun leeching the remaining chill from the air.
Twenty paces by forty, an imposing stretch of ground to till for a healthy man, let alone one in my current state. I looked at the old woman, who smiled as she dropped a large bucket of water at my feet.
“Be careful, boy, might be a hot day,” she said, before she turned and headed back to the comfort of her cottage.
How right she had been. As the sun rose, the air became thick and humid. Sweat seemingly fell from my skin in sheets, my hair a sticky mess. I stopped periodically to drink from the bucket and splash water over my head.
Back breaking work, my shoulders burning, my leg on fire. Muscles cramped, bones ached, blisters formed on my fingers. My feet were caked in mud and dirt.
The old woman walked up at one point late in the day. She brought a chunk of bread, and I devoured it, although in truth I wasn’t hungry.
“It will be evening soon,” she said. “Anyone can see that you will likely not be done by then.”
I scanned the garden as she spoke. In my fevered effort, I hadn’t realized I’d only finished half the bed of soil, the remaining section rough and unturned.
“I am sorry, lady,” I said. “My wounds must have slowed me more than I knew.”
She nodded. “The debt isn’t paid. You will have to stay another night.”
My eyes widened. My stomach clenched at the thought of tilling hard-packed ground into the next day.
She laughed then, like she knew my thoughts. “Oh no, soldier, I can finish this. But tomorrow, I will need more wood for my stove and fire. I will need you to chop wood, small pieces fit for use in the stove.”
Feeling I had little choice in the matter, I wearily nodded my assent. I would need to rely on her mercy for one more day.
Once back in her cottage, I fell fast asleep at nearly the same time my head touched the floor.
 
***
 
Spasms and cramps woke me early the next morning. I could barely close my hands into fists for painful blisters and torn skin. The woman had left a large slice of ham and bread by the floor, which I ate with slow, deliberate relish.
She waited for me outside, standing next to a large woodpile, axe in hand. “All this, soldier, I’ll need cut. You’ve taken shelter, ate my food, please pay this debt.”
“I will, lady,” I said. Tired, sore, but honor intact, I vowed I would fulfill my duty. “Will you bring water?”
“Of course,” she said. She handed the axe to me and walked back towards her cottage.
The wood pile sat underneath a tall oak, several rows long, five or six logs deep in spots. Doubt pricked me like thorns. I eyed the pile with a sense of resignation. Five years ago, maybe. Now? This broken shell wouldn’t last the day.
Still, I struggled against the task set before me, determined to square my debt. I chopped at thick logs, my blisters peeling anew. I hacked the cut wood into still smaller pieces, and threw them in a new pile. My leg groaned, my back threatened to give, but I cut, over and over, counting each repetitive swing.
I eventually stopped to rest my broken body, my chest heaving, the shade of the oak scant protection from the sun’s afternoon heat, the new pile still pitifully small.
“I’ll never finish this,” I murmured.
“No?”
I turned in shock. The old woman stood behind me, the bucket of water at her feet.
“I mean, I need a short rest is all,” I lied. “A hard day’s work, to be certain, for a healthy man.”
She glanced up at the sky, squinting at the sun. “Only a few hours of daylight left.”
I nodded, reaching for the bucket of water. “Yes, but don’t worry, I’ll finish. Just a quick rest.”
She smiled at me, like she knew. I knew, too.
 
***
 
I laid back against the wall of her cottage, my leg on fire, my shoulders and arms burnt and all but useless. She poured soup into a bowl from a ladle, handed me the steaming bowl and a wooden spoon.
“I’m sorry, lady,” I said. And that was a lie, too. I wasn’t sorry, not at all. She had used me up, torn my battered body, forced me to stay longer than I wanted with her impossible tasks. I briefly wondered if maybe I should’ve stolen in the night, killed her, and taken the cottage as my own. Sour thoughts.
She nodded slowly, her lips pursed. She looked at me after a moment’s thought, appearing like she reached a decision. “One more night, soldier, and one more task with it.”
“I can take no more, lady, if you mean to have me dig, or chop, or push.” No lie, that.
She shook her head. “No, no, nothing of the sort. A small effort, really.” She paused to take a sip of her soup. “You’ve seen the well in back?” If she saw me nod, she ignored it. “It’s mostly dry now, but I dropped something in there, a light. I need you to fetch it for me, and then you can be on your way with my thanks, and some food for your travels.”
“You have light enough, I think.”
She frowned at me, her arms crossed over her chest. “Your honor, soldier. Does it flee so easily?”
I swore under my breath. Honor had gained me a broken body and little else. I put the spoon to my lips, cringed as the tip burned my tongue. “Very well, lady. One last task.”
 
***
 
She lowered me down slowly, her arms surprisingly strong as she ran the rope through her hands. The well was cool and shaded, and I realized too late I should have asked her how deep the pit went. If anything went wrong down here, I might have found a way to starve after all.
I held my hands out as I dropped, outstretched fingers sliding over moss-covered rock, the only light from the narrow opening at the top of the well. I counted the rocks as I descended.
My count stopped when I spotted a faint illumination below, a tinge of blue against the rocks. The source lay against a small mound of damp grass and soil. The light flickered, wavered, but continued to burn brightly. The wet ground seemingly had no effect, and I wondered what sort of flame stayed lit in such dark, sopping conditions.
“I see it!” I yelled. She must have been excited at my words. The basket suddenly plunged the rest of the way down, which luckily meant only a short fall, less than my own height. The basket landed with a splash, and I nearly toppled over it. My leg shrieked, my arms whined, but I held myself steady against the rounded wall.
No apology came, and I frowned as I stepped out of the basket. Looking up, she stared down, her face lit with an excited grin. I shook my head, agitated, and scanned the ground for the source of the blue light.
I trudged my way across wet earth until I stood before the light, my feet soaked. The small flame danced along the wide end of a thin pole, much like a tiny torch.
Expecting heat when I gripped the pole, I picked it up off the ground. I held my hand over the flame, but didn’t feel any warmth, nor see any smoke. Quite the opposite, a cool breeze washed over my hand, like a trickle of cold water on a hot summer day.
A magical flame.
I briefly wondered what the old woman wanted with the light, suspicious thoughts crossing my mind. But I also wanted to be on my way, eager to pay my debt. After a moment’s pause, I stepped back over the lid of the basket, carefully holding the blue flame away from my body.
“Lady, I have it!” I shouted, holding the flame aloft.
With a shrill cry, she immediately set to pulling me up. The basket jerked and creaked with every swing of her arms, and the rope swung wildly with the force she applied to the task. I had to use my free hand to push off from pitted rocks as the basket swung dangerously close to the wall.
As I edged closer, she grew more frantic. I worried that she might lose her hold in her excitement, and I would plummet to the bottom again, dashed against the wall or falling in a broken heap.
Finally I neared the opening. Her eyes widened at the sight of the blue flame. It danced in my hand, caught up in a breeze of its own design, weaving and flashing. Still I felt no heat, only a cool touch, like dipping sweaty fingers in a fresh spring.
The old woman held the rope with a firm grip and reached out for the light with her other hand. “Quickly, boy, give it to me!” she cried.
She meant to kill me. I knew without hesitation, cold certainty, she meant to drop me. She would hold on only until she had the blue light in her possession, and once she had secured her precious flame, she’d let go of the rope. She would leave me to die in her well.
I snatched the light away from her searching fingers. “You’ll have the light, lady, once I have both feet firmly on the ground.”
Her eyes blazed in a flash of anger, her mouth open in a soundless scream. She let go of the rope.
My scream echoed off the rock walls, loud enough to wake the dead.
 
***
 
I was surprised to find I still lived. The soft ground at the bottom of the well dampened my fall. I rolled out of the basket, sore and hurting, but no worse than I had been before. The end of the rope fell in a twisted sprawl at my feet. I peered upwards, but the old hag had disappeared.
Alive, but no way out now, no escape from the pit I found myself in. I yelled for help, shouted mad curses as I tried to force my way up the slick walls. I found no purchase. I swore to Gods that no longer existed, to those whose names I remembered with only the barest of knowledge, but in the end my cries only served me a raw throat.
Exhausted beyond measure, my mind in a daze, I sat down heavily and felt a hard poke at my side.
My pipe. I had nearly forgotten I even had the thing, stuffed in a pocket, the smallest trace of tobacco packed inside. A gift, years ago, before the war started. Before the life I wanted had been taken and plundered, tossed aside when Silas discarded my broken body.
I pulled the pipe from my side pocket, and moved to snap the shaft in two. A useless trinket now, a symbol of a past life, gone forever, tossed down a dank well like so much trash. Oh, what mercy had done for me.
Frowning, simmering, my fingers white as I gripped the pipe, I eyed the blue flame, which had fallen into the wet mush near the cracked basket.
“To hell with this, I’m getting a smoke.”
The flame lit the pipe with ease and I puffed, determined to the burning sensation as I inhaled, then exhaled thin clouds with practiced heaves. The tobacco crackled inside the pipe, and soon a ring of pale smoke obscured the walls of the old well.
“Your command, my Lord?”
I was right in the middle of another deep pull from the pipe and nearly coughed up my insides.
A small thing stood in front of me. Hard to describe at first, the creature lacked features, details unseen thanks to the covering smoke. Black, with a human shape, but a sense of wrongness emanated from the creature.
Its tiny face twisted, and I watched eyes, as black as its skin, widen. “Your command, my Lord?” the creature asked again, its expression strange and unreadable.
“W-What do you mean?” I managed to stutter in reply.
“I must obey your commands and do your bidding,” the thing said, its tone matter-of-fact.
Felt to me quite the opposite, if I’m honest.
I glanced at the blue light, the creeping suspicion this black manikin and the blue flame were intertwined. The old woman had played me for a fool. I peered up again, towards the well’s opening, but the witch was still nowhere to be seen.
“Very well, manikin,” I said, turning to face the creature. “If you must do my bidding, help me escape from this well.”
“As you command, my Lord. Follow me.” The black doll bowed, took my hand in its own, then pulled me up with surprising strength.
As I stood, the smoke began to clear, rising to the top of the well. The manikin walked to a crevasse that bit into the rock on the other side of the well, a hole that I’d missed. The creature stopped and peered back at me with emotionless dark eyes.
I put out the pipe with hasty fingers, grabbed the blue light and followed the black creature into the depths of the underground well, ducking under the jagged edges of the opening.
The crevasse turned and weaved. I found myself on swollen, aching knees at points, crawling through mud and dirt behind the manikin. Eventually the passage straightened, and the top of the tunnel rose high enough to allow me to walk mostly upright.
The manikin stopped at a junction, the main tunnel carrying on in what I thought a westerly direction, while a second tunnel led north. The doll waited while I caught up in hobbling steps, before turning to continue down the main passage. I stopped the creature before it disappeared into the darkness ahead.
“I need healing,” I said to the black doll, cursing myself a fool for not asking earlier. “My leg, my wounds, I need you to heal them.”
The manikin canted its head again, and stepped towards me. I suddenly felt light-headed, felt the pump and thump of my heart beating hard against my chest. My skin tingled for a moment and then the sensation subsided. I stood straight, flexed the muscles in my leg, which had been stiff and painful just a moment ago. The soreness had disappeared. I felt fresh, powerful, like years of battle, toil and harsh marches had been bled from me.
“It is done.” The black creature bowed.
A new spring in my step and a smile on my face, I turned to follow the manikin and paused mid-step. A flash of light caught in the secondary tunnel, a tiny dot that fell away as my blue flame moved past the junction.
“Wait, manikin. What is in here?”
“You wish to see it?” Again that odd turn of its head, one of seeming curiosity.
“I do. Show me.”
The manikin led me into the northern tunnel, the small shimmers of illumination flickering like stars in the night.
After perhaps another twenty yards, the tunnel opened up into a chamber. Shadows jumped in the darkness, but I caught the glint of metal. I held up the blue light, my eyes straining as I scanned the room.
Gold and silver. Piles of gleaming metal. An entire section of the cavern, covered with plates, bowls, tiny statues of gold. Silver necklaces, spoons, and chests overflowing with coins. Enough to end my struggles, make my own way, King be damned.
“This treasure, it belongs to the old woman?” I asked.
The creature nodded. “Yes, I have gathered and hidden it for her.”
“Well, then, I don’t think she’ll notice a small bit missing.”
I jumped into the treasure with wild abandon, stuffing my pockets, wrapping jewelry around my neck, until I wondered if I’d be able to walk under the extra weight.
I knew I should have been happy right then. I had just become rich. But, the King, the old hag, the mercy I’d received at their hands, their treatment dug at me, bit at me. I itched for revenge.
After I’d claimed what treasure I could carry, the black doll led me back to the main tunnel, and I followed behind, my stride strong, my footing sure, the limp already forgotten. The tunnel kept its course, and after a long stretch it slanted upwards. A gentle breeze caressed my face, and moments later I observed the opening, a crack that led outside.
Relieved, I squeezed through the opening and leaned against the hill that covered the tunnel, my breath fast and hard from the rapid pace the doll had set.
“Manikin,” I said, once my chest stopped heaving. “The old woman, I’d like you to pay her a visit. Give the witch to the whims of a judge.” 
She had taken advantage of my honor, had worked my body to the point of breakdown, and then at the slightest challenge she had thrown me down a well, no thought at all if I’d lived or died. No, justice wouldn’t be good enough for her. She deserved something else.
“Wait,” I called to the retreating manikin. “I’d rather tend to it myself. Bring her to the well and hold her there. I’ll meet you shortly.”
“As you command, my Lord,” the manikin said. Another bow and the creature dashed back through the opening in the hill, faster than I imagined its short legs capable of.
I took a moment to catch my breath. A few paces away a stump of a tree sat, withered and rotten with age. I took out a silver knife and slashed the bark, digging a sign to mark the spot. Then I strode over the hill, in the direction the doll had taken.
The walk turned out to not be nearly so long as it had been underground. The sun still stood high in the sky when I spotted the cottage sitting between two stands of trees, on top of a larger rise. My pace quickened.
The old woman stood by the well’s opening when I arrived, just as I’d commanded. She wore a look of pale anger on her face, her eyes brimming with resentment. The manikin, black and stark against the rock of the well, watched me silently as I approached the witch.
“A gift brought by the mercy you’ve shown, lady,” I said, nodding towards the doll, fingering the blue light tucked at my waist. “You have my thanks.”
A good, hard shove forced her over the lip of the well. Her scream was cut short by a loud smack of bone against rock, then the dull, soft sound of a body colliding with the ground below.
Mercy is best provided with a personal touch.
 
***
 
The walk back to Rikkersfell brought back memories of the trip taken just three days ago, my mind desperate, body broken, dreams shattered. With those memories came other thoughts, angry ones filled with bitterness and vengeance. My body had been mended, but the spirit within, well, that might take a stretch longer.
“Manikin, come when I call for you,” I nodded to the creature. “You are not needed at the moment.”
The black doll bowed and walked back towards the trees. I looked back an instant later and the manikin had disappeared.
The sun had begun to fall by the time I walked through town. The Wayside Inn, one of many to refuse me service three days ago, had a decidedly different response when I slapped a silver coin down on the table. The barkeep’s snarl died in his throat, replaced by awkward flattery. I secured a room on the upper level, their cleanest, largest room. The bed was soft down, with wool blankets, and a thick pillow. A storage chest sat by the locked window.
I pulled out the treasures in my pockets, threw them in the chest, and made my way downstairs.
Sitting down at a square table in back, I motioned to a serving girl. “Your best ale, mutton, and fresh bread,” I said. I caught her wrist as she moved away, more roughly than I’d intended. “And send for a tailor, I have need of new clothes.”
She nodded briskly, her eyes avoiding mine, and hurried off into the kitchen, rubbing her wrist.
The tavern was fairly quiet, still early in the evening, only a handful of patrons at other tables.
I kept to myself, my thoughts sinister, the dark look on my face enough to ward off any who approached my table, and plotted my revenge on the King who’d spurned me.
 
***
 
I relaxed on the bed as I pulled out the pipe from my pocket, the blue light from the locked chest. I lit the pipe, the blue flame washing over the tobacco, watching the spark and sizzle as the tobacco burned.
Smoke from the pipe swirled around the room, and as promised, the manikin appeared next to the bed.
“Your wish, my Lord?”
“The King, Silas, he has only the one child, a daughter?” I asked.
The black doll nodded. “Yes. Her name is Amalia.”
“He has wronged me, manikin,” I said, dark thoughts swirling. “I wish to pay him in kind.”
The manikin turned its head, that unreadable expression on its face, the round, tiny eyes betraying nothing of its thoughts. “And what of the girl, my Lord?”
“Bring her to me,” I said. “Wait until the moon is at its peak, when she is sound asleep. Do not awaken her.”
“I will do as you command, my Lord,” the black creature said. “But you must be careful; this is a dangerous game you play.”
“I didn’t start this game,” I said. “But now I intend to play by my own rules.”
“Very well, my Lord.” The manikin bowed and left the room, its tiny feet making no sound on the wooden floor.
I took a few more puffs from the pipe and settled into the comfortable bed, my head relaxed on the fluffy down pillow, visions of a young, beautiful princess at my whim running through my mind.
 
***
 
I didn’t hear the manikin arrive until after the small creature had closed the bedroom door. The sound of the door snapping shut woke me from a troubled dream, a lucid vision of breathless flight from a nightmare of blood and metal, snapping teeth and deep, dark eyes. Eyes I knew, unmistakably, without reservation, belonged to me.
Sitting up in bed, the dream already fading, reality still working to take hold with its firm grip, I watched as the manikin carried a girl to the foot of my bed. I say girl, but she was woman enough, shapely form teasing under her nightdress, her pale, peaceful face framed by flowing auburn hair.
The creature set her on her feet, and she stood there, swaying gently, eyes closed. Her eyelids flickered and I saw her eyes shifting underneath, like she was in dream.
Looking at her beauty, my plan went up in a dash of smoke. Couldn’t hardly kill her now, could I? A tremendous waste to go so far. No, not death for her, then, but a different fate of my choosing. Revenge of an entirely different fashion.
 
***
 
I stifled a yawn just as the first glimmers of the sun lanced through the glass of the window. I hadn’t realized the girl had been here for so long.
“Manikin, quickly, get the girl home and in her bed!” I hissed. The doll swept the girl off her feet in one smooth motion, holding her easily even though she must have been three or four times its size, and I dashed to open the door for the burdened creature. After closing the door behind them, I moved to the window. I caught no sight of the manikin or the sleeping form the thing carried back to the castle.
Several moments passed before I realized I still held my breath, my heart pounding in my chest. Thoughts of flight crossed my mind. Might have been a smart thing to do, but I had been born stubborn.
I sighed, the wave of panic passing, and fell on the bed, a relieved smile on my face. Sleep came quickly, and the smile left soon enough. Another nightmare claimed me.
 
***
 
Shouts and banging below woke me. My head ached, my neck stiff, like I’d slept wrong. I sat up gently, cringing. My pulse beat against my head like a drum.
I opened the door to the hall in time to see soldiers and militia marching up the stairs. Panic struck as I closed the door, my imagination jumping to the conclusion that the princess had told them exactly where to find me, certain she hadn’t been as asleep as I thought. Not possible, no one could feign sleep while sweeping a room, and certainly not while rubbing the stink and sweat from my feet, unless they were truly asleep.
Convincing myself I’d panicked for nothing, I looked back by the bed. Near the foot, clear as day, sat the princess’ slippers.
Fate chose that precise moment to strike, like a thunderbolt. The lock on the door clicked and four soldiers barged into the room, pushing the door aside and knocking me from my feet. The lead soldier’s eyes widened when he saw the slippers.
“Aye, that’d be them, boys!” he said. “Just like the princess said!”
Two of the soldiers gave me suspicious looks as they twisted my arms behind my back and tied them there.
“She said she dreamt it, right?” one of the soldiers, a young man, short and stringy, asked the one I assumed to be the leader, who only nodded, like he didn’t want to put voice to his thoughts. “So, he’s a witch, then, right?”
“No, that’s not right at all,” said one of the guards who held me. “Unless this one’s missing parts, he’d be a warlock. Women are witches.”
“Ain’t that the truth,” said the leader, and the four of them burst into laughter. They started to push me through the door.
I turned my head as I was led out. My gear, including the precious blue light and my pipe, sat on a chest. The manikin had been right to call this a dangerous game.
 
***
 
Silas appeared most gracious when I arrived at his throne room for a second time, this time bound in shackles and chains.
“Ah, Thorne, so good to see you again!” He leapt from his throne, rushed to stand in front of me. He stopped at the lowest step, and he beamed at me from his towering vantage point. Silas wore no crown now, and had seemingly not bothered to dress for the occasion, garbed in simple clothing, a plain shirt and brown pants.
He never had been one for the outlandish, decorous attire throne rooms often required.
“And it seems you were correct,” he said with a wide, worrisome grin. “You did heal quite well, after all, didn’t you?”
I didn’t answer, and I wasn’t about to bow my head now, so I just stood there, staring at him.
“You have my apologies for the error,” he finally said. The King was still very quick for his age, a fierce warrior in his prime and no less so now, even with graying hair and softened edges. His knee took me completely by surprise, a thunderous shock to my chest, and the impact sent me flying from the dais to land heavily on the floor.
I coughed and wheezed, trying to will the air back into my lungs, the room spinning, darkness on the fringes of my vision. I felt rough hands drag me upright.
“I’ll be curious to see how well you’ll heal this time,” the King said, the grin gone, replaced by cold, harsh lines. He dismissed me with a nod of his head. “Take him to the dungeons. For now.”
 
***
 
I knew one of the men escorting me to the dungeon, an older, stocky man with a thick, grizzled beard. An old veteran of the war, and several others besides, one I had gone to battle with. I thought him a good man, which I planned to now put to the test.
“Goren, you know me, right?”
“Aye, I know you,” he answered. “Though not so well as I thought, apparently.”
“Only a misunderstanding,” I lied. “You’ll see soon enough, my old friend.”
He didn’t answer, and I decided not to talk the rest of the way. Didn’t want to say or risk too much with the other guard nearby. We wound through a maze of darkened halls, descending down stairs and walkways lit by the occasional torch, shadows lurking in corners.
We came to a thick door made of strong wood, a guard standing in front of the closed door. He nodded at Goren and opened the door, allowing us through.
The door creaked open and the odors of desperation and foulness hit me. Stale piss, the sharp scent of old blood mixed with new, the wretched stench of men wasting away in the dark and dank below ground. I fought the urge to gag as we passed through the door, the guard’s eyes on me until we’d gone through the doorway.
We passed a row of cells, mostly empty save for two, one occupied by a foul-smelling man, even judged against the already horrid stink of the dungeon. I couldn’t tell who lay in the other cell, as they crouched in the deepest corner, hidden by shadows and darkness. Eyes peered at me, and then a flash of teeth.
The guards stopped me at the last cell in the row, set against the thick walls of the castle on two sides. The guard I didn’t know unlocked my chains and pushed me through the open gate with a harsh shove. He started to walk away as Goren swung the gate closed with a clank. He locked it with a key attached to a thick ring of several others.
“Goren, you’re a good man,” I said softly, little more than a whisper. “Stay behind, will you, just for a moment? I need a small favor.”
He eyed me, his tongue rolling over his teeth. “Aye, what sort of favor, warlock?”
“Simple enough, really. At the Wayside, I’ve paid for several nights already. Would you gather my belongings and bring them to me? Just a small bag on a chest.” I couldn’t expect him to just roll over and fetch them for me, so I continued with the hook, my voice low. Wouldn’t do to have anyone else in earshot catch wind. “As payment for your small mercy, the chest in my room is full of gold. You are welcome to as much as you can carry.”
He could have it all, if he wanted. Much more in the secret cave under the witch’s well, and that was all mine.
I watched him roll and twist the thought in his mind, work his mouth, his eyes frowning. “And that’s it? Just the bag, pipe, and light?” He paused, gave me another hard look. “You’ve not bewitched the gold, have you?” he whispered.
“Of course not,” I said. “I’m no devil. Just want a smoke is all.”
“Done then.” He nodded once, seemingly satisfied, and then turned back towards the inner door. He ran his fingers over the bars as he left, whistling an old tune, a song we’d often marched to, The Doomed March.
I laid down on the hard mat of the cell, in the dark, and started to whistle the same melody, hands behind my head.
 
***
 
Nightmares woke me again, right before a guard came through the thick wooden door, the groan of the hinges bringing me to my feet.
“You, warlock!” he shouted, banging the bars with a thin club as he approached. “Up and ready, King wants you.”
Not Goren then. My heart sunk as the guard neared my cell. He fished the key from the ring attached to his belt, gave me a big smile. “Think today’s your lucky day, warlock,” he said. “King’s in a fine mood.”
Options spun in my head as the lock clicked and he began to swing the gate open. For a moment, I considered trying to force my way past him. He wasn’t an overly big lad, but the one standing by the only exit could definitely be considered so. I didn’t imagine a club would do much good against him. King and his men were smart, I thought, not arming their guards down here with anything worth the effort.
Instead I just shrugged. “I know Silas and his moods.”
“Do ya now?”
Smart men, like I said. I hadn’t noticed the guard pull his club, and his swing came down with a sharp crack on my forehead. I heard, rather than felt, the second crack, before darkness claimed me.
 
***
 
A splash of wetness woke me, fluids dripping from my clothes, my hair. I coughed, felt the taste of water mixed with salty blood catch in my throat, spluttered, coughed again.
I sat up, then instantly regretted doing so. Lances of pain shot through, sharp behind my eyes. I held my head with trembling hands, my eyelids clenched shut.
“Ah, finally awake,” a voice said.
Goren.
“W-What happened …” I said. My lips felt numb, puffy. One hand trailed down to my face, felt the dried crust of blood on my nose, around my lips and chin.
“You know well what happened,” Goren said. “You took the King’s daughter, an unforgivable offense.”
My eyes opened slowly, little more than slits at first, blinking back watery tears, my vision hazy and runny. Oh, Gods, did my head hurt.
Goren sat on a wooden chair in front of me. He leaned forward, arms on his knees. He looked expectant, like he waited for something.
“My bag, Goren,” I croaked. “Did you find it?”
He reached behind the chair, his hand searching. 
“I did.” His hand came back around. He held a small leather bag. I felt my breath catch.
He peered inside the bag, pulling out the blue light. “Curious to hear how you came by this.” His brow rose in question.
“It’s a dull story. That thing has been a curse. Keep it. I just want a smoke is all.” The lies rolled off my tongue easily now, like I’d been a liar my whole life. And I had been. I’d lied to myself, spoken of honor and duty, but the blue flame had discovered my truth.
Honor and duty aren’t worth the effort.
Goren nodded. “I’ll be keeping it regardless.” He pulled out the pipe, tossed it to me. “One last smoke, then.”
The light shone as he held it over my face, the blue flame steady as he lit my pipe. I drew in shuddering breaths, blew out the thick smoke, the pain receding from my head.
“I think not, Goren,” I said with a sneer, casually turning towards the manikin as it strolled through the smoke to stand beside me. “Manikin, a knife, please.”
An edged blade appeared in its hands. I took hold of the blade, plunging it into Goren’s chest, his mouth still open in surprise. 
He died on the spot, his face affixed with a sudden, terrible shock. He fell with a crash at my feet, his eyes staring at the floor, unmoving.
“Not my last smoke at all,” I said, looking down as blood began to pool around his corpse. I reached down and plucked the light from his dead fingers. “This belongs to me.”
I turned my attention to the manikin. “Kill the court, but leave the King alive. Bring him to me.”
The manikin headed for the door with swift, sure steps. I sat down heavily on the chair, gripping the bloodied knife in one hand, the blue flame in the other. I set the light and pipe gently inside the bag and waited for the King, thoughts of my future spinning through my mind.
 
***
 
The manikin arrived a short time later, Silas shuffling in ahead of the creature. He looked ill, his face ashen, his eyes darting to the manikin and then me.
“Silas, so good to see you,” I said, rising to my feet. I gestured to the chair. “Please have a seat.”
“What witchery is this, Thorne?” he asked, his fingers twitching. He’d lost his commanding tone, and I heard the twinge of fear creep into his voice.
“Sit. I insist.” I gently nudged him to the chair, my knife held against his shoulder.
He looked back at me as he slowly sat, but said nothing.
“Now, Silas, we are going to have a discussion,” I said. “You are clearly distressed, so I will make this plain. You will abdicate your throne, naming me the new King.”
“You would have me, rightful ruler of this domain, name—”
“That’s not all,” I interrupted. “A King needs a Queen …”
His eyes widened. Anger touched his face, and he glanced at the manikin before responding. “Never, Thorne. You cannot—”
“Would you prefer her bled in front of you?” I smiled, put a hand on his shoulder, like we carried on with polite conversation.
He moved to speak, and I interrupted. “Don’t be rash, Silas. You know I will if need be.”
He slumped in the chair then, his eyes on the floor. He nodded.
“Good. Now, show me to the princess’ chamber.”
 
***
 
I relaxed on the veranda, leaning over the rail, looking over my new domain. Stars dotted the sky as I smoked. Inside, I could hear the faint sobs of Amalia. She grieved for her father, or perhaps over her harsh new husband. No matter to me. I might have many Queens.
The manikin stood beside me, drawn out by my command.
“Manikin,” I said, turning to face the creature. “Do you wish to obey me?”
The creature paused at my question, small, black eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Why would you ask such a thing?”
“Because I want to know.” Reason enough.
The manikin twisted its head, and then shook it, the first time I had seen the gesture.
“You desire freedom from my demands?”
“Yes, my Lord.”
“Very well then, I offer you freedom, under one condition. Give me a sword, with all the powers you wield, and I will deliver you from my yoke.”
“You have a dark soul, my Lord, how can I be sure you will keep your word?”
“If I break my vow to release you, manikin, you may strike me dead.”
Its eyes peered into mine, and apparently satisfied, it bowed. “Very well, my Lord.” The creature reached out and a long sword appeared in its grip, sharp on both edges, the hilt wrapped in glittering bands of silver. A single gem, glowing with a swirling blue light, sat embedded in the guard.
Chills ran down my spine as I grasped the hilt. I swung the sword lightly, and then wished for a simple thing, an apple. One appeared in my other hand, shiny and red. I took a bite and smiled as I looked down upon the creature who had given me everything.
“My thanks,” I said. “You have done all I asked, and now it’s my turn.”
I lunged forward, the sword making the briefest contact with the manikin. The creature fell with a hollow clang, shock written on its tiny face.
“I release you,” I said, laughing as I walked through the archway to my chamber. A guard stood by the far door. Amalia cowered on the bed, her head hidden as she sobbed into the sheets.
I gave her a look of disgust before turning to the guard, a thin smile forming.
“Bring me Silas.”
The apple was delicious.
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Let Down Your Hair
A retelling of “Rapunzel”
Eugenia Rose
 
The dogs had picked up another kind of scent. Not deer, not rabbit. Different. Human flesh. Fresh. They went after it, following the scent, and the soldiers followed the dogs. The forest, wet from last night’s rain, smelled of earth and dead leaves. The moisture weaved a thin net between the trees and the men could only see so far ahead.
“It’s a dead body!” they called out.
He circled the motionless form with his horse. Covered with dirt and leaves, it seemed one with the forest. He dismounted and knelt over the girl.
Patrick knew her face—even pale as a cloud—did not belong to a dead woman.
He swept the leaves away, placed his arm under her white shoulders, and gently lifted her head off the wet ground. He felt her breath on his neck, so weak he thought the exhalation might be only in his imagination.
He wanted the girl to be alive.
“Can you hear me?” he asked softly.
A rustling came from behind the bushes in the clearing. The men put their hands on the grip of their swords and glanced around nervously.
Silence.
One of the soldiers moved towards the edge of the clearing. A pair of grouse took flight and the man jumped. Patrick laughed, but the soldier kept his gaze fixed on the bushes.
“What is it?” Patrick asked, sensing something wrong.
“My liege, I think you should see this,” said the man and turned to him, holding something resembling a piece of rope. A dirty, long rope braided with leaves, dirt, and insects. It seemed to have been made with golden thread, its luster dimmed by age.
“But it looks like …” the Duke said, puzzled.
The thick rope was made from blond human hair leading to the gold surrounding the girl’s head. The men picked up more tufts from the ground under their feet, long strands of hair spread like a bed sheet under the woman.
A golden sheet for her to lie on, the Duke thought.
“She’s a witch!” one of the men said and drew his sword.
Patrick laid the girl’s body on the ground gently and stood in front of the frightened soldier.
“Put down your sword,” he ordered, and the soldier went down on one knee.
“Forgive me lord, but this girl is not human,” he said, his eyes on the ground. “She must have been left in the woods to die by some nearby villagers.”
“Parth,” the Duke said. “This woman has not harmed us.” He looked at the sleeping girl and his expression softened.
“We will take her with us, back to the palace.”
 
***
 
She was lying on something much more comfortable than the leaves and sticks of the forest. She stared at a ceiling. Drawings, golden on red.
A woman cried out. She wore a grey dress and wore a surprised expression on her face.
“Are you awake?” the woman said before she ran out of the room.
Dizziness swept over her. She touched her face and neck. She felt nothing on her shoulders. It was her turn to cry out. “My hair!” 
The man burst into the room and took her in his arms. “Calm down, you’re safe,” he said quietly, caressing her cheek.
She sobbed and tears streamed down her cheeks. She held her head with both hands, as if trying to protect what little hair she had left.
“Please, calm down. Your hair held you prisoner to the forest. I had to cut it off in order to free you.”
“Who are you?” she asked.
“My name is Patrick. Patrick Cheverell. And you?” His eyes were sweet. The crow’s feet made them sweeter.
His hair and beard were a deep red, with some gray at the edges. His clothes were soft. She felt his sleeve on her cheek as he held her. He smelled better than her and anything in the forest. She was safe with him. She smiled and the man relaxed and let go of her arms. His scent left her.
“What is your name? What were you doing in the forest?”
Her smile disappeared. Her mind went dark. No light breached the depth of the darkness. The darkness held everything, even the things that were only hers.
“I … don’t know. I don’t remember.”
The man appeared perplexed, but said nothing. He motioned to the servant to open the heavy red drapes covering the windows. Light flooded the room and stung her eyes. When they adjusted, she saw a room full of color, with strange creatures running and playing on the walls. Half animal and half human, they danced with pretty, pale girls. Horses ran towards her as if they could break free from the walls holding them. Everything in the room gleamed gold, like her hair used to.
Her heart skipped a beat. She got off the bed and walked slowly around the room. She touched the creatures drawn on the wall. She wished she could set them free, tell them there was a whole other world outside this room for them.
“It’s beautiful,” she said.
“It belonged to a little girl,” the man said, staring into nothingness.
She didn’t ask about the girl. She felt his sadness. Perhaps it was his daughter. It didn’t matter. She sensed her as if she was still in the room. These drawings were for her.
“It doesn’t matter if you can’t remember,” the man said, breaking the silence. “Would you like me to give you a name? Something to call you by?”
A name? The idea seemed both natural and strange at the same time. Everything had a name, even the animals in the forest. But her own name remained hidden in the darkness of her mind. Yes, she would like a name.
She nodded.
“We will call you Anne until you can remember your name. Now I would like you to follow Esme, who will bathe you and clothe you. Then you will come and find me.”
“Will I smell like you?” she asked.
The man laughed.
“I hope not! You will smell much better than me.”
He took her to the window.
“Anne, would you like to know a secret?” he seemed to enjoy using her name.
She nodded.
“I brought you to the most beautiful place in the whole kingdom. I brought you to the palace.”
 
***
 
“Approach, Lord Patrick,” said the fat man, busy with a chicken leg.
The decorated table did nothing to refine the King’s manners when he ate. That’s what Patrick always thought when he observed King Cassius eat in the dining hall. He resembled an animal, possibly a lion about to consume its prey. He wondered if he came upon the King in the forest, would he realize he was a man, or would he kill him, afraid the wild beast would attack him?
His eldest son, Prince William, sat at his side holding a golden cup. He stared straight ahead, lost in his thoughts. Only the noises his father made seemed to sometimes draw his attention. He regarded the King with a mixture of pity and disgust.
Patrick bowed down and then approached the table. He sat when the King invited him to.
“I was told you met someone interesting on your way back,” he said and smiled.
“We found a girl. A sick thing—if we hadn’t come upon her, she would have surely died, your Majesty.”
“I think you’re trying to make yourself sound like a better man than you really are, Patrick. I was also told the creature is very, very attractive.”
Patrick made no comment.
“Maybe she will be your second wife,” the King went on. “Some of the soldiers claim she’s a witch, you know.”
“Do you believe them?”
Laughter escaped the man and then he started coughing. He swallowed a cup full of wine to make it stop.
“Don’t be a fool, Patrick. Make sure to present her to me tomorrow. Who knows, her lucky streak might go beyond being found in the woods.”
Patrick began to sweat as he thought about the fate of the rest of the girls who had caught the King’s eye. Or that of his son’s. Word was they shared everything.
“But my Liege, she’s still not well.”
“Enough, Patrick. I expect you both tomorrow.”
He balled his hands into fists and murmured, “Yes, your Grace.”
He got up and left the room to search for her. He wondered if the girl would have fared better in the woods, than the corrupt halls of the palace, where death was often not the worst fate.
 
***
 
“You hair is like gold,” Esme said as she poured warm water down her face.
Anne lifted her hands and touched her hair again. It was still gone, cut short to her ears.
“Don’t be sad, Anne. It’s not that bad. It’s longer than it appeared to be when I first saw you.”
Anne turned and looked into her eyes. “Am I ugly?”
“What are you talking about? Do flowers ask such questions? They will bring you beautiful dresses to wear and we will hide your hair with a white veil. All the ladies wear them in the palace.”
Anne reached out and held the maid’s hand. A broken smiled formed on her lips. Esme’s tired face brightened a little bit.
 
***
 
“Do I have to wear this?” Anne asked.
She stared straight ahead and held her breath, as Esme tightened the corset around her waist. The clothes were tight, too. The veil held her hair, but her pale face shone through the green fabric. Esme shot her a look and then continued to adjust the dress. Every detail seemed to be important. She ran her fingers through her clothes and by some magic way seemed to make the already uncomfortable dress completely unbearable.
“You don’t want to present yourself to the King completely naked do you?” she told her. “I’m sure you don’t want that …” she whispered to herself.
The fingers suddenly stopped at her neck. Anne heard the servant draw breath and glanced up into the mirror. Her fingers had caught in a few golden tufts that had escaped the veil. She put them back under the veil and swallowed.
“Esme? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” she said and curtsied. “You are ready my lady. Now you must follow me”.
Anne followed her without comment. They reached the great hall and the guards stood aside to let them pass. Patrick appeared and she hesitated a little before bending her knees and bowing her head. She spread her arms and completed the curtsy she had been taught to do.
“Very good,” Patrick said and smiled.
He offered her his arm. She placed hers in his without a second thought. She trusted him. She almost forgot the uncomfortable clothes she wore and how she could barely breathe.
They walked into the hall and everywhere, men and women bowed deep before them. She watched them intently. A familiar song reached her ears. Her stomach dropped and her heart beat faster. The darkness in her mind was complete, but that song was a ray of sunshine that threatened to dispel it. She looked at Patrick’s face. He smiled, but something seemed to be bothering him.
“What’s that music?” she asked.
“It’s one of the most beloved songs in the Kingdom. It can be heard every time there is a celebration. It’s called Helena’s Lullaby.”
“What is it about?”
Patrick told her the story.
“Some years ago, a little girl lived in this palace. Her name was Helena and the whole Kingdom loved her. Her mother, the Queen of these lands, sang this song to her when she was just a baby, to put her to sleep. But the Queen died one day and the little girl was left alone with her father, the King.”
Anne felt a weight she could not explain on her heart. She was happy to be by his side, but the story weighed heavy on her heart. Patrick sensed the change in her and he caressed her cheek with the back of his hand. He removed his hand once he realized they were outside the great wooden door with the golden ornaments. Soldiers stood emotionless on each side. The music, a music that broke her heart, came from behind the door.
“Enough with the stories. It’s time for you to meet the King. He motioned to the guards to open the doors of the great hall.
She stood frozen as the doors opened. She had never seen so many people gathered in one room before. Men and women, in their finest garb, stood everywhere. The women had painted faces and clothes made from the most colorful fabrics. They seemed to float about the room to the pace of the song.
In the center of the room, weird creatures danced their own dance. Tiny people and others with forms and faces that didn’t look human. They were wrong and wild, and unnatural. They hobbled or walked with their hands because they had no legs. Others were stranger still because they wore masks with the faces of animals, trying to hide their own. They wore colorful clothing, as if to call attention to what made them different. They spat fire and jumped through flaming hoops. They yelled and laughed, loud, and made the lords and ladies laugh in turn. They seemed to be the happiest creatures in the hall. As if the King had brought them here to show the nobles, who seemed bored, how to have fun.
One of them came near her and made a white dove appear from one of his sleeves. He wore a mask like a deformed face. She wondered how much worse his real face could be. Patrick put his hand on her shoulder and drew her towards him.
“Don’t be afraid. They’re just jesters and jugglers, they won’t harm you,” he said.
She shook her head. She thought about telling him about how they reminded her of the forest. That creatures like those and even stranger ones slithered among the trees and walked besides her without ever wanting to harm her. Unlike humans, whom she didn’t feel the same about. But she kept silent.
Between the two different worlds in the hall, only one thing stood out. The man who sat high atop the golden throne. Beside him, a little lower, sat a younger man. Women sat at their feet. They were some of the most beautiful Anne saw in the room, and their clothes were different. They showed more of their pale skin and they wore their hair loose and decorated. Some watched the two men with wonder and others stared at the jugglers blankly. They looked sad to Anne.
The man on the throne was fat and appeared to be very bored. They walked towards him until his eyes fell on them. His bored expression changed. His eyes lit up. Patrick knelt before the king and drew Anne down with him. They both bowed. The King motioned them to rise and approach.
“So you are the young lady that came uninvited to my palace?” he asked. She noticed the younger man’s eyes followed her as well. She squeezed Patrick’s hand.
“Her name is Anne,” Patrick said.
“Anne? Like your dead wife?” King Cassius asked, perplexed.
“Lord Patrick chose my name because I cannot remember my own,” Anne hurried to answer.
She stole a glance at Patrick.
He gave me his wife’s name, Anne thought.
“Yes, yes …” the King said. “I will be happy to have you as a guest in my palace, Anne.”
The younger man stood up.
“This is my son, Prince William.”
The man took her hand and kissed it softly. He invited her to sit beside him. Patrick nodded and she sat down.
The song kept on going.
They must really love the princess, she thought.
 
Now and then, a servant would appear to refill a cup with wine or bring out more food. But the old maid that appeared at the door had no business being there. She walked towards them, never taking her eyes of Anne, as if she had seen a ghost. When she reached the guards, they blocked her path. 
Anne could see her eyes. They were a pure blue that seemed to pierce her. She understood the maid wanted to speak to her. She tried to get up, but the Prince took hold of her arm.
“Helena?”
The old blue eyes shed tears. She covered her face and sobbed. Before the guards dragged her away, Anne managed to escape the Prince’s grasp and run down the stairs.
“My name is Anne,” she said, uncertain. She felt bad about using a name she knew was not hers.
The old woman said, “No. You are Helena. You are my little girl. The daughter of King James, the Goldenbearded. Don’t you remember me?” she asked with bitterness in her voice.
“I don’t remember anyone or anything,” she said.
Patrick already stood by her side and Prince William was coming down the stairs. The King looked worried from his throne but soon, he too got up.
“Speak!” said Prince William. “Is it true, what you’re saying?”
“Lords and ladies, I beg your forgiveness, but …” the old woman’s voice trembled. Anne saw in her eyes how afraid she was but also how much she wanted her to be the lost princess.
“There are marks on her body, marks I knew from when she would sit on my lap. Other servants know those marks as well. They know our Helena well too.”
The guards stood aside so Anne could approach the woman and hold her hands. The darkness in her mind seemed to lift, slowly.
“You hear that? It’s your song, my Princess. A hundred days and a hundred nights from when we knew you were dead, the song was heard throughout the kingdom. I am Thea, my girl, your nanny.”
 
***
 
There was no reason to wear the dress so tight. No reason to keep her head under a veil. It didn’t matter if she was beautiful or ugly, or if her hair was long or short. Her fate was sealed. She had to marry Prince William. The King must have been really scared, to arrange the betrothal even before being certain she was Helena.
Within a fortnight, she lost everything she had gained that morning, when she had been found in the woods. Patrick did not defend her. She thought he was her friend. But why would she think that? He didn’t see her for who she really was. He only saw his dead wife.
Then there was Thea. When they were certain she was the princess, they took the old woman and the servants who had known her as a child away. To their death.
Why such hate? Such fear?
Yes, fear. Because they should be afraid of you.
The voice in her head made her jump.
It was a pretty room. The walls were a soft white color and the furniture was pretty. Decorated for a woman. Maybe for one of the King’s mistresses. But it wasn’t the Princess’s room, not her room. It stood far from the main palace and the door was secured with a heavy bolt. She was up in a tower and when Helena looked down, she got dizzy from the height, the strong wind that blew through her hair, and the darkness below.
Darkness. Like the one in your mind, the one that swallowed you in the woods, little bird. That’s what father called you, but you didn’t know how to fly. Neither did he.
She held her head and tried to find where the voice was coming from inside her. The voice hurt her and the darkness was no longer dark enough to hide everything. Only a small part remained hidden from her, but that too, was ready to be revealed.
Yes, she didn’t need the veil anymore. It couldn’t hold her hair anyway. She looked out at the night covering the Kingdom outside her window. She walked to it once more and stuck her head out, letting the wind pull at her hair. She was calm.
Nothing will happen to you this time.
She looked at the darkness below and at her golden hair, which now licked the tower’s stone walls. It slithered along like a snake and already grew thicker. Yes, now she knew that even if she fell, nothing would happen to her. Nothing at all.
 
***
 
Patrick saw no other solution than to grab her by the arms and shake her. Esme let a small cry escape her but said nothing. He recognized the fear in her face.
“I asked you, how is she? What happened? Did the King order you to not even tell me if she is alive or dead?”
“She is alive, my lord,” she whispered. “She is very much alive.”
“Then what is it?”
She lowered her head and closed her eyes as if she expected to be hit. She leaned over and whispered in his ear.
“Perhaps you should have left her in the forest, M’ Lord.”
Patrick felt his blood boil but said nothing. He wanted to hear what the woman had to say. When he didn’t react, the servant looked at him.
“Her hair, my lord. Her hair …” she said and walked away quickly.
 
***
 
The man with the grey beard stood across from her and stared as if she was his next meal. His words were kind, but they would not trick her.
“It had to be done my dear, for your own safety. Imagine how many would have wanted you dead. You are the heir to the Kingdom, you know.”
“I can think of some,” she said quietly. She had nothing to be afraid any more.
He was the one.
“Why are you standing so close to the window? Come here, sit beside me,” he said and patted the bed by his side.
“And the carriage? Why didn’t the soldiers save us back then?”
It was close to sunrise. The wind blew through the window. The morning light had not yet filled the room.
“From what I was told they tried to, but the rocks gave way and they saw you fall over the cliff, to your death.”
Liar. All of them liars.
“And the horses? What spooked them?” her voice broke.
“I do not know. You must know my dear I was miles away. If it was in my hands I would have …”
“Liar! You did this. You killed us!”
Do you remember his eyes Helena? Father’s hazel green eyes. He was afraid for you, not for himself. He held you tight in his arms while you fell. And then…
The King’s eyes glinted. His face was red. He stood and approached Helena. The next thing she felt was a sharp pain on her cheek.
“Watch your mouth, you little whore! I am your King!” he yelled. His face was sweaty.
See? He’s afraid of you. As he should be.
He grabbed her by her shoulders. He looked at her breasts.
“Were you waiting for that useless man, Patrick, to make you his, or did you wear this for me? I’ll show you what it’s like to be touched by a man,” he said and drew her towards him.
He smelled of death.
His death.
“This is why I’m standing by the window.”
His face lost all color and his eyes opened wide from fear.
 
***
 
Patrick woke up. It had been a miserable sleep, filled with bad dreams. Dreams he hadn’t seen in a long while. His mind wouldn’t rest. It was his fault and he knew it. He should have taken her away from this place. His heart had whispered to him when he first saw her. He shouldn’t have ignored it.
Women’s screams sounded from far away. His blood froze in his veins. He thought of her. Helena. He had to do something, even if it was too late. He left his room and ran like a madman in the halls.
Something strange is happening, he thought.
He reached a door. It was open and he went through and listened at the base of the staircase. He climbed the steps and unbolted the door separating him from her. He went in.
She stood in front of the window. Her skin pale, almost transparent. His eyes were drawn to her hair. It waved in the wind outside.
My god she’s—
He couldn’t see where it ended. Her hair had grown so long it disappeared out the window. He gazed into her eyes. They were calm, but empty. Perhaps that’s how they’d always been. He just hadn’t noticed.
“Are you a witch?”
Helena shook her head.
“What are you then?”
“Dead.”
Behind her, a golden rope began slithering through the window, into the room. Her endless hair reached his feet and slowly climbed his body like a snake—climbing and twining around him, burrowing into his clothes and mouth. It went as deep as it could. He didn’t scream.
She gazed on calmly, humming a tune.
“Helena’s lullaby, remember? When I fell into the forest’s embrace, I was thinking of my father who held me and the men who killed us. Then I died. But not all of me. Something inside of me just … slept. Thank you for bringing me here, Patrick. Even like this. You woke me up and I will put you all to sleep with my lullaby.”
She watched as life left him. His body was dying but his mind remained. Her eyes changed and turned white. Piece by piece, his mind was blanketed by darkness.
“Now, Patrick, we will all sleep together.”
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The Wolf Who Cried Boy
A retelling of “The Boy Who Cried Wolf”
Armand Rosamilia
 
The were-boy was bored. The night was too hot. The sheep wouldn’t stop trying to run away from him. His long hair lay matted to his face and his armpits itched again.
He wished for a breeze. The fields sat aglow with the full moon light, a wonderful occasion for everyone in the community. Only, he got stuck watching sheep; sheep that bleated and kept as far away from him as possible.
Who cared about the sheep? He didn’t even like meat, although his parents kept that fact from the other villagers. A vegetarian were-wolf? Seriously? The were-boy was too young to get involved in the hunts for the humans, too. This bothered him. Not because he had any desire to feast on the vile creatures, but because he wanted to belong. He wanted to be a feared hunter like his father, and his father before him.
Instead … he took a step and wasn’t surprised when the sheep screamed in panic with their annoying voices and ran to the other side of the field, pushed up against the fencing. He never hurt them, but they had the same reaction whenever anyone from the village came near.
While the hunting parties went out, including his older brother and father and uncles, he got trapped doing were-girl work. He knew he was ready to show he could hunt with the best of them. He would capture a lowly human and bring honor to his family, which his father always talked about. He might be the smallest were-boy his age (by far), but he had speed and strength.
The sheep bleated incessantly and he wanted to scream. They suddenly broke as a group and ran right toward him, before gaining their senses and fanning out in all directions. Something had spooked them.
The moonlight filtering down interfered with his werewolf sight, but he could clearly spot a silhouette on the other side of the fence. Who or what was it? No one from the village would be out this time of night except to hunt, and they always moved north and east and away from this boring area. The penned in area had always been located as far from the village as possible, otherwise the sheep would cry all night.
Unless … maybe the village was under attack? What else could it be?
“Boy! Boy!” he yelled. 
Whatever had been casting the shadow ran away but the villagers who weren’t out hunting came running, slavering jaws and ready to attack. The oldest members of the community and the youngest—women and children and old were-men.
“Where?” One of the older were-women, well past her prime to hunt, came up to him and shook him by the shoulders. She sniffed the air. “I don’t smell any boy.”
“He was right there.” The were-boy pointed at the spot he was sure he’d seen the shadow. “He was going to steal our sheep, I’m sure of it.”
They spread out, ignoring the screams from the sheep, and searched the ground inside and outside the fenced in area. Some of them took tentative steps into the forest.
“Nothing,” the old were-woman said with disgust. “You fool.”
“I’m not kidding. I saw something.”
“What did you actually see? The shadow of a sheep, more than likely. You’re out here, goofing off, and you spooked yourself. We give you one easy job to do and you can’t even do that. What’s wrong with you?”
He felt ashamed when the villagers walked away. He knew he’d heard or seen something. How dare they dismiss him so quickly? What if the forest was filled with humans, all coming to kill them? What if, even now, they were out there watching and waiting … 
The sheep settled down and he patrolled the fences himself, but didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. Whatever had been out there was now long gone. But he didn’t care. He’d stay alert this night and hope to become a hero. The humans lurked nearby. He couldn’t see or smell them, but he could sense them.
 
***
 
The unmistakable snapping of twigs sounded somewhere in the forest.
“Boy! Boy!”
The villagers came running again, fangs and claws ready to rip apart human flesh.
“Where?” the old were-woman asked, teeth clacking in anticipation. “I haven’t had a fresh one in far too long.”
“Yeah, we get the leftovers, once the young ones return,” an old were-man chimed in. “It would be nice to chase one down and smell its fear before ripping its throat out and watching the human die.”
“You haven’t done that in ages. Heck, you might never have done that,” the old were-woman said and laugh-snarled. She turned back to the sheepherder. “Well?”
He pointed into the forest. “I saw one, right there! He came to attack me and get the sheep. I swear.”
The villagers, mostly those too old or too young to be out hunting, climbed over the fence and began searching through the trees.
The sheep, driven crazy by so many werewolves so close, wouldn’t be quiet. The were-boy started to get a headache.
“Nothing,” one of the were-men said as they started to return. “I didn’t catch the scent of anything at all.”
The old were-woman sighed loudly.
“I’m not lying, I heard him.”
Some of the villagers snickered at his comment.
“You do realize the seriousness of what you’re out here for, right? These sheep are the only animals we have in the village. We’re entrusting you to tend the flock and make sure nothing happens to them. Since you aren’t going out with the hunters, your job is to make sure none of the sheep get out and nothing gets in to take our sheep. I don’t think it’s a hard job, do you?”
The were-boy shook his head. “I understand how important this is. I did hear something.”
The old werewoman sneered at him and growled, but walked away without another word. As a group they left him, going back to the village. He watched them go in the moonlight and wanted to cry.
He’d heard something. Something skulked beyond the fence.
 
***
 
He must have fallen asleep leaning against the fence from sheer boredom. The wind stirred and some of the sheep started making noises again, but the sound of footsteps, crunching through the leaves near the tree line, pulled him from his sleep. Whatever made the noise was big.
The sheep kept braying and he wanted to scream at them to be quiet, but decided against it. What if a boy really was sneaking up on the flock to steal or hurt them? The sheep knew a predator was out there, and at least the humans couldn’t sneak up on him without the sheep crying in fear.
A shadow pulled itself from the forest backdrop and the were-boy held his breath.
It was a wolf, a large specimen with dark shaggy hair and glowing red eyes.
He watched as the wolf slithered over the fence and into the field. It ignored the sheep and looked right at him.
“Don’t come any closer,” the were-boy yelled to the wolf. “I’m here to guard the sheep from outlaws and thieves like you.” He had a shearing blade on his person, which he took out and let shine in the moonlight.
“I’m not here to steal lousy sheep,” the wolf said with a sneer. “I’m here to make contact with you and your people. A small enclave of my family lives just over the hill and through the woods. We’ve been decimated by the humans hunting us and need some help. They seem to think we’re just like you, which is ridiculous. They’ve been destroying us because your people are attacking them every full moon. We need either protection or to ask you to stop starting trouble.”
He pondered the words for a moment before waving his blade. “Get out of here before I use this.”
“But …”
“Tell your family, if I ever observe them around these parts again, I will hunt them myself. It’s your own fault the humans are destroying you. Learn to defend yourself, and learn how to hide better.” He took a swipe with the blade from several feet away. “Don’t make me get any closer to you. You won’t like that.”
The wolf put its head down and reluctantly jumped back over the fence and disappeared into the forest.
“Why didn’t I call the villagers?” he suddenly asked himself. He understood why: he had been scared. He’d done a good job masking his fear and making it appear he would kill the wolf, but if push came to shove he realized he would have run away—a disgrace to his village, while the evil wolf killed all the sheep.
 
***
 
“Human! Boy! Help!”
He noticed the lights of the village blinking on, one by one, and he frowned. He was sure he’d heard something, and it wasn’t the wolf again. Would they trudge all the way back to the field?
The answer was yes.
“This had better not be another false alarm,” the werewoman said. “Do you know how late the hour is? How many times you’ve pulled us from our sleep? We need our rest, because soon the real hunters will return and they’ll need help with the humans they’ve captured. But we’ll all be too tired to help, because we’ve been up and down this hill so many times.”
“I’m not kidding. I glimpsed a face in the darkness.” It had been the face of a small boy, he was sure. He stood just past the tree line, staring at the sheep with his weak human eyes.
“We’ll search the forest yet again, but if you are playing some kind of joke on us … I don’t find your pranks funny. And your father will hear about this when he returns. Trust me.”
“It’s all true.” He considered telling her about the wolf from before but decided against it. They wouldn’t believe him anyway. Not now. He watched expectantly as they moved into the forest, making plenty of noise.
“Maybe if they were quieter …”
The old were-woman scoffed. “You’re the one screaming and yelling, not us.” She fixed him with a squinting eye. “If the human was really here … and I don’t think he was ever here … you scared him off. With all your carrying on and being afraid of your own shadow. No wonder you haven’t been chosen to go on the hunt yet.” She spit on the ground. “You’re doing the work of a were-girl, you know. Watching fenced sheep isn’t a real job, especially for a were-man or were-boy. Everyone knows why you’re here, and now you’ve proven the point. It really is sad.”
Some of the villagers disappeared deeper into the forest, going further than they had before. If the human remained out there, someone might get attacked and viciously killed … 
He wanted to cry when everyone came back from the woods empty-handed. They all stared at him with anger, while the sheep screamed and he contemplated crawling under a rock. 
“You think this is funny. You think you can mess with us and have a laugh when we go back to our homes. There is something wrong with you,” the old were-man said. “Something not quite right in the head with someone who would waste our time and try to make fools of us.”
“It isn’t true, I swear. I did see something in the woods. Maybe you took too long to get up the hill.”
“Maybe you should have acted like a were-man and killed the boy.” The old were-woman laughed. “If it really is just a boy, you should have no problem taking care of him. Heck, any of the little were-girls here could take down one lousy boy.”
Everyone laughed at him.
“I swear,” he said quietly. He put his head down in shame. He had nothing else to say, and wanted to cry. He knew crying would only make them think even less of him, if possible.
They all made comments about him, taunting and laughing as they made their way back down the hill to the safety of the village and their beds.
He went back to watching the sheep, as if they were going anywhere.
 
***
 
When he heard the crashing through the forest he sighed. Here I go again, he thought. By the time I call for help, whatever is out there will be gone.
He thought about simply ignoring the sound and going back to staring at the sheep. Why not? What was the worst that could happen at this point?
The noises grew louder and he reluctantly turned to discover what made the sound. Perhaps the wolf had come back for more.
He blinked in disbelief when he spotted the six human boys, all leaning on the fence and staring at him with wonder in their eyes.
“Look at how weird they look up close,” he heard the lead boy say quietly to his three companions. “All that fur must be itchy.”
“And he probably smells bad,” one of his comrades said, “like a wet dog.”
“Or like the wolf we scared back there near the road.”
They all stopped and spread out on the other side of the fence.
“Do you think it talks, or will it growl at us? Like the old dog my mother feeds near the dump? I bet it’s not at all scary. I thought I would be frightened by one so close. I don’t see what all the fuss is.”
“It’s a child, probably younger than you. It might even be a girl.”
The were-boy wanted to scream and call on the villagers but he couldn’t catch his breath. He needed to warn the village they were under attack. These vile creatures were going to kill everyone.
“Come here, dirty dog,” one of them called to the were-boy. “We aren’t going to hurt you. Much.” The boys laughed.
The were-boy tried again to scream but the sound came out as a squeak. His mind reeled with visions of the villagers slaughtered in their own beds while they slept, the humans setting the homes on fire, and killing everyone. He was going to fail at the one task entrusted to him, bringing shame to his family. He couldn’t let this happen.
“I think she said something,” one of the boys added.
The boys hopped over the fence and one of them walked up to a sheep. The were-boy was waiting for the sheep to go crazy, but the ewe only stood still while the boy petted it.
“How did you do that?”
The boy smiled. “Animals aren’t scared of us. They are our friends. It makes it easier for us to raise them, feed them, and then kill them so we can get some nice lamb chops for dinner.” He looked around. “This will feed our village for a few days.”
“These are our sheep,” the were-boy said.
“No, actually, they were stolen from us months ago. The one closest to you has a dark black mark under its left ear, a brand from my family. They all have the mark. Not only are you were-wolves monsters, you are thieves. We’re going to take them back with us. If you try to stop us, we’ll have to hurt you.”
No! This was not happening! The were-boy found his full voice, and began to scream. “Boy! Boys! Help! We’re under attack!”
The humans looked like they were about to climb back over the fence and retreat to the woods, but after a minute of the were-boy yelling and no lights coming on in the village, they relaxed.
“Is there anyone home, or are they all out trying to kill us?” their leader asked. “We’ve set a trap for them up the road. Wait until our father’s spring it on them. No more being hunted by you creatures.”
“We only hunt you because you hunt us.”
“No way.” One of the boys put his hands on his hips. “We were minding our own business when you werewolves showed up and began turning innocent people into monsters.”
Were-boy knew he was lying. He had to be. It didn’t make any sense. “We only started hunting you because the humans were hunting us. They killed many of our villagers. We just want to live in peace.”
“Ha,” one of the boys said.
Were-boy began calling out again. “Boy! Boy! Help!”
“I don’t think anyone is coming, to be honest.” The lead boy turned to his companions. “Let’s get these sheep back to my farm before any of the real werewolves come back and give us trouble.”
“Hey! I’m a real werewolf.”
“If you were, you’d be out with your hunting party, trying to eat my family. You’re here doing girl’s work.”
“I can’t let you take the sheep,” were-boy said indignantly. He moved to the gate to block them.
The boys laughed like the villagers laughed at him. 
“Should we beat you up first? Would that make you feel better?”
“Not really. I’d rather you just left,” were-boy said. 
“We are leaving and taking our property with us. Do us a favor and open the gate and step aside. The sheep don’t like you.”
“But …” he turned to glance at the sleeping village. “Promise me you’ll only take the sheep and not kill the women and children.”
“Why would we do that? We’re not animals.” The lead boy shook his head. “Like you werewolves. We just want our sheep back.”
The were-boy justified opening the gate wide and stepping aside with the fact he’d saved innocent villagers from the monstrous humans.
The sheep taunted him as the boys led them into the forest.
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It Comes at Night
A reimagining of “The Billy Goats Gruff”
JP Behrens
 
Day 1:
 
“Brother, I need to go on guard duty soon; the Bridge is the only access to our youngling patches. Please try and clean up some of this mess.”
Mort looked up at his younger brother, Grup, a towering definition of Troll Knighthood, and smiled. “Of course. I’ll get this all cleaned before dinner.”
“I know this guard detail is difficult, but this patch is the only one to survive the drought this season. The Kingdom needs this generation of younglings to sprout or we will be too few to defend against the other clans of creatures moving in the west.”
Mort’s natural smile remained. “I’ll get this all cleaned.”
Grup nodded. He marched out of the barracks and up into the moonlight. Mort wished to follow his brother out into the field, to be a hero. Considered a runt to the other trolls, he stood barely taller than a human. Only his brother’s influence as the Captain of the Troll Bridge regiment allowed Mort to stay at the barracks employed as cook and servant.
Ever since the death of their Father, Grup looked after Mort. Never embarrassed that his younger brother took care of him, Mort accepted the way of things. The other soldiers were not friendly, but they never abused or ridiculed the Captain’s brother, at least not in the Captain’s presence. Mort set out to clean the table, then the kitchen. He needed to make things presentable for dinner when the first of the guards returned.
While cleaning the wooden bowls and cutlery, he dreamed of life as a valiant knight, defending the Kingdom of the Troll Lord. Mort worked throughout the morning. Dusting, mopping, washing, and cooking. His whole life consisted of monotonous drudgery. Every day he polished away the residue left behind by brave Knights, heard their armored footsteps patrolling above him, but never experienced that honorable existence.
As he prepared their evening meal, a thick potato and steak stew, he wielded a tarnished, chipped knife like one of the swords he polished every night after the Knights fell asleep. Each chop was a downward stroke, every slice a parry. He prepared the meal and battled evil simultaneously. Mort had just finished setting the table when someone’s muffled shouts bled through the walls of the barracks. The thunderous pounding of feet rained dirt onto Mort’s tidy domain.
He glanced at the door leading out to the Bridge and the precious youngling fields. Maybe the guards needed help. A spare suit of armor and a rusty, old sword coated in cobwebs hung nearby, whispering the promise of glory and honor.
The sounds of battle grew in intensity. Mort attempted to ignore the impulse to run out and fight. A break in discipline would disappoint Grup. Instead, he decided to clean the accumulating dust and dirt, but no matter how fast he cleaned, the room never seemed to get any better. When the screaming started, Mort froze in terror. The scream was alien, but didn’t take him long to recognize the agonizing howl.
“Grup!”
Mort threw aside all his cleaning tools, crashed through the furniture, and pawed at the door. Panicked, Mort struggled with the door, too confused to remember whether to push or pull. Once outside, he clawed his way up from under the Bridge. The Bridge spanned a massive riverbed, dried out for centuries. At the base of the bed sat the barracks dug into the earth, hidden by the Bridge and close enough to defend the youngling fields. Without starlight to guide him, Mort slipped and scrambled up the steep, jagged riverbank. He emerged over the edge to see the thing that had come to claim their young.
It wasn’t large, maybe the size of a small goat, but formed of a roiling darkness. Not a creature but a walking void. Short curling tendrils whipped out, slicing and batting at the regiment. The entire garrison attempted to surround the monster. High-pitched squeals like the wails of a terrified infant exploded from the beast. Only the blood pooling around its feet told a different story.
Mort gagged on his own fear, unable to tear his eyes away from the roiling void trying to cross into the fields. Mort marveled that something so small could keep pushing through the troll defenses. Despite the soldier’s tireless efforts, the monster crept forward.
Mort caught a glint of moonlight off a sword stabbed into the ground. The sword belonged to his brother. The sight shocked Mort out of his daze. He lunged forward, maneuvering through the tangle of death. Other trolls screamed at him. He ignored their insults and shouts. Only his brother mattered. He passed within arm’s reach of the strange monster. The stench of the creature suffocated Mort. Wooziness made the world seem stuffed with cotton. His legs turned to jelly. Pushing through, Mort focused on his brother. Grup lay on the ground just outside of the fighting. His one arm torn away, leaving behind shredded muscle and gore. Blood pulsed from a gaping wound on his head.
“Grup!”
“Man the Bridge. Protect the …” His mumbled words faded.
“I’ve got you, little brother.”
Mort tried to lift his hulking brother, but Grup was too heavy. He attempted to drag Grup by his one arm, then his legs, and finally by rolling Grup’s body over the bridge. Nothing Mort did to move his wounded brother worked. Instead, he tore strips from his own, mildly clean tunic and used them to form a tourniquet around Grup’s bloody stump. He struggled to remember what little he’d been taught of battlefield medicine. He quickly covered the cuts and gashes. Once he staunched the blood, Mort grabbed Grup’s sword and stood guard. The battle moved off the bridge and into the fields. More screams echoed into the night to replace the dwindling sounds of ringing metal. Soon only moans from wounded soldiers resonated under the grotesque crunching of the creature feeding on younglings. The world grew fuzzy and distorted. Mort’s vision swam as the sounds of the creature’s slurping greed continued to attack his psyche. The point of the sword fell to the ground as he tried to keep the images of the field being devoured out of his head. No matter how hard he tried, unconsciousness crept up on Mort until oblivion took him.
 
Day 2:
 
After what seemed only an instant, a booted foot gave Mort a stiff kick to the gut. Mort still held the hilt of the sword in an iron grip. A second kick brought all the terror of the night to the surface. Wild eyed, Mort growled as he arced the blade in the direction of the kicking boot.
“Son of a—!”
The momentum of his swing brought Mort to his feet. The weight of the sword pulled Mort to the left, uprooting what little footing he managed to establish. The wild attacks found nothing until something parried the weapon downward and into the dirt. The blinding light of morning hid whatever smashed into his face, bringing back oblivion.
When Mort regained consciousness, his face felt swollen to the size of a small boulder. He tried to speak, but only a moan came out. The smell of burnt stew from the previous night coupled with a new batch of food on the stove reminded Mort he had not eaten for a long time. The wounded lined the barracks, filling only a tenth of the cots. A small group of reinforcements tended the survivors of the battle. Two shamans wandered the room, chanting healing spells.
“He tied down?”
“Yes, Sir.”
Mort tried to sit up, but found thick ropes restraining him.
“Sorry, but after this morning, I didn’t want to have to put you down again,” said the troll towering over Mort. His polished, ornamental armor shone in the dim candlelight of the barracks. On any other day, Mort would be tripping over himself to impress the high-ranking troll. Not today.
“Where is Grup?”
“Your Captain is recovering.”
“He’s my brother.”
“Ah, so you’re the one … That explains the sword work. Word of advice, choose a different weapon. You nearly cut your own leg off. Try a club or something next time you wish to get yourself killed in battle.”
Grup laughed from across the room. “I’m just proud he was able to lift my sword, General.”
“Good to see you back with us, Captain.”
“Thank you, Sir. How are the fields?”
The General’s face darkened. “Not well. About a quarter of the field was devoured before dawn. My men and I rushed here after receiving reports that a deformed beast was heading this way, but we were too late. I’m surprised you held out for as long as you did.”
“I’m sorry to report I fell early. My men were unable to hold the line.”
“They tried.”
“They fought until the very end, brother.” Mort interjected, “The thing just kept pressing forward. How did you chase it away, General?”
Both of the officers turned to Mort. He swallowed under their scrutiny.
The General replied, “We didn’t. The beast just evaporated when we arrived at dawn. In any case, this field is more important than ever. More reinforcements are on the way.”
“We’ll be ready when the time comes, Sir.”
“I know you will, Captain,” the General said. “But first, let’s get some food into you and have the shamans heal you up.”
Grup nodded, closed his eyes, and drifted off to sleep. One of the soldiers unbound Mort from the cot. Before Mort stood and saluted, the General had moved on, talking to each wounded soldier in turn. He had tried to help in the defense of the fields, but his attempt changed nothing. In the end, the beast fought its way into the fields and gorged on the young.
The kitchen, Mort’s sanctuary, convulsed with organized chaos. Though the stench remained, the stew from the prior night no longer remained. A number of different pots simmered and boiled. 
“Who are you? I’ve no time for children in here.”
An enormous troll waddled out of the walk-in pantry hoisting a cured venison over his shoulder. His jowls shook in time with his jiggling belly as he waddled through the room.
“I’m Mort, the cook and cleaner of this barracks.”
“Cook!? Ha! More like purveyor of swill. Get out of my kitchen. I’m the cook here now and I won’t let the likes of you foul up the General’s meals.” The cook slammed down the venison for punctuation and withdrew a large cleaver, letting the metal glint in Mort’s eyes. Mort backed out of the room, not wanting to take the venison’s place on the slab.
Cleaning the main room was not an option. Menservants and squires bustled about in their disciplined routine, attending to all of Mort’s usual duties. Polished armor hung along the wall. Sharpened and oiled blades glistened in the light before returning to their scabbards. Servants sat folding freshly washed laundry as others finished sweeping the floors. Mort stood in the middle of the spectacle, unable to contribute to their efforts. He soon found himself in front of one of the weapon’s stands. Maces, clubs, flails, and various other weapons loomed before him. The General said that his lack of skill with swords endangered himself and others, so he should try to use something much simpler. The clubs caught his eye.
As he reached out to take one, a troll wielding a long stick with a tarnished steel knob attached to the top smacked his hands away.
“What do you think you’re doing, runt?”
“I have no duties right now. Everything is taken care of so I wished to go practice using the club.”
“This battle is no place for a runt. Go along and play wet nurse to the injured.”
“What is this about, Quartermaster?” asked the General noticing the odd exchange.
“Sir, the runt wants a club so he can fight.”
Mort turned to face the General. He saluted as best he could, but felt silly standing before the battle-hardened soldier.
“I see … I’ll take care of this.”
“But, Sir …”
“That will be all, Quartermaster.”
“Yes, Sir!”
The Quartermaster marched off to tend to other supplies. The General looked down at Mort. “No need for saluting, son. You aren’t a soldier under my command.”
Mort dropped his hand to the side, yet still attempted to stand at attention the way his brother had taught him to when addressing a senior officer. The General raised a hand to cover an amused chuckle. The sound made Mort’s insides quake with nervous energy.
“You did a brave thing yesterday, Mort. Tonight, when the monster returns, it will face the might of this entire company reinforced by the division already en route. Best that you stay with the servants down here.” The General gave Mort a solid pat on the shoulder as he left to oversee the final preparations for the night.
After the General strode away, Mort went back to his cot, sat down, and waited for the horror of the night to return.
As twilight settled over the landscape, reinforcements arrived. The General positioned the army on both sides of the Bridge. He rode astride his mount, a hulking black rhino, watching from the edge of the field to oversee the impending battle. On his left stood Grup, fully recovered and ready for battle. A large contingent of shamans surrounded the General’s position preparing their spells to both bolster and protect the force.
Mort stood at the bank of the river watching the massive force prepare for the beast. Sounds of clicking armor and restless soldiers filled the air. A shrill braying rose out of the silence of the night. The wait was over. Mort itched to join the ranks. Grup shot Mort a piercing glare that left no doubt he expected Mort to report to the barracks and hide.
Mort waited in the barracks, miserable among the other servants. Not only did the soldiers deem him useless, but the other outcasts shunned him as well. When the screams started, Mort resisted the urge to rush into battle. The servants sat in their circles, munching on food. Mort began to pace as the screams and frantic orders intensified. Mort heard the armies slow decent into chaos and knew the night would end badly.
Without warning, the door of the barracks burst open. A bloodied soldier collapsed across the threshold.
“Can’t stop it. Killing everyone.” A number of servants jumped to help him, but the troll was dead. As they dragged away the body, Mort replayed the soldier’s dying words in his head. Through the open door, the cacophony above traveled down into the barracks, echoing off the walls. Mort couldn’t take it anymore. He dashed out into the raging turmoil. Voices screamed for him to come back, to not get in the way of their masters. He didn’t care. Grup was in trouble.
The creature had doubled in size since the previous night. Horns had grown from its ill-defined head. Each moment brought the monstrosity closer to the field of remaining youngling sprouts beyond the bridge. Tentacles whipped out in every direction. Black tendrils crushed soldiers to the ground and beat arrows out of the air. Piles of bodies lay in bloody mounds all around the thing’s gruesome path. Exhausted survivors tried to hold the line as the desperate shamans struggled to maintain their spells. The mounting casualties strained their abilities to keep up.
Mort rushed forward, snatching up a club from the ground. He scanned the remaining fighters, looking for the General on his mount. Grup would be nearby. The chaos of battle cast a fog of war, hiding the General from sight. Mort waded into the fight, searching for Grup. Soldiers battling for their lives ignored Mort as he strode underfoot. Every face resembled Grup’s, yet not. Every scream, familiar, yet wrong. Mort pushed through the fray. His short stature protected him from the flailing tentacles that battered soldiers to the ground or snatched them into the air. Preoccupied with looking for Grup, Mort broke away from the main force, oblivious to the danger.
A warm, moist gust pressed against the back of Mort’s neck. Time slowed to nothing. Sound faded to a muffled whisper. Mort found the monster staring at him with dim, red eyes. Swinging tendrils continued lashing out at the troll army while those glowing eyes remained locked on Mort. They stared at each other, lost in instance of unnatural understanding. Mort examined the writhing, endless darkness. He met the glare of those two angry, red eyes. Something shifted in the void just in front of Mort’s face. A screeching roar broke the stilted moment. The sudden explosion of noise forced Mort back. He tripped over the corpses littering the muddy ground, making it difficult for Mort to find his footing. He reached out, searching for stability. His hands found nothing except mounds of torn body parts. The dead stares of fallen men surrounded him. Every pair of eyes looked like his brother’s. Terrified, lost, and beaten, Mort clawed at the bodies, trying to break free. As the storm of metal raged around him, an unspeakable terror overwhelmed Mort. The last thing he remembered hearing was his own voice bellowing Grup’s name.
 
Day 3:
 
Mort woke face down in the dirt. Dried mud caked his eyes closed. Scraping the crust from his face, Mort pried open his eyes. Harsh sunlight blinded Mort. Sharp flashes of light glinted off the numerous bits of armor scattered across the torn battlefield. The moans of the severely wounded filled the putrid, morning air. Flies buzzed over the ocean of corpses, forming a black mist too thick to make out the faces of the few servants and soldiers searching the field for survivors.
Fighting soreness and fatigue, Mort lifted his club and began to trudge through the landscape of bodies. Numb to the world, he needed to discover the damage caused to the youngling fields. Servants rushed past Mort, ignoring him as they crossed paths. Their apathy barely registered. He only needed to break free of the smoke, flies, and death to reach the fields promising a new generation. Mort remembered seeing Grup standing by the fields during the battle. A last line of defense to insure a future remained for the troll peoples.
Less than a third of the younglings remained. As Mort gazed over the barren field, someone stepped up beside him.
“We fought to the last man.”
“My brother?”
“I’m sorry, Mort. He fell defending me.”
Mort looked up at the General. An old veteran, weary of death and war, replaced the confident, shining commander who arrived only a day ago. One of the General’s arms hung limp, the other rested in a sling against his chest. The empty scabbard at the commander’s side echoed the defeated look in his eyes. Mort returned his attention to the almost empty field.
“So what now, Sir?”
“You’re not a soldier, Mort. No need to call me sir.”
“So what now, Sir?”
The General gave a short snort. “I gather the few survivors we have and return to the kingdom.”
Mort spun to face the General. “But the rest of the younglings?”
“Mort, we can’t possibly stand against that monster. What little is left is not worth defending. It’s over, son. Time to go home.”
“This is my home.”
The General sighed. He turned to leave, but Mort interrupted his departure.
“Where did my brother fall?”
“Follow me.”
The two trolls crossed the battleground. The lack of survivors shocked Mort. None of the shamans survived, so the servants built a number of litters to drag away the wounded. When the two stopped, Mort saw Grup’s broken corpse face down in the mud. He crouched down to roll Grup’s body out of the mud. The General knelt down to help. Mort tried to clean away the mud and filth, but left behind thick smears of blood instead. A large dent marked where the creature crushed Grup’s skull. Mort paid no attention when the General left or when the servants took the other corpses to the growing funeral pyre. When they came for Grup’s body, Mort refused to allow them to move it.
“Go away,” growled Mort.
As the remainder of the army prepared to leave the area, the General came over to Mort. “We are going, Mort. I’ve spoken to my cook. He has agreed to take you on as his apprentice.”
“No, thank you. I’m going to stay here. Someone needs to defend the younglings.”
“Mort, this battle is lost. You’ll die trying to stop that thing.”
“Doesn’t matter. Leave if you want. But I’m staying.”
“Why?”
Mort looked up, his face a hardened mask. “Because it’s what Grup would do. He protected me all my life. I was the older brother. I should have protected him better.”
The General snapped to attention and gave a brisk nod to Mort. “Good luck, then, soldier.”
Standing up to his full height, Mort still had to crane his neck to look into the General’s eyes. For the first time in his life, Mort felt the honor his brother knew serving his kingdom. Mort stood at attention, hand locked in salute, grieving for Grup, yet prouder now than any other moment of his life. The General gave him a sad smile, nodded once more, and marched away.
As the last of the bodies found a home on the pyre, a servant came back to Mort. “If you’re done here, I’ll take him away.”
“No.”
“I’m sorry, but we are leaving. My orders are to burn all the bodies.”
“Leave everything here. I’ll take care of it.”
“I’m—”
“I’ll take care of it.”
Something in Mort’s eyes must have frightened the servant who stood twice his size. The servant ran back to the caravan and spoke to one troll who in turn spoke to the General. After some quick words, the servants rushed around unloading large barrels near the mountain of bodies and wood built up in the distance. The army disappeared beyond the horizon before Mort began preparing for the horror that came with the night.
A quick examination of the sky told Mort that only a few more hours remained before sunset. He set to removing his brother’s armor, laying each piece to the side, careful none sank into the mud. Once finished, Mort grabbed his brother by the shoulders and struggled to drag him over to the mound of bodies. Without all the armor weighing Grup down, Mort began moving the body. After an hour of pulling, tugging, and dragging, Mort reached the mound. He arranged Grup’s body in the most respectful way he could manage. Mort returned to the now empty barracks. Every breath burned like fire in his lungs. Still, he couldn’t stop. The sun descended through the sky. Little time remained for Mort to prepare. He grabbed an axe not fit for battle and began chopping the furniture into kindling. Soon, most of the chairs, tables, cots, and drawers transformed into a pile large enough for his intentions. Making simple torches and retrieving the tinderbox kept by the stove took little time. The sun dipped lower in the sky, a celestial countdown heralding the destruction nightfall brought. Mort used cooking twine to secure his work into tight bundles. He hauled the bundles up into the open air and started building a small cairn around Grup’s remains.
Just as the sun’s base touched the horizon, Mort finished building the wooden cairn over his brother. The sunset ticked away the seconds, changing the world, preparing the field for battle. Mort moved the first barrel, full of oil, to the edge of the mound. He punched a large hole into the top for the oil to escape and rolled the barrel around the mound so the liquid would seep into the pyre. He emptied one barrel after the next dousing the area until small puddles formed. Mort finished his preparations by making a line of oil from the mass pyre to his brother’s humble, wooden tomb. One final barrel of oil went to the bridge. He cracked the barrel open at the far end of the bridge and let the oil pour out. Once the creature crossed onto the bridge, there would be no escape for either of them.
Mort returned to where he left the armor. He lifted the breastplate and hung it over his shoulders. The greaves more than covered his thighs. Mort only needed a single lower vambrace to protect his entire arm. Already, the thick armor weighed him down. He appeared a child wearing his father’s armor. With the helmet on and club in hand, Mort stood ready.
Marching to the bridge, each step clanged in the empty air. The armor rattled and scraped on Mort’s form, but he ignored the discomfort. He placed the bucket-like helmet over his head and hefted the club onto his shoulder. At the end of the Bridge, Mort watched the sun slowly disappear. The fading light, the finality, meant little to Mort. Only the thought of failing his brother for a third time in as many days haunted his thoughts. He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and waited. Just as the last ray of light vanished into twilight, the terrible scream of the creature signaled its return.
Mort began positioning torches along the bridge, careful not to ignite the oil too early. Under the orange glow of the crackling flames, Mort lit one final torch and walked to Grup’s grave. As he touched the pool of oil surrounding the cairn with the torch, Mort whispered, “Good night, little brother. I will see you soon enough.”
Mort made his way back to the bridge. The fire grew behind him quickly. The stench of burning bodies filled the air. The growing heat made the night nearly unbearable. The thunderous resonance steadily grew closer. Mort shifted his weight. The armor rattled, shaking with every subtle movement. As the stars began to peek out in the moonless night, Mort caught his first glimpse of the beast.
The beast doubled in size again. Long, curling horns crowned its black head. Red eyes blazed in the night, reflecting the flames of the pyre. Blood red, viscous drool dripped down its chin, hanging like a glob of melted flesh. Tentacles began to grow and swirl through the air. Mort fought down the panic begging him to flee. Rooted in place, he tried to breathe normally. Standing in the face of such horrible power, Mort nearly lost all sanity. The monster reached the bridge, those fiery red orbs locked on Mort. It took a slow step forward, obviously curious about the lack of resistance. The bridge groaned under the weight of the monster. Mort forced himself to step forward.
“No further!”
The creature froze and scanned the empty field. The flames from the pyre lit up the entire field. No one stood to oppose the beast except Mort. A small, defiant troll armed with a simple club and wearing less than half a suit of armor too large for him blocked the monster’s path. The fires cast a glow over Mort. The shadows flickered around the combatants showing how small Mort was in the face of such power. A sound erupted from deep within the monster. At first, the clipped guttural noises resembled hiccups. As the sound grew louder, clearer, Mort recognized it. The monster was laughing at him.
Mort’s trembling disappeared. His grip on the club tightened. Fury replaced his fear. Too many, for too long, had laughed at him. The runt, the reject, the worthless little troll. Never good enough, always protected by his younger, stronger brother. Mort ground his teeth, a growl forming in his throat. Just as the monster’s laughter became hysterical, Mort roared. Putting all his anger behind the first attack, he swung the club directly at the beasts open jaw. A loud crack cut off the laughter. Mort kept the momentum of the swing going as the club whirled over his head. He brought it down on top of the monster’s skull. The force of the blow broke one of the curled horns. A black, sticky gel sprayed from the wound. Only a small spurt, but the howl of rage told Mort he had injured the thing. He ducked just in time to avoid the first swing of one of the tentacles. The second attack knocked Mort across the bridge. The loud clanging drowned out the monster’s wails. Mort quickly picked himself up off the ground and ran for the nearest torch. Barely dodging the next onslaught, he pulled a torch free and dropped it into the oil spilled across the foot of the bridge.
The flames forced Mort back. The monster began circling around, silent as death. A tendril swung down at Mort. He parried the attack. Another appendage snatched him up from behind. The tendril wrapped around the breastplate, tightening. Mort tried to beat the tendril free, but to no avail. He dropped the club, removed the enormous helmet, and wriggled out of the breastplate just before the monster caved in the armor. Mort lifted his club and charged the monster. The twisted breastplate flew through the air, barely missing Mort’s head. Mort ignored everything but his target. He swung wildly, batting all the whipping black limbs. Many of the attacks went over his head, some to the right or left. Used to fighting a larger enemy, the hulking creature moved slower than someone Mort’s size.
Mort swung in an upward arc, smashing the club into where he guessed the monster’s ribs would be. His effort produced an enraged howl. A leg kicked out and sent Mort through the air. He collided into the stone rail of the bridge. Dizzy, Mort fumbled around for a weapon and found one of the torches. As the beast closed in, he managed to pull the torch free. A frustrated snarl warned him of the next attack. He thrust the torch forward, jamming the flames into the open maw of the beast. It snapped back, all the writhing limbs flailing about chaotically. The monster clawed at the torch in its mouth.
Mort found his club nearby, grasping the weapon once more. He took a step forward, but the monster charged him first. Dark, ebony horns lowered, targeting Mort for one final blow. In a roar of defiance, Mort bellowed his brother’s name. He brought the club down into the beast’s head.
Cracking bones filled Mort’s senses. The impact ripped the club from his grasp. He looked down at the jagged horn buried in his chest. The beast lifted its head, wrenching Mort from his feet. A thunderous bay of victory tore through the sky. The very earth quaked in fear. The beast swung its head, throwing Mort over the edge of the bridge and onto the floor of the river. The beast huffed, satisfied, and approached the last of the youngling sprouts.
Blood pooled under Mort. He tried to pull himself, but the pain stole the last of his strength. His breath came slowly, in short ragged coughs. Blood filled his mouth. The night, already dark without the moon shining down, dimmed. A single tear broke free from Mort’s eyes when he heard the wet munching of the beast in the fields. He had failed, everyone had. So many dead. As darkness closed in, the sounds of the world receded. Mort still heard the sickening sounds of the monster eating. Just as Mort took his last breath, the wicked laugh of the monster, mixed with the high-pitched wails of the sleeping younglings being torn from the ground and eaten alive, echoed through the night.
 
About the Author
 
A storyteller most of his life, JP Behrens weaves an intricate web of bold faced lies every time he opens his mouth or scribbles words on paper. Everything in one’s life is a learning experience, and he’s tried to learn from both wondrous successes and miserable failures. While at Rowan University, JP attained a BA in the Writing Arts. Since then he’s written as much as possible, most recently while fending off a newborn who thinks daddy needs help slapping out words on the keyboard. Though JP has managed to fib less often, he still tells the occasional exaggerated tale here and there. A practitioner of Southern Shaolin Kung Fu, novice musician, avid reader, gamer, and expert procrastinator, JP Behrens is always busy. Bouncing between working on rewrites for his first novel, rewriting a number of short stories for submission, all while writing a novella and a Young Adult Fantasy Novel, JP finds there are not enough hours in the day to get everything done. A list of his published work can be found at www.jpbehrensauthor.com.
 
 



Bloodily Ever After
A retelling of several fairy tales
Reece A.A. Barnard
 
B.B. upturned the pipe and tapped the base. He watched as the scorched, shriveled tobacco caught on unseen wind currents and began a spiraling, dancing descent towards the ant-like market below. Slowly, he re-packed the bell of the pipe with fresh tobacco from a pouch he wore slung from the waist. He sighed, and let the stiff breeze ruffle through his fur like phantom hands stroking with long fingers. Searching for warmth, he adjusted his hood so only his snout protruded into the frosty morning air.
“Can I sit too?”
“Aye. ’Tis a free realm.” His gruff voice tickled his throat and he dissolved into a fit of coughs. Thumping his chest, he managed to hock up a gob full on phlegm, spat and watched as the glob disappeared below. “Sickness be damned.”
“Sounds nasty,” the voice remarked, and B.B. regarded the source with hidden eyes. An oval-shaped man, pale beyond all belief, stood nearby. He had a pinched, squashed face centered in an oversized head, with no neck to speak of. In fact, he looked very much like a chicken egg, but much larger. The egg-man sat, and B.B. wasn’t surprised when he heard the sound of eggshell scraping on stone. “Some view, huh stranger?” he said. “Name’s Humpty Dumpty. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”
“Likewise,” B.B. said. “B.B. Wolf, at your service.” He could not dispute the magnificence of the view. Perched atop the castle wall, they commanded a view of the village sprawled out below, ever changing and growing like a sickness spreading over the body. To describe it as a village was generous—a muddy collection of shelters, ramshackle huts, and lean-tos packed against each other, thick with wretched filth and dirt. Thus was how the peasants of Old King Cole lived. Then, at the castle limits, the village gave way to lush green forests, and in the distance, silhouetted towering mountain peaks topped with snow, stood like silent sentinels.
“Well met,” Humpty said. “A wolf who speaks the King’s tongue. A rarity.”
“As is a breathing egg,” B.B. growled. “But I can fix the breathing part.”
“No offence meant, Mr. Wolf. I am just relieved to find another that can relate.”
“Relate to what?”
“Why, being an outcast,” Humpty said. “Always on the edge of society, but never belonging. You seem to know something of that. Wolves are pack animals, yet here you are all alone.”
“I have my reasons, egg.” He knew better than any that the pack didn’t tolerate his sickness. A pack is only as strong as its weakest member.
“It must be hard for you after the whole Red Riding-Cap business,” Humpty said. “I thought you dead, from the reports filtering through the Inns.”
“Mere flesh wound.” B.B. didn’t bother to mention it was his older brother, Big Bad Wolf, who got himself involved in that debacle. According to his brother, he only mugged the little bitch for her cupcakes, but—as usual—the humans concocted some far-fetched story for entertainment. A whore he knew, named Mother Goose, once told him, ‘Never let the truth get in the way of a good story’. Judging by the tales she told, she certainly did not.
“So it was a misunderstanding?”
“Something like that,” B.B. said. Truth be told, he tired of explaining the confusion between his brother and himself. Both were named B.B., but where his brother’s moniker stood for Big Bad, his stood for Barely Belligerent: hardly a name to inspire terror. He lit a taper with a flint and steel, and puffed his pipe back to life. The first inhalation of smoke he took in set off a chain of coughs once more.
“How long do you have?”
“The apothecary said a couple of moons at the outset,” B.B. said. “Anything after is lucky.”
“Aye, but nothing lucky about facing imminent death.”
“You should keep your distance,” the wolf said, casting another glob of phlegm from high up on the battlements.
“One of the few advantages of being part egg is we’re immune to most infectious diseases.”
“Lucky for you,” B.B. muttered bitterly.
“Another advantage is we’re our own best source of protein!” Humpty chuckled, but B.B. could not rouse himself to share his joviality. “I guess it’s a jest amongst us eggs.”
Humpty quieted for a moment, lost in sullen thought. The only sound was the gusting wind snapping the flag that fluttered importantly from the ramparts. “A friend of mine, a little lad named Rumplestiltskin, recently came down with something similar to what you’ve got. It’s going around, this plague.”
“And?” B.B. puffed again.
“Well, he made it his business to work off some karma.”
“What in the realm is karma?”
“I’m not exactly sure,” Humpty said. “It’s got something to do with whatever good deeds you do get paid back to you. Good deeds attract good things to you. Same idea for bad things, too. In fact, he is of the opinion it was how he got the disease in the first place. He was an imp of ill repute.”
“So, what did he do?”
“He made sure everything he did was considered … well, good. He helped people, gave to charity, fed the hungry—everything he did, he did so he would be paid back in kind.”
“Did it work? Did he beat the sickness?” B.B. asked.
“No, he died,” Humpty said. “But he did so with a clear conscience. The Gods will treat him kindly for that.”
It did warrant consideration. After the prognosis was given to him that he had contracted this common, but ultimately fatal disease, B.B. withdrew himself from everything. His pack abandoned him, his family shunned him, and society deemed him an outcast. If the Gods were kind, he could defeat the disease and set about rebuilding his life once more.
“Egg, you might be on to something. Many thanks, friend,” B.B. said, and reached over to pat him on the back. It wasn’t hard, but enough to crack his shell with his claws.
“Ah! My back!” Humpty called out, and attempted to reach behind him. He over balanced and his oval form slipped from the wall. B.B. tried to grab him but he was too late. The egg-man screamed as he fell for what seemed like an eternity, before ending with a sickening crack on the pavement of the market below. Market-goers screamed with revulsion, and shopkeepers reeled in horror, as the viscous, clear and yellow goo flowed from his cracked body.
“Hmm,” B.B. muttered. “Not a great start.”
 
***
 
An early morning shower gave way to a clear, sparkling day. B.B. followed a well-worn trail through the woods. Birds chirped and chattered as he passed, their songs sweet music to his ears. Even the most stonehearted of man or animal would concede it was a beautiful day.
The trail tracked through the dense forest, a popular road used by traders with wagons, and travelers, as evidenced by the multitude of horse droppings on the path. B.B. dodged them with care.
An off-shooting path broke left, into another part of the woods. Keen for adventure and looking for an opportunity to do right, he followed it into denser brush, his rough paws parting ferns and overgrown vines obstructing his path. 
Eventually, the path widened and melted into a large clearing. B.B. crouched by the tree line, assessing the scene. Nothing was ever gained by being brash, especially with ruthless hunters and axe-wielding woodsmen lurking about.
B.B. had grown up on tales of these woods. He heard of the wood elves that would lead lost and weary travelers back to main road or redirect them to the nearest inn. Stories of lively forest sprites dancing through the leaves and trees, creating a natural spectacle. Tales of wood sirens whose song would calm wanderers and keep them safe from any harm befalling them … but Mama Wolf failed to mention what B.B. espied.
A tall, solitary tower stood in the middle of the clearing, rising high above the treetops like a village spire. There were no other buildings attached, or indeed any entrance that B.B. detected. In fact, the only remarkable thing he saw about the tower was a window, set high, from which a voice carried on the breeze:
Oh my, my, things are really awry,
My hair keeps on growing while I wait for some guy,
It’s far past brushing; the knots make me cry,
Singing, all I ever do is sigh,
Hoping my Prince Charming is nigh.
In between verses there was a lot of muttering, cursing and burping. There was a slosh of liquid, and the breaking of glass. B.B. stepped into the clearing and looked around. No one else was in the area. He approached the tower. “Uh, excuse me? Hello up there.”
The muttering stopped and a moment later, a face appeared at the window. B.B.’s heart skipped a beat, as he stared open-mouthed at the most beautiful creature he had ever seen. She had a gorgeous round face, rosy cheeks and the greenest eyes he had ever beheld. Her golden hair tumbled down her back, disappearing into the darkness. “What is it, fool?” she screeched down at him. “Be gone before I tip scalding water on you.” How did that come from anything so comely?
“Oh,” B.B. said. “I … uh, was wondering if you were alright. I heard your forlorn, slightly slurred song and thought you might need some assistance.”
“Not unless you’ve got a pair of shears. This bloody hair is giving me the irrits.” She took a long swill from a bottle of wine she held in her hand. “Who are you anyway? You’re not selling anything, are you?”
“No, no, just a simple traveler who heard your pretty song.”
The girl looked him up and down and a smile played across her lips. “Do you drink?” she said, waving the bottle in her hand.
“Aye, I’ve been known to tipple at times.”
“Come on up then,” she said, and threw a rope from her window … except it wasn’t a rope. It was hair. Her hair. “Climb up, it’s safe.”
B.B. hesitated, but thought it would be least he could do. Keeping someone company in drinking could only considered good karma, he decided. He scrambled up the golden tresses and climbed through her window, and was greeted by a pewter mug filled with wine. “Bottoms up,” the girl said.
B.B. learned the girl’s name was Rapunzel (he assumed she had frivolous parents) and she had been locked in this tower by an evil sorceress due to her beauty. He failed to see the logic in the situation, but the wine was sweet and flowing freely so he asked no questions.
Rapunzel said the sorceress came by everyday to supply her with food (and ample wine) and accessed her room via her hair, which she was forbidden to cut. This pained her, as she wanted to be free of this tower. All she had to do was wait for her Prince Charming. They drank heavily into the night, and B.B. vowed to help her escape the next day.
The next morning, light streamed in through the window. B.B.’s eyes opened blearily. His head throbbed like a thousand ox-drawn carts were racing in there, and his mouth tasted like something foul had curled up and died. As with every morning, he set into a coughing fit, loud and hoarse.
His drinking partner, Rapunzel, was stretched out on her pallet, half-naked and covered in vomit. What in the realm happened last night? B.B. thought. As he tried to recollect the night’s proceedings, he heard a voice call out. “Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair!”
B.B. struggled to his feet, and was still half-drunk. “Uh, one moment!” he called out in his best female voice, which ended up sounding more like an old hag who liked the pipe a bit too much.
He shook Rapunzel, forcing down the urge to vomit himself as her stench reached his sensitive nose. She wasn’t responding. He shook her more, but her limp form drooped like a rag doll. He listened close to her mouth and gasped. She wasn’t breathing. She had drunk herself to death!
B.B. panicked and crept over to the window. Down below, in the forest clearing, was a young, handsome man dress in colorful finery, mounted on the most impressive stallion B.B. had ever seen. “You there, good wolf!” the man called up. “Would you be as good as to rouse the fair maiden, Rapunzel, and inform her Prince Charming has arrived to bid her to let down her golden locks so I might effect her rescue?”
“Uh … she’s not here,” B.B. lied.
“I beg your pardon?”
“You heard me. She’s gone out.”
“Gone out?” the Prince said incredulously. “I was under the impression she was trapped in this tower, awaiting a handsome Prince to free her and take her hand in marriage.”
“She was, but she’s run out of milk and just popped down the village to get some,” B.B. said. “If you come back tomorrow, I’ll make sure she’s here. Thanks for stopping by though. I’ll let her know you dropped ’round.” He pulled away from the window and ducked out of sight.
The minutes ticked by and eventually he heard the retreating trotting of the Prince’s horse and breathed a sigh of relief. Poor Rapunzel! What an untimely demise, which he felt slightly responsible for. He did remember a drinking game they played with a deck of cards, which caused them to both get roaring drunk. But to die by choking on her own vomit was an ugly way to go.
With sorrow in his heart, he let himself down from the window of the tower with her hair, leaving it there for whoever called on her next. Keen to get away without being spotted and wrongly (or rightly) accused of foul play, he slinked back into the forest and found the main road once more.
 
***
 
He walked through the shade the dense foliage provided, through shafts of thin light shooting through the gaps between trees. Lost in a daydream, and considering his next action to attract good karma, he sensed trotting behind him. He veered to the side of the road so the horses may pass.
“Make way for the Prince!” came the call from a royal herald as the trotting came closer. He heard the sound of a carriage being pulled, its large wooden wheels crunching on the rocky road. He stopped and waited. It was expected even the King’s animals would show courtesy to the royals as they passed.
The royal banner men came first, mounted on impressive stallions. They carried long poles that bore the banner of King Cole, protector and liege of their lands. A second banner showed it wasn’t the King traveling, but the Prince. Unlike Prince Charming, his half-brother, Prince Gerald, was as opposite his father as could be. He had the face of a God, the body of a warrior and dozens of bards sang of his braveness and nobility.
As B.B. watched the procession go by, the carriage came to a halt beside him. A curtain on the window drew aside, revealing the Prince himself. “Hail, King’s wolf. Would you like to travel with us? We’re heading for the next village.”
Without hesitation, B.B. climbed into the carriage, where he found the Prince dressed to the nines. He had an easy smile about him, deep set blue eyes and an affable manner. B.B. knew why all the women of the realm swooned over him. Cradled in his hand was a delicate golden slipper.
“Shoemaking, your Grace?” enquired the wolf.
The Prince laughed heartily. “I am to marry the maiden whom this shoe fits. We only met briefly at my ball, but she captured my heart and I cannot rest until I find the owner of this shoe.”
“So you’re going to marry a barefoot strumpet?”
“If their foot fits this shoe, I will marry them,” the Prince said.
The Prince offered it to B.B., who took it and looked over it carefully. “That doesn’t really narrow it down much, does it?”
“Oh?” the Prince said, perplexed. “Explain your meaning, wolf.”
“Well, there are going to be dozens of women with this size foot. You realize that, don’t you, your Grace?”
“Yes, well …”
“And how well do you remember that night?” B.B. reasoned, handing the shoe back. “It was dark … you probably had a bit to drink. She probably did too, if she’s leaving shoes all about the place. Any old harlot could claim this is their shoe.”
“I suppose, but I need to find her.”
“This is not the way,” B.B. said. “If you do this, you’ll probably get some washer woman or maid saying that she is the one you’re looking for, not a woman befitting your status, sire.”
“That would be preposterous!”
“Indeed, your Grace.”
“Good wolf, thank you for your assistance and helping me see the folly of my ways. You have saved me much potential heartache. I still intend on taking you to the next village, if you’ll accept.” The Prince flashed him one of his smiles which made him the most popular member of the royal family.
“I would be most grateful, your Grace,” B.B. said.
It felt good to help people.
 
***
 
On the outskirts of the village, B.B. watched as the royal procession did an about face and went back the way they came. He coughed, thumped his chest and spat off the side of the road.
In the distance, he spotted a dotted form on the uppermost rungs of a ladder leaned against a hut. B.B. knew helping someone with their house would have to generate some good karma, so he set off towards it.
As he got closer, he noted the hut was attended to by a stoutish pig, straining to weave long strands of straw into the thatching on the roof. His trotters teetered dangerously on the top run, threatening to slip off at any moment. “Good day!” B.B. said.
The pig, unaware of B.B.’s presence, panicked and slipped from the ladder and fell onto the stack of straw on the ground. “Curses, a wolf!”
“Settle, swine. I’ve not come to hurt you,” B.B. said, raising his paws unthreateningly. “What are you constructing here?”
The pig picked himself off the ground and used his trotters to brush some of the dried straw from his clothes. “What does it look like to you? A snowman?” the pig replied shortly. “It’s a blimmin’ house, that is.”
“I thought as much,” B.B. said. “I’m willing to help in its construction, if you’ll let me. I’m somewhat taller than you and would be able to reach the higher places on the roof.”
“I’m wise to you, wolf,” the pig said. “I’m not falling for your ruse. You mean to blow my house down and eat me, you do.”
“Eat you? Why would I want to eat you?”
“Because even wolves enjoy bacon and ham. Not to mention pork chops.”
B.B. nodded in concession. He made a good point. “It is true the Gods made you out of such tasty meats, but I am not here to eat you.”
“You are,” the pig accused, unswayed. “You’re going to blow my house down and have me for dinner.”
“Why would I even need to blow your house down? I could eat you regardless if you home is standing or not,” B.B. countered. “Besides, if you’re worried about your house’s structural integrity against my breath, why do you build it from straw?”
“Straw is cheap,” the pig said. “And plentiful.”
“And flimsy, too. I doubt I’d even need to blow it down. One decent storm and it’d be destroyed,” B.B. said and picked a handful of straw off the ground. He crushed it in his paw to demonstrate its frailty. Some of the crushed straw particles tickled his long snout. “Ah … ah … atchoo!”
The unfinished straw house exploded into thousands of pieces, raining down a shower of straw and dirt. The pig squealed in the way that only pigs can, and bolted from the scene, his coiled tail bouncing behind him as he ran.
The wolf took off in pursuit, sneezing as he did. His cough was brought on by the sneezes too, so as he loped in chase, he had to fight through the sneezing and the coughing. “I—I’m sorry!” he called as he ran. “I can rebuild it for you!” The pig didn’t look back and B.B. could see he was running towards another small hut, this one made from wood.
“Brother, brother,” Straw Pig cried breathlessly as he got close. “Help, there is a wolf chasing me!” B.B. saw another pig wearing a leather apron. One trotter held a fearsome hammer and the other held a collection of iron tacks. A large pile of wooden planks lay at his feet. House renovation on this day was a family activity.
Wood Pig clearly had a bigger pair than his straw brother. “Back off, wolf, or I’ll drive a nail through your skull!”
B.B. came to a halt at the hut. “I shall overlook your threat for a moment and implore you to believe this is a grave misunderstanding.”
“He wants to eat me, he does,” cried Straw Pig to his brother. “And he huffed and he puffed and he blew my house in.”
“Go inside, brother,” said Wood Pig, dropping the nails and passing the hammer from trotter to trotter. “I’ll deal with the wolf.”
The promise of good karma was tempting, but he was still a wolf, and in the woods there was a definite predator-prey relationship and wolves were rarely the latter. B.B. tried to be patient, but this pork roll was really starting to get his goat. “I mean to apologize and offer my services to you,” B.B. said. “Please—little pig, little pig, let me in.”
“Not by the hair of my chinny-chin-chin,” the Wood Pig growled through gritted swine-teeth.
“You’re a pig, you don’t have a chin,” B.B. said.
Wood Pig had enough talk, and ran at B.B., his hammer held high. B.B. fell to all four legs, and growled at the pig. Good karma be damned, he thought. This morning I feast on bacon.
He dodged the first swing, dancing to the side away from the pig, who arced his swing back up. B.B. ducked under it and placed himself behind the pig. The hammer swung around again, the pig placing his considerable bulk behind it. It caught B.B. unawares, and he only just moved out of the way. The pig over swung, lost his balance, and stumbled, giving B.B. the opportunity to attack. His instincts took over, and he leapt at the pig, his jaws clamping over his fore trotter.
The pig shrieked, somewhere between a squeal and a blood curdling scream. B.B. pulled away, and the pig’s trotter came with it, ripping from the socket with a sickening schlock! B.B. took the trotter from his mouth and beat the pig with it, each strike leaving cartilage, gore, and blood in its wake. 
Whether from a loss of blood, the shock of the situation, or from being beaten with his own limb, the Wood Pig lapsed into unconsciousness. B.B. picked up the limp body and threw it into the wooden house. It struck the supports and the house collapsed with a great crash of wood and nails. The Straw Pig, crazed with grief and fear, bust forth from the wood and was once again on the run.
This time B.B. wasn’t sorry. He was hungry and suddenly he knew why his bigger brother found it so satisfying. This was natural. He was the wolf. He was the predator, and this was the way nature intended it. He tore off after the pig, driven by bloodlust. “Get over here, swine. You’re dead!”
Pigs, not known for their speed or alacrity, have little chance against a wolf at full tilt. B.B. ran down the pig in a matter of moments, and knocked him onto his back. A moment later, he buried his muzzle in the pig’s fleshy neck and pulled out his throat, the blood and gore sending him into frenzy. Claws sliced open the pig’s belly, and he relished in pulling out the entrails, feasting on whatever he could cram into his mouth. This was primal.
Finished with gorging on the craven Straw Pig, B.B. raised his eyes and considered the brick house up ahead. He could see the third, considerably smarter pig cowering in the window, witnessing the slaughter of his brothers. B.B. briefly considered forcing entry into the brick house and putting more pork on his fork, but couldn’t muster the energy. He was full, and all he wanted to do was find a nice, warm spot in the sun and take a nap.
 
***
 
Some hours later, his own coughing fit woke him. The cold fingers of sickness were slowly taking his life. It wouldn’t be long now. He felt it inside. It was unfortunate it had taken him this long to realize what he was capable of. He had always considered his brother the rogue of the family. His brother’s notoriety painted him as something to be feared in this area, but B.B. doubted he had ever committed double homicide. I’m one up on you there, brother.
Humpty’s story came to him, that of Rumplestiltskin and his quest for betterment. He died in the end, so what did it matter? Whether he did good or evil, there was no salvation for him. If his actions during life are judged upon his death, and he is sentenced to torment, he would make his captors pay for it so much they’ll send him back for fear of him taking over. He was here for a good time, not a long time and now would make every moment count and serve his basic instincts.
He continued through the woods, heading toward the next village. When he was there he would feast again, on whichever poor souls were foolish enough to cross his path. He had a taste for blood now, and he liked it.
The sun dipped in the west as he continued, heralding the evening. Birds twittered as they hunkered down for the night and he spied the lights of the village ahead, complete with steady plumes of smoke rising from their chimneys. He stalked on, his mouth salivating for the delights he would behold.
B.B. was rushed from the side, a red shape busting from the bushes as he passed. He was tackled to the ground, rolling over and over. Wrenching free, he sprung to his feet, ready to attack.
The figure was clad in a billowing red cloak, and flipped to its feet. There was just enough light remaining in the day to see it was just a little girl. Barely in her teens, the girl was caked with dirt, and had a murderous gleam in her eye.
“My lady, you picked the wrong wolf on the wrong day,” B.B. said, stalking back and forth across her path.
She pulled a sword from a scabbard on her belt, sharpened steel gleaming in the fading sun. “I’ll make you sorry you ever crossed me that day, wolf.”
“You’re Red Riding-Cap?”
“The same,” the girl said. “I’ve waited for you to return this way and have vowed I would have my revenge. That day is at hand.”
“You’re mistaken, girl. I was not the one to accost you. That was my brother.”
“Then, I will take a member of his kin as a trophy in compensation.”
“You can try,” B.B. growled and crouched low, ready for the attack.
The girl in red cart-wheeled into the attack. Claws extended, B.B. turned away the attack, and ducked the follow up strike with her short sword. The blade flashed, carving the air and B.B. dodged left and right, avoiding the blade.
The red-clad girl was proficient with the blade and showed considerable skill in her attacks with each movement precise and calculated. B.B. found a break in her attack and countered, claws slashing and jaws snapping forcing her back against a tree. B.B. swiped at her throat, but she ducked at the last moment, and his claws embedded themselves in the trunk. He pulled free, spraying wood splinters.
Her continued evasiveness frustrated him. She showed great dexterity with acrobatic, swift moves. She flipped, vaulted and somersaulted, jumping like a court jester, ever evading his attacks. Being new to this kind of vicious fighting, his attacks took a lot out of him and he began to slow.
She was tiring too. Her hood down, B.B. spotted slick perspiration beading on her forehead and she drew ragged breaths. Still, they battled on, a dance back and forth as the sky darkened. Red Riding Cap with her sword, and B.B. with sharpened teeth and claws.
The physicality of the encounter had taken its toll. B.B. suddenly doubled over in a coughing fit. Unable to defend himself, the girl in red slid the cold steel into his stomach. He collapsed with labored breaths, his eyes fixed on Red Riding-Cap’s.
She wiped the blood from her blade on her red cloak and returned the sword to its oiled scabbard. “And so the tale ends,” she said quietly.
“What … do you mean?” B.B. struggled to say.
“Our last meeting was unresolved. It could not go on without an ending.”
“But it wasn’t me,” he said with a rasped voice. “It won’t be complete until it ends with my brother.”
“Any wolf would do,” she said. “It is the victors that make the history and tell the tales.”
B.B. was fading and he knew it. It would not be long until it was all over, his life no more than a fading dream, recorded incorrectly in the tomes of legends and history. At least the sickness didn’t get him directly. “It … it’s not the truth,” B.B. managed with his final, dying breath.
Red Riding-Cap pulled her hood up once more and set upon the path back towards the village. “Never let the truth get in the way of a good story.”
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Al-Adrian and the Magic Lamp
A retelling of “The Arabian Nights”
Tais Teng
 
1
 
After the executioner had let roll Scheherazade’s head through the sand, the King turned to his greatly saddened Grand Vizier and said: “Don’t you have another daughter, my friend? One as accomplished in the weaving of tales as the last, but snoring a little less loud?”
The wise Grand Vizier tugged his forked beard and quoth: “Only one daughter you have left me, fathered on my favorite Frankish slave. My daughter Dagmar has eyes blue as the summer sea and hair flaming like the tail of the fleet fox. When she speaks all tellers of tales fall silent, and even the oud-players set down their flamingo-necked instruments, for fear of missing a single word.”
“Bring her forthwith to my harem,’ the king ordered, “together with an imam. I shall wed the maid this very afternoon.”
 
2
 
On the One Hundred and Twenty-fifth Night Dagmar said:
“It hath reached me, O wisest of all kings, but only Allah is truly wise, that there lived in distant al-Frisia, in Dorestad, a poor tailor. He was a skilled cutter, but alas, he missed his left thumb so each tunic and vest took him twice the time they should. This tailor now, though a most pious and true believer, was cursed with a son, named Al-Adrian, who was disobedient to his father and mother, and would go out early in the morning and stay out all day, playing in the streets and public places with idle children of his own age.
When the muezzin called all men to prayer from his high wooden tower, for even in the chilly Frankish lands the ‘La ilaha illa Allah, Mehamet rasul Allah!’ warms the hearts of the faithful, when his father knelt on his frayed prayer mat, the little rascal fled from the back-door of their hovel to inflate screaming frogs or to steal crabs from the baskets of praying fishermen, roasting them on a small fire of dried goat droppings.
When Al-Adrian had reached the age of ten years his father wanted him to learn an honorable trade. But alas, the father was too poor to apprentice his son to a cooper or even to a tanner, so he had to content himself with taking Al-Adrian to his own shop, to teach him his own trade, the humble art of needle and thread.
It made no difference. The moment the tailor turned his back to point out a nicely tasseled fringe to a customer or to pour water in the drinking bowl of the talking ravens, the boy was gone. Instead of learning a profession he spent all his time in the company of rat-faced Jewish imps or even grubby Christians. He often forgot his ritual washings so he ran through the streets looking like a charcoal burner.
The heart of his father broke when the tailor saw how Al-Adrian dishonored the family name: He got sick and soon died. 
His death didn’t matter to Al-Adrian in the slightest: he blew on shrill flutes made of elder-wood and danced with the swallows until the sun went down and even the keenest eye could no longer distinguish a white thread from a black.
When the mother saw her husband no longer walked the earth in sorrow and her son was no more than a wastrel, she decided to sell the shop and all the tools of her husband’s craft. With that money and the unremitting toil of her hands she succeeded in putting a hot and nutritious meal in front of her son every day. There was precious little joy in her life, though. Without the support of a guild or family she was reduced to washing the turbans of porters and leprous beggars or scraping barnacles from mooring posts.
In absence of a stern father, elder brother, or even a second cousin to correct him, Al-Adrian let go of all pretense to decency. He gambled with captains of reeking manure barges, he drank the fermented fruit of the vine, and if he ever observed the interior of a mosque it certainly wasn’t in company of his mother.
In this wise Al-Adrian reached the age of fifteen years, and he was a truly well-shaped boy, with eyes as flashing black as a midnight pearl, skin like rubbed sandalwood, and the supple tread of an assassin or a desert prince.
Well, on a certain day of days, while standing in the middle of the village square, in front of the Souk, he noticed a Norse derwish keenly inspecting the playing children. His gaze slipped past the other rascals and came to rest on the face of Al-Adrian. No doubt he is looking for a guide, Al-Adrian mused, because it was easy indeed to lose the way in the twisting alleys of the Souk. Or perhaps this stranger isn’t a lover of women and is looking for a sweeter joy? For a fistful of dirhams Al-Adrian was quite willing to assist the stranger on his quest.
The dervish, or shaman as these men are called in the chilly North, though, was a mighty magician, steeped in the lore of wandering stars and capable of speaking the language of Jinns and stone-skinned Trolls. But all his wealth and powers didn’t seem nearly enough to him as is often the case with gentlefolk.
He kept looking at Al-Adrian’s face and thought: “There is finally the boy I have been searching for during nine-and-eighty years! The face for which I have left my beloved country, the Lapland of a Billion Singing Mosquitoes.”
Then Dagmar perceived the dawn graying the sky above the towers of the palace and ceased to say her permitted say.
 
3
 
But then came the Seven Hundred and Three-and-thirtieth Night and Dagmar cleared her throat and said:
“There is finally the boy I have been searching for during nine-and-eighty years! The face for which I have left my beloved country, the Lapland of a Billion Singing Mosquitoes.”
He ignored Al-Adrian and the boy turned away disappointed and listlessly rolled a new pair of dice. The dervish strolled to one of the boys and slipped him a dirham, asking from the corner of his mouth: “Tell me the name of the black-eyed boy who is rolling his dice so earnestly. Tell me all about his family.”
After the boy had told him all he knew, even that the dead tailor had a missing left thumb, the dervish stepped in front of the boy, his face radiant.
 “O my child, could you be Al-Adrian, the son of the tailor Mustapha Dirkson? Mustapha One-Thumb as the villagers often called him?’ 
Al-Adrian replied: “Yes, I am called Al-Adrian, but my father, he has been dead for simply years!’
At these words the dervish embraced the boy, kissed his forehead, and the toes of his scruffy slippers, while the tears streamed freely across his cheeks.
“Why do you cry, grandfather?” Al-Adrian asked him, astonished and also more than a little embarrassed. ‘Did you know my father?”
And the dervish answered with a trembling voice. ‘Ay, my poor boy, why shouldn’t I weep hot tears? I departed our village while your father was little more than a stripling, to seek my fortune in far and cold countries. Now, in the autumn of my life, childless, and with my dear wife torn apart by a wolverine, I suddenly felt a deep longing for my old family. I remembered my dear brother and how we rolled our hoops across the square, and later peeked under the chadors of giggling Christian girls. How sad to hear he died!’ And he paused, clearly overcome by emotion, before he continued. “But Allah is great! The moment I beheld you I felt my heart miss a beat. I recognized the shape of your proud nose, your cleft chin, and I knew you must be kin. Not that I have ever known you. Your father was still unmarried when I left, but blood calls to blood.” He once more embraced the boy; his smile was radiant as a ray of sunlight spearing down from a roiling thundercloud. “I am your uncle, but now, with my dear brother gone, I’ll be, not your uncle but your father in his place. All my wealth has not been gathered in vain! In truth it is as the wise men say: He who has a son to call his own shall never die!” He opened his purse and poured silver dirhams in Al-Adrian’s hands. It was more money than Al-Adrian had ever seen before.
“O my son,” the dervish said, “tell me where she lives, the wife of my brother?”
Al-Adrian hesitantly pointed to the corner of the square, to the shagging hovel next to the troughs the tanners used to let their urine thicken and ferment. “That is our house.”
“Please bring the money to your mother and tell her I, your uncle, give her my heartfelt greeting and implore the blessings of all the angels on her sainted head! Tomorrow I’ll come to visit you and you can show me the grave of my brother.”
Al-Adrian ran into the house, so hastily he overturned the bowl with suds where his mother had left the turbans to soak.
“O you nail in my coffin!” his mother raged. “O you thorn on my miserable path! Begone! It is hours yet before the evening repast!” She grabbed her oak wood stick with which she was wont to chastise her wayward son.
“No, mother, no!” Al-Adrian cried and he opened his hands. Sunlight made the coins glitter and the eyes of his mother widened until they threatened to roll out of their sockets. “We are getting a quite high-ranking visitor. Our uncle from the Far North. The wealthy brother of my father!’ He looked at her. “Why did you never tell me I had an uncle?’
The woman shook her head, greatly surprised. “He sometimes talked about a brother, little Hassan. But that brother died when he was only seven. Of the galloping consumption. He never mentioned a second brother.”
“He knew father had only one thumb,” Al-Adrian said. “So he must be his brother.”
That evening his mother threw the washing bowl into the harbor and bought two brand-new red leather boots and a coat made of the finest marten. They filled all their oil lamps to the brim with whale oil and let them burn down to last drop. They gobbled honey cakes and drank so much mead the liquor spewed from their nostrils. Even Al-Adrian’s mother giggled when he told the joke of imam Hansel and the Three Donkeys.
The next morning the dervish was waiting for Al-Adrian on the square. He handed him two pieces of gold so soft even the boy’s nails left an impression. ‘Give them to your mother so she can roast a suckling pig with three-year prunes. And buy a jar of red wine. Tell her I’ll come to visit her tonight and that I would like to have a feast with my new family.”
“Could a lamb be possible?” Al-Adrian asked. “And beer? Our religion forbids us the meat of pigs and the pressings of the vine.” Al-Adrian might be a wastrel and a good-for-nothing but he hadn’t sunken so deep as to eat unclean food.
The dervish hit his forehead with the palm of hand and wailed: ‘Too long I have lived among the savages. How could I make such a stupid mistake? Buy only halal food by all means.”
And then Dagmar fell silent not because she witnessed the dawn graying the sky above the towers of the palace, but because the snoring of her lord and master made her suspect speaking on would serve no earthly reason.
“You are stopping?” the dwarfish jester asked, clear disappointment in his voice.
“The rest tomorrow.” Dagmar leaned back in the cushions. “Are there any honey-cakes left?”
“A whole bowl.” The dwarf handed her the bowl made of translucent porcelain and then reached into his turban. “I have something here for you.”
“The envoy?” She unrolled the thin strip of parchment. “Ah, eyes like the wide blue sea but deep enough to drown a thousand fleets.”
“Not bad. Not bad at all.’ She looked at the dwarf. “Do you think he is serious?’
“The king stuffs his bed with dancing-girls but it’s to you he pens a poem.” He grinned. “I rest my case.”
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On the Seven Hundred and Six-and-thirtieth Night Dagmar cleared her throat and said:
“The lamp!” the dervish roared. ‘Son of a filthy dog, obey me! Hand me the cursed lamp!”
“Wait!” the king said. “What is happening now? Last night Al-Addin …”
“Al-Adrian.” Dagmar sighed soundlessly. Telling wonderful stories to a drunken lout with the memory of a flea was a fate she didn’t wish on her worst enemy.
“The dervish spoke a mighty spell and the earth split open with a frightful roar,” the dwarf summarized. “On the bottom of a deep hole a marble slab shimmered, set with a copper ring. Al-Adrian lifted the trapdoor and went inside, yes? Underground he found the treasure of Loki. All the gold and jewels that had been given him in exchange of the otter skin. The treasure of the Nibelung’s as the dervish called it. He ordered Al-Adrian to give him a tarnished oil lamp before he would pull the jewel-laden boy from the hole.”
“O, yes. And that lamp was a magic lamp?”
“Of course.”
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On the Seven Hundred and Nine-and-fortieth Night Dagmar said:
“New lamps for old!’ Al-Adrian’s mother heard a vendor cry from the street. ‘Brand-new lamps from yellow gleaming copper in exchange for the most tarnished fish oil lamps. With a full jar of oil for free!”
The king lifted his hand. “Wait.”
“Yes?” Dagmar said.
“You called your hero Al-Adrian. The name of the Varangian envoy is Adrian Ulfsson. That was not exactly clever of you. He departs in the morning. With the first sun.” He touched a tassel of his turban, sucked on it. “An envoy is inviolable, of course, but perhaps I’ll present him with your head?”
“The envoy leaves in the morning, that is right,” Dagmar said. “He is leaving with me. And not exactly in morning, more like right now.”
The king reached for his scimitar because a king is never without his weapons, not even in his bed. He stiffened and the sword fell from his numb fingers. With an unmistakable death rattle he fell back into his cushions.
“Poison in his wine?” the dwarf inquired.
“Well no, he has too many food tasters. I dipped the tassels of his turban in poison I milked myself from one of his pet snakes. He is always sucking on the tassels, I noticed the very first night. A filthy and extremely annoying habit.’
“But not the real reason you poisoned him?’
“He fell asleep in the middle of my best stories! During the Five Sisters and the Sultana of the Jinns. When I told him about clever Maruf the Cobbler!”
“Some actions are unforgivable,” the dwarf nodded. “Come, Lord Adrian is waiting for us at the Third Gate.”
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The Fisherman and His Wife
A retelling of the story “The Fisherman and His Wife”
Bennie L. Newsome
 
Long ago—back when soldiers wore clanking armor and the latest technology incorporated wood—a poor man named George Anderman lived with his wife and four kids in a shanty stationed near the sea. If you asked George his profession, he would claim to be a fisherman; however, that would be a lie. Never once had he captured anything in his nets. Nothing ever tugged on the man’s fishing lines. He lacked the most essential thing needed to be called a fisherman—captured fish—yet George felt qualified to don the title. Every day he took his boat out on the waters and fished for hours, and every day he returned home empty handed. George professed to be a fisherman, but he was nothing more than a poor man living in a shanty near the sea.
Then came a day when George’s fortune changed—from bad to worse. He happened to be sitting in his boat, staring at the calm, reflective water like he did every other day. A slight breeze blew across the sea, carrying the aroma of saltwater and creating ripples on the surface. Despite the peacefulness, George was in no mood to enjoy the scenery. He had been stationary for hours with his line in the water and not one fish so much as nibbled his bait.
Curse my rotten luck … or dumb luck—same thing really. I go from being a poor smithy in the city to being an even poorer fisherman near the sea. This would be a good move, I thought. Get myself a boat, a net, and a fishing rod. Go somewhere not already crowded with fishing boats. Prosperity is guaranteed, I told Isabell. George sadly shook his head. How could I have known water didn’t necessarily mean fish?
Dusk began to settle upon the land, prompting George to call it quits for the day. He cursed his misfortunes some more while grabbing an oar from the bottom of his boat and angrily thrusting the wooden paddle in the sea—POP! Instead of sinking easily, his oar connected with something solid, yet yielding.
George reflexively pulled back his oar, then peered over the side of the boat and into the water. Something big and dark floated just below the surface.
What the hell is that?
Overwhelming curiosity caused George to reach in the water and grasp the large object without even thinking about his actions. It felt slimy to the touch, repulsive. George ignored the offensive sensation and dug in his fingers. He pulled, only to discover the item weighed more than he had guessed. What the hell is this? A baby whale? George repositioned himself in order to put a bit more effort into pulling. His second attempt—aided by much grunting and straining—proved fruitful. Both he and whatever he hauled out of the water fell inside the boat.
“Holy hell!” fell from George’s mouth as he gawked at what now shared his boat. He scampered all the way to the bow of the boat, putting as much distance between him and what appeared to be (Lucifer’s goldfish!) some demonic breed of fish.
The creature had catfish like whiskers and sported a pair of spiraled horns atop its sloping head. Spikes lined its protruding spine. The thing was oval in shape, fitted with long fins and an even longer tail. Lastly, the huge fish was black and red in color, making George assume it might be poisonous—or demonic.
He sat within the bow of his boat, paralyzed. His heart pounded against his ribcage at eighty miles per hour. Before George could settle on his next course of action, the fish moaned.
“Dear Lord in heaven,” George exclaimed.
The fish’s eyes flew open. George thought his voice had alerted the fish, but sometime later he would wonder if mentioning the Lord had startled the fish awake. George never learned what caused the fish to emerge from unconsciousness, but there it lay, staring at him with serpentine pupils.
George trembled as he slowly stood to his feet. The two mile swim back to shore was impossible to manage, but he intended on attempting the feat anyway. What alternative did he have? Stay in the boat with that monstrosity? No way. George quickly faced the water and prepared to dive in, but the huge fish spoke at the last moment. “Wait!” it commanded.
George halted, mid-spring. Astonishment had him frozen in place.
“Leave me here and I’ll surely die,” the fish stated in a baritone voice. Its gills opened and closed weakly as if to prove its point. “You saved my life by pulling me from the water while I was unconscious, but if you go off and leave me in this boat, your kindness would have been for naught.”
George slowly turned to face the fish. “You can talk?”
The fish chuckled, and in doing so, it flashed two rows of razor sharp teeth. “No time to explain such a thing now. You must get me back into the water as soon as possible.”
“How do I know this isn’t a trick?” George asked as he gaped at those outrageous teeth in the fish mouth. “How do I know you won’t eat me when I get too close?”
“A fisherman afraid the fish might consume him—ironies of ironies. If the possibility of such an outcome bothers you then I make you this promise: I will not eat you. On my word.”
George considered those words. Was it wise to trust the wicked looking thing?
“Please,” the fish pleaded in its booming voice.
George groaned while carefully making his way over to the fish. “Don’t eat me, I beg of you.”
“I won’t.”
George scrutinized the fish, trying to discern the best way to grip the devilish creature without being stabbed by either horns or spikes. Thankfully I didn’t grab onto any of those sharp diddlybobs when I pulled it from the water. In the end, he placed his hands on the fish’s soft underbelly—which proved sickening to the touch and caused the man to cringe inside. The boat sunk a bit as George rolled the fish onto the stern, then bobbed up once the fish had been pushed over into the water. The creature produced a tremendous splash upon its return to the sea.
While the fish swam laps through the water, George noticed a substance the color of ink seeping from its head. The thing is bleeding, he realized. Must’ve received a gash when I hit it with my oar.
Once the fish had acclimated to the water, it returned to the boat’s side. The creature’s fearsome face emerged from the sea. “Thank you for your kindness,” it said while the whiskers on its face waved through the air. “My name is Faugder. I am a child of the Prince.”
“Hi there … Faugder is it? My name is George Anderman.”
“Well George, if there is anything I can do to repay you for what you’ve done, don’t hesitate to ask. I’m sure my father will reward you handsomely for saving one of his.”
George quickly shook his head. “Oh, no. I don’t think I’ll—”
“Maybe you don’t have anything you desire right now,” Faugder said, “but if anything comes to mind, return to this spot and repeat the following phrase: Faugder, Faugder in the sea, come, I pray thee, here to me. For my life, as good as it is, wills not as I’d have it will.”
“Okay, simple enough,” George said with no intentions of ever repeating those words.
Faugder bade the man a good day before making its way to the darkest depths. A trail of blood followed.
 
***
 
Sometime later, long after the sun had set along the western horizon, George entered his wretched little shanty. His grimy faced children peered from where they sat at the table—a piece of plywood balanced atop four stones—and the four of them groaned collectively when they realized he had no fish … again.
“Surprise, surprise,” Matthew—the oldest—said sarcastically.
Mark plopped back into his homemade chair. “I’m tired of eating cabbage soup every night,” he cried. “Can’t we move back to our old home in the city? At least we had scraps of meat every once in a while.”
“You children show your father some respect,” Isabell said as she walked over to the table with a large, wooden bowl of soup in one hand, and six smaller bowls in the other. “He does his best to put food on this table. Others would kill for a bowl of cabbage soup.”
“No, they’re right. We’d have been better off if we stayed in the city,” George grumbled. He walked over to the table and claimed his seat. “I did discover the reason why I’ve never seen a fish in those waters, however. While preparing to come home, I accidentally struck this massive fish atop its head with my oar. I don’t know what I was thinking, but I pulled the thing into the boat only to come face to face with a monster of some sort. Wife, the thing was huge! Rows of razor sharp teeth filled the fish’s mouth, and it spoke in a deep, booming voice.”
“The fish spoke?”
“Yes! Took me by surprise, too, but the thing spoke—eloquently even. Wife, I have never seen the likes of such a creature. The monstrosity must’ve fed until it emptied the sea of fish.”
“How frightening!” Isabell exclaimed.
“Father, I’ve read about such a fish in my storybooks,” Rachael stated. “Talking fish are known to grant the desires of one’s heart. Maybe you should have asked for an abundance of riches.”
“Actually, it offered to repay me for my kindness—”
The children gasped from premature joy.
“Be still your excitement! You did not bear witness to this monster. To get away from there with my life was all I desired.”
Delight quickly turned to audible disappointment. Isabell intervened by saying, “Enough. Eat your soup.”
The grumblings eventually gave way to slurping and the sound of wooden spoons clopping against bowls. Amidst his dining, George scanned their home—a place not fit to serve as the king’s doghouse. Cracked walls allowed wind to enter leisurely; sometimes whistling as it came and went. The floor was nothing more than swept soil, and the establishment consisted of one room.
“The fish did proclaim to be a son of a prince,” George thought aloud. “Perhaps it meant to repay me with gold.”
The kids’ excitement reemerged.
Isabell, on the other hand, shook her head. “We have everything we need right here.”
“Aw, Mother!” the children cried.
“I understand what you mean,” George said. “Nevertheless, we have had to do without much our entire lives. What’s the harm in seeing what kind of reward the fish has to offer? Yes!” He pushed away from the table and stood to his feet. “I’m going to see if the fish is what it claims to be.”
The children erupted into cheering while their father made his way to the front door. Mark and the youngest child, Catherine, jumped to their feet and began to do a little jig.
“Husband, do be careful,” Isabell yelled over the ruckus.
 
***
 
George examined the water as he rowed out to where he unintentionally bludgeoned the fish. Something was wrong. The sea, which had been crystal clear and reflective hours ago, was now a murky yellow-green color. George recalled seeing black blood pouring from the devilish fish’s head. He wondered if the incident had somehow altered the water’s color.
I’m sure things will be back to normal soon enough.
After George deemed he had rowed far enough, the oars were put away. He took a deep, steadying breath before calling out, “Faugder, Faugder in the sea, come, I pray thee, here to me. For my life, as good as it is, wills not as I’d have it will.”
For a long time, nothing happened. The wind blew and the boat rocked amid the waves, but no magical fish appeared. George was beginning to believe he had been fooled—by a talking fish, no less—and was getting ready to return home. Then came a tremendous splash in the discolored water. George shrieked and fell back into the boat when Faugder’s scaly face emerged from the water, whiskers waving wildly in the air. The thing snapped its teeth hungrily. “How may I be of service to you?” the horned fish asked in its still booming voice.
George took a moment to gather his wits before crawling over to the side of the boat on which Faugder swam. “Uh, well, great fish … you said if there was anything you could do to repay me for my kindness I was to come here and let you know.”
“That I did,” Faugder said.
“Well, my family and I live in this filthy shack, not really a home as far as homes go. Is there some way you could provide us with a cottage? Nothing fancy. Maybe three bedrooms, a kitchen, and I’ve heard they have this thing called a living room—a place dedicated for socializing. If there is any way—”
“Go home,” Faugder said. “Your desire has been granted.”
A baffled expression overcame George’s face. “Already done? How?”
“I am a son of the Prince, and he has much power at his disposal. I must warn you though. I did you this favor in return for you showing me kindness, but if you ever return asking for another blessing, a soul is the price.”
“A soul?” George asked, now feeling uneasy.
“Yes, a soul,” Faugder replied. “In return for his services, my father requires a soul. You sit in your boat balking, but does not this God you pray to require the promise of your soul in exchange for His services? My father is simply asking for what you already give away freely. Why not make a profit?”
Of course, George thought fearfully. This is some sort of devil fish. It claims that its father is a prince. Sure he is—the Prince of Darkness!
George did his best not to let his emotions show. “What you say is fair.”
“Very well. If you need me again, you know where to find me.” And with that being said, Faugder dived beneath the putrid water.
 
***
 
An hour later, George—his mouth agape from surprise—stood in front of what appeared to be his home. “Did I get turned around when walking through the woods?” he asked as he stared at the manicured lawn with its cobblestone walkway leading up to a fine looking cottage. Chickens strutted about the front yard. He heard ducks quacking from a pond located in the back. On the left hand side of the house sat a decent size vegetable garden from which many delicacies sprouted—none of which were cabbages.
Go home. It is done. How? George wondered as he strolled dreamily up the walkway.
His new home consisted of beautiful stone and mortar—which meant no more unscheduled visits from the wind. His roof had been professionally thatched with fine straw, and planters filled with lovely flowers hung from the window sills. George took hold of the brass doorknob connected to his sturdy door and twisted. He barely got a foot across the threshold before Isabell ran over and wrapped him in a constricting embrace. His children cried out, “Father!”
“Look at what you’ve done, you wonderful man you!” Isabell cried into his blouse. “We were seated around our old table, and all of a sudden this beauty sprang up from nowhere. I don’t know what you did, or how, but thank you so much!”
“You’re welcome,” George managed to utter.
For two weeks, the Anderman’s enjoyed their new home with its three bedrooms and fancy furnishings. They relished meals—now provided several times a day—which included a meat and two sides, and they all partook of the living room dedicated to socializing. By the third week, however, grumblings began.
“Father, why do I have to share a room with Mark?” Matthew asked, ignoring how all six of them had been sharing one room not long ago. At dinner, Rachael groaned, “Chicken, again?” Catherine tired of helping her mother tend the garden, and Mark had already thrown a stone through one of the living room windows. Even George displayed ungrateful behavior. In the beginning, he was content to live in such comfort for the rest of his life, and Isabell agreed wholeheartedly, but George began to doubt his choice.
Why didn’t I ask for something bigger? Everyone could have had their own room. And Rachael is right about us eating nothing but chicken and duck every day. Damn. I should’ve thought more about my request. I finally get a chance to change our lives and the best I can think to ask for is a cottage.
George stewed in his regret and questioned his intelligence until he decided something had to be done. His solution? Visit devilish Faugder. The only foreseeable problem happened to be paying the fish’s price of a soul; an obstacle George did not know if he could overcome.
Do I dare hand over my soul in exchange for material gain? he wondered.
Selling his soul. George feared the notion, but no alternative had been presented to him. While grappling with the terrible choice before him, Mark cried out, “Father! Matthew locked the door to our room and won’t let me in!” George opened his mouth to shout a response, but his words were halted by a startling notion.
Faugder never said my soul had to be offered up, and why should it? I’ve been providing for this family for years and not once have those kids showed any gratitude. Why lose my soul only to have them still be unappreciative? If we’re to have more, they should pay the price.
The more George pondered the situation, the more justified his reasoning seemed.
Okay, the children should pay, George thought, but which child will it be?
 
***
 
“Father, what’s wrong with the water?” Matthew asked as he and George rowed out into the sea.
George replied, “I don’t know.” But he had some idea. He imagined somewhere in the vast body of water, a hellish fish swam around with a bloody wound on its head. Nothing else could account for the dark blue—somewhat purplish—and gray water they rowed along on. George did not even think what they traveled on constituted as water anymore. The sea had become thick like molasses. Rowing had nearly become impossible. Nevertheless, after a ridiculous amount of time, the two arrived at the designated rendezvous spot.
“Is this where you met the fish?” Matthew asked when his father retracted the oars.
“Yes.”
“Think you might ask for a horse and carriage? It’d be swell if we had a means of traveling on land. Maybe I could even drive sometime.”
“Maybe.”
George rose to his feet in the unsteady boat and scrutinized the water. “Faugder, Faugder in the sea,” he called out, “come, I pray thee, here to me. For my life, as good as it is, wills not as I’d have it will.”
For quite some time, the two men waited. “Maybe you recited the spell wrong,” Matthew stated.
George shook his head. “Patience.”
The two of them waited a bit more. Matthew opened his mouth to suggest his father try summoning the fish again, but his words fell dead on his tongue for the water made a nauseating sucking sound as the devil fish emerged from the water. “Oh, shit!” Matthew exclaimed as he proceeded to cower in the boat.
A smirk appeared on George’s face. He delighted in witnessing someone besides himself sport a yellow spine when faced with the horrifying Faugder, son of the Prince (of Darkness).
Faugder gave Matthew a passing glance with those serpentine eyes of its and eventually let its sights settle on George. “I expected another visit from you, but not so soon. Am I to assume the cottage and everything accompanying it no longer satisfies you?”
“Don’t misunderstand me. Everything is lovely, more than I expected, but apparently there’s still more we need.”
“Declare your desire.”
“My family and I desire to live in a palace.”
“And a horse and carriage,” Matthew said under his breath.
George shushed his son.
“Very well.” Faugder’s sights swept over Matthew before returning to George. “I assume you’ve brought payment.”
The man nodded.
“Throw it in then.”
“Throw it in?” George asked, obviously confused. “Into the water? I thought we might make a vow and be on our way.”
Faugder laughed heartily, causing both men to flinch. “Your credit is no good here!” the fish bellowed in the midst of its laughter. “My father desires his payment up front.”
“How much is the payment?” Matthew whispered to his father.
George shook his head. “Nothing we can’t afford,” he said while pondering his options. He chose his oldest son, Matthew, because the boy would have seen sixteen summers come June. Even at the age of fifteen Matthew thought too much of himself. In another year or two, the boy would be a man, challenging his father’s authority even more than he had been. While he, George, grew old and frail, his son became big and strong. George would not remain head of the household if Matthew ever decided to exude his dominance.
I never thought I would be responsible for the loss of my child’s life, he lamented. I figured by selling his soul, he would come to a tragic end in another two or three years. To have him taken from me now …. Do I dare?
“Well, what do you say?” the fish asked.
George gulped loudly, swallowing his fear and guilt. “You have a deal.” He pretended to reach for their belongings laying at the bottom of the boat, wanting to convince Matthew the purse was his goal. Instead of retrieving the small sack containing no money, George grabbed the oar’s handle and took a deep breath before bringing the makeshift weapon up with tremendous force. WHACK! The flat side of the oar impacted with Matthew’s skull, creating a reverberation that traveled up the stick and into George’s arms. He immediately dropped the instrument in hopes to stop the revolting feeling.
Faugder grinned, flashing those knife like teeth of its. “My father shall be pleased. Throw the sacrifice into the water and return home. Your family will be standing before the door of your palace.”
George did not speak. He simply walked over to his unconscious son, grabbed him under his arms, and heaved him into the sea where the boy sunk like a stone. “Dear God, forgive me,” he whispered as tears spilled over the rims of his eyes.
The fish dived. Seconds later, the water churned violently, nearly knocking George overboard. Once blood rose to the top of the dark blue—somewhat purplish—gray water, George could no longer stand. He collapsed to the bottom of the boat. “My God!” He fumbled for the oars, took hold of them, and placed them in the rowing stations. George traveled through the thick water as fast as possible, eager to be away from the site of his heinous crime.
 
***
 
George staggered through the woods, having run all the way from the shore. He eventually came upon his home and saw it was as Faugder had prophesied. His family, bubbling with excitement, stood on the steps of their new stone palace. Then George’s haggard face came into view and concern arose.
Isabell reached for her husband as he neared the steps. “Where is my son? Where is Matthew?”
“He drowned!” George cried.
Gasps erupted all around him. “What do you mean he drowned?” Isabell asked as tears welled up in her eyes.
“He drowned,” the man reiterated as he joined his family in their grief. “We rowed out into the sea to meet with the fish. After it granted our request, we began to row back. On our return trip, a large wave appeared out of nowhere and flipped the boat. We both went over.” George indicated the clothes he had the mind to soak once he reached the shore. “Matthew did not surface. I searched for him, I swear I searched as long as possible, but he vanished. My firstborn! He drowned.”
George’s words were a lie, of course, but his grief was real. For this reason, no one thought to question his story.
 
***
 
The Anderman’s period of mourning eventually ended, allowing them to enjoy the stone palace they now called their home. Every day, they admired the large foyer with its hanging crystal chandelier, and they cherished the marble covering the floors of the palace. A multitude of servants came along with their new home, people who willingly waited on the Anderman’s hand and foot. Beautiful tapestries covered the walls. Furniture crafted from pure gold adorned every room. In addition to the grand furnishings, a never ending supply of food filled their cupboards—a smorgasbord of delicacies.
The outside of the palace complemented the wondrous inside. A large courtyard—containing splendid carriages and stalls for horses and cows (a feature Matthew would have loved)—surrounded the Anderman’s home. Isabell’s garden grew from a vegetable patch placed alongside a cottage to an orchard filled with beautiful flowers and fruit trees. A forest stood nearby—half a mile long—filled with elk, deer, rabbits, and many more species any nature lover would covet.
“Did I not tell you this would be a good move?” George asked Isabell as they took a stroll through her garden one day. “And you wanted to remain in the cottage.”
She shrugged her shoulders. “I suppose. But don’t you think this is a bit much?” And they lost their oldest son in the process of procuring their palace, but Isabell was too good of a wife to mention such a thing.
“A bit much? If anything, it’s not enough.” He held his hand outward, indicating the large land they owned. “This is but a tiny fraction of what the world has to offer. Why should we be reduced to settling for this alone? Isabell, I could be king! Ruler over this and much more. You would become queen! Think about the perks associated with such titles.”
“King and queen?” Isabell asked. The notion terrified her. “George, you’re shooting for the stars when the treetops would do.” The woman took his hands into hers and gazed lovingly into his eyes. “You and the kids are all I need and all I’ve ever needed—children I barely come across anymore. This place is enormous. I don’t even know where to find them, and they don’t care to come find us.
“You need not visit the fish anymore, George. Let’s be content with what we have.”
George considered his wife’s advice. Wisdom filled her words and he knew this initially, but a voice intruded his thoughts. What are you doing? This bitch trying to hold you back. She’s always held you back. Do you think you all lived in a shack because of you? No. You worked harder than anyone alive and still had nothing. She’s at fault. She’s responsible for your previous lack of success.
He never observed the situation from such a viewpoint, but George figured he (the foreign voice) might be on to something. Isabell had been anchoring him to a life of squalor. Now his wife was acting as dead weight again. ‘You’re shooting for the stars when the treetops would do’, she said.
Well, isn’t she a sly one, he thought.
George forced himself to smile. “Whatever you want,” he finally told her.
Isabell breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you,” she said as they continued their walk.
About a week later, George—and the voice now dwelling within him—came upon Rachael alone in the stables. “Hi, father,” she said before refocusing on her horse, Rachael’s most prized possession.
“Good day, daughter.”
“You need me?” Rachael asked as she brushed her mare’s silky coat.
George glanced about the stable to ensure no one else was about. “As a matter of fact, there is something you could do for me.” After seeing the coast was clear, he removed the hatchet and burlap sack from behind his back. Rachael had been chosen for the sacrifice out of pure elimination. Mark was his only surviving son, and a king needed an heir. Catherine was the youngest of them all. This left the second born to die so George’s dreams could be fulfilled.
“Pray tell, father.”
No one will even miss her, George reasoned as he stalked his daughter, who had yet to look up from her chore. Like Isabell said. We barely even see them nowadays. After closing the distance, he raised his hatchet. “All I need you to do is … die!” As he spoke that last venom filled word, George brought his weapon down with tremendous force.
 
***
 
“Faugder, Faugder in the sea, come, I pray thee, here to me. For my life, as good as it is, wills not as I’d have it will.”
George stared out at the sea while he waited. The water had become dark gray in color. It bubbled like boiling soup. Noxious gases escaped the bursting bubbles, filling the air with a terrible stench. George took all this in stride. He thought of himself as a man on a mission, and sea life conservation did not make his agenda.
Eventually, Faugder appeared at the top of the water. “My good friend George,” the fish said. “My! You are ambitious, aren’t you?”
“I want to be king.” George bent over, grabbed his bloody burlap sack, and tossed everything overboard. Rachael’s butchered body was swallowed by the boiling water. “Here’s your payment.”
“Go home, for you are king,” a sneering Faugder said as it slowly descended into the water.
 
***
 
Hours after his meeting with Faugder, King George reclined on his magnificent throne. Opulently clad soldiers stood on either side of his dais while a handmaiden knelt nearby feeding him grapes. As he relished his supremacy, the gigantic double doors to his throne room flew open. A page scampered into the great hall and announced, “Queen Isabell approaches!” The soldiers went to attention. Everyone else—with the exception of King George—bowed their heads.
A single glance at his wife told the king she was displeased. Isabell, her face flushed with anger, stormed into the throne room. Handmaidens hurried along to maintain pace, doing their best to carry the train attached to the Queen’s extravagant gown.
“What have you done?” she bellowed. “You assured me this would not happen!”
King George pretended to admire his fingernails. “I did, then I thought things over. Why not do it if it is within my power to do so?”
“You son-of-a-bitch!” Queen Isabell spat.
The king sat upright. His anger now matched his wife’s. “Be careful how you speak to your king!”
“You’re no king of mine,” she said, coming to a stop when the king’s personal guards came to stand in her way. “You’re a fisherman who lived in a shanty by the sea before you went and sold your soul to the devil.”
“The soul was not mine, my dear,” King George said with a smirk.
“You bastard! What happened to Matthew? Where is Rachael? What have you done with my children?”
“Guards! Take her away!”
“WHAT DID YOU DO TO MY CHILDREN?” Queen Isabell shrieked as the guards grabbed her by her arms and drug her away. “WHAT DID YOU DO TO MY CHILDREN?”
 
***
 
Two days later, the youngest child Catherine screamed while being thrown into the now black, but still boiling sea. A strong wind continually blew about the place. “I want to be emperor,” King George said.
“You are emperor,” Faugder said before going below the water to feast on the cooked child.
Later that evening, Emperor George tossed Mark into the shallow end of the sea for he feared rowing out. The water boiled while gigantic waves rose up and came crashing down. A strong gust of wind blew across the land, tearing leaves from their trees and whipping the vegetation through the air. Clouds edged in red filled the sky. Thunder rumbled overhead, and lightning flashed. Emperor George had never witnessed such a ghastly sight, but he was not deterred for good old Faugder was gracious enough to come near the shore.
“I want to be pope!” Emperor George screamed to be heard over nature and his wailing child.
“Are you shitting me?” Faugder asked with a laugh. “You? The Pope?”
“Have I reached beyond the limit of your father’s power?”
Faugder was not amused, mainly because it had grown weary of George’s haughtiness. “No, not at all,” the fish stated calmly. “You may return home, Pope George.”
The pope had no need for children—which proved fortunate since he no longer had any—and he no longer had room in his life for a significant other. Isabell had been thrown out into the streets of his makeshift Vatican City. By the next day, George decided the life of a pope was dreadfully boring.
Why should I dedicate all my time to God when I can become God, he asked himself. All I need is the proper sacrifice.
He had a person in mind. Pope George the Fourth—he added a number to his title because he thought it added a bit more prestige—sent forth emissaries to locate his wife. He did not tell them why he wanted her, or ask them to retrieve her for him. George feared what those around him would do if they knew what he was truly about. He simply wanted knowledge of her whereabouts. So George waited several, agonizing days until someone came back with a report.
“I caught sight of her walking through the woods,” the clergyman said. “I believe she was making her way to the sea.”
Pope George the Fourth smiled a wicked smile. Good, he thought. She’s saving me the trouble of having to carry her carcass to the coast.
 
***
 
Isabell held an arm before her bowed head as she fought to walk against the hurricane like wind. The worst storm she had ever seen was taking place. Lightning constantly lit up the pitch black sky while thundered roared as a lion. Nearby mountains shook and boulders crashed into the sea. Humongous black waves capped with white foam rose until they touched the heavens, then down they came—BOOM!
Dear God, the sea! she thought as she peeked from behind an arm. Surely it is outraged with the blood of my children.
Isabell’s intention had been to walk right into the sea and join her beloveds, but a shrill shriek caused her to turn around. Standing at the edge of the woods was Pope George the Fourth. His precious miter—or big ass pope hat in layman’s term—sat askew on his head, allowing stray strands of hair to emerge. His clothing billowed in the wind, and his unnaturally wide eyes completed his madman appearance.
“Faugder, Faugder in the sea, come, I pray thee, here to me. For my life, as good as it is, wills not as I’d have it will.” After reciting the summoning spell, Pope George the Fourth tilted his head at an awkward angle, let loose a maniacal laugh, and then charged—a run weakened considerably by the harsh wind—across the sandy beach.
Isabell turned and fled from the man she once loved with all her heart. Not too long ago, she had been a peasant living near the sea. Her life was not an easy one, but she had found contentment. Now her precious children were dead and her husband possessed—all for the sake of power and wealth.
The woman made her way to the water, high stepping her way in, but the sea quickly spit her back out. George arrived to pick his drenched wife up. “Here you are again, trying to hold me back from my destiny!” He brought the back of his hand across his wife’s face, forcefully. She cried out as she fell into the surf. When George leaned down to pick her up again, she kicked him in the leg with all her might, causing him howl and to drop to one knee. The incoming waves pushed him over onto his side.
Isabell managed to stand to her feet despite being bombarded by water and howling wind. She hiked up her soaked dress and made her way over to George who attempted to rise. “You bastard!” she cried out as she kicked him in the head. When he fell back into the water, she kicked out again, but he took hold of her ankle the second time. He screamed ferociously as he pushed her away, causing her to fall backwards into the water.
George, who had lost his hat some time ago, climbed to his feet and stalked toward his wife. Spray from the black sea continued to wash over him. The surf lapped at his ankles. “You have defied your king,” George said as rivulets of water ran down his menacing face, “but you will not defy your God.” He lunged through the air and landed atop Isabell. She did her best to push him off, but her husband possessed a strength not even he knew he had. George wrapped both his hands around her neck and squeezed, while pushing her head beneath the ever fluctuating water.
“You won’t be around to hold me back anymore!” he yelled.
Amidst all the chaos, Faugder arrived. With all its speed—which was a great deal—the fish swam over to where the couple wrestled on the shore. It leapt through the air, and before either combatant became aware of the fish’s presence, George had been snapped up in Faugder’s wicked teeth. The top half of the man’s body disappeared. Without a moment of hesitation, Faugder flopped back around—because the water on the shore was not deep enough for swimming—and gobbled up George’s blood spewing lower half. “I was really starting to dislike you,” the fish said around a mouth full of gore.
Isabell immediately sat up straight, rising from the surf like one of the dead rising from its grave. She coughed and sputtered in an attempt to dislodge the water from her nasal passage and throat. Once steadied, Isabell looked up and spotted the gigantic fish lying on the shore. It appeared to be stuck on its side.
“Dear God, save me!” the woman pleaded as she scrambled to her feet.
Faugder’s whiskers waved about while it observed the woman flee—an escape impeded by blowing wind and rushing water. “A soul has been offered, the debt paid,” Faugder stated in its baritone voice. ”You have a wish to be granted if you so choose.”
Isabell stopped cold. “You’re the fish my husband told me about?”
“That I am.”
“Can I have my family back, as they were?”
“My father does not do refunds.”
The woman threw her hands up in defeat before letting them drop to her sides. “Then let me return to my shack near the sea.”
Faugder grinned, inadvertently flashing its razor sharp teeth. “Go home. It is done.” And with that being said, Faugder floundered about the surf until it caught a wave that carried it back out to sea.
Isabell returned to her familiar shack: tired, wet, alone, and heartbroken. Years later, when the sea went back to normal and both fisherman and fish migrated to that area, she could be found sitting on a rowboat in the middle of the hullabaloo. She never caught any fish. Isabell was no fisherman and she did not claim to be. She would just row out into the sea and stare into the calm, reflective water, daydreaming about what was and what should have been.
 
About the Author
 
Bennie L. Newsome is a writer and graphic designer from Birmingham, Alabama. He is the author of The BoogeyMann (YA humor, horror), Life is no Fairytale (YA humor, romance), and Agape (Christian, fantasy). In addition to his three novels, Bennie’s work has been published in numerous anthologies, including Hallmark’s Thanks, Mom.
 
 



Rum’s Daughter
A retelling of “Rumplestiltskin”
T. Eric Bakutis
 
It was a cold, clear night when Rum watched his child die. Snow hung heavy on the ancient pines of Toroia Wood. Even the howl of the winter wind could not consume Bricka’s anguished cries, the pox eating her fragile yellow skin.
Over and over Rum sent his warmth into her. Each time, a little more of his anima slipped away. Her pox tore at his throat and ripped at his gut, but he would bear all the pain in the world to save his daughter. He would die if she would live.
When at last she slipped away, Rum drew solace from the silence. Her pain had ended. Her brittle skin hung on her bones like so much sackcloth. He spent some time digging in the hard, frozen dirt—the nails on his clawed yellow hands dirty and broken when he finished. When he had made her place suitable, he returned Bricka to the earth. He buried her beside her mother and joined their graves with leaves of silver fern.
Rum curled his yellow body into a ball and closed his muddy eyes. Let the winter freeze him, and the pox strip his bones. He would die here gladly, with his family, under the heavy boughs of Toroia Wood. The harsh men and bitter winter had taken all he loved. Let them take him, too.
When the sun rose and he still lived, Rum understood his mother still needed him. The plagues of man afflicted Toroia Wood yet she, unlike Bricka, might still be saved. Rum spent the day skittering through the forest on his backwards yellow legs, attending to Toroia’s every need. Here, he tended saplings snapped by horses. There, he drew human pestilence from a birthing pool. Through all the mending, Rum worked alone. So far as he knew, he was the last of his kind.
The diseases of men, the despair of fenced cows, and the blind fear of slaughtered pigs had sickened all those birthed by Toroia Wood. The men had savaged and opened her, sawing off her fingers and toes, tearing new wounds with each bite of their saws. Soon they had built a castle inside her, lodged in her great wet throat like a granite spike.
Rum had seen the terrible place only once. He had slipped inside to steal honey, hoping to soothe Bricka’s cough. The castle stood wide and stout, blocks of cut stone that weighed upon each other, built around the bones of a thousand screaming trees.
Glitta, his wife, had once told him humans were blind to the old world. She pitied them that loss, pitied them even as they cut her birthing tree with metal saws. She died with her tree, crumpled in his arms and clutching their daughter.
Rum was crawling on all fours, breathing life into a field of trampled clovers, when the crying assaulted his ears, a pure sound filled with longing and woe. Despite the night’s grief he needed to know the source, and he soon found a human girl weeping by the stream. She wore only a threadbare cloak and simple broken sandals, a poor match for a winter chill as this.
Rum considered leaving her—humans brought nothing but misery and trouble. Yet her sobbing reminded him of Bricka, so recently lost, and so he made himself air and slipped closer. What pain had left her so distraught?
She bore no injuries. Was she cold? Perhaps she had lost a child or a mother. The winter had taken humans along with fairies and their kin. Despite the way men brutalized his Toroia, Rum’s heart went out to her. He hurt for what suffered.
When he could stand her cries no longer, he took the form of a kindly old man. He could sustain this glamour for but a brief time, an aspect of his anima. He approached her in this guise.
“What ails you, dear child?”
Her head whipped about like a startled snake. Cold had reddened her pale skin and she showed teeth bright, but worn. Two wet pits made her eyes, right in the center of her puffy face, and her nose looked like a twig grown the wrong way.
“Who are you?” The girl spoke in suspicion and worry. “I warn you, I have a knife.”
It was always war with humans, always rage or sex or fear. “I mean you no ill, my lady.” He forced a kind, human gaze. “I heard you in mourning. Tell me, why do you cry?”
She rubbed her ruddy nose and sniffled. “King Harold has banished me from the castle.”
“Why?”
“Because of Rosella. Wicked Rosella.” Her blue eyes narrowed. “The princess gorged herself on apple pies, fresh as the sun and all the way from Darrow. They were for the king’s banquet. When the king asked her where they were, she said I stole them!”
The world of men. They took what they wanted, when they wanted, and when their crimes found them they sought others to blame. The lowest of them always bore the consequences.
“What is your name, my lady?”
“Ricka.” She sniffled again. “I’m no lady.”
Rum’s heart fluttered. Ricka. Bricka. So close were the names he suspected the girl was another fairy playing a cruel trick. Yet she looked human. Smelled human. Could his mother have twisted things so strangely, so soon?
Toroia Wood asked much of her children, but she had a generous spirit. Had she sent this discarded daughter to replace his own? She was a strange gift, nothing like he desired, yet already a warm place had opened in his heart.
“Where will you go now? Have you family to take you in?”
“Mum died last year.” She shook her head. “Pa died in the war. The castle was my home.” With that she began to weep once more. “I’m going to die, starving in this wood!”
Rum went to her without thinking, holding her fragile form in his odd man arms. “Hush. You will not die.” He found what he needed in memories from his time with Glitta. “There is a village at the edge of this wood. Ashmount.” 
Ricka sniffled. “I have no family there.”
“There is an inn.”
She pushed away, eyes narrow once more. “Why do you tease me so? I have no gold, no coins to buy supper.”
“Gold.” Yes. The humans treasured the dead substance like his own anima, foolish and stupid, but foolishness was the way of their kind. “If you had gold, would you stay at the inn?”
She huffed. “Of course.”
“Then we must make gold for you.” Rum examined her threadbare cloak, her shorn sheep sweater, her dead cow pants and her rotting sandals. Nothing of the wood, nothing of the earth, nothing he could work with his anima except …
“Your hair.” The tangled brown nest wrapped around her head. “Give me a lock of your hair.”
Her hand went to her belt, to her knife. “What do you want with my hair?”
“I will buy it.” He smiled. “I will trade you gold.”
“You will?” Her eyes widened.
“Just a lock,” he assured her. “Nothing more.”
Indecision held her but a moment, a struggle between worry and hope. Then she pulled her knife from her belt, took her hair in a firm grip, and sawed. She worked hard and grimaced often, but the lock she handed him was half as heavy as Bricka when she died.
“Please, good sir.” She trembled. “I have little else.”
Rum showed her his back. He held the lock of hair in both wrinkled palms, easing his anima into and through it. Strand by strand, her plain brown hair turned to gold.
When he finished weaving his magic, he turned back to her and gave her the lock of golden stands. She almost dropped it. “This is gold!”
“It is yours. None can deny its value. Use it to buy a place at the inn.”
Ricka swallowed. “I could buy an inn with this!”
“Then save it.” This simple solution pleased Rum greatly. “Keep it hidden. Spend the gold only as you need food or lodging until you can find a new home, one that won’t accuse you of stealing pies.”
She nodded and clutched the hair to her shallow chest. “Thank you. Thank you so much. Please, tell me your name.”
Rum grimaced. “I cannot.”
“But why?” Her lips parted in dismay.
Rum dared not tell her that a fairy’s true name gave mortals power of them, no matter how innocent she might seem. “I would not trouble you with a hermit’s simple name.”
“Oh please. I must know you!” She beseeched him with joined hands outstretched. “Who will I thank when I sleep in a warm bed, eating a warm meal?”
Rum smiled. “Thank the forest. Thank Toroia.” Then he turned himself into butterflies.
Such a blatant demonstration was foolish, even reckless, but the artistry and theater reminded Rum of all the games he and Glitta had played together. This was a trick, a fairy trick like those of old, but a kind one. Ricka would tell her children of the kind old butterfly man when she was old and gray.
The forest called to him, anxious with pain, and he soon forgot the girl and her plaintive cries. So many wounds marred the wood. At nightfall he returned to the graves of his family and slept, his grief still fresh, his tears still real, but the thrill of a single life saved tempered the raw pain of their passing.
The girl did not return for many days. She came to the wood again the day Rum tended an injured fox, calling for him. The poor fox had gnawed its own leg off, desperate to escape a cruel metal trap, and it hurt. At Ricka’s call he worked more urgently, focusing his anima with more force than he intended. A new leg spat out of the bloody stump and the fox yelped.
Rum mumbled a dozen apologies as the fox darted off, bushy tail between its legs, but he had returned its leg. How could it complain? He rushed toward the cries.
“Toroia!” Ricka called into the trees. “I must see you!”
Rum found her. He floated about her as air. Talking to her again was foolish—it would only encourage her—yet her name continued to tug at his heart. Ricka, like his Bricka. Against his better judgment, he showed himself once more.
“Toroia!” Her mouth opened wide as she ran to him. “You came!” She threw her arms around him and warmed him like the morning sun. Would his daughter have run to him like this if she had lived three more seasons? Joyous at his return?
“Ricka, I am here.” He brushed her brown hair almost without thinking. “What is it? What is so urgent?”
“The king!” she gushed. “He wants me back!”
Rum dared not believe that. “Rosella revealed her lie?”
“Oh no, not that!” Ricka hugged him tight. “It’s the hair! He saw the hair! He wants me to return to the castle!”
Rum’s anima grew chill as coldest winter. Greed filled the human king, as did avarice and spite. Ricka had run from him, exiled forever. He had never imagined she could go back.
“What did you tell him?”
She pulled away. “Nothing about you. I wouldn’t. I told him I made it.”
“The hair?”
“The gold.” She chewed her lower lip. “I told him I spun my hair into gold. I thought that if he saw it, if he believed I had done it out of devotion to him, he would welcome me back.”
“And he believed you?”
“Oh, yes!” Ricka recovered her earlier exuberance. “I’m headed to the castle now! He’s going to let me live in a tower!”
“No.” Rum stepped forward. “You cannot go to him.”
Ricka just frowned. “Why?”
“He will want more gold.” Rum put steel into his voice. “He will always want more gold.”
Ricka pondered that. “Then, why not make him more?”
More, of course. With these humans, it was always more.
“What I gave you was special,” Rum told her patiently, “a rare gift with a high price. I cannot make such gifts so often as your king will demand.”
Ricka trembled at that. “You can’t? But, Toroia—”
In the distance, frothing horses carried men. Rum sensed them closing. He hushed her with a raised hand. “Run.”
She glanced behind her. “Why? I don’t—”
Rum sensed the arrow before it flew from the trees. He turned himself to air. It thunked into the dirt as a king cursed from the woods, and then men and horses bore down on them. They surrounded Ricka, four of them, three wearing boiled cow. King Harold, the one who had fired the arrow, wore glittering steel. He was a thick, meaty human with a cruel, sharp face. His short brown hair clutched his silver crown like dead, twisted branches.
Ricka cowered from the frothing horses. King Harold forced his enslaved beast around. The weary horse cried as it chewed at the bit.
“Ricka.” Harold fixed her with hard wet pits of brown. “You are mine now.”
“Toroia?” Ricka looked this way and that. “Toroia, help me!”
Rum hated every moment he hid within the air, but he dared not reveal himself. King Harold knew of the fairies of Toroia Wood, as did his soldiers. Dozens had died before they learned that. The humans believed ground up fairy bones offered cures for dozens of ills, and so they did—for all but the fairy. A boiled cow man dragged Ricka onto his horse.
“Toroia!” she called again. “Please!”
Rum cursed himself as they rode away. He could not stop these men, but he could follow them. Soon the great pile of crushing stone rose ahead, dead rocks and tree bones. Rum watched them shove Ricka through the halls. He watched them drag her up the steps and into the tower. He watched King Harold grip her hair so hard he might twist her head off.
When he was done with her, threats made, he locked her in the tower with a dozen bushels of straw. Rum made himself seen again.
“Toroia!” She leapt up and hugged him tight. “The king. He asked me—”
“I heard.” Rum grimaced. “We must get you out of here.”
Rum knelt to open the manacle around her ankle. His hand erupted in fire. He fell into the straw, losing his hollow form and becoming himself. A shriveled body with backward legs.
Ricka gasped. “What is it?”
“Iron.” Rum pushed himself up and spit, angry as a nettled bear. King Harold had consulted the Witchmen of the Ranarok. He had learned the bane of fairies.
“What are you?” Ricka gazed at him with wide eyes.
“Am I hideous?” Rum grinned at her with long white teeth, still reeling from the sting of the iron. “Frightening?”
“No.” Ricka shook her head. “Of course not. But you are not the man you showed yourself to be.”
Rum settled his wrinkled legs beneath his quivering, hairless body. “No.” He sighed. “I suppose not.”
Ricka swallowed. “You heard him. All this straw, gold, all in one night. Or else—”
“Your head is his.” Rum repeated the king’s brutal threat. “A plaything for his daughter.”
“I’m sorry I showed him the hair. This is my fault.”
“I do not blame you.” Rum wiped his brow. “But I cannot free you.”
Her eyes grew wide and wet. “Then am I to die?”
“No.” He had lost Glitta, lost Bricka. He would not lose her. “You will not die.” He meant it before. He meant it now.
The tower held a massive amount of straw, more than he had ever seen. Spinning it all would consume a great deal of his anima, far more than healing a fox or mending a sapling. Yet what did he have to live for save her? Ricka? Bricka?
“Rest tonight, my child.” Rum turned his voice soft and soothing. He touched her lightly with his anima to muddle her mind and ease her fear. “Close your eyes.”
She did. It was easy. Just like that she was asleep.
Rum spent the rest of the night spinning straw into gold, throwing his anima into the work. The grueling task hurt him greatly, but on the morrow the tower swelled with human greed. The effort left him forever diminished, half what he had been before, and he would never recover—but Ricka would live.
Boots sounded on the tower stairs. Rum made himself air and stepped to the wall. The tower door crashed open.
“You did it.” King Harold gaped at the tower filled with gold. His steel had vanished. Now, he wore a dozen murdered wolves. “Up, you slattern!”
He shook Ricka. She stirred. She scrambled away from his clutching arms and greedy grin. “What do you want?”
Harold threw his arms out and spun, taking in the glory of his golden tower. “You did it! You made all this straw gold!”
Ricka looked about, mouth agape. “I did!”
Rum prayed his plan would work. Harold would never let Ricka go—he knew that—but once the king opened the iron manacle he could spirit them both away.
Ricka stood. “It’s done? I’m free?” She trembled and clutched herself.
Harold stared about the tower with a familiar gleam in his eye. The tower held enough wealth to buy King Harold’s subjects five hundred harvest festivals, but Rum knew the gold would not be spent for such. It would buy the king’s horses and Princess Rosella’s gilded toys.
Harold walked to the metal peg still locked into the floor. He produced a key. Rum readied himself and then choked on dismay. Harold simply turned the key, removed the peg, and picked up the iron chain. The manacle remained on Ricka’s ankle.
“You’re coming with me,” he said.
Ricka looked beaten. “To where?”
“The western tower.” Her brutally jerked on the iron chain.
Ricka followed him meekly and Rum thought no worse of her. Harold had trained her, abused her, broken her like all the other animals in his castle. Rum evaluated Harold and the manacle at every step. He would save his daughter, but how?
The next tower held twice as much straw as the first. Harold locked the peg into the floor and then took Ricka’s chin in one thick hand. He squeezed her face hard enough to turn her red.
“All gold, by tomorrow.” He devoured her with his eyes. “Or I’ll let my guards have you, and then I’ll take your head.”
Rum almost cut him down right then and there. A single lick of anima would poison Harold’s blood or boil his skin, yet he restrained himself with a great effort. Toroia, his mother, taught that murder was sin. Disappointing her would be more painful than chewing off his own hand. He would die first.
After Harold left, Rum made himself seen again.
“I’ll never be free.” Ricka wept. “We’re doomed.”
“Don’t despair.” Rum marched around the straw-filled tower, backward legs bending slightly lower than usual. He felt sick. He had spent too much of himself in the prior night.
“If we spin this tower, he will only ask for more.” Rum grimaced. “I cannot spin forever.”
“What will happen to you?”
“I will end, as all things must end.”
Ricka scrambled toward him and then tripped at the length of her chain. “No. You can’t die.”
“I do not plan too,” he assured her, though he feared this an idle boast. “Test the manacle. Can you open it?”
Ricka sat, and tugged, and pulled with all her might. She shook her head and despaired.
Rum sighed. “Then I must spin this straw.”
“No! You cannot!”
“I will not let his guards have you.” A seething disgust filled Rum as he imagined men doing to Ricka as they lusted to do, always. Brutal, carnal, evil.
Ricka sniffled. “Why are you so concerned with me?”
“Because I had a daughter, days ago.” Rum’s muddy eyes grew wet. “Now she’s gone.”
Ricka cast about for any hope. “There must be another way.”
“There’s not.” Rum put her to sleep.
The night’s work taxed him even more than the last. By the morning Rum barely had enough anima to make himself air. His throat bled, his stomach churned, and his brittle bones swelled, hollow and sore. His skin peeled like bark on a dead tree.
King Harold opened his tower and chortled. “My golden slattern! My treasure trove!” He pulled Ricka to her feet and hugged her. “You’ve done it, you wonderful little whore!”
“Now let me go,” Ricka pleaded.
“No.” King Harold shoved her to the ground with a grand smile. “I have other towers. You will spin for me until your fingers bleed, or I’ll feed you to my dogs.”
Rum pulled himself from the air. “King Harold.”
King Harold’s eyes widened with delight. He pulled a heavy sword from his belt and raised it. Iron. Of course.
“Rather puny, aren’t you?” Harold frowned.
“It is I who spun this straw to gold, I who made all you see here.” Rum kept himself up through sheer willpower, trembling like a leaf. “It is I who you must imprison, not Ricka.”
King Harold licked his lips. “I know this, of course. I am not a foolish man.”
“Fool or not, I cannot spin unless you let me rest.” Rum kept his tone even. “When I am rested I will make more gold.”
“No.” King Harold’s eyes hardened. “You will flee as soon as I show my back. I know how you fairies work. I have read all the Witchman scrolls. You are free to come and go as you wish, so long as I don’t speak your true name.”
“Correct.”
“So give it.” Harold’s brown pits glittered with greed and lust. “Give me your true name, so I may bind you to me. Do this, and I will release your slattern.”
Ricka just stared at him, eyes brimming with tears. She said nothing, and Rum did not expect she would. He was old, spent, lost. She had so much to live for.
“Agreed,” Rum said. “When she is gone from your palace three days, I will give you my name. My true name.”
Harold snapped his fingers to someone outside the door, and a cowering servant rushed in with another manacle. “You will wear this.”
“Iron hurts me. It will not compel me.”
“I know that. Now know this. I will wait your three days, but only if you wear this manacle. Now.”
Rum sighed. “As you wish.” He did not scream when the servant fixed the manacle on his ankle, though he wished too.
Satisfied, Harold kicked the servant. “Unlock her pin.”
The servant did so. Ricka watched Rum as she stood, free once more. “Please. Toroia--”
“That’s not my name,” he reminded her gently.
Harold shoved her toward the door. “You are exiled from my kingdom. Go, now, before I change my mind.”
“That is not acceptable!” Rum straightened in his iron manacle. Pain filled his leg. “You have two towers full of gold and more promised! Give her a bushel to make a new life!”
Harold looked around the tower. He snorted and then laughed. “A bushel? Fine. One bushel of gold for my own spinning fairy.”
He grabbed a clump of golden straw and tossed it at Ricka. She stumbled when she caught it, finding the treasure heavier than she expected, but Rum remained certain it would save her.
“Go,” Rum said.
She lowered her head, sniffled, and strode meekly from the tower. Relieved she did not argue, Rum relaxed. He remained too weak to influence her with his anima.
Their pact complete, Harold slammed the tower door. Rum fell into sleep, manacle tearing at his leg. Over the next two days he dreamed of Glitta and Bricka, his home and his love, yet Bricka had faded from his mind and Ricka lived there now. She hugged him, laughed him with, nursed him when he was sick. She became his life, his and Glitta’s, and that life was wonderful.
On the morning of the third day, Harold entered the tower and kicked Rum hard. Rum howled as the dreams faded, clutching at his wife and daughter to no avail.
“Three days.” Harold crossed his arms. “Say your name.”
Rum pushed himself up, burning with fever and pain, thinking only of his distant daughter. “Rumplestiltskin.”
“I bind you, Rumplestiltkin, as my servant, so long as we both shall live.”
Harold knew the words. The cursed Witchman scrolls had ruined so many of Rum’s kind. Invisible chains bound his wrists and ankles, chains that burned far hotter than iron. He would never have them off, but at least Ricka lived free. Ricka lived and she remembered him.
“It’s done?” There was someone beyond the tower door.
“Done.” Harold beamed. “You played him like a harp, my darling. Can you imagine? Our very own fairy!”
“How wonderful!” Smirking with delight, Princess Rosella strode into the tower. She walked with fluid grace, clad in fine red silks, but Rum still recognized a smell he knew, a smell he loved, even without her threadbare cloak or tattered sandals.
Princess Rosella fixed Rum with the gaze one lavished upon a prize horse, the gaze one lavished upon a possession, not a person. Her ruddy face was made up now, her brown hair bound and braided, but he could not mistake her for anyone else.
“I think he just figured it out.” She covered her mouth. “Oh look. He’s crying!”
 
***
 
Times were good for the people of Ashmount and Darrow, Glade Castle and Rosella Keep. The kingdom of Harold the Mighty grew, castles upon castles, towns upon towns. Its many industries soon devoured Toroia Wood. The graves of Rum’s wife and daughter were planted and plowed. No one heard any of the screams.
Rum spun gold as often as King Harold compelled him, hovering ever on the edge of death and life. The human king and his wretched scrolls knew exactly how much he could hurt and not die. He had no life but agony.
One day, after Princess Rosella had entertained her fifteenth suitor of the evening, Rum made himself seen with great effort. “Why did you do this? Are you incapable of love?”
Rosella arched a brow. “Oh, but I do love you. My darling fairy. You are here, with me. Your loving daughter.”
“My daughter is dead,” Rum said bitterly. “I would join her would you but let me. Why must you torment me? Greed? Sadism?”
Rosella’s voice grew hard. “You ungrateful little pig.”
“Ungrateful?” Rum grew baffled.
“Your forest is ash. Your people are dead. You would be but dirt on the wind had we not saved you, sheltered you. We kept you alive!”
“This?” Rum’s voice cracked. “This is not life. There are things older than me in this world, things that will remember your sin and your spite. One day, they will tell the world.”
Rosella tittered. “Will they?” She gripped his beard and pulled him close. “I’ve already commissioned a wonderful writer to tell the story of our kingdom. It’s about a wicked little imp and his devious tricks. He wanted to steal my child!”
“Your child?” Rum tried to understand.
“Oh yes. The child was my idea, to make the narrative more compelling. It also has a beautiful princess, a tower filled with straw, and even a spinning wheel!”
Rum shook his wrinkled head. “You’re a monster.”
“No.” Rosella shoved him away. “I’m a ruler. Father has made our kingdom vast, but I will make it great. You think it was his plan that made you ours, his wiles, his acting? You know better. You know every trick that took you was mine.”
She leaned back in her thick crimson chair and took up her fan. “Fairies in the woods. No one believed it but me.”
“Let me die.” Rum fell onto his aching knees before her. “You’ve got more gold than you could ever spend.”
Rosella fanned herself and patted his shriveled yellow head. There was a hint of kindness in her gesture, a single bone for a starving dog. “One day,” she promised. “If you are very good, and very quiet, and I am in a very good mood.”
Rum crept back into darkness. He knew that was a lie.
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The Ash Maid’s Revenge
A retelling of “Cinderella”
Konstantine Paradias
 
Once upon a time, there were no fireplaces in the Ash Maid’s life. No grit needing to be shoveled and set up on a pile, or floors needing sanding. There were no oak tables to lacquer or silver in need of polishing.
Once upon a time, Ash Maid had a name spoken by tender, rosy lips as she sucked on an ivory-white breast. There were fingers that ran through her hair, and soft, slow songs that brought sleep.
Once upon a time, Ash Maid didn’t live under the shadow of her step sisters. She wasn’t crushed by Cordelia’s great black weight on the floors as she blocked the sun with her mass, watching over her with magpie eyes. She wasn’t stabbed by the pencil-thin imprint of Dolores on the wall, which spat venom in her ears. She did not have to stare up into the eyes of her stepmother, those dark slits narrowed in her presence, the irises of the eyes ringed with hate for the girl she considered herself to have been plagued with.
For Ash Maid, once a great bearded face had stood in the sky as well, as wonderful and radiant as God himself. His laughter boomed like thunder, his words and breath dispelling the terrors of the night. His hands, which rocked and caressed her, were as big as the world.
But the rosy lips went away before Ash Maid could know the face they had belonged to. And the great God-face grew suddenly old and tired and then fell silent for a while, before disappearing too. She was given to the stepmother with the slitted eyes and the spiteful sisters, whose names and countenances she realized would be forever etched in her memory.
Ash Maid was the name they’d called her ever since she could remember. She understood it was not her name, that she had another one, which was not beautiful or unique, but it helped her keep her sanity so she treasured it above all else. She sang the name as she scrubbed the dishes, and picked the lentils, and cooked meal after meal, only to be fed the scraps.
It was this name that gave her the strength to once steal a glance in the living-room mirror. She found she was beautiful, outshining her loathsome stepsisters.
On her sixteenth winter, as Ash Maid was busy stocking up firewood for her constantly-nagging stepmother, she knew she had had enough. There was no fanfare to the proceedings. No deep, insightful warning or a message brought by some supernatural presence. There was only the gurgling, hissing sound of the well of patience that had been sustaining her for all those years, draining.
When she kicked the door, despite herself, Stepmother croaked at her from beneath her blankets:
“Careful with the door, you oaf! Do you think you’re still living in a barn?”
Ash maid thought, as she glanced at the spiteful, wrinkled face:
You horrible hag, you wretched reptile of a woman. For every spiteful word you’ve spoken to me, for every humiliation you have bestowed on me, I will make you pay tenfold.
As she placed the logs in the fireplace and set fire to the kindling, she felt Cordelia’s bloated heels on her back and she thought:
You fat, disgusting ox. I’ll cut off those heels and I’ll whittle you down till you’re as disgusting and hated as I seem in your eyes.
When the fire was lit and she turned to the kitchen to set up dinner, Dolores stuck out her foot and tripped her. Ash Maid fell, face first, to the floor. As she stumbled on her feet, she thought:
You straw-brained ninny hammer. I’ll strike that laughter from your mouth and take away your venomous brain, until you’re as much of a ragdoll as you take me for.
Perhaps, if the stepsisters and the stepmother had shown Ash Maid a tiny bit of respect, a sliver of kindness, Ash Maid would have grown old and died in their service. Then, they could have lived full lives, perhaps even had a chance to make up for their hateful, spiteful ways, wracked by guilt in their twilight years. It would have been a terrible and loveless life, but at least they would have kept their lives and minds intact.
Ash Maid’s revenge was two whole years in the making. First, she made sure to catch the village apothecary’s eye. It wasn’t a hard task; she could already read the viscous, dark thoughts that surfaced in his mind whenever he’d lay eyes on her. It took very little effort on her part to pry the information she needed to know—the ways of subtle venoms have of clouding the mind and muffling the spirit.
Secondly, the Ash Maid turned to the cobbler’s apprentice and coaxed him into making three articles of clothing for her, to her specifications: a hair pin with a subtly jagged edge; a corset of whalebone tight as a vice; and a pair of shoes, their insides lined with jagged copper. The cobbler’s apprentice did object, of course, at first. Thanks to him, Ash Maid learned the value of her beauty as a weapon.
The third step of her revenge was a boon which proved to Ash Maid her cause was just. As she walked through the market, she overheard the gossip of the palace maids. They spoke of the prince. She followed them closely, picking out every distinct word over the murmur of the crowd, taking note of the prince’s looks, seeing in her mind his white-blond hair, his glacier-blue eyes, his milky white skin. She mingled with them the following week and she found out about his boyish demeanor, his lecherous behavior, his pride. She became friends with the maids. With subtle questioning she found out about the Prince’s love of poetry and the drink, the hunt, and tobacco.
By the end of the third month, Ash Maid had known the prince better than even his own mother. She’d also known of his father’s coming festivities, to seek a mate for his rake of a son a year ahead of everyone else in the kingdom.
Ash Maid knew what had to be done. There was steel in her heart now, iron in her blood, and poison in her mind giving her sustenance. Cordelia’s harshness, Dolores’ bitterness, even her stepmother’s malice became but distant, faded echoes. Ash Maid had found purpose and method to her revenge. She was no longer driven by plain, mindless bitterness.
She visited the cobbler’s apprentice more often now and instilled in him the hope of carnal consummation. Ash Maid delighted at the ease with which she manipulated him, his mind and actions directed by the restless thing between his legs. She got from him her instruments of revenge, his only payment a dozen kisses in the dark.
By the end of the year, she went to see the apothecary and got from him the subtle venoms she needed as well as instructions on how to use them. The payment he received in exchange for his silence was given in the dark rooms behind the shop counter, paid in full in less time than it took for her to hum one of her mother’s lullabies.
It was in the summer that word of the king’s ball came out. The factotum proclaimed the invitation, promising every woman of age in the kingdom the prospect of courtship with the Prince. There was great unrest among the women as they rushed at the cobblers’ stalls, fighting over lengths of silk. It was a time of subtle cruelty and gossip handled with such expertise even the royal spymasters were green with envy, as each woman in the kingdom sought to outdo the other in terms of comeliness, of loveliness, and etiquette.
Ash Maid’s family proved no exception to the rule. Stepmother threw herself hard to work seeking to turn her monstrous daughters into comely things that might win a man’s heart. Ash Maid worked until her fingers bled; she sewed clothes and stitched old stockings and mended shoes. Stepmother was so overwhelmed by her daunting task she never noticed how Ash Maid dripped drops from the porcelain vial she’d got from the apothecary in her morning broth or her dinner stew.
By the end of August, Stepmother’s cruel tongue had become sluggish, but she attributed the cause to the heat. She blamed the headaches on the overbearing light of the sun even as she sipped the venom unknowingly with every spoonful.
On the first day of September Ash Maid was able to perform the second phase of her revenge. She was polishing Cordelia’s bedroom mirror, when she noticed the tears glistening on her fat stepsister’s cheeks.
“What is the matter, sister?” Ash Maid asked, feigning tenderness.
“Mother said the dress will not fit me. She said I had to watch what I ate, to lose some weight so I could put it on in time for the ball, but I know there won’t be time. The prince surely won’t want a woman as loathsomely large as me!” Cordelia wept and Ash Maid felt sickened at the sight of her. She forced a smile and cooed:
“Is that so? Well then, maybe I have just the thing for you, sister!” And with well-rehearsed motions, Ash Maid took out the too-tight corset she’d hidden in her room. She presented it to Cordelia, whose face lit up like a firefly’s belly at the sight.
“A corset? You brought me a corset?”
“Not just any corset, dear sister, but my mother’s own. It was a gift from her father—a whaler of some renown. It was put together by the finest craftsman in the land.”
“Well what are you waiting for? Help me put it on!” she exclaimed with hands outstretched, chin held high.
Ash Maid did just that. She put on the corset and tugged at the strings until the corset stretched round Cordelia’s loose and loathsome flesh, encompassing her belly all the way up to her breasts, until the flaps of the corset met in the end, the whalebone frame creaking. Cordelia let out a soft pained moan, thinking the torment over as she felt her lungs pressing against her ribcage.
“Are you quite done?” she said, gasping for air.
“Just let me tie the straps, sister.” Ash Maid reassured her. She tugged the corset one final time, knotting the strings. The whalebone frame made a horrible creaking sound as it pressed down into Cordelia’s ribs and organs and squeezed them with terrible force. Ash Maid could picture Cordelia’s lungs frantically scrambling up to her neck, her belly descending all the way down to her toes. She watched delightedly as the loose flesh stuck out of the fabric, already swollen and inflamed.
“It hurts …”
“No pain, dear sister, no gain.” Ash Maid reassured her, grinning all the while. “Have faith. The prince will definitely fall for you in that dress.”
“Will I look thin? Will I look lithe?”
“As light as a jungle cat and as thin as a peacock’s neck. And twice as pretty!” Ash Maid said. She made sure to embrace Cordelia as tightly as she could, rejoicing at the pained moan that escaped her lips.
By the first week of September Stepmother was straining to keep her eyes open even after a good night’s sleep. Her speech slurred, her breathing heavy, and the readiness in her posture was long since gone. Ash Maid watched with joy as her stepmother struggled to swallow her poisoned broth, the spoon in her hands shaking, her once long and dexterous fingers now nearly impotent.
Dolores, who was the favorite by far, found her mother’s fatigue debilitating. Without her mother to direct and pamper her she was lost in the midst of preparations for the ball. Ash Maid found her in a state of near-hysteria, as Dolores tried to find an appropriate evening dress. She said:
“What is the matter, sister?”
“You mean what isn’t the matter!” Dolores squealed. “I cannot pick a proper dress for the ball and mother is hardly any good anymore.”
“I can help you pick a proper dress, sister.”
“You? Help me pick a dress? You don’t know the first thing about being proper!”
“I do not,” Ash Maid said very politely, the venom in her voice deftly concealed. “but I have spoken with the cobbler’s wife and I know the palace maids and they know what colors and dresses the prince likes on a woman.”
“Then get on with it. Show me.”
So Ash Maid put on a show, picking and choosing the gowns and making Dolores pose before the mirror again and again, delighting in her misery. But for all her dresses (which otherwise fit Dolores perfectly) she would make an excuse:
“This one is too short. This one shows too much of your elbows. This one’s the wrong color. This one’s too frilled.” She went on and on and on, until finally, as Dolores was on the verge of tears, she said: “This one’s just right!”
Ash Maid held out the long purple gown to Dolores, which was the longest and most garish. She urged her to put the dress on.
“I cannot fill this. I’m going to be dragging the hem in the mud the entire night.” Dolores moaned.
“I have just the thing for you,” Ash Maid told her, and from her room she brought the shoes she’d had the cobbler’s apprentice make. She watched as Dolores struggled to put them on, wincing as she tried to fit her tender feet even as the jagged copper bit into her flesh.
“They hurt my feet …”
“That’s because you haven’t broken them in yet. But look!” Ash Maid said, making Dolores glance at her reflection in the mirror. “Look how much taller you seem now. The prince likes tall women.”
“Is that so?” Dolores asked, the glint in her eyes outshining the agony on her features.
“I know so.”
Ash Maid embraced Dolores, leaning down on her to make sure her feet would be driven into the jagged edges, delighting at the horrified expression on her stepsister’s face.
And so Ash Maid watched the days pass joyfully by, with her stepsisters trapped inside her instruments of torture and Stepmother rendered helpless and useless. She kept up the façade of service, pretending to still care for the house and their meals, to divert any unnecessary attention.
When the time came, at last, for the Prince’s ball, Ash Maid watched her sisters proudly strut around the house, posing as future queens. Cordelia looked like a court jester with lips coated in layers of lipstick to hide the suffocated purple of their hue. She marveled at Dolores who maintained her composure even though her skin had long since turned pale and her eyes were wide with constant agony.
Ash Maid helped her stepmother dress for the ball as she swerved and swayed and bobbed like a ragdoll in her arms, her hair disheveled.
“Oh, sweet mother,” Ash Maid said. “Your hair is a mess. Here, let me help you.”
With the hairpin she’d taken from the cobbler’s apprentice (that she’d dipped in the venom for the final time), Ash Maid tied the stepmother’s hair in a bundle and drove it in. She saw the old woman jump as the serrated edge grazed her scalp.
“Pretty as a flower, mother.” Ash Maid whispered in her ear.
As soon as they had gone, Ash Maid set her own plan in motion:
She went to Cordelia’s room and used her cosmetics, then visited Dolores’ room and picked her finest dress. From her stepmother’s bedroom, she stole her set of pearls.
By the time Ash Maid was done she didn’t just look like a woman of royal bearing; she was exactly the woman the Prince would desire.
She made her way to the palace at a steady, certain gait. When she was there, she demanded entrance like a woman of great bearing. The guard, stunned by her beauty and accustomed to being ordered about by royalty, let her in immediately.
As Ash Maid reached the palace proper, she studied the gathered crowd of women locked in subtle combat. The small crowd of noblemen and officers walking among them seemed too uneasy, knowing their role here was auxiliary, their purpose merely to pick at the scraps the Prince would leave behind after choosing his bride.
Ash Maid caught a glance of Cordelia standing with her back against the wall, bug-eyed and out of breath. Stepmother stood beside her; a silent, pale thing that seemed barely alive and breathing. An officer of the royal army, his suit a-jangle with medals and references to his honor and skill in the field of battle, was busy trying to hold Dolores up on her feet, unaware of the blood she trailed behind her with every step.
She made her way through the crowd and saw the prince on his throne. She gave him the secret, sultry kind of smile the palace maids would give him, when they wanted his attention. The Prince responded as expected, asking for a dance.
What happened next was not magical to Ash Maid. If anything, the way the prince took her hand so delicately in his and kissed it seemed ordinary, planned out, expertly choreographed three years ahead of time.
He held her by her waist, led her to the center of the ball, and they danced to every step without fail.
“Who are you?” the prince asked, and Ash Maid told him her name. As expected, it sounded magical to him.
And so it went that they danced and they courted and Ash Maid was promised to be wed to him that night. Halfway through the celebrations, Cordelia let out a long gasp and spat blood before collapsing on the floor. The royal physician rushed to the scene, but he found Cordelia to have perished. Her insides had been crushed by the corset. Splinters from her ribcage pierced her lungs. Dolores fell to her knees a moment later, her feet long since torn and cut by the jagged edges inside her shoes. Dolores’s shoes were removed and the physician exclaimed that she suffered from severe infection, progressed beyond treatment. Maiming was the only possible way to save her life. It did not happen right away, of course. As per Ash Maid’s request (who had not yet become Queen but her word was already law), Dolores was treated until the day of the wedding, when the operation was to take place.
Also per Ash Maid’s request, she was present during the operation. The elation she felt at the sight of the bone-saw cutting through the diseased flesh and separating the bone was indescribable, nearly divine.
But what of the stepmother? You will ask. For her, Ash Maid had a special little torture planned. For her poor stepmother had long since been rendered helpless by the subtle venom of the apothecary. She watched, helplessly, as her youngest daughter died and her favorite was maimed. Ash Maid decreed that her Stepmother would receive the best possible care the realm could offer. Stepmother would live to a ripe old age, her heart filled with misery.
Ash Maid made sure of this herself. She healed her stepmother of her affliction and had the royal physician himself care for her, to restore her strength and send her home with her lame daughter, there to live out their days together; destroyed by the girl they’d abused her entire life.
Ash Maid, of course, lived happily ever after.
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Gingerbread
What happened after “Hansel and Gretel”
Hal Bodner
 
She basted the baby with a ladle of cider. A little of the amber liquid trickled down the side of the infant’s body and missed the pan she’d placed underneath to catch the drippings. The cider sizzled on the coals and the air filled with the tangy scent of burnt apples mingling with another smell, redolent of plump partridge set to grill.
The child’s skin was developing a lovely golden hue. The fingers and toes were beginning to crisp, but she’d found some charring couldn’t be avoided. Cookery books could only help so much so she’d been forced to experiment. Babies, she’d discovered, needed to be roasted much like chickens until the juices ran clear, otherwise the under-cooked meat would make a person quite ill. It had taken her awhile but she’d finally mastered the timing of the thing. Roughly half an hour before serving the infant, she’d snip off the blackened hands and feet and sever the tiny toes and fingers for salting. They made lovely snacks on those hot summer days when the forest air grew close and humid and when firing up the oven would make the entire house stifling and hot.
The younger the child, the more acid she found she needed to use in the mixture. At first, she tried honey but the result was far too sweet and sweetness was the last thing she wanted in a meal after having lived in this house for so long. Plentiful jars of cinnamon and other spices crowded in the cupboard but the prospect of releasing their scent into the air made her shudder; she’d had more than her fill of gingerbread! Savory herbs mixed with wine would probably have been delicious. She might easily pluck the herbs from the garden, but the making of spirits was beyond her ability and frankly, she was uncomfortable at being seen to buy wine in public. People already looked at her strangely on the rare occasions when she journeyed into town; she was embarrassed they might think she drank to excess as well.
Besides, the nearest marketplace lay several days journey away and she no longer liked to leave her brother alone in the house for that long. Eventually, she’d have to leave him unattended again when supplies ran low. For now, she was slowly working her way through the contents of the rather large pantry. Several months would pass before the dry goods would need to be replenished. Re-filling the larder, on the other hand, posed little problem. She could almost always manage to find meat.
Before she’d left home, for all the time she’d spent scrubbing and mending, chopping wood and hauling water, she’d never before been really involved with the arts of the kitchen. She’d taken up cooking only as a necessity after they’d come to this house and found, much to her surprise and delight, she had a talent for it. Sadly though, her poor dear brother did not seem to share her passion for the results.
A small smile danced on her lips at the thought of him in his cage in the other room. How dearly she loved him! Even though he was several years younger than she, he had always taken on the role of his big sister’s protector, keeping her safe from Stepmother’s capricious anger and from Father’s heavy hand. Many a time he’d interfered and distracted Stepmother when she seemed set on scratching or pinching her adopted daughter to the point of drawing blood. Even now, with the events years in the past, she shuddered at the memory of her sweet younger brother, beaten bloody by Father’s birch rods, bravely enduring a punishment which, but for his willingness to take the blame on her behalf, would have been hers.
If only he weren’t so particular about his food! He did not know how to properly care for himself. If not for her devotion, he would have continued glutting himself until he blew up like a country hog, or alternately starved himself to skeletal thinness.
He’d been quite plump when she assumed control from the house’s previous owner. The crone had been busy fattening him up and greedy little boy that he’d been, he’d eagerly devoured the gumdrops and honey cakes and other sweets—the only things the old woman allowed him to eat. She herself had been in no danger of gaining weight. Her lot was invariably a meager meal of shriveled vegetables long past their prime, some grisly meat of heaven knew what origin, and dry cheese. Better fare than Stepmother had provided at home, but not by much. The one thing always in plentiful supply, though, were baked goods.
How the old woman had loved her oven! In the end, of course, it had proven her undoing. But during those early months of their captivity, she and her brother had tasted of cakes and cookies and tarts fit for a prince’s table. Even when she’d grown to despise the pastries and could no longer stand even the sight of the sugary treats of which their captor seemed most fond, there was still the savory bread of which she never tired. And what wondrous bread it had been! Wheat and rye and seed; hearty black bread; rich, rustic brown bread and some rare loaves of such whiteness she would have sworn the witch had added bits of chalk to the batter.
Of course, there had always been the gingerbread. Sheets and sheets of gingerbread. Piles of loaves of gingerbread. Every day brought a new batch from the oven. Very shortly, she grew heartily sick of even the smell of gingerbread for the witch had assigned her a most important task and had made it abundantly clear that failure would bring about dire consequences. It was Gretel’s job, and hers alone, to keep the exterior of the house in good repair.
Her other duties were onerous as well. Rising from her bed even before the birds awoke, she spent the hours in the early morning darkness hauling pails of water from the well until the huge caldron the witch used to brew her potions and her stews was filled. She stacked cords of wood next to the massive oven so the flames beneath would not die down and send the witch into a rage should her baking be ruined. Then, she tended the small vegetable garden behind the house, weeding and making sure the plants were properly staked. Afterwards, not so much for the witch’s benefit but more for the sake of herself, her brother, and any other captives who might be in temporary residence, she swept and scrubbed for several hours.
Before they had arrived, the old women seemed not to have cared if the house was filthy inside but Gretel could not stand the ordure. The gobs of fat splattered on the hearth disgusted her, the swarms of flies hovering over shreds of charred skin and cracked bones that the witch had tossed aside made her stomach churn, the over-fed spiders lurking in their webs under the eaves made her shudder. She knew it had been her fastidiousness that had saved their lives for so long. While the witch would never have stooped to cleaning up after herself, she seemed to have found she liked living in better kept surroundings. Besides, her labors kept her thin and thin children held no interest for the witch.
Thus, the duty of keeping up the outside of the house had been thrust upon her. In the afternoons, Gretel found herself patching the roof with slabs of gingerbread and a bucket of sweet frosting to hold each floury shingle in place. Even as she toiled, the forest birds would descend upon the roof and briskly set to pecking up crumbs, immediately undoing much of the work she’d just finished. Or perhaps a window sill had been set upon by the ants which moved from window to door to window and back again, attracted by the spun-sugar panes of glass. Local chipmunks and squirrels often feasted upon the fence posts, carrying off the peppermint and gum drop decorations. Once, a bear cub invaded the front yard and partially devoured a little garden bench with a gingerbread frame and honey-cake cushions.
But most of the repairs were made with gingerbread. Underneath the spun-sugar, the icing mortar, the candy knobs and lemon drops used for decoration, the chocolate swirl trim, underneath it all was a coating of gingerbread. During the hot days of summer, the spicy baked dough softened and refused to hold its shape. Weeping tears of frustration, Gretel would slap futilely at it, cramming fistfuls of the stuff into holes under the eaves, grimacing at the way the overly-sweet dough clung to her hands and clogged the spaces between her fingers, with the overpowering stench of ginger and cinnamon and nutmeg filling her nostrils and clinging thickly to the back of her throat until she felt she would vomit. For her, the spicy bread symbolized their predicament and she loathed it more than she’d ever before hated anything in her life.
Once the witch was gone, gingerbread had been the first thing Gretel removed from Hansel’s diet. He’d been plumper than a partridge himself by then, having eaten nothing but candy and cakes for so long. Greedy little boy that he was, he objected strenuously. He’d even, in his outrage at being denied his treats, said some very unkind things to her—especially after she refused to let him out.
But she couldn’t. She couldn’t possibly free him while he looked like that! Hansel had always been an extraordinarily handsome boy; everyone in their village said so. Were they to try to return to their previous home now, she’d practically have to wheel him through the forest on a cart. No, she’d decided, she’d first have to slim him down a bit, a process he was steadfastly against.
She next denied him candy and he grew sulky. How he wailed with outrage when she first brewed him a nice, nourishing vegetable soup. He flung the bowl to the ground and demanded something sweet. Adamant, she refused. She appealed to him, telling him how she’d labored in the little garden for his benefit, tending the carrots and potatoes by hand, showing him the blisters. He’d scoffed at her. Certainly, she couldn’t let him starve and yet she could not bring herself to allow him more sugar. One day, while cleaning the oven of the seared remains of the witch, an idea occurred to her—meat.
Even while they lived with Father and Stepmother, meat had been a rare treat. Father was far from poor and could easily have afforded it but his second wife was stingy where her step-children were concerned. It was only when one of the servants would take pity on them and sneak them a few morsels of fatty gristle meant for the yard dogs that they would have even a bit. Hansel had always loved the taste.
At first, she seemed to have reached a compromise with her brother insofar as his nourishment was concerned. He’d eat his vegetables so long as she also supplied him with meat. He continued to voice his desire for candy and cake, but in return for the luxury of meat every day, he cooperated to an extent. He sometimes clamored for something sweet but, after becoming the victim of his sister’s violent reaction when he demanded gingerbread, his griping was reduced to a more or less constant but low-key fearful grumbling.
Then, Hansel grew clever. He wheedled and whined about his cage, claiming he also needed exercise to help him lose the weight. She suggested he run in place and was pleasantly surprised when he tried to do so. For more than a week, Hansel lumbered back and forth across the cage, his huge stomach jiggling as he made what appeared to be a valiant effort. It was very difficult for him and she was pleased and impressed by his seeming cooperation—but not so pleased, fortunately, that she abandoned all thoughts that he was simply trying to lull her suspicions. As a test, she allowed him to convince her he could be trusted to use the outhouse instead of the chamber pots she provided. Pretending to be taken in by his sincerity, she set him free and helped him stagger outside, whereupon he immediately latched on to the front porch railing and began to devour it.
Hansel cackled madly while he ripped off chunks of the gingerbread posts and shoved masses of icing into his mouth, groaning with delight and barely chewing the cake in his eagerness to get it down. He kept a veritable death-grip on the candy railings and, even after she’d managed to pry his fingers free, he simply dropped to the floor of the porch to make himself into deadweight, eating the entire time. As his bulk was still considerable, she had great difficulty getting him back into his cage. Her heart broke once he was locked in again and she saw the injuries she’d been forced to inflict. But, she’d had no choice if she wanted to protect him from himself.
He lay there, groaning for a while. Then he raised a tear-stained face and, with a sudden horrified dawning of understanding in his eyes, his chest lurched and he was profusely sick. Chunks of undigested cake, half chewed pieces of candy and great gobs of icing interspersed with bits of gumdrops spewed from his mouth in a steaming mess while his body heaved and lurched with the force of his vomiting. It continued for several moments and, when he finished and his stomach must have been completely emptied, Hansel went mad.
Instantly, she realized the problem. While she was rolling him back through the kitchen, he must have had a glimpse of what hung in the larder. She burst into tears and tried to explain but her brother’s tantrum was like a storm’s wild wind in the forest, a wind which rips the branches from the tallest trees, uproots them and hurls them to the ground. He railed at her for some time, cursing her with words no boy of his age should know until, finally exhausted, he collapsed onto the floor in the puddle of his own sickness and sobbed quietly.
Thereafter, he began to refuse all nourishment whatsoever. She tried to force some broth down his throat but his great bulk lent him strength. In the end, she had to secure him to the butchering table and use some of the witch’s tools to pry his mouth open. In the process, she feared she had injured him again and she was both furious at herself and desolate that she should ever be the source of his hurts. Eventually, of course, hunger took control but, even then, he would eat only vegetables. As the witch’s garden had not been very large to begin with, the meager rows of neatly planted carrots, greens, onions and the rest would soon be depleted.
Worse, though Gretel prided herself on her industry in having learned to cook, she initially had no idea how to bake. It was all very well to try and follow recipes but she soon discovered baking was more than a mechanical task; it was also an art, the secrets of which the old lady had jealously guarded for herself. For Gretel to have gone near the oven, other than to clean it or to tend the fire, would have meant immediate harsh punishment, if not death. In the beginning, the results were discouraging. Everything she tried to bake emerged from the oven as an inedible, hard mass of gluey congealed flour or burnt black as tar.
Her husbandry lacked in other areas as well, and she feared her brother might suffer for it. Although she knew well how to weed and tend a garden and harvest its bounty, she had not a clue as to how or when to plant. She dug holes and filled them with seeds, watering daily and weeding dutifully. But nothing sprouted and, when she dug up some of it, she found the seeds had gone moldy. The several fruit trees in the tiny orchard behind the house had potential. But just before the fruit was ready to be picked, flocks of birds descended and stripped the branches bare. In desperation, she gathered the half-rotten fallen fruits from the ground and threw them, bugs, bird droppings and all, into the big cauldron to boil but the concoction was so vile that, even as hungry as he was, Hansel could not keep it down.
She, of course, kept up her own strength by finishing off what was left of the witch. But as to her brother, even when she forced him to eat the meat, he would inevitably vomit everything within minutes. Gretel even tried binding his mouth shut with rags after each feeding in the hopes it would help him to keep his food down. But he retched and strained anyway and she had to remove the gag for fear he would choke on his own vomit.
Weeks passed and turned into months. The vegetables were gone. The fruits were gone. The pantry shelves were bare. When she finally gave in and resolved herself to allowing him some cake or candy from the house, she found it was too late. The forest creatures had been busy; what the rabbits and squirrels and such had not devoured, the birds had carried away. Ants and other insects finished the job. The Gingerbread House had been scoured almost clean to the wood of its frame.
After much effort, she managed to fix up some little cakes by eschewing the oven completely and instead frying up a mixture of flour and water in some of the witch’s fat while Hansel tossed and turned in troubled sleep. The next day, he ate them without making a fuss and she was encouraged a bit before succumbing to a bleak sense of inevitability. So long as the flour and fat held out, perhaps her brother would not starve. But he certainly could not remain healthy on such a diet.
And so, Gretel came to a decision. Hansel panicked at first when she told him she would be leaving him alone for a few days. He was convinced she would never return and he would starve to death, trapped in his cage. He begged and pleaded with her to stay or, at least, to release him—which she knew she could not do. Her tears were as copious as his at the thought of being separated from her dear, sweet brother, even for the few short days that she intended. But, she explained to him, she must leave to seek out food that he could bring himself to eat if he were not to starve. He still refused to see reason. So, with a heavy heart at causing him so much pain and sorrow, but with the strength of her resolution, she placed a basin in the cage so he would not want for water, provided him a chamber pot, locked the cottage door behind herself, and set out on her quest.
At first, she considered trying to find the village where they had grown up but, after all this time, she was unsure of which way to go. Though she’d often heard tales that witches, ogres, giants and similar evil creatures always kept a secret cache of silver and gold hidden somewhere within easy reach, Hansel and Gretel had not been so lucky. Their witch seemed to have been concerned only with sugary treats. Without gems or coin to spend, there was little chance she could buy food and, though she was a strong young woman from her household labors, she was not fleet enough to get away after stealing. She had no idea what she would do once she found her destination, but she had always been a resourceful girl and she had no doubt some inspiration would occur to her at the eleventh hour as had so often happened before.
Luckily, after only a day’s journey she came upon a small glade in which sat three tiny houses. Ashamed at what she had to do, she nonetheless humbled herself, prepared to beg the owners for some scraps. Before she could knock at the first door, she heard a deep growl behind her and spun around in time to see a large wolf burst from the forest, intent on attack.
It was unfair. Horribly unfair! After all she and her brother had been through, watching the other children butchered by the witch, Hansel chained in a cage while she worked herself to exhaustion cleaning and scrubbing for their tormentor, was she to be devoured by some wild animal? Was Hansel to be left to slowly die, never knowing what had happened to his adoring sister, breathing his last breath while still waiting for her return?
Something deep within Gretel’s soul snapped. A blinding rage descended upon her. She was conscious only of roaring back at the beast and, for the rest, all was a blank. When she came to her senses some time later, she was astonished to find the wolf, dead of a broken neck at her feet. Even more incredible, three fat pigs in cunning little outfits were wildly capering in a circle around her, weeping with joy and begging her to tell them what they could do to express their gratitude to her for saving them.
A sly thought crept into her mind and, in no time at all, she decided what would be proper thanks. She departed the little clearing lugging a heavy sack, leaving three little suits of clothes behind in a pile on the grass and the wolf’s carcass hanging from a tree to keep it safe from scavengers.
Hansel was overjoyed to see her again, even more so when she showed him what she’d brought home. Poring over the witch’s cookbooks, she found a recipe for Pork Three Ways and set to preparing it: baked in the brick oven, wood-smoked, and slow-roasted over straw and forest herbs. Her brother loved it and could not seem to compliment her enough on the dishes. Of course, as was typical, he tried to wheedle larger helpings from her. But she refused as, by this time, he had grown quite thin and she did not want him ballooning up again as he would undoubtedly do if allowed to eat unfettered.
The pork, carefully husbanded, lasted for several weeks and, by the time it was running low, Gretel judged the wolf would be properly aged. She returned to the little clearing for the carcass and, though not as tasty as the pigs, when stewed the meat was not bad. Yet, all too soon it would also be consumed.
Again she set out. This time, she came upon a fairly large cabin hidden deep within the woods. As no one answered her knocking, it was no great matter to break a window and enter. In the living room, she found a curious decor: several almost identical sets of very ornate furniture of differing sizes. There was a large over-stuffed silk couch, a smaller gilt-edged sofa with brocade cushions, and a tiny love-seat covered in deep purple fabric. All the furniture was of the highest quality and looked very expensive.
In the kitchen, she found a well-stocked larder with bags of dry goods and jars of preserves. She found an empty sack or two and was busily loading up on provisions when the furry owners of the place returned home. At first, she was frightened but then, remembering how she had defeated the wolf, she filled her mind with visions of her beloved brother starving to death in his cell and, again, a red fury washed over her.
When she recovered, she found some nasty gashes on her arm, doubtless from the claws of the largest bear. She washed the cuts clean with water from the pump in the yard and then went upstairs in search of something with which to bandage her wounds. To her surprise, she discovered a young girl, huddling terrified under the covers on the smallest bed. The instant Gretel entered the room, the girl began to shriek with terror. At first, Gretel attempted to soothe her and ease her fears, but the child was hysterical and would not shut up. Gretel tried to remain calm but the ceaseless caterwauling became more and more irritating. Gretel’s annoyance at the difficult child bubbled and stewed until it finally overflowed.
In the end, though it meant an extra trip dragging the carcasses from the cottage back to the Gingerbread House, the effort was worth it. Gretel was able to extend the bear meat by several weeks by mixing in portions of the blond girl and her brother never knew the difference. Even better, the bears were far more materialistic than either the witch or the pigs had been. When she searched the house, she discovered several small caskets of coins; most of the wealth was in silver, but she spied the occasional gold piece as well. The older female bear also had some lovely jewelry which Gretel quickly made her own. Ever of a practical nature, once she returned home, she hung the skins from the branches of the now-bare fruit trees. Though she did not know how to properly prepare fur, she assumed that between drying in the sun and the ants picking clean the odd scraps of remaining flesh, the hides would be good enough to serve as blankets should the coming winter be a cold one.
Though the larder was full, the pantry eventually emptied. And so, with gold in hand, Gretel set out for her home village. No one would recognize her now, she thought. She’d left as a girl several years ago; she was now a young woman who looked far older than she was. The time spent scrubbing and carrying had taken its toll on her young body. Though she had discovered an ability to develop freakish strength when angered, she had little control over it. Mostly, she found herself walking with a stoop to ease the aches in her shoulders and lower back. The pain was dull, but constant and over time her mouth had assumed a more-or-less permanent grimace of discomfort with twisted lips and bared teeth, gritted against the pain.
Her own clothing had long since been reduced to rags. Since she obviously could not show up in the village market naked, she resorted to covering herself with things that had belonged to the witch. But Gretel was a much larger-boned woman than the old crone had been and nothing quite fit. She compensated by clumsily ripping apart garments and sewing them onto other clothes to make them larger. The result was a haphazard mish-mash of unmatched scraps. Yet, when she looked at herself in the tarnished glass the witch had used for scrying into the future, she thought the bizarre outfits seemed strangely suited to her.
Just before she left the Gingerbread House, as luck would have it, a neurotic chicken came banging at the gate, hysterical about some imagined cosmic disaster. With some leaves from an old bay and a few of the mushrooms which grew wild on the trunk of a fallen tree, he made a lovely rich stew. Even if Hansel failed to control himself and ate the whole of the pot she’d put in his cage at once, it would be enough to tide him over for the few days she planned to be gone.
Half-buried under the collapsed structure which had once served as the witch’s barn, she found a rickety cart large enough to carry home anything she might buy. With the addition of some straw, it would easily do double-duty as her bed along the way. Unfortunately, any horses the barn might have once housed were long since dust and so, taking up the yokes under her arms herself, she set off, dragging the little wagon behind her.
In the end, she took longer than she’d hoped to find the village, but she kept track of her missteps and figured, the next time, she could make the trip in two days at most. Unselfishly, she’d left the entirety of the chicken for her brother and so was forced to scrounge for herself on the journey. Luckily for Gretel, the forest was dry this time of year and finding firewood was not difficult. She reached the village with a full belly and the fortuitous addition to her wardrobe of a darling cape which, though a trifle small, was a lovely shade of scarlet.
In the marketplace, the stall-keepers seemed polite enough, yet Gretel could not quite put her finger on the sense of unease she felt. She was purchasing some old cookbooks from a bookseller’s cart when the cause for her discomfort suddenly dawned on her. While the merchants showed no hesitation in taking her money, none would look directly at her. The stall-keepers were not the only ones to avert their gaze. All of the people around her, the other villagers, seemed to be deliberately avoiding her, lowering their heads to examine the ground whenever she drew near. It was only when they thought she wouldn’t notice that she saw them huddled together, throwing furtive glances her way, and making strange hand gestures in her direction.
She was more puzzled than offended by the villagers’ reactions. Perhaps her outlandish garb caused their bizarre behavior. Or, she reluctantly acknowledged, perhaps it was simply that, living alone with her brother so deep in the woods as she did, she was not quite so attentive to her personal hygiene as strangers would prefer. She decided to ignore the stares and whispers and gestures and continue her shopping. There was no one here she needed to impress anyway.
The bears’ gold should have been more than enough to buy all the supplies she needed but it was spent far more quickly than she had expected. Until she had returned to the market several times, Gretel would not realize how she was being cheated with each purchase. Once she became aware of the dishonesty, she took steps to make sure it would not happen again. But, on this first trip, by the time she reached the butcher’s stalls, she had just about run out of money. Nevertheless, she examined the trimmed racks of beef, the plucked chickens neatly trussed, the smoked hams hanging from poles and the glossy fish in their beds of melting ice. Oddly, nothing seemed appetizing to her. So, instead of parting with what few coins she had left, she shrugged off the merchants’ ceaseless patter and prepared to return home.
On her way out of the village and back into the forest, she found she had picked up a traveling companion. A vacant-eyed youth leading a cow by a length of rope had latched on to her as if she was his best friend. Several times, she tried to shoo him away but he responded with a dopey grin and persisted in offering her some beans he was selling. Gretel tolerated his unwanted company for quite some ways into the wood before she snapped. She managed to control herself, but just barely. The cow was not so old as to have stopped producing milk which she could learn to make into cheese. The beans, she would try to plant in the garden. And the idiot boy would stalk her no longer.
Once home, she was disappointed with her brother’s reaction to the goodies she had brought for him. She delved into her new cookbooks with gusto, creating little culinary masterpieces for his pleasure. But Hansel took no delight in his food. Even with all the care Gretel took to make sure he did not see the kinds of meat she used for her roasts and stews and barbeques, even when she outright lied to him as to the source, he was reluctant to eat. Eventually, she was forced to place small morsels into his mouth and physically move his jaw so that he chewed. She found an old wineskin and filled it with water and, by holding his mouth shut, she could squeeze enough past his clenched teeth so he had a choice of swallowing or choking. Only thus was she able to care for him.
At some point, from sheer desperation, she even resorted to leafing through her cookbooks for a gingerbread recipe. She baked up a huge batch of the hated stuff and joy filled her heart when Hansel nibbled at a few morsels. But he was so thin by then, so very thin. His stomach must have shrunken and he couldn’t eat much. Still, perhaps slowly, she could build up his strength.
As for the leftover gingerbread, though she could not bear to eat it herself, she felt it a shame to let it go to waste. Fortunately, since the roof leaked slightly, she knew what to do. As much as she hated the sight of gingerbread, she found a weird satisfaction in plastering the shingles into place with icing. Once that task was complete, she found herself eying the bare wood siding of the house and considering how she might repair it. It had been a long time since the cottage had been properly maintained and seemed a pity she had let it deteriorate so far.
For a few days, she did nothing. Her hands were full enough trying to look after her failing brother. At night however, in her dreams she found herself fixing things, tending to the cottage with loving care. It was not something she particularly wanted to do, it was something she had to do, but at whose behest or for whose benefit, she could not say. A subtle compulsion began working at her will. She knew not the source but she could not fight it. The only relief—the only happiness—she could find lay in baking, baking large batches of gingerbread with which she slowly began to restore the house.
First, she finished patching the shingles on the roof, then she replaced the slats of the fence, and mended the trim around the cottage windows and doors. As she labored, she found she enjoyed the creativity her work provided. She often mixed berry juice into the icing mortar to provide a little color to the house or molded a small curlicue from marzipan to add interest to a stretch of trim under the eaves. Over time, the house began to look much as it had when she and Hansel first arrived. As she continued making improvements of her own devising, it began looking even better.
The work took her mind off her brother’s plight, though she still loved him and remained deeply worried about him. But his importance to her slowly took second place to the passionate desire to restore the house. For some time, she lay awake nights, wondering where she would find candy with which to decorate as her predecessor had done. There was only so much she could do with baked goods, and the woodland birds simply would not leave the sugar cookies alone. Icing swirls were very lovely, of course, but a peppermint trim would be divine!
During her travels, she happened upon seven little men dragging a cart laden with a fortune in jewels they’d dug from the depths of a nearby cave. She confiscated the bounty and, when they objected, she made sausages as none of them yielded a decent-sized steak. She had hopes their female charge would provide some welcome assistance with the daily cooking and cleaning of the Gingerbread Cottage. However, the girl was completely useless. Since Gretel had no patience for teaching her the proper way to do things, she ended up in the larder next to the remains of the impertinent maiden who used to live in a high tower, and who had not a single redeeming thing about her, save for the lovely long hair Gretel had used to weave the new curtains.
It was not until she stumbled across a stranded pumpkin coach that her domestic problems were finally solved. The ragamuffin girl, sobbing her heart out, who she discovered sitting inside was quickly silenced. Afterward, the forest creatures that had gathered in droves outside the ruined conveyance followed Gretel home and, once there, immediately set in to work with gusto. The squirrels and mice swept the cottage clean. The rabbits kept the vegetable garden well-planted and free of weeds. The raccoons, deer, and larger animals somehow managed to rebuild the barn and the stables. Rather than question their motives, Gretel simply accepted the unexpected gift of the extra free time and put it to use working on improving the Gingerbread House.
Over the years, she carved out quite a nice lifestyle for herself and Hansel. She added eight swans to the small pond just beyond the cottage and several lily pads for frogs to perch upon. Between the two, and with the help of a particular spell from a book she’d found in the witch’s attic, they more than sufficed to fill her needs as a woman when necessary.
Even better, during one of her lengthier treks through the woods, she came across a fairy ring made of mushrooms and toadstools. Returning the following night with the spell book, she found a way to capture a few of the tiny winged creatures. In exchange for their freedom, they were more than happy to provide her with candy which Gretel joyfully used to trim the house and decorate the garden. The fairies were too small, of course, to carry as much candy as Gretel would have liked at any one time. However, as they were creatures of habit and not particularly intelligent, it never occurred to them to move the ring. Consequently, she always knew where to find them, and had no difficulty catching and releasing them, over and over, whenever she ran out of sugar plums or candy canes or gum drops.
As for Hansel, though her love for him never waned, she found it more and more difficult to care for him. Sometimes, her obsession with fixing the cottage would cause her almost to forget he was still around. Then, in a burst of guilt she would remember and rush to unlock the cage and cradle her brother in her arms while she tried futilely to feed him. In spite of all her coaxing, Hansel consistently refused to cooperate.
One day, Gretel was standing in the front yard when she suddenly knew the house was finally finished. It was indeed a marvel of gingerbread and candy perfection needing only to be maintained. Thrilled with her discovery, she rushed inside to tell her brother the exciting news but she could not get him to muster any display of interest. Saddened and slightly miffed at his refusal to share in her great joy, she was startled to hear the front gate creak open followed by an alarming snapping sound.
She rushed outside and, to her great dismay, she found two young children in her front yard, a boy and a girl. Frozen with shock and horror, she watched as the little brats proceeded to eat part of her house! Furious and appalled, she nonetheless summoned a smile and invited the children inside where, she promised, there were far better things to eat.
Blindly trusting, they followed her. She made short work of the girl but the little boy was very skinny and, in some indefinable way, he reminded her of Hansel as he had been so long ago. She silenced the youngster’s screams without hurting him too badly. Then, with the heaviest heart she’d ever known, she kissed her brother gently on the forehead and, with her favorite broom in hand, she sadly began to sweep out the cell which had been Hansel’s home for so long.
Once finished, she placed little boy tenderly into the cage and set out a tray of yummy things for him to eat when he awakened. Yes, the child was far too thin for her liking. There was no question she would need to fatten him up. In the meantime, there was the damage to the front of the house to repair, not to mention salting and preparing the sister for the larder before she began to stink.
So much to do, so very much to do! Yet something was missing from the cottage, some undefinable something that was absent from the place. Puzzled and unable to put her finger on just what, Gretel sat for a long time, thinking while scratching a small wart on her chin. Suddenly, she had it! Even with the arrival of her new guest, the house seemed empty and oddly hollow. It was a beautiful cottage, to be sure, clean and comfortable. But her home lacked a certain … warmth.
And she knew just how to fix the problem. Why, the answer was simplicity itself! She would fill the air with a wonderful, enticing smell, a lovely smell any child would surely respond to. She had only to whip up a nice batch of gingerbread.
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