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			To my nieces, Robyn, Auri, Uma, and my nephew, Noah. 

			May you never have to hide who you truly are 

			(wonderful, each of you).

			Content warning: 

			childbirth, child loss.

		

	
		
			     

			If we refuse to render the tithes to God, that he will take away 

			the nine parts when we least expect it 

			and we will also have increased our sin.

			I Æthelstan

		

	
		
			         

			Sanguin 
Spring

			Chapter One

			Fire. In the distance, the church bells began to peal, the tones shifting and pulsing against Agnes’ ears, signifying that a ceremony was about to begin. 

			Agnes pushed her hands into the furnace, watching the flames lap at her skin without heat. She would not go to church today. The embers were too tempting. For a blacksmith’s daughter, hers was a noble and sensible gift from the Gods, and this charm was given to her on the day of her birth by the Grothi. 

			In her small town of Locklear, an ancient tradition persisted: every female child, born as the spring blossoms unfurled, received a mystical gift. The town’s lore, rich with elaborate passages and lyrical sayings, spoke of this custom’s deep roots and the vital role of nurturing their daughters. Though the old texts were verbose, their essence could be distilled to a single, powerful notion: these gifted women would not only bear the next generation, but also serve as its guiding light.

			Agnes stretched her hand out further, watching the skin barely redden. Her gift was unique, she knew this much. No one else had it. In fact, the other gifts that had been bestowed were nowhere near as special. Her mother had realised early on that Agnes’ gift was different, and in fear of her being outed as a witch, Gods forbid, she had pretended that it was something else. So, day by day, when asked, Agnes displayed her charm. She could bind water, she said, bring it from stream to house. Of course, she used a bucket for this, and as such, this charm couldn’t be said to be much of a gift, but it served its purpose. It stopped the people of Locklear from thinking that she was special.

			“Agnes!” Her mother’s voice filtered through the iced air. Hastily, she pulled her hands from the flame and turned, offering up a smile. 

			“Morning, Mother.”

			“How many times have I told you to stay away from the furnace? What if somebody sees you?”

			Agnes shrugged, glancing around at the steel on display at her father’s forge, merely a lean-to attached to their wooden house. He had been working hard on an order from the kingdom, a hundred swords for the war effort.

			“I should think they would believe I am a blacksmith’s daughter, Mother.”

			“You know what it is I refer to.”

			Agnes did. Her gift was too special, too obvious. Only the Gods knew what they had given her, and her mother had said they must have been wrong to do so. Blasphemy. The Grothi was the voice of reason, the bridge between the Gods and the people, and yet it was said that even he didn’t know what gifts he bestowed on the girls on those strange spring days. Agnes doubted this, she saw the way he stared at her occasionally. To suggest that the Gods had made a mistake was blasphemous enough, words not to be uttered among the townsfolk. 

			“Agnes.” Her mother snapped her fingers, about to dig deeper into a lecture, when a cheery greeting rang out, and Saskia, the local celebrated beauty, came into view. 

			Agnes watched her mother’s expression change entirely, a swooping look of faux delight changing her features. “Saskia! What a gift from the Gods to see you this fine morning. I hear that your mother has been hard at work preparing for the Spring Feast?”

			Saskia glanced at Agnes, a look that hid a wealth of disdain from her mother, and wrinkled her nose. They were the same age, and in a town as small as Locklear, they had no choice but to see each other often. And yet, Saskia made her intentions quite clear. They were not friends, however much she might imagine Agnes should want to be. In reality, Agnes cared not a jot for Saskia, forced into her acquaintance by nothing but coincidence. 

			“She has ma’am, of course. It wouldn’t be the Spring Feast without her cooking, would it?” The barb was a small but well-crafted one, an indication that Agnes’ family had little to offer in comparison. This was, in some ways, true, but it didn’t stop them from trying to contribute. They baked a pie, offered cider, but it was usually left to the side in favour of the more delectable offerings delivered by Saskia’s family. Agnes glanced at her mother, feeling the sting, and saw a twitch in her cheek. She had noticed it, too. 

			“Ah, of course it wouldn’t, child, and we look forward to her offering.”

			Saskia turned her attention to Agnes, who was still sitting before the furnace, her blackened apron in stark contrast to Saskia’s clean one. “Agnes, dear, will you join me at the stream? Mother needs water for steaming the pastry. It’s more than one bucket.”

			Having said not a single word and reluctant to part her lips, Agnes merely nodded. Had she not, she knew she would face a cross remark from her mother. She stood and picked up the old, dented bucket that her brother had made many years ago during his apprenticeship and glared at her mother. Had she been left alone to heat up the furnace, she could have ignored Saskia and pretended that she hadn’t even seen her. 

			*

				

			The stream was high that morning, rushing over stones. To Agnes, it seemed both clear and dark at the same time, as though full of secrets. 

			Agnes had wound up carrying both buckets. Quite how this had happened wasn’t clear to her, but she watched as Saskia smoothed down her pristine apron and lightly sprang across the grass in her fine leather sandals, her straight, clean toes quite at odds with Agnes’ muddied and crooked bare feet. 

			“Tell me, Agnes, do you have your eye on any boys yet?” Saskia asked, her voice not quite sincere. Agnes glanced over. The truth was that, no, she hadn’t. She knew that Saskia often spent evenings at the tavern, but this was something her parents would never agree to. She had never so much as stepped foot in it before, the raucous laughter that came from within was enough to deter her.	

			“Not really,” she responded quietly. She noticed that Saskia was watching her, her eyes bright with delight. 

			“Oh, well, I’ll tell him not to bother then.” 

			Agnes felt her cheeks flush. She didn’t know what Saskia was referring to at all, but the word ‘him’, as though there really was a ‘him’, watching her from afar, was enough to cause her skin to tingle. 

			“What do you mean?” she ventured, unsure if she truly wanted to know. 

			Saskia paused, scratching a bare forearm absently, as though the secret she was about to bestow was of little interest. “Ah, it’s nothing. Just that the tanner’s son said something about you.” The words came out as a sort of purr, gleeful and sour. 

			Agnes took a breath. The tanner’s son? She wanted to know, but if she leapt to ask, Saskia would mock her. She had been mocked before and knew that the best thing to do was to act as if she cared not, so that nothing could touch deeper than breath on skin. Agnes rounded her shoulders, sniffed the air as though recalling a distant memory, and asked, “What did he say?”

			Saskia turned, eyes wide, mouth wider, and bared her teeth in sheer delight. “He said he thinks you’re pretty. He wants you to come to the tavern tonight, so come with me, and I’ll introduce you.”

			The empty buckets clanged together as though answering Saskia, though it hadn’t been a question. It had been phrased as a statement, a demand. Who was this girl to be making demands of her? Just because Saskia’s mother had once worked in the royal palace kitchens years ago, the way the family carried themselves, you would think that they were royalty themselves. Agnes didn’t even know if it was true. The towns beyond Locklear were nothing but secrets, the kingdom nothing but words and laws. The King and Queen didn’t visit Locklear, but trusted the Grothi to lead the people. If Saskia’s mother truly had worked in the kitchens of the royal palace, she had certainly come back a person of Locklear through and through, untouched by other cultures. 

			Agnes rolled her eyes with just as much rebellion as she could muster and leaned forward until she reached the stream. With care, she filled the buckets until they were three-quarters full, and handed one to Saskia, being genuinely careful not to drop any on her fresh, clean clothes. Saskia took the gift with a smirk and sighed wistfully as they began to walk back to the town. 

			“Your gift was fetching water. Do you know what mine was?” she asked, sing-song voice cloying in Agnes’ ears. 

			“You weren’t born in the spring, so you didn’t get one from the Grothi.”

			Saskia’s head snapped towards Agnes, and her eyes darkened. “Actually, I was born on the cusp of spring, and so the Grothi bestowed a gift on me anyway.” 

			That wasn’t true. Agnes knew it wasn’t. She wouldn’t have been surprised if Saskia’s mother had paid the Grothi just for the action, pretending that her daughter had been gifted. Agnes kicked a stone and looked up at the sky, seeing the clouds flicker darkly, a promise of rain hanging over the fine day. Did the Gods know about Saskia’s lie? Did they care? Agnes had seen other women lie in the town about gifts; she also knew what secrets did to families. They tore women from their brood, took them away, hung them in the woods. 

			“My gift was the gift of love.” Saskia’s voice filtered through Agnes’ thoughts, and she glanced at her, listening. “I can match just about anyone in true love. That’s why Showl left town last year. I introduced her to the farmer’s son the next village over, and they fell in love. Now she’s pregnant.” 

			Agnes wrinkled her nose. Showl had not gone to live in the next town over. People didn’t leave Locklear with such levity. She had been accused of witchcraft. Saskia’s words were strange, and Agnes wondered what her mother had truly been telling her. She was childlike, even for her young age. Seventeen was old enough to know where Showl had really gone, wasn’t it? Agnes had been told by her own mother under the cover of darkness. 

			“And you may be my greatest accomplishment if all goes to plan tonight, Agnes.” In her enthusiasm, Saskia kicked her own bucket and caused a wave of water to fly over the edge onto the path. She didn’t notice. “You do not have many altogether desirable qualities. Your brother, for one thing…” The sentence died in her mouth, and Agnes picked up her pace, trying to move past her. She didn’t want to talk about her brother. She didn’t want to be pregnant; she didn’t want to be married to the tanner’s son. She didn’t even know who he was. 

			In the distance, she could make out the figure of her father, stoking the flames of the furnace. If she squinted, perhaps it could have been her brother, after all. But no, not now. His abandonment of the family had besmirched their name.

			“And tonight, Agnes,” Saskia called, and Agnes realised she was strides ahead now. She moved her head to the side to indicate that she was listening. “Tonight, try and wear something a little less…filthy.”

			Agnes bit her tongue hard, tasting blood, not responding. She was a blacksmith’s daughter, practically a blacksmith herself. She was forged in the flame and dirt. 

		

	
		
			    

			Chapter Two

			Agnes felt the weight of the Gods’ scrutiny. Life was laid out thus. Obey your parents, who sought both your safety and their future comfort. Heed the Grothi, whose lips dripped with holy wisdom from the Gods. And above all, a woman must watch, wait, and hold her tongue—for silence was her prescribed virtue.

			Her mother’s warnings about Agnes’ gift echoed in her mind, a constant reminder of unseen dangers. There was a tale, oft-whispered, of a girl from her mother’s youth who had wielded her blessing for dark purposes. 	

			“How?” Agnes had once asked, leaning forward and trying to climb into the story, to learn it by heart. Her mother’s response was always the same: a furtive glance skyward, as if the very act of remembering might draw unwanted attention from above. 

			“This is what you must know to survive,” she’d say, her voice barely above a whisper, the weight of unspoken consequences hanging in the air between them. “She possessed a rare blessing, perhaps even rarer than your own.”	

			“I know no one with my blessing, Mother.”

			“And so it ever shall be, Agnes, because your blessing is a secret and not a soul shall know. This girl, she was quiet, but she came alive around a few people. I was one of those, though for what reason I have never been able to fathom. When we walked together to the stream she would sing and talk, divulge her secrets and share gossip. You know, child, that I am not a gossip. One day, Agnes…” 

			There was a pause as her mother waited for a nod of the head. To be a gossip, Agnes knew, was not a good thing. It meant that you could not keep a secret to yourself, that you could not be trusted. Her mother looked about her, though there was no one but themselves sitting by the stove. 

			“This girl had seen a woman in town with a man who was not her husband. With the man, she was sharing her gift and more besides. As plain as your own hand appears when you move it in front of your face, this girl I knew followed them into the woods, watching. Caring not for decency or for where a woman should be, she illuminated the pair for the town to see. Agnes, her gift was the power of light. Just as with her personality, she could turn it on for whom she chose. But on this dusky evening, her emotions were fraught enough to get the better of her. In her righteous anger, she cast a light so brilliant it rivalled the sun.” Agnes’ eyes widened. “The entire town stirred, drawn to the otherworldly glow, like moths to flame. By the time they arrived, the couple stood exposed, clothed, but caught in their sin. And the girl…she couldn’t extinguish her light. It burned and burned, fuelled by her fury and shame.” The story ended abruptly. Agnes had cleared her throat, shook her head. 

			“What?” 

			“The Grothi bid that we go home. He put the light out.” Her mother’s face was still, matter-of-fact.

			“So, how do you know of the circumstance? Of the man and the woman and—”

			“Because she screamed it, child. Over and over, even as they dragged her away.”

			Silence enveloped them, broken only by the crackling of the hearth. The message was clear: a woman’s gift, misused, could bring ruin not just to herself, but to all who shared her blood. To speak out was to invite disaster.

			*

			Locklear, a town of barely a thousand souls, pulsed with life as darkness fell. Though distant from the royal seat, the blessings of the King and Queen were bountiful throughout the Principality of Hargothrest. As night descended, the town’s lifeblood—its taverns and drinking holes—began to stir, their cellars well-stocked and ready to fuel the local economy.

			Agnes stood before the tavern’s weathered door, her presence there a riddle even to herself. She hadn’t wanted to come and had explained the situation to her mother through hesitant lips. To her astonishment, her mother’s reaction had been nothing short of jubilant. She had clapped her hands and hollered out of the window for her father, who had solemnly nodded and touched his forehead, a sign that he was thanking the Gods. 

			“You’re seventeen, Agnes. We cannot keep you forever. It is time that you went, that you found your own story.”

			So now she stood, wearing her mother’s best apron (still stained a little, but nowhere near what else was on offer). Her mother had braided her dark hair, but not before tutting at the greys that had appeared at the front and plucking them out. She was wearing her brother’s old shoes, boots, that had fit him long before his disappearance. She wriggled her toes beneath the hard leather and wished desperately that she were free of constraint. 

			There, a glimmer of light on the horizon of the town square, was Saskia. Her apron appeared cleaner than ever, and she, too, had braided her hair, dried flowers now settling in a crown atop her head. Agnes watched her come closer, saw the surprise in her eyes as she acknowledged her presence. 

			“Agnes! You came. And you look…well, quite presentable. You even brushed your hair. I am impressed. Have you been inside yet, seen if your betrothed awaits?” 

			Agnes said nothing but shook her head, the thought of stepping into the din behind her a horrifying claw in her side. She felt her hand being plucked from the air and found herself being driven within the wooden walls of noise. This was where the men were. This was where she should watch her footing. 

			The scent was the first thing to hit her. It was the yeasty smell of her mother baking bread, the smoke of the wood fire and pure sweat. The air pulsated with the taste of bodies. Agnes didn’t have to look around to know that men filled the room. The atmosphere was thick with testosterone, something that Agnes avoided day to day. She allowed herself to be led by Saskia, whose confidence was impressive. She stalked through the tavern as though she were born to be there. 

			“Friends!” her voice trilled. Agnes looked up at the table ahead of them, several men, or perhaps more likely boys, around their age, sat drinking from flagons. They grinned at the arrival of Saskia. Agnes noticed a little nudging of elbows. 

			“This…is Agnes.” She released her hand and pushed her forward with a gentle shove, a lamb to the slaughter. Agnes found herself nodding, trying a smile, as the boys looked her up and down. To feel their eyes upon her was terrible, like insects crawling across her skin. She shook slightly as if to dislodge them. 

			“Cold, Agnes?” one of the boys asked, and Agnes noticed that his eyes were not unkind. It was a genuine question. She knew that this could not be the tanner’s son, he was far too clean.

			“Yes, I am a little,” she responded. A lie.

			“Come then, take a seat, and Saskia will fetch you an ale. We don’t bite.” The boy smiled, and Agnes accepted his offer, pulling up a stool. 

			“This is Silo,” Saskia interrupted, indicating a different boy. “He’s the tanner’s son.” 

			Agnes glanced at Silo. He was wearing a blood-stained apron, his face grim from a hard day’s work. She knew why you should always stay upstream from the tanner, knew that in the streams of Locklear his father and he washed their wares free from urine in the water. By the look of him, he hadn’t washed himself in months. Out of politeness, Agnes nodded. Silo stared at her with tired eyes, a lazy gaze trickling across her skin. 

			“Agnes,” he said, his voice low.

			A barmaid wandered over with a tray of ale and silently placed the full cups down, collecting the empties. Agnes stared at the one in front of her. She had never tried ale, never tasted the yeasty brew, and felt out of her depth among these new people. She watched as Saskia pulled up a stool and took a deep drink of her own pint.

			“So, Agnes was desperate to come and meet you all. I told her that some of you are taken…” 

			Blood rushed to fill Agnes’ ears, and she felt her skin grow hot beneath the glares. She was not desperate to come and meet these boys, quite the opposite. Saskia was making it sound as though she herself had asked about them, as though she had begged to be introduced. 

			“Your pa’s the blacksmith, right?” the kind boy asked. Agnes nodded. “He does fine work. I’m Finn, by the by.” 

			Agnes glanced back to Silo, who was now staring at the wall with a hard look of boredom. 

			“Silo, won’t you come and sit beside Agnes?” Saskia suddenly said, prodding Agnes in the ribs. She moved the table around until satisfied, and Agnes noticed that she was now sitting beside Finn, leaning in and whispering in his ear. 

			Sitting beside Silo increased the scent of urine, and Agnes shifted slightly away as he leaned in closer. “Saskia tells me your brother left and that you’re unengaged.”

			There was no question to answer, but Agnes found herself giving a slight nod, as he wasn’t incorrect. But she was young, and Saskia was unengaged too, though you wouldn’t know it from the way she was fawning over Finn. Agnes cleared her throat, feeling some sort of trick in the air. Had Saskia brought Showl, the girl she claimed to have matchmade, here to meet her ‘betrothed’? Had she known that the girl would be dragged into the woods not long after to hang from a tree?

			“Yep,” Silo went on, as though answering something. “Your brother betrayed your family. Your poor father will have to work himself into the ground now, won’t he? All those years training him as an apprentice. Still, I hear he’s got a contract with the kingdom, so he isn’t blacklisted. Where did your brother go?”

			If Agnes had known, she still wouldn’t have said, but she didn’t know for sure. She had heard her father speaking in hushed tones at night time, seen the handbill that they had discovered beneath his bed, pulled it from the rubbish when her parents weren’t looking. Gone to join the war. To fight for the resistance. The handbill had spouted what her father called ‘nonsense’. It said that the kingdom was against the people, that the King and Queen were not ordained by the Gods, that the true warriors of the land were the workers, who should be gaining all the benefits of their hard work, without owing tithes. That’s where they had suspected him of going, but the truth couldn’t be known. Perhaps he was dead, her mother had said. Perhaps that was better, her father had added. 

			“We don’t know,” Agnes whispered, her voice barely audible over the tavern’s din. A strange memory came to her then, the way that grief sprinkled memories at inopportune moments. She saw her mother silhouetted against the hearth, dripping fat onto hot coals. The rich aroma would rise, embracing the rafters, enveloping their home in a comforting shroud. Agnes knew what it was for. She was trying to tempt her brother back, as though the scent might reach him wherever he had travelled to. 

			Silo’s unwavering gaze pulled her back to the present. “You’ll have to start looking after the family soon.”

			Agnes bit the inside of her cheek and reached towards the flagon in front of her, bringing it to her lips. The taste was strange to her tongue, earthy and sour all at once. She took a gulp, swallowing.

			Undeterred by her silence, Silo pressed on. “The old saying is the truest, ‘The daughter of spring shall look after her flock, her gift her reward for caring.’ You collect water, don’t you? A tanner requires more water than most.”

			With a silent grimace, Agnes saw that Saskia was now looking over at her, her eyes wide and watching. She gave her a strange sort of nod, a look of encouragement, of fervour. She was telling her to make more of an effort, Agnes knew. She didn’t want to. To sit beside this urine-soaked stranger was quite enough. Wasn’t she destined for more than this, than being the wife of a tanner’s son? Hadn’t she been given a real gift, a gift that would allow her to shape metal in the fire, to become a better blacksmith than even her father?

			“Yes, I collect water,” Agnes said, finding her voice. Saskia gave a nod of approval, before looking back to Finn. “I need a lot of water in my profession too.”

			Silo paused, a smirk playing across his lips. “Profession?”

			“Yes. A blacksmith,” Agnes said clearly. Silo shook his head gently, eyes twinkling as though she had just told a clever joke. 

			“You have a sense of humour. I like that. Come, drink your ale, and I’ll walk you home.” 

			Agnes did want to go home, wanted nothing more. Without a word, she drank the rest of her flagon. It wasn’t a joke that she had made, and she desired to say so, but to do this would be to embarrass her father. He had already lost one child, and for another to humiliate him would be too much. 

			*

			The moon guided their path, for the most part. Agnes’ home was just beyond the town’s edge, and she knew the tanner’s dwelling stood further still. If she were truly honest, she had not expected Silo to either exist or be interested in her. A nagging sense of mischief lurked at the edges of her consciousness, and as they walked side by side, she couldn’t shake the feeling that some unseen plan was unfolding.

			Silo had been fairly silent, occasionally murmuring about the dry weather. The pungent scent that clung to him—whether it was his clothes or, Agnes dared not dwell on it, his very skin—was somehow more bearable in the open air.	

			“I don’t mind, you know, about your brother,” he said, suddenly. Agnes felt her boots sink into the mud beneath her and said nothing. What did she care if he minded? Who was he to mind, anyway? 

			“Agnes,” Silo said, pausing. They were now beyond the square, past the main houses, and into the sparser streets, where the wooden buildings were spread wider. Agnes stopped, turning to his sincere face with confusion. “I would like to visit you tomorrow lunchtime to meet your parents.”

			A strange request, Agnes thought. Still, it was his day, and if he wanted to spend it with an older couple, then he was free to. 

			“As you wish,” Agnes responded, starting forward again. She saw Silo sag as though the bones had disappeared from his body. 

			“Good,” he sighed, laughing slightly. It was the first time she had heard him laugh all night. 

		

	
		
			     

			Chapter Three 

			It was at around four in the morning that Agnes had put two and two together. Somewhere between sleep and wake, she had realised that Silo didn’t want to come and visit her parents for the joy of it. He wanted something else. She swallowed into the darkness, tasting the ale that she had sipped hours before. Saskia had said that he thought she was pretty, and he wanted to come and see her parents. Was he to ask for her hand in marriage? Her stomach began to beat beneath the covers as though it had its own heart. A dull thud, thud, thud lulled her back to a hesitant half-sleep. 

			When she finally got up at five, her mother was already by the stove, stoking the flame. Agnes was hoping to sneak out of the door and head to the forest without a word, collect the water, dip her feet in the frozen stream, forget Silo and his request. When she had turned seventeen earlier in the year, she had been excited about what it would bring. Perhaps her father would start teaching her the family trade, finally allow her to hold the metal into flame and create something spectacular. She knew she had it in her, that her gift was not for nothing. What joy could there be in being a tanner’s wife? She was surely too young for all that. And then, she thought of the other women in the village, of the stories her mother had told her about her own life. Childbearing years. And her, a spring baby, the ones with the responsibility. As her foot touched the straw floor, her mother spun around, eyes dancing. 

			“Agnes! You’re finally awake. I saw you stir but thought it best to let you rest. We were asleep by the time you came home and—oh child, look at your hair!” She reached forward and began unbraiding the previously neat plaits, tutting and huffing at the mess they had become. Then, with a sigh, she continued her thoughts. “Tell me of last night. You met the tanner’s boy?”

			Agnes nodded. 

			“Tell me, girl, what are you holding your secrets for?”

			Agnes braced herself. “He will be coming here at lunch to meet you.”

			Her mother did the expected. She grasped her hands to Agnes’ heart and looked to the sky, muttering something beneath her breath. It was a prayer to the Gods, without doubt, and Agnes watched as the shape of her mother began to change. Her once low shoulders rose as though a guilt-laden blanket had been pulled from them. Her eyebrows raised, the gentle lines in her forehead increasing. 

			“My prayers have been answered, Agnes. Our prayers. Your father and I have been worried sick. Your brother leaving could have been the end of us, if the kingdom ever found out…but thanks to the Gods, with the new contract, and now your marriage to a respectable family, we will find ourselves back in good graces.”

			Agnes nodded slowly, considering her next words. She longed to unleash a torrent of shouts, growls, and curses. To proclaim that at seventeen, the weight of her family’s future shouldn’t rest solely on her slender shoulders. But deep down, she knew the bitter truth. If the kingdom ever uncovered—or even suspected—the real reason behind her brother’s disappearance, her parents would be cast out. The solution was before her, as unpalatable as it was logical. By joining a new family, she could ensure her own safety and still support her parents from afar. This might be her only chance. Rumours spread fast. Think not of the dead girls hanging from the trees. As she opened her mouth to speak, her mother held up her hand and stopped her. 

			“Before you say anything, you should know this. Love does not come into a marriage. No marriage is born from love. You learn it, day by day.”

			So nothing was to be said, then. The words hung in the air, leaving no room for argument. Agnes felt the last vestiges of resistance crumble within her. What words could she possibly offer to counter such an immutable truth?

			*

			Silence stretched across the table along with her mother’s best cloth, a tattered canvas effort. Agnes watched her father slice the bread, his lips a thin line. He had said almost nothing all day, in great contrast to her mother, who was clucking and fussing and bustling around the small house, straightening and plucking and sweeping. Silo had not yet arrived. 

			“Are you feeling well, Father?” Agnes asked, wanting a specific answer. She wanted him to declare that this was all for nothing, that perhaps Agnes should stand beside him at the furnace and help with the sword commission, that her gift would enable her to be the best blacksmith he had ever known. Instead, he picked up a crumb and placed it in his mouth, giving a weak smile. 

			“I am, Agnes. It’s a day I have both hoped for and been wary of. I thought that your brother would come first, but…it was not to be.”

			He hadn’t mentioned her brother in months. The words hung between them for a moment, and Agnes tried not to think of how he had let them, let her, down. If he were here right now, she wouldn’t be entertaining the idea of Silo at all. 

			“I miss him,” she said, three words she had not yet said aloud. 

			Her father’s head snapped up, and his open face closed. “Enough of that. Thank the Gods that we have been given an opportunity. The tanner is a good man; his son has a fair profession.” He leaned in, lowering his voice. “If anyone ever catches wind of where your brother is, we will be finished. Look brighter, Agnes, look happier. This is about saving our family’s skin and nothing else. Right the wrong that your brother did us.”

			Agnes nodded, flinching as she heard the noise of footsteps outside on the path. Her father was right. It was up to her to correct the wrongs. She felt a sudden hatred flicker through her heart towards her brother. The line between love and hate was thin; she walked that tightrope for her entire family. 

			“He’s here!” Her mother came hurrying into the kitchen, unwrapping the apron from behind her back. She pulled Agnes from her chair, touching the top of her head and flattening down any flyaway hairs. Her father walked towards and opened the door with great purpose, as though lowering the drawbridge for a prisoner. 

			“You are welcome, son of the tannery.”

		

	
		
			    

			Chapter Four

			The meeting had gone swiftly, with barely a word needed from Agnes. She had watched with bemused interest. Silo was wearing a clean cheesecloth shirt, his blood-splattered apron nowhere to be seen. He had clearly washed in the stream, the previous stench of urine now but a whiff in the air. The idea that his family might be able to procure soap was a surprise to Agnes, and yet she noticed his chewing of cloves, as though he were aware of the scent of his breath. His hair had been combed, his face shaved, and he had presented Agnes’ parents with a clay jug, according to tradition. The effort that the boy had gone to was somewhat impressive, or at least, Agnes felt herself somewhere between impressed and annoyed. Where had her opinions gone, she wondered. The clay jug was a strange talisman in the centre of the table. 

			With barely an introduction, discussions had begun. The day of the Spring Feast was set for the wedding. Silo wanted a dowry, albeit a small one, to reward his kindness. At this suggestion, Agnes wrinkled her nose and received a swift kick under the table from her mother. All sorts of dowry were given and exchanged during weddings, though Agnes knew little of it. What did her parents have to offer? They suggested a wooden chest carved by her great-grandfather, the same dowry that her mother had brought to her father all those years ago. Agnes knew the chest well, had traced the curves of the wood, the stars and moons that adorned the surface, with her fingers many times. It was a comfort that this would be going to her new home, she thought. 

			“And Agnes, Father and I hope you are not afraid of a little hard work,” Silo turned and said at one point, as though he had just remembered she was there. It was the first thing he had said to her. “As you know, my stepmother left us from sickness a year ago.” He turned back to her parents, touching his head and looking to the roof. “In these trying times, we must thank the Gods for their small mercies.” 

			Small mercies. Agnes had let her attention wander, staring into the fire at the stove. She imagined herself standing, pushing her hand into the flame, showing her true gift to her future husband and demonstrating the real power that she had, far greater than his own. As if able to read her thoughts, her mother had laid a hand on her arm, pulling her back to the conversation. 

			“Agnes has many great skills and is a wonderful housekeeper.”

			Reduced to that, again, as women had been before her. 

			*

			“Hold still, child. You move too much!” 

			Agnes glared at her mother, who was not so delicately pushing pins into the greying dress at her sides. 

			“You are too thin. You don’t eat enough. Look at this space! When I wore this, I was your age, and it fit me like a dream. And now, I have barely a week to make preparations, and you lay this at my door!”

			“Mother, how in the Gods–”

			“Ah, child, you must away with that sort of chatter if you are to succeed in your new home.”

			Agnes bit her tongue, suppressing the urge to slap her mother’s hands away. The dress clung to her skin in all the wrong places and hung loose in others. How could she have known, even a few days ago, that she’d be trying to fill this space—both literally and figuratively?	

			“And I need to get a gift for Saskia and her family. That girl is a true child of spring, regardless of when she was born. Her gift is a gift indeed.”

			Agnes scoffed, a bitter taste filling her mouth. “She doesn’t have a gift.” As the words left her lips, a pin grazed her side with uncanny timing, drawing a bead of blood.

			Her mother’s eyes flashed dangerously. “Gift from the Grothi or not, it’s a blessing compared to your…affliction.” She lowered her voice, glancing nervously at the windows as if the very walls might be listening. “Count yourself lucky, my girl, that he doesn’t know your real power. With you as our daughter and your brother as our son, it’s a wonder we haven’t all been taken into the woods.”

			Agnes watched the top of her mother’s head as she worked, sewing and biting at thread. Perhaps she was right. Agnes’ power was too extreme, too volatile to be of the Gods, and her brother had joined the side of evil, against the Gods and their ordained. 



OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/T.jpg





OEBPS/image/Witchborne_Front_Cover.jpg
Praise for ‘The Finery” “A satirical fantasy...
: D 99 X \ ‘\ A
A refreshing change. WY
- The Guardian

WHEN DOES A
WOMAN BECOME
A WITCH?

A feminist tale of

S
3

A ‘{1 !

\

persecution and






OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramond-Bold.otf


