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Book 1: England

 

 

 

Chapter 1

Change Me

 

Though I am obligated to share my story of survival, the forces compelling me to do so are impossible to suss, being infinite and immortal. Hereby accept my testimony, which I create for the benefit of my peers, on behalf of the Creator.

By “Creator,” I do not refer to the deities worshiped by the world’s disparate cultures. Understand that the greatest creative force in the universe is not all gods, but all goodness. My story is additionally difficult to convey because there you are, believing that witches are atheists. You would know more about God if He had given you the power of magic as He did me.

We need not begin with my appearance, though people expect this. What we see of others is the first thing we know of them, prior to grasping their generosity or avarice. Very well, then, I am average in appearance for a British lady in her teens. My mother, even at her end, was average in appearance for a British wench in her eighties, though her true age was half that again.

“At her end.” We are getting to that. Only now can I get away from that, after being blessed with redemption, which is a most holy form of magic.

I was born on Man’s Isle in the Irish Sea, sinners’ names used by witches, who are too naive to invent languages or coffee houses. (“Sinner” is the name witches have for those people of societies and cities.) Witches celebrate neither anniversaries nor holidays, and since our calendar consists of the seasons about us, I know not my date of birth, my numerical age. Suffice to say that the year of our Lord is 1700 and something, the “something” part a variable when the future is no different from today.

I was reared near the hills, but within a hearty smell of the sea. The background for my early life was the verdant green of spring and winter’s muddy slush, scampering does and rotting fish, the scent of fresh blossoms and all the wild feces; for whereas sinners love the beauty of nature, witches love nature, all of which is beautiful.

Our home was a trapper’s cabin whose floor was the soil below, the walls log beneath a thatched roof requiring seasonal maintenance. Within were furnishings to satisfy only the poorest sinner: a coarse wooden table used only to support our folded Sunday dresses, sheep sorrel snacks, and other foods including lasot sprouts. Beside each dress sat our shoes, items worn only in winter and when attending church in the nearest sinning city of Jonsway. Witches have scant use for furniture since they rarely sit except to appease sinners beside them on a pew. Our beds were uncovered straw kept tidy by daily raking with our fingers, occasionally scented with a naturally deceased newt placed deeply within to provide a fragrant character to the straw, which otherwise would smell like a sinner’s barn, and barns are for livestock.

Seldom during daylight did we remain inside our house. Our activities were gathering food, visiting friends, enjoying the forest, sitting on the cliffs and smelling the sea. The personnel in these adventures could not have been finer, for Mother and I were always together. And here I shall bear no protests of prejudice on my part, for no finer crone ever lived than my mother, Evlynne.

Winter somewhat curtailed our activities, for although no exposure to cold will kill a witch, we find pounding sleet unpleasant. Our friends attending my birth lived nearby: Chloe and Esmeralda north, toward Maughold Head, and Miranda south, near The Chasms.

Mother and I attended church each Sabbath. Our friends were not so bold, preferring to avoid sinners rather than mingle with them. 

Though I seem to recall my first visit to Jonsway, in truth my thoughts are a compilation of years of journeys; for although Mother necessarily carried me at first, clearly I recall the sensation of stepping upon a path of flat stones.

Although we lived near enough Jonsway to ever smell the burg, Mother and I distinguished individual odors as we approached in our Sunday attire. Soon I comprehended that this increasing intensity signified countless sinners and a vast source of their odd products. My first sight of a horse-drawn cart came as a horror. Initially, I could not believe that the lumbering construction was from our Earth. Eventually, I came to understand that sinners intend to control every part of the natural world for their own unnatural benefit. God created people, but only sinners could make a privy.

As the buildings increased in number and size, the trail changed to a street made of brick. Then came sinning women walking toward us. Burdened with sacks, they scarcely noticed the approaching pair, for evidently Mother and I were their peers. The notion that I was the same as these sinners struck me painfully, for the women’s odor seemed spoiled—human, but rancid. My next moment of terror came with an approaching wagon, which brought the abnormality of men.

Though the first was baseborn, he was virtually comforting because his smell and sight seemed more animal than sinner. Later I saw more social men who had consumed ale and tobacco and therefore stank incredibly, landowning males dressed with tall, useless hats and glossy shoes. Their wives were even more extreme, the true odors of these “ladies” hidden by ghastly lotions and powders, their bodies’ normal shapes modified by hoop petticoats as though their hips should imitate a bush draped with laundry. Then my experience worsened.

I smelled metal, a material witches find especially abhorrent, believing it should have remained in the ground where great God via Satan placed it. Metal in the form of silver bowls and cutlery and wheel hoops led us past a blacksmith’s shop, then to an eatery. There, I smelled food cooking, and I retched. I smelled burning animals, and since witches are a type of animal, I smelled my friends of Earth burning, smelled myself burning. Nothing, nothing in my young life could have been more revolting, and for a long moment on the street, I could not move as Mother tried to convince me and my chattering teeth that neither sinner nor witch was ever eaten by these folk, and no one would leap out and set me ablaze.

After I calmed somewhat and we proceeded, I found Mother to be a liar. Ahead were two sinners smashing their mouths together, and I knew they were eating each other and that I would be next. But, no, this was a type of kissing, Mother informed me, the sinning type in which teeth and tongues are involved, and most rude for even baseborn sinners to display on public streets.

Apart from the bellowing en masse from a book one endured during church services, a similarly noisome form of public speaking occurred on the streets in the form of “drama.” Therein, sinners lied about their identities while conveying events that never occurred. I could not determine where this activity fit within God’s world until Mother explained:

“Long ago, I lived within a grand English city of numerous large buildings and uncountable sinners. And I tell you, daughter, that never have I found the need to pray God to forgive me for attending dramatic readings. Well did I come to love the sound of thoughtful words joined beautifully. Therefore my speaking in this manner, which is shared by few witches. My recommendation, then, is that if you ever visit London, do attend the theater.”

Smelling fondness in Mother, I turned away in consternation, not shame. After all, our speaking was the same.

The distress I found in Jonsway culminated when I looked it in the eye: the day we entered a clothing shop to replace my too-small church dress. Within were manipulated materials of such an array that I could not comprehend the multitude, the shop’s interior of synthetic products seemingly a condensed, enclosed version of Jonsway itself. But hoods and high-crowned hats were not the greatest unpleasantry within. The endless, intimidating goods so numbed me that I scarcely noticed the sinning proprietress, who approached so near me I was engulfed by her smell, her average sweat obscured by powders, her breath reeking of meat. Changing my attire in the shop was of scant consequence in that I was allowed to do so behind a curtain. Once dressed in my insipid finery, I presumed the ordeal to be approaching an end, but then the woman showed me an even greater horror by placing me before a looking glass. I saw another of their dull children, one of no character. This creature, however, had my mother’s hand on her shoulder. Mother bent down to her and smiled, holding this blank sinner and smiling exactly as she held me, her only daughter.

Never before had I found something completely unbearable. I ran from the shop, from the town. I tore the dress away and waited, nude, on a rotting stump with grubs rubbing my backside. I waited for my mother, but even the clearest and firmest explanation from her did not change my understanding, because it did not change me. My face remained as weird as sinners’ ways, and my life was yet a perversion. 

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

Carried By The Air

 

Several fine years of witches’ living passed before I grew enough to look into my mother’s eyes, though she was of no grand stature. Our life was peaceful, and not difficult in my opinion. Except during our typical Sabbath visits to Jonsway, we had no truck with sinners. However, one of those visits changed my life.

If you are fortunate, it may change yours.

One Sunday, I was split from Mother by sinners who had planned against us. All were respected women, their husbands leaders of the community. The pack’s doyenne, one Sarah Vidgeon, had observed me for years, occasionally speaking with me in her Sabbatical politeness. This day, however, Mother and I were amazed at being thwarted in our escape from church, for never before had the parishioners been eager to speak with us so personally; for as Mother was drawn in one direction, I was pressed in the opposite.

We stood outside the church building in the worn grass trampled by the sinning mass each week. From behind, I heard some women babble on to Mother, who feigned delight in their shallow chit-chat.

Sarah was so pleased to deal with me that she took extra pains to grasp my shoulder and touch my hair as though a sinner baby’s grandmum. But she was not aware of my response. The lady did not sense that she made me ill, for after the first moment’s shock dissolved, I became repulsed by the strange form of stiff crinoline and brocade before me. The tidy curls sagging beneath her commode as well as the powder dulling her skin chilled me and I could not look to her, staring fearfully over the woman’s shoulder as she spoke:

“Dear Alba, I would have your attention but a moment. I must say that in the years we have known you, we have become quite fond of you, dear. You are such a lovely thing that we wish only the best for you. Potential for your becoming an excellent lady is evident in all about you. The difficulty we see now, dear child, is that living in the wilderness as though an animal, you will not be able to reach your potential. With your fine appearance and modest charm, any city would benefit from your presence—if you were properly reared and made to understand the ways of our modern world.”

“Yes, ma’am; thank you, ma’am,” I answered with a curtsy, averting my eyes. In those early moments, I was uncertain of the sinner’s meaning.

“The offer I make, dear Alba, is for you to live within our city and join a program we have for orphaned and other unfortunate girls. Therein, we make available to them the finest homes of Jonsway, where they might live to their best potential and learn the morals and manners of God and England. My associates speak with your mother now and apply toward her our wishes that a youth of such potential as yourself will be given to us to rear as one of our own beneath the eyes of God and King.”

The group surrounding Mother then drew near. And though sinners’ emotions smell different from witches’, I was able to judge that these women were expectant. My nature was to consider them fools for attempting to split a family, but I felt no malice as they approached. The generosity of these women described a true concern, but I could give them no thanks, for what they considered an offer to my benefit was in fact a horror.

By my side again, Mother was speaking, her common scent a relief.

“Have you heard, my daughter, these ladies’ wondrous offer? Could any person imagine a more splendid future for a poor but penniless lass than to live with them and become their equal?”

Though recognizing Mother’s facetious air, I lacked the maturity to blithely accept so terrifying an idea. All I could manage was a failed attempt at the social decorum Mother had taught me as I conveyed to these churchwomen the truth:

“I must thank these fine ladies greatly, but I would rather burn in Hell than live without the only person in God’s world I love.”

Though I walked away, I heard every word from behind. Mother remained to supply additional polite conversation. The churchwomen, however, lost their graciousness. Certain ladies were disappointed, but Sarah Vidgeon was offended.

“Then we shall take her, Mrs. Landham. We shall arrange for the custodians to receive your daughter, for no English girl deserves to live in the wilds as though an animal. There are laws to support me.”

Though smelling of anger, Mother retained emotional control. Her action spoke otherwise, but it was a plan.

“Doubtless, my daughter could be provided with a superior home for improving her station in society, but what could be worse than to have her reared by a witch like you?”

Mrs. Vidgeon was fully startled when Mother reached out in a lunge to grasp her powdered and patched face with broken fingernails, rough stubs that drew blood.

The entire church body then gathered about the conflicting pair, a variety of cries issuing from the congregation, but not a word for us witches. Not a hand nor order to cease as Mother took my arm and departed. Moving quickly through the city, traveling from street to trail to wilderness, Mother held her bloody hand cupped before her like a vessel.

“At least we’ve cause now for no longer attending their bleeding church,” she told me.

Once in the shade of an eroded hill that had always seemed a wall separating us from the sinners’ world, Mother turned to me and together we listened. With our feet, we sensed them walking. Distant voices we heard. We smelled the sinners near.

“They are coming, my dear,” she said with a bit of a crafty smile, and touched my face with her bloody hand, applying thickening drops to one nostril, the tear duct of one eye, a corner of my mouth. “Some difficulty will come from the sinners’ law, since I have damaged one of their ladies, and I feel it best we not lead them to our home when they come for me. You shall return and wait, using utmost care not to disturb the lady’s portions I have applied to you, which must remain to work with your smell and oil. With the efforts of your person, we may elicit a change in Sarah using the rare powers God has given us.”

Mother’s final words meant nothing; I had only heard that she would be taken by sinners.

“I cannot leave you for them, Mother!” I told her with astonished fear. “Should we not move at once toward a new home?”

“Oh, but sinners excel at hunting,” she replied with a smile. “Worry less than you feel you must, my daughter. Go now, and wait quietly near our home with hands away from the makings of your face.”

After Mother pressed me away with a smile, I ran off, waiting in a nearby hollow. Though Mother certainly sensed my presence, she did not look toward me as I watched her, watched the constables approach with their three-cornered hats and long staffs, firm men who did not expect my mother to speak first.

“Ah! And you come for this old woman who has only desired to save her family from the ruin of separation!”

Mother was wailing, a sound only sinners produce. She was moaning and bending as though collapse were imminent. 

Befuddled, the constables led her away with scant force. When they were beyond my senses, I understood another advantage of witches. I became so desolate that I could not move, but since witches cannot weep, there was no washing away the blood at work that would allow us correction, allow me revenge.

♦ ♦ ♦

I did not return home, for the cabin was no home without Mother. I remained by that hill. Toward nightfall, I sensed Mother’s return, my relief complete because her approach described her as unharmed. And though our embracing was excellent, Mother could not provide me with the proper kisses about my face, for my skin was not to be disturbed.

She was wet, sodden in her hair and clothing. Mother explained:

“’Tis no concern. With all my lament and moaning, they found my crime minor, and insisted upon waiting till the morn before leading me to the ducking stool, for such punition is not done on the Sabbath. But desiring to exit their fair town, I set upon them with such a great cry of my pitiful child being left alone in the wilderness that they punished me at once, if only to be rid of me. Therefore, I am harnessed in a wooden chair hung from a long pole above the trough in the town square with a minor audience to view the immersion. A fine douse they give me, and I attempt to agree by acting most frightened and admonished. To the end, I’m the humble Christian woman protecting her family, and there’s a pity in the crowd, if only for a moment.”

As we began walking home, hand in hand, Mother asked what I felt in the air.

“Our friends,” I told her.

“They will come,” she said quietly, and touched the raw skin about my face where no blood was working. “Bodies and minds together are superior to those alone. All people, witch and sinner, form families on God’s behalf. In their separate worlds, sinners form parliaments and armies, but witches make a gathering without request and without name wherein personalities become additive. Using our bodies and our living knowledge, together we shall apply natural abilities to correct what is most unnatural in our lives: the sinning woman’s threats to steal our daughter.”

Mother and I were in a strange, somber state as we ate the mushrooms that kill sinners and drank dark water full of life.

We brought the clay barrel, emptied of rainwater, unused since the time sisters were hunted as though animals for the eating. At that time, Mother and her friends were saved by a forgetfulness carried in the air that caused the hunters to be lost and finally retire from their search. Only a few sisters burned, she told me, but a price was needed then from us, and one will be extracted now—but what price our lives? Then she showed me her legs. White bones were visible beneath translucent skin, fleshless bones I had never before considered abnormal. I once was taller, she smiled with odd humor.

No further smiling came. On a limb sled, we dragged the waist-high crock, Mother halting now and again to look around and sniff before deciding the proper route. In folds of our clothing pinned with brambles, we carried rare morsel of dulse and whelk stem properly aged for strong eating. Mother on occasion would toss into the air splines of the cagewood plant, which trap seeds and end forests. Then we read the patterns as the slivers settled.

“North,” Mother said as she viewed the fluttering barbs.

“But all of those are tumbling, Mother,” I said.

“Toward water,” she corrected herself.

“But so many never touched soil,” I ventured.

“Stone and sea,” Mother decided, looking firmly toward me for further interpretations. 

In that I had no more, we determined to progress toward a rocky area near the western sea cliffs. Here we gathered as one with four sisters, a clan who surrounded the only youth.

Four coarse dresses in a variety of greys and browns, one with a hood, two with full sleeves, a gathered bodice sewn carefully, perhaps repaired by a sinner. Though of different ages, none of these sisters was youthful, but one stood out: tall, muscular Marybelle, who dragged one foot and poked the ground with an iron cane, an astonishing material for a witch.

Three of these sisters I knew. Miranda as usual was blinking both eyes as though signaling. Considering speech a sinning disease, Esmeralda had vowed to refrain from any utterance. Chloe might have joined her, for this hag’s face was so flat that words could barely be squeezed from her mouth. Last, the lame sister looked to us with a pleasant visage that would soon be shown not to describe her complete personality.

“Ah, and here’s the spot we drop our crock,” Mother sighed as she placed the barrel in a clearing that Marybelle had swept smooth with the tail of her dress after shamelessly dropping her iron cane to one side. 

“I bid you a moderate journey, Marybelle,” Mother greeted her. 

The woman’s reply was to step near and speak a few soft words unheard by me that made Mother smile. As they spoke, I was pulled aside by Miranda, who near tore my dress with the grasping, her former blinking yet to subside.

“And let us cook this young one, for I am shy a meal,” she growled.

“Yes and yes,” Chloe and her tight mouth agreed.

Although being dragged about so that I could scarcely retain my footing, I summoned enough effort to respond.

“I know not how you could consume me,” I replied to Chloe, “for you’ve barely a mouth. And you, Miss Miranda, could not see where to place me within your face, what with the eye ailment you’ve contracted.”

“Perhaps with no humor what I am saying should be true,” Miranda said, “for one who causes such difficulty should be dissolved away,” and she made a dainty gesture with her fingers as though emulating steam.

For a moment, I could not see them, only the truth I had disregarded, that I was the cause of Mother’s trouble in Jonsway, the cause of my own fear, and now the cause of this great effort that might harm us all. I had to respond, but only sinners’ words were available.

“I only long for peaceful living,” I said quietly.

The others were not so jovial now, Miranda gravely pronouncing, “No daughter could be better loved.” And she held her arms out for me to run to her and be embraced by a friend who was truly family.

“Certain troublemakers,” Chloe remarked sternly as she stepped near, “are worth their trouble.” Then gently she reached to touch my hair. 

As Marybelle began placing dry sticks beneath the crock, aided by Mother, silent Esmeralda approached me from behind to snatch me from Miranda’s embrace, staring at my face.

“Let’s stew the wench regardless, afore she sucks us dry of pity,” Miranda suggested with a cruel voice.

This trio of witches harshly pulled and pushed me one to the other, until the lot of them lifted me from my feet, and set me inside the crock.

Everyone went silent and still upon hearing a tapping: Marybelle was striking sharp rocks together, dropping sparks onto the tinder.

I looked for someone to aid me from the barrel, for the sticks were now ablaze. I nearly gagged from the stench, my feet were becoming hot, and the surrounding witches were retreating from the fire they hated, the flames they needed. I looked for Mother to assist me from the crock, but Marybelle, the eldest, turned to me and spoke an order.

“Pee,” she said, but I did not understand, displaying an ignorant face that at least was honest. Mother clearly explained:

“Lift your dress and pee what you can, girl, before your feet melt.”

I would as soon have complied, but my body would not cooperate. “My person is of no mind to pass water,” I declared with some guilt.

“Pass what you can, child, and be quick,” Mother said.

Unlike sinners who hide their wastes as though ashamed, witches accept the process as natural. Nevertheless, peeing before an audience was as unknown to me as being stewed, my anxiety so increasing along with the heat that I considered leaping out and running. Fire I had seen in Jonsway, but such heat was unfamiliar to me. As soon as I felt heat as pain, however, I knew completely the witch’s terror of flames, understanding fire as though sinners had tied me to a stake and set me ablaze. With a final grimace, I tightened my entire body and managed to squeeze a few drops of fluid from my bottom.

“Good a plenty!” Miranda cried as the smell and sizzling reached my sisters.

The nearest witch then reduced the fire with kicked sand, approaching with Mother to lift me free. Though feeling somewhat foolish and a bit of a failure, I was thoroughly relieved to be away from the greatest fear in our world.

Marybelle was next. Without comment, she lifted her dress, one long leg into the barrel as she straddled its wall, her outside foot near smoldering wood. Revealed was a gash between her legs that seemed a scar, a coarse stigma I knew to be part of every woman’s bottom.

Hidden by a clumsy boot, Marybelle’s damaged foot supported her outside the barrel with a poor balance, her arm held by Chloe so that Marybelle would not tumble into the crock—or into the fire. As Marybelle remained for a great period of wetting, her friends kicked sand near her foot to contain the flames, twigs added to the far side to keep the occult fire burning.

She came out wet to her steaming ankle, aided by Esmeralda and Mother. Miranda proceeded with more difficulty, being shorter in the limbs than Marybelle. After a moment, she was sweating piss, but remained within, turning stiff from the heat and strain. Upon her removal, this sister smiled in relief, shaking her leg now wet to the knee. Mother and Esmeralda were then spread and held above the crockery barrel, dresses crumpled in their hands as their loins strained and their abdomens pumped. Between them, they gushed a volume that nearly filled the crock. The last sister, however, was dry.

“I had no pee within this year,” Chloe informed us. Aware of the import of our task, however, she crammed her long hair into her mouth and attempted to swallow. After most of her coif was within her gullet, Chloe gagged, leaping forward with the second retch to throw herself above the urn and expel her hair with a loud belch and a sharp grasping of her entire body, her hair soiled with unrecognized foodstuffs roiling forth in a continual, lumpy rush until the crock was full.

Turning away more bent than normal, Chloe pressed the dripping hair around her neck where it clung to her spine as the remaining sisters fed limbs to the fire with reluctance. Mother and friends examined the plant and animal portions each had brought, deciding none were required.

Fires on occasion are entertainment for sinners around which they dance and sing, but flames are serious and unsettling affairs for witches. Dancing is so distinctly artificial that only sinners could have invented the process. To so chase about with no intention of catching anything witches deem foolish. And witches, not being troubadours, take no part in singing or chanting, most of them complaining about the current fashion of speaking to no end. Pronouncements and other speeches at earnest affairs are another sinning invention, witches when so grave as to intentionally initiate a burning being well aware of the purpose with few words needed. Nothing was said until the fetid mix was bubbling and spitting a nasty steam. Then calm Marybelle turned to me.

“This one,” she pronounced, “the cause. She seems not the witch, but the sinner.”

Looking at me with surprise, Miranda wanted to speak, but could not disagree.

Finally, Mother had to say, “She may not be the best witch possible, but neither are we. Nevertheless, she is the best I will ever have. And regardless of the person or appearance, I could not bear to love better.”

“But the time is now for the proving,” Marybelle declared, “for I believe no one has ever been within her.”

No one disagreed, and I had no idea of Marybelle’s speaking. Then she explained with her actions. Stepping near, she lifted my dress with one hand and with the other—to my astonishment—began seeking my feminine entrance. This was no friendly smelling. Although aware that the entrance for procreation existed, never had I imagined it subject to probing. Now the passage was forceful, Marybelle with twists and firm pressing inserting one crooked finger inside me.

The embarrassment I first felt passed with Marybelle’s success, for this hole is sealed with muscle, which Marybelle forced open, abrading the sensitive flesh with her strong and stiff finger. My embarrassment was replaced by striking pain, which caused me to uncontrollably gasp and shudder. In that moment, I felt that no cause on Earth was worth such misery.

Then the pain subsided, only soreness remaining as Marybelle dropped my skirt and lifted her bloody finger to her face.

To her mouth. After a thoughtful sniff, she licked the blood, considering its flavor.

“The blood of babies she has,” Marybelle declared, spitting into the pot, “with the taste of magic, as deep as its source.”

Understanding her meaning, I could not help but moan:

“I don’t want to conceive!”

“Ye shall not do so from a witch’s finger,” Miranda said. “It’s the manstick ye need fear, not no thumb from a sister.”

“Then it is magic I need fear!” I blurted.

Chloe nodded in agreement.

Magic. Throughout my life, Mother and I had discussed this subject as often as we had discussed the Resurrection of Christ. Neither topic is applicable to one’s normal life in the wilds. Except when sinners wield their evil.

“Now to set it loose!” Marybelle cried, then stepped to me and grabbed my arm, virtually dragging me to the boiling pot.

Mother seemed aware of the intent.

“Marybelle, have we not done enough to succeed at our wish?” she demanded.

“We have only done what might cause the Sarah woman to lose interest in Alba. We have not done enough to ensure the sinner never finds interest in her again.”

“Ah, but too much of a fume will lead the sinners to its source,” Miranda warned.

“Do not ruin my daughter with a force that none of us understands!” Mother shouted.

“I understand ruin,” Marybelle firmly replied, and her bad leg twitched. “Witches are not ruined by their own efforts, but shying from their best efforts.”

Then she shoved my arm to the elbow into the boiling fluid.

Both of us gasped intensely and yanked our arms out, but not soon enough to prevent a painful burn. Though I could not hide my horror, which showed on my face and was heard in my shriek, Marybelle seemed to pull herself inward. Though she only shuddered, she seemed melted to her soul.

Of course, regardless of my age, I did not set up a crying. Witches do not weep, even when being ruined.

With no further speaking, the sisters knew we had concluded, and turned to leave for our homes. As we left, the gas began to function with no further aid from witches. Those of us injured were able to consider our damage, hands held out like animals half eaten by a heat creature. Carried by the air, fumes traveled to Jonsway, where sinners might have noted an odd scent, but only one woman began losing her hair. As the daughter slowly healed, so the lady lost her mind. 

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

Come To A Better Place

 

Sinners have distinct people for providing healing; whereas witches have one another. Mother kept my arm wrapped in the soft leaves of the Barrule bush, an intense, debilitating pain prevented only by constant applications of poultice made from the noxious brough fly’s larvae. Time passed quickly, for our nights were spent seeking the brough fly by its particular buzzing, our days carefully crushing the larvae between smooth stones. Though Mother and I no longer attended church in Jonsway, Miranda made cautious excursions there, returning to assure us that no sinners desired to improve my social state with their generous upbringing. The witch they now desired was my mother. 

Martin Vidgeon was lord of Jonsway’s finest country manor, his estate known as far as Europe for horses of distinction. A bored and humorless man, Vidgeon had shown no great imagination in his life until his sister, Sarah, went bald and mindless. Since periwigs were so ubiquitous that a lady’s true hair was seldom seen, the disease of baldness was of small medical concern to Lord Vidgeon. Regarding Sarah’s husband, he had passed on at sea some years ago, prior to the couple’s achieving children. Sarah thus lived in her lavish townhouse accompanied only by servants. (The concept of “keeping” servants like livestock is scarcely fathomable to witches.) Her nearest family member, Martin, certainly noticed when Sarah lost her hair while simultaneously finding her memory turned particularly acute, for not only did she recall each insignificant detail of her life, she described them to servants, brother, and every stranger seen on the streets of Jonsway. 

The problem seemed mere illness to Martin until a neighbor mentioned a coincidence, that Sarah had begun suffering shortly after her plans for receiving the Landham child were rejected by the mother. Although not unknown to Martin, the plan was of less interest than his horses; for whereas the rearing of his seven children benefited from no planning on his part, Martin each morning had individual instructions for his thirty-eight mares and stallions. As though delivered through the air like a thunderclap or sisters’ fumes, Sarah’s affliction clarified in Martin’s thoughts to form a new enlightenment. Although punished with but a ducking, this Landham woman had bodily attacked his sister, drawing blood to engender a poisoning. Landham’s ability to cause damage with only a scratch was obvious: since she was unbeauteous and lived in a hovel, was she therefore not a witch?

Of course. Never had the word of God inspired Lord Vidgeon to such passion, for as soon as the idea took hold within him, off he went to demand a private meeting with church rector and city mayor wherein he presented his evidence. Since witches were a dangerous breed known throughout Great Britain, the authorities found Martin’s accusations reasonable, especially since they had seen the woman babble. A group of armed constables was thus dispatched to the forest to gain Mrs. Landham for an interview. Her child would also attend.

Mother had no forebodings regarding the sinners’ retaliation for our boil. In her years, she had known witches blamed for bad crops, lame dogs, and broken wagons as the fashion evolved. Sinners would become so rabid over difficulties ascribed to witches that no predictions could be made concerning future allegations. Sarah Vidgeon, after all, was not the first Englishwoman to go bald or lose her mind, understandable asperities considering that the sinner’s brain had never functioned properly.

Sensing sinning men approach, Mother and I at once made our home neat, squaring and flattening our straw piles to resemble the sinners’ beds, discarding the various insects and herbs lying about for meals. Though I suggested we hide in the forest, Mother explained that the men would return often, and if we were never found, they would correctly deduce that we understood their approach. We would thereby brand ourselves as too special for sinners, imbued with metaphysics, dangerous as the devil.

From similar experiences throughout her long life, Mother had achieved a resolve in dealing with sinners. My thinking was not so clear, for I suffered a fear so palpable it seemed an object lodged within me. Mother, however, intended to succeed and survive rather than worry.

We waited outside as though examining a damaged shutter. With no hesitation, three men approached from the forest trail. As one man spoke, the others began walking around our home, finding nothing of interest.

“We have come, woman, under orders of Jonsway’s alderman, Lord Bulkeley, to gain him your presence so that he and Reverend Corliss may inquire of you about certain activities.”

“And what a delightful way to pass the afternoon it shall be,” Mother replied as pleasantly as possible. “Might I ask, then, of those activities concerning me as per your implied allegations?”

“You will be told by Lord Bulkeley, not by me. I am here only to take you, and will do so now.” 

The nearest constable gestured for Mother to move ahead. Before Mother could respond, one of the remaining males spoke.

“We’ve a bit more here, constable,” he stated to his colleague, then earnestly confronted Mother. “We would enter the premises, woman, and seek evil within.”

Mother at once gave a sweeping gesture of welcome toward our door, announcing, “Please enter, constables. Simultaneously, you might recall the manners taught you by your parents and use my proper name, which is not ‘woman,’ but Mrs. Landham. Once inside, sirs, thankful I would be for your removing all the evil you find, since we good women of God have no use for the stuff. If you uncover no evil, kindly leave none.”

Although displeased at my mother’s comments, the men were also amazed at a witch’s speaking so fluently, a style Mother used to impress sinners, one so impressing me in those early years that I emulated her lingual abilities. The constables, however, remained mute upon entering our abode, gaining even more displeasure to find nothing heinous. Placed carefully on our general table were church dresses and shoes. Surely, our non-evil beds were disappointing; for despite pressing their sinning hands throughout the straw—a violation I could feel—the men discovered no intimations of evil.

The sinning men’s intrusion had so distressed me that their next vexing could scarcely increase my dismay, yet what words could have been more frightening than the tall constable’s final orders?

“The girl,” he submitted, “must be delivered as well.”

Calm Mother offered no argument. Since this latest turn was unexpected, we witches had not planned a response, but the ways of sinners are no more predictable than their laws are constant. Our preparation was Mother’s experience. Throughout my life, she had readied me for the sinners’ suspecting my manner of living, and the time was nigh to discover how well I had learned.

Calm Mother was moved. Perhaps she noticed some sinners’ reaction I was too young to sense. As we stepped from our home, Mother turned to one of the constables and declared with a voice calm as a witch’s passion:

“God forgive you for your thoughts, with your staring at my daughter too young for your wicked mind.”

We then departed for the sinners’ world, where witches would be shown minor in dispensing Satan’s malice, the sinners as dedicated in their inhuman destruction as the devil himself.

♦ ♦ ♦

I was made to wait alone in a large room that was all edges and angles not existing in the forest. A guard stood outside while I sat in silence, hearing neither rustling leaves nor moving insects, only my own shallow breathing. In another room, authorities interviewed my mother.

Alderman Bulkeley and Reverend Corliss were accompanied by constable and clerk, as though the king’s guard were required to contain my small mother. Fearful men, these decisive officials did not hesitate. At once they informed Mother she had been accused of witchcraft.

She swooned. Praying to God for salvation from lies to torment a poor woman, Mother wailed convincingly of her innocence and righteous fear. After further interrogation, the alderman determined that Lord Vidgeon’s stature justified Jonsway’s bringing Mother to trial. Truly, the authorities had sought a confession from her, thereby proceeding to her punition without a lengthy public procedure. Failing this, Mother was set aside with me in a jail cell, and Jonsway made plans to kill her.

Though having prosecuted alleged witches before, Jonsway began a persecution with my mother. Normal fare for an English town was publicly beating any woman adjudged to have been temporarily entered by Satan without her choosing. Such crimes were considered minor because the corruption was not thorough, but Mother was formally accused of being a witch and therefore unholy, in league with Satan by choice. Appropriate for such a heinous crime was the punishment of death. Here the sinners knew themselves extreme, for having never extracted this ultimate penalty for a crime so difficult to prove, they sought expertise from exterior sources. The priest requested the bishop of his diocese to attend the trial, a fervent man who knew his holy duty.

The alderman and minister also spoke with me. To Bulkeley and Corliss I praised God and Jesus, displaying great and honest fear as they described Sarah Vidgeon’s condition. My response to their foolish questions of lizards’ innards and spells was true incredulity. Mainly I spoke the truth, for the average witch displays no evil; and magic is a subtle force, difficult and rare, unlike the sinners’ easy killing. Those lies required, I conveyed with ease; for although witches have an honest nature, we possess too much respect for living not to lie for our own salvation. Our lives were given only by God, Who alone reserves the privilege of rescinding them. But since Satan supplies evil for all, sinner and witch alike must suffer.

Due to a witch’s quick healing, the boiling’s marks on my hand and arm were scarcely noticeable, and not mentioned by the sinners.

Though unsatisfactory to the authorities, our accounts of eating wild herbs and sleeping on straw were no proof of witchcraft. Questions about lost livestock and moneys disappearing from the treasury caused neither Mother nor me grief. 

After being informed of her upcoming trial, Mother gave me a challenge that no loving daughter could readily accept:

“Alba, the people here might well separate us.”

“No, Mother, I would refuse—”

“No, my child, you would not refuse. Outside of this prison, you would have the world around you. There, you might be able to escape the city and find our sisters to gain my freedom.”

In that moment, I became adult.

“Mother, I would bring a nation of sisters to release you,” I vowed while staring into her eyes.

We held hands while speaking, but would say little more, because we sensed sinners coming. 

Startled I was to find a pair of men led by a sinning woman. After the men opened the rattling, creaking plank door, the woman held out her hand only to me, scarcely glimpsing Mother.

“You will come to a better place,” she said.

Mother immediately pressed me upward while speaking to the wench:

“I beseech you to care for my daughter as you would your own.”

The sinner replied with no emotion:

“My own daughter ran away from her home some years ago, and I have not seen her since. I pray your daughter will fare better. She will have the same opportunities.”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

Polluted By Consternation

 

Being directed without violence to my new lodgings came as no relief, for the prison cell seemed natural like a cave; whereas Sarah Vidgeon’s townhouse struck me as being a folly.

Yes, I was made to ride in a carriage to the home of that person who had intended to steal me, a woman who, despite having been forced to forget that foolish idea, had succeeded regardless.

I cannot tell you the overwhelming feeling of failure to come over me upon learning of my fate. That fate was doom.

As you shall see, that feeling proved correct.

Numb I was upon entering the vast building to meet only a servant, not the mistress, who was under the weather, but welcome the dear child we do. And off went the justice of the peace.

I was left alone with Elsie, a solid but not large woman who smelled less than young but appeared less than old. After saying something to me meant to be welcoming, she directed me up the stairs to my chamber. “My” chamber. The elaborate accouterments of this interior I immediately found disagreeable: rugs made of sheep fur and paintings made of cloth and oil and furniture made of killed and polished trees and lighting devices made of “glass.”

“And I’ll be leaving you here to look around a spell while I make certain you’ve a place for dinner.”

After she closed the door behind, I stood without moving. I did not look around. I did not sit on a chair or recline on the bed. After a moment, I turned to the sound of a bird, which I heard through a glass window. I also saw trees outside, which nearly caused me to choke. Genuine, natural trees trapped in the city, like me.

By the time the servant returned, I had procured a fellow prisoner, which I held in my hand. As Elsie entered my (“My”) chamber, I ate the cockroach, which resembled a beetle but smelled of sinners. 

Yes, she blanched, her eyes going wide. Yes, she gulped, but did not run away.

“Aye, and now that you’ve enjoyed dessert,” she told me weakly, “you’ll be coming along to finish your meal.”

I complied, not because I was hungry, but because she had not threatened to burn me.

Sarah Vidgeon waited for me at the dining table, a surface large enough to feed a community of witches. Though a kitchen servant stood near, Elsie was the slave who described the function of fork and spoon. Sarah said nothing so reasonable.

Did she seem ill compared to when last I saw her? I could not say, in that all sinners look alike. Her wig item, however, was a tad askew.

Seated at the table about five paces away, Sarah peered at me a moment while stabbing a slab of dead cow.

“Elsie, you shall explain who this person is inside our household. Is she seeking donations for a charitable cause that I might support if it were aligned with our Christian faith and not the Muslims, who seem to be everywhere?”

“Ah, Mistress Sarah,” Elsie replied, “this is Miss Alba, the child you have taken into your home to love and rear as your own.”

Sarah then harshly placed her knife flat on the table while glaring at me.

“You say what? Then this is the dear child whose mother caused the death of my late husband?!”

“Aye, and no, mistress,” Elsie explained, “this is the child whose mother caused your hair to fail out.”

“Very well, and one of those will grow back,” Sarah said while returning to her meal.

And so my days proceeded. Though I learned how to fit into the household, my strongest thoughts were of departing. Yes, somehow I would exit this strange living and return to my mother. Somehow we would depart the city and return to the wilds, but how? How long before Mother’s trial? How long would they allow her to survive? 

From my first smell of the constables in the forest, I had been taken by countless visions of Mother dying. Not my own death nor the world’s destruction could have so affected me in prediction. So often had I felt my innards wrenched from visions of Mother’s death that the pain became normal, cramping me with a daughter’s ultimate terror. But never did I cry out as the torment demanded, for this would have been cruel to my mother, unkind to the person I suffered from because I loved her most, Mother, who retained the subtlest courage by never lying but never refusing to accept the truth. If we are to die, she told me, think beforehand of the love we share, and praise God that our concern will be forever moved to His superior hands. Mother then smiled and held me. Then I loved her as ever, and again felt her die, then loved her more.

♦ ♦ ♦

The ongoing act of oppression the Sarah sinners thrust against me was to turn me into one of their kind, first by eating in their manner in order to survive, then by emulating their appearance. In those first days, I remained in my own simple dress and shoes, no more. Then Elsie was tasked with instructing me in the ways of proper attire.

“So, I’m here to be helping you learn how to dress, lass,” she offered.

“Not being one of your windows, I require no obsessive draping,” I insisted. “Attired enough I have been, and shall remain.”

“Not attired enough, I’m saying, for a lady of any age,” the woman retorted, “with no underthings below to hide your figure which one day might be womanly, though not if you don’t start eating more properly than you’re dressing.”

Characteristic of Elsie was her turning sentences into speeches. Therefore, she elaborated:

“And the purpose, now, is for you to become a lady, and none of them are wearing a shift worthy of a servant. Aye, and your hair is fit for some wild critter—even a servant is proper enough to be combing her hair.”

“If Lord God had desired his people to comb their hair,” I replied as though some clerical expert, “He would have made our fingers thinner and more numerous.”

“If He’d wished His lovely girls to seem ugly,” Elsie retorted, “you’d be looking like me all along.”

Yes, she was ugly, her only charming characteristic. Though she lacked sophistication, a positive attribute, Elsie was a sinner nonetheless, not animal enough to provide me with pleasant company.

Within my (my?) chamber we stood, a site the servant would have me emulate by covering us both with fabric, on our seats and extremities and every vertical surface. Regardless, I had yet to determine why this servant’s own attire was inferior to Sarah’s, since each seemed similarly rich. 

“So, I’m showing you, girl,” Elsie explained, “the difference between petticoats and pantaloons.” 

Elsie opened large, elaborate wooden objects and removed fabric items that she placed upon the bed, complicated apparel with crinkly edges that she would have me apply simultaneously. 

“The proper order I’m telling you, and an aid in donning them as well I’ll be,” she concluded, and stepped toward me with moves implying direct contact.

“Being a common wi—,” I began. “Being a common person, I demand that you allow me to remain clothed in a simple manner as is proper for my natural state.”

“Aye, but I can’t be taking orders from you, lass. ’Tis Mistress Sarah for which I work, and she and me both have seen more difficult children than you are imagining. So you’ll be doing now what the mistress tells you as I convey it.”

But I would not. Though I made no aggressive move as the servant stepped near, I reached her first, taking the woman’s wrist with no exceptional pressure, though I was discomforted by the contact.

Never before had I touched a sinner. But from the grip of sinners to steal me, kill me, I knew their flesh to be warm, and felt this heat upon grasping Elsie. Was not this inner heat the aspect of their nature to make them so active, the cause for their inventing new varieties of flame? Elsie’s response was thus predictable. Unkindly, I intended to disturb her. Herein I succeeded, for with my firm touch, the servant looked down to my hand, thereafter pulling her entire body away.

“Blessed Jesus, lass,” she hissed while looking toward me with a distraught visage, “you would have to be dead to feel so cold.” And she continued to step away, backwards, quitting the room as though she had been asked to tend the dead. So absolute was her move that I assumed she also quit the Sarah lady’s household, as though such employ were abundant.

It is not. Rare is the witch with a servant. I retained mine, however. Though I desired only to have this sinner avoid me, I was surprised to find her soon returned. Elsie had donned gloves, the type worn to protect sinners from winter. These would protect Elsie from a witch’s coldness. Standing again with her arms straight at her sides, Miss Elsie stated her credo:

“You and I, lass, shall become familiar.”

Though making no move toward me, the servant controlled my dressing, pointing with her gloves, which would surely insulate her from my cool demeanor. Firmly, literally, she pointed out how and where to apply each article of clothing.

I smelled her fear, but also her determination. And I complied, the witch not pleased but nearly amused with this stern servant. Because I was a witch, I felt shame for cooperating, but loneliness precluded my receiving torment from understanding that the next person to share with me familiarity would be a sinner.

♦ ♦ ♦

I could have escaped at any time. I could have run out of the house, proceeding to my mother. Then, I would….

I would pray. Often I prayed to great God, always after thinking of my mother alone in her cell. At least she was safe, but for how long? 

A seamstress was hired to construct apparel in accord with my specific shape. Standing in thin undergarments as a humming woman hovered around me was less distressful than many previous manipulations of the sinners, sinning men. In fact, Elsie’s observing every move of the seamstress was somehow supportive. Perhaps she had mentioned cold skin to this woman. Perhaps not. Days later, a raft of garments began entering my chamber and my personal furniture for housing them. Elsie was wonderfully pleased at the finery, but I lacked appreciation. Sarah was nearer in response to her servant than her protégé.

“I am so pleased that your attire is now excellent, Alma.”

“Alba.”

“I am so pleased that your attire is now excellent. Now your appearance is fit what your appearance should be.”

“Yes, mistress,” I replied. “Might I visit my mother, please?” 

“Is she not the party who drowned my husband?” Sarah wondered.

“Ah, no, mistress,” Elsie told her. “She were the one who made your hair fall out.”

Immediately Sarah snatched the wig from her bald pate and gave it a good stare.

“Indeed, you say, but there it is,” then she (crookedly) donned the commode again, turning away with her final words. “Nevertheless, the criminal will not hang for her crimes.”

Thereafter, I proceeded with my new living, definitely feeling shame that my safety did not include Mother’s. 

At least she didn’t have to go to church.

♦ ♦ ♦

Donning that light gown for sleeping as per Elsie’s education, I waited for a servant to enter my chamber and kill the hated candle, to reduce the evil oil lamp never known in my mother’s home. Sinners are so wicked that to illuminate themselves after God ends His true light of day, they burn little parts of their households. 

Elsie’s entrance was virtually joyous, for she was pleased to comply with my congenial request to quench the flames, though she wondered why the tasks were not within my capacity. This acceptable experience with Elsie recalled her assertion of familiarity to come. As I lay with improved feelings, I thanked Lord God that this bed had no major portion made of metal, not the posts nor canopy, only some fasteners ensconced in the joints they secured. But there my praying ended, and my misery began.

How many nights from then until eternity would I sleep with the sinners and not my mother?

Only God could answer that question, and it came as a plea.

♦ ♦ ♦

Elsie found me beneath my (my) bed. What a fine place for hiding, the space tight around me, the remaining world separated from the concealed witch. The liquid applied to the wooden floor was a partially natural material, for I recognized the scent of pine sap and walnut oil; but something had been heated here, the resin cooked to change it to a sinners’ creation. I would make the product less noticeable by rubbing against the wooden surface as I crawled into this adequate hole, crawling out only when Elsie came with the broom to poke at me and complain.

“Aye, and you’re trying me again, lass,” she moaned as though damaged, “trying me by clambering on the floor in your lovely nightclothes. So you’re coming out now, to be dressing proper for the waking hours as I’ve taught you. Then you’re hieing yourself for a meal, child, else I’m leaving your lamp burn the entire night, along with extra candles.”

Fair enough, and out I moved from beneath the bed, determining to be witch enough to have gratitude for this woman’s kindly aid of the previous night. But not enough gratitude could I find to happily violate my stomach with the congealed animal grease considered food in this obscene universe. Regardless, before sickening myself with another sinning meal, I had to dress.

Not all of the apparel Elsie provided could I connect alone. Included in my wardrobe were diabolical corsets and gowns whose laces and straps could not be secured by the wearer. How could even sinners be so foolish as to design apparel the wearer could not don unaided, and worse, not remove alone? What if a lady caught fire and had to divest at once lest she burn dead?

In that I would not be entering the city’s public domain, Elsie had me dress rather simply, then off she hied to verify the meal. I verified my position. Contemplating the remainder of my chamber, I achieved a strange pride with that idea of possession: my chamber. The pride I received came from a sense of shelter and security. The accompanying strangeness, however, was a taint of guilt from my taking any comfort from the sinners.

The ceiling was flat but bordered with cornices. Patterned carpets on the floor, patterned paper on two walls, oiled wood on those remaining. The bed I knew, but how remarkably large it seemed, and extravagant with its layers of sheets and quilts, not unlike my clothing.

Next to conquer glass. That window in the rear wall: I approached to pull aside the curtains, finding a revelation. Behind Sarah’s home lay her garden. 

The dull witch had not previously noticed this area, but finally I was pleased in Jonsway, for here was my (my) own forest! Near my window grew a large and lovely elm tree. Beyond were sycamores and maples. Below were gravel paths winding through lush, well-kempt grass of a particularly bright green with darker green hedges and bushes unfortunately cut flat or curved, but living organisms nonetheless. I saw a small body of water, flowering plants and spiky, unusual grasses in tall clumps, many plants unknown to me, but immediately admired. 

Quickly I examined the window as though attacking it, attempting to decode the method and mechanism whereby I could part the glass and smell the garden, this living segment of the sinners’ world enough to make me laugh with joy, then growl with perturbation since I could not open the blooming thing. Then came an encouraging idea: I only had to move downstairs and exit the house to experience the entirety of the garden, not merely its fragrance. So, from my chamber I ran, left across the balcony, down the stairs with rapid feet and not a stumble, left again, the only route to the building’s rear, through a swinging door into a corridor terminating in a glassy door through which I saw shrubbery, a door I achieved but could open no more than the blooming window. 

What a meager entrapment for the sinners’ world of murder. How foolish of city folk not to use the simple wooden latch of Mother’s cabin, or the rotating lever of my bedchamber door. In comparison, this mechanism was multiple, vast, complex, mysterious. After sighs and slumping shoulders, I sadly contemplated my future. Either I would abandon my plans, or request the aid of a servant.

Viewing the garden again, I espied a large woman hacking away at a bush with a metal implement. This was Theodosia, the one person of the household never seen above the stairs. Soon this woman saw me, and gestured that I might join her. After some failed manipulation with the lockwork, I revealed to Theodosia an ignorant countenance. Herein I was successful, for the servant approached to call through the glass that I might come out if I so desired. More loudly I replied that I knew not how to open the door. No part of England exists so wild as to be without doors, she insisted. Briefly I explained in a holler that such was my home. Theodosia then stepped to the door with no kind face to grasp the latch and succeed no more than I, for some witch had locked it from within. Thus, the servant became so exasperated as to howl in wordless consternation.

“What is your great distress?” I cried. “I am the one trapped with no escape!”

Soon, we were pulling at the door from opposite sides, Theodosia leaning near the glass to point toward the mechanisms and mutter unfamiliar terminology as though I comprehended her technical language. Pull on this and that I did without success. What a scene we made to the next servant nearing, one noted in advance by a wave of sick cooking smell; for Miss Delilah approached from the kitchen to expertly release the bolt and activate the latch with no kind glance and not the first word, returning to the kitchen with a gait of annoyance.

Immediately Theodosia stomped back to her work, grumbling furiously. And though with the door’s opening I smelled a fine raft of natural fragrances, my pleasure was polluted by consternation. But with thanks to the good Lord, I entered the garden, intent upon enjoying this realm whether I suffered or not.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

The Carousing One

 

Burying the household feces was one chore not allowed me. City commoners defecated on public dunghills, some of these so modern as to provide a fence for concealing users. Folk so extravagant as to own chamber pots would empty them upon these same hills each morning for city-employed persons to cover with soil. If the commoners be especially lowly as sinners, they would simply dump their pots onto the streets. The only commoners in our (our?) ward were servants, we rich folk a hygienic lot.

Sweeping was a task I enjoyed, for it brought me in touch with the natural element of dirt and allowed me to sprinkle too much tea on the carpet to provide the floor with a clean and natural scent. Strange were the sinners to be human yet share little more than dung and tea with witches.

Theodosia and Delilah shared nothing with me, not only because I rejected their cooking, but because I made to usurp their employ, offering to launder attire and peel fruit—though not within the fuming, disgusting kitchen. But as the rarely speaking Theodosia remarked, if I did all the servants’ chores, would the mistress allow them to sleep in my bedchamber? Not blinking likely.

Sarah had no such duties. Being the inheritor of her husband’s estate, the lady was a business person with fiscal responsibilities, with landholdings and taxes, solicitors and agents, the average day finding her out and about Jonsway to oversee rentals and sales. Scarcely could I imagine how these meetings proceeded when Sarah ever believed her husband to be in a state of drowning. Business sinners would also visit her townhouse, though only men, for rare was the lady in Jonsway who controlled her own wealth. On occasion, Sarah would meet with lady peers regarding charitable activities such as stealing children from their peaceful homes, the bitches. Also rare was the arrival of her brother, Martin.

I peered between balusters on the upper-floor stairway like an animal stalking its prey, though I sought only knowledge, not flesh. Never before had I espied Martin Vidgeon, though I understood his identity after he referred to Sarah as “sister.”

They chatted a moment before Sarah asked, “And what is that yellow horse of yours called?”

“A palomino, Sarah.”

“Never have I ridden a horse.”

“You often rode horses when younger, Sarah.”

“Never a yellow one. They did not exist in my time.”

“I ask of the newcomer, Sarah. The child from the forest, how is she fitting in?”
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