
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Whispers in the dark. Blossoms in the light.

––––––––
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Cherry Blossom and Other Stories reveals the fragile line between dreams and reality, love and loss, shadow and light. Here, a man bargains with death for immortality and pays a price he could never have foreseen. A girl follows the call of a wolf into the winter woods, only to find she cannot return unchanged. And in a house choked with unseen cobwebs, a woman must choose between surrendering to despair or striking a single spark that might save her.

With haunting elegance and quiet power, Amy Laurens weaves spellbinding tales of magic, fate, and the echoes of love. Fans of Angela Carter and Kelly Link will be captivated by these modern fables and the subtle horror that hides within.
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AMY LAURENS

––––––––
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AUSTRALIA

For Glam, my guide.
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Introduction
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The interaction between ourselves and our art is a fascinating one on many levels, but something that’s particularly fascinated me more and more the longer I spend in creative spaces is the way that we experience our own voice. 

...No, there’s no need to be so highbrow about this. Let me put it plainly:

For a long while, this book was out of print because I thought it sucked. 

Not the individual stories and poems per se, but the whole, the collection. I thought it felt random and incoherent as a collection, with too disparate genres and forms for it to be successful. But that was because I was a beginner who couldn’t see my own voice, couldn’t see that what I took for imperfections were simply deviations from the norm—which is often all imperfections are, really—and that it was these very deviations that made the book mine. 

Rereading it years later, I was struck by the similarity in all these works: not in their genre or form, but in their tone, their thematic approaches, their essence. This collection is as accurate a snapshot as it’s possible to have of me at that time in my life; it reflects the ideas I found important enough to write about, the experiences that were bubbling away in my subconscious, the things I cared about—and yes, even the vocabulary I preferred and how I expressed myself. 

Brandon Sanderson once said that every book you write, every piece of art you create, is perfect, because it’s a perfect expression of who you are at the moment. 

And so it’s with appreciation for the me who existed in the late twenty-aughts and very early twenty-teens that I have brought this book back to the world. That younger, anxious, more brittle self—along with all the thousand variations that have existed before and since —made me who I am today, and I can’t but love her for that. 

And so, I hope you enjoy this moody, emotional collection of works about human relationships and how we find who we are in the context of them, full of shadows and subconscious motivations that gradually break free to something dawningly innocent, something wholesome in its desire to be nothing more or less than ourself, whole. 

I have so much compassion for the me who wrote this book; I hope you find something in her to love as well. 
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Cherry Blossom
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Ambrose sits alone in utter darkness, no one but fear for company as he prepares for the culmination of his ambitions. It’s been years since he felt fear; it’s been years since he felt anything. That was one of the demands of the quest: let nothing distract him from his single-mindedness, not love, not hatred, not regret, not fear. So in a way, it’s nice to feel again, even if it does set his teeth on edge and send his pulse racing. 

There’s no reason for the fear, of course. He knows the potion will work. Years of research and millions of dollars have ensured that. But the moisture that should coat his tongue and throat still slicks his palms and forehead instead. Ambrose scrubs his hands on his bare thighs; his grip must be firm, sure. The timing of this experiment is so crucial to its success; the merest half-millisecond hesitation caused by a slip of the knife would be disastrous—and he doesn’t want to die.

Which is entirely the point, really. He sits here, naked and alone, in the dark of night in a house nobody wanted on a rug nobody loved, because he is about to reach the pinnacle of his ambitions, and finally, at last, escape the clutches of death forever. 

Shame he has to die to do it.

Ambrose takes a deep breath and feels for the knife to his right and the stone goblet to his left. Careful not to spill the precious liquid, he raises the goblet to his lips, fingers wrapped around stone so smooth it feels wet. Or is that sweat again? In his other hand he clutches the knife, simple wooden hilt roughing his skin, and presses the blade to his throat. It’s cold and somehow it tickles. 

Fear leaps in his stomach but he catches it, moulds it, hones it until it’s as sharp as the blade and is just another weapon at his disposal. He tilts the goblet until the liquid meets his lips, presses the blade into his skin until he feels the sting of blood. This is it, the moment when he will end his life and begin it, the moment when he will grasp his immortality. On the silent count of three, he draws the knife across his throat and swallows down the potion. 

Hot fire grips him, and whether from the wound or liquid, he can’t tell, and it doesn’t matter, because the pain sears down into his belly and he can’t breathe, can’t scream, and his heart stutters. 

He’s dying. 

His muscles cramp, arching his spine until he knows his bones must shatter from the strain, and it burns, flames under his skin that light him up like a candle. 

The fear bursts from his grip and floods through him on a tide of adrenalin. Everything’s done, everything’s over, and it was all for nothing, and the only thing he can think of is Lena’s eyes and a spray of cherry blossom in the moonlight. In despair that overwhelms even the pain, he passes out. 
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When he wakes, the fire has died down, and only the embers are left. They flare in his joints and limbs when he stirs, and at first he is too groggy to realise what they mean. 

Ambrose strains open his eyes and stares vaguely at a stone goblet lying on its side, rim chipped, the sticky residue of black, tar-like liquid pooling underneath it.

The memories flood back and he wonders how long it’s been. Will Morris have missed him yet? 

He struggles to his feet, biting back moans as his muscles catch and clench—but then he grins. He’s standing. He died, and now he’s standing, and he feels... 

Ambrose stretches and twists, staring at his body, wondering exactly what it is he feels. He’s happy that it worked, of course; he’s achieved the ambition of several lifetimes, and beaten all the others who raced against him. But it’s a quiet sort of happiness, reserved, not at all the elation he’d expected. And underneath it all, he realises, there’s still the stink of fear. What if they don’t believe him? 

Suddenly frantic, Ambrose strides to the corner of the room and his bundle of clothes. He dresses, not worrying over minor things like buttons, and hurries from the room. 

Downstairs, out in front, his car is waiting and in it is his phone, left there so he wouldn’t be disturbed. He punches in the speed dial for the office and fidgets as   it rings. Morris will know; his elder brother always understands.

The secretary—Sarah? Sara?—answers the phone and Ambrose snaps for Morris. An awkward silence fills the end of the line. His stomach sinks. “What? What is it?” he demands.

“He’s dead, Ambrose,” the secretary says. “They found him in his flat three days ago. Suicide. We... He had no idea where you’d gone, Ambrose. He thought you’d left us.”

Ambrose leans back as the world reels around him. “Three days? How long have I been gone?”

“A week.”

Numb, Ambrose hangs up. He’s achieved immortality, only it doesn’t matter, because he was going to share it with Morris. Not that he’d ever told Morris that, not in so many words, but the promise was there, implied. And now it’s too late. 
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It’s a month later, and still the mobs haven’t died away. They never use the doorbell, just lie in wait around the front of the old, unloved house that’s now his refuge, waiting for him to appear. When he does, it’s all flashing lights and questions, microphones in his face. He’s tried his best to ignore them, but they’re persistent, and they want to know his secrets. It’s enough to make him wish he’d never publicised his findings, never made it known that he’d finally won.

Even at night they wolf around the steps, and it’s hard for him to spot them because the moon has disappeared. 

To be sure, the moon has always been sporadic. Despite rumours that centuries ago the moon was constant in its cycle, in all of living history it’s been inconstant, full one night and new the next. But never has it been gone so long. 

Morris is gone, the moon is gone, and even Lena, the lovesick, moony-eyed girl that used to follow him everywhere, is gone, and he feels utterly alone. 

Outside, the mobs catch sight of his shadow through the frosted panes of the door and begin their restless murmurs. He needs food, needs to walk—but he can’t face the mob again, not alone. 

He leans his forehead on the ice-cold glass in the door. He’s got everything he ever wanted, but no one told him the emptiness would feel like this. Even though he can remember the taste of Lena’s lips that night under the last full moon, even though he can remember losing his focus for a split second in the pleasure of holding another warm body, of her skin pressing against his in the moonlight—it’s not enough. 

She’d tried, of course. All she wanted was to be with him, to love him. But immortality was a harsh master and he couldn’t afford an entanglement, a distraction from his research. All he’d wanted was some fun on the side. 

Only now she’s gone, and he’s standing here, barricaded in his own house by mobs of reporters and spies and conspirators, and he can’t leave, can’t go outside, and all he can see is the pain and confusion in her eyes as he’d turned and stridden away. 

He’d never meant to hurt her.

The whirr of something moving quickly through the air cuts into his memories and he jerks away from the door. Where his head had rested only instants ago, the glass now sprouts a crossbow bolt that fizzes and sizzles. 

Ambrose laughs, which turns into a sob. He’s immortal, don’t they understand? But it’s obvious that they won’t stop trying. He reaches out and bolts the deadlock. He’ll order in groceries, find some way around it. Either way, he won’t set foot outside again. 
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It’s an ordinary night when Ambrose pelts down the hallway to answer the bell, sprinting so he doesn’t have a chance to change his mind. For the last month without fail, someone has left cherry blossoms on his doorstep, and he knows it’s Lena. 
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