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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







INTRODUCTION


by Terri Windling


Once upon a time fairy tales were told to audiences of young and old alike. It is only in the last century that such tales were deemed fit only for small children, stripped of much of their original complexity, sensuality, and power to frighten and delight. In the Fairy Tale series, some of the finest writers working today are going back to the older versions of tales and reclaiming them for adult readers, reworking their themes into original, highly unusual fantasy novels.


This series began many years ago, when artist Thomas Canty and I asked some of our favorite writers if they would create new novels based on old tales, each one to be published with Tom’s distinctive, Pre-Raphaelite-inspired cover art. The writers were free to approach the tales in any way they liked, and so some recast the stories in the modern settings, while others used historical landscapes or created enchanted imaginary worlds. The first volumes in the series (originally published by Ace Books) were The Sun, the Moon, and the Stars by Steven Brust; Jack the Giant-killer (later expanded into Jack of Kinrowan) by Charles de Lint; and The Nightingale by Kara Dalkey. The series then moved to its present home at Tor Books, where we’ve published Snow White and Rose Red by Patricia C. Wrede; Tam Lin by Pamela Dean; and Briar Rose by Jane Yolen.


Now, after a long hiatus (during which we produced six volumes of adult fairy tale short stories in the Snow White, Blood Red series, co-edited with Ellen Datlow), we’re back to offer more fairy tale novels, beginning with a splendid retelling of Snow White by a modern master of the form: English writer Tanith Lee. We’re particularly pleased to welcome Tanith into this series because she’s one of the first writers in the fantasy field to work extensively with fairy tale material, in her groundbreaking collection of stories Red as Blood: Tales from the Sisters Grimmer (1983). Lee has been called “the Angela Carter of fantasy literature”—and like Carter, her approach to fairy tales is very dark, sensual, and thoroughly steeped in the folklore tradition. She has worked with the Snow White theme twice before, in her haunting short stories “Red as Blood” and “Snow-Drop.” Now she takes a very different approach in a brutal, mystical version of the story invoking the Demeter-Persephone myth and old pagan religions of the forest.


To most people today, the name Snow White evokes visions of dwarves whistling as they work, and a wide-eyed, fluttery princess singing, “Some day my prince will come.” (A friend of mine claims this song is responsible for the problems of a whole generation of American women.) Yet the Snow White theme is one of the darkest and strangest to be found in the fairy tale canon—a chilling tale of murderous rivalry, adolescent sexual ripening, poisoned gifts, blood on snow, witchcraft, and ritual cannibalism … in short, not a tale originally intended for children’s tender ears.


Disney’s well-known film version of the story, released in 1937, was ostensibly based on the German tale popularized by the Brothers Grimm. Originally titled “Snow-drop” and published in Kinder- und Hausmärchen in 1812, the Grimms’ “Snow White” is a darker, chillier story than the musical Disney cartoon, yet it too had been cleaned up for publication, edited to emphasize the good Protestant values held by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm. Although legend has them roaming the countryside collecting stories from stout German peasants, in truth the Grimm brothers acquired most of their tales from a middle-class circle of friends, who in turn were recounting tales learned from nurses, governesses, and servants, not all of them German. Thus the “German folktales” published by the Grimms included those from the oral folk traditions of other countries, and were also influenced by the literary fairy tales of writers like Straparola, Basile, D’Aulnoy, and Perrault in Italy and France.


Variants of Snow White were popular around the world long before the Grimms claimed it for Germany, but their version of the story (along with Walt Disney’s) is the one that most people know today. Elements from the story can be traced back to the oldest oral tales of antiquity, but the earliest known written version was published in Italy in 1634. This version was called The Young Slave, published in Giambattista Basile’s Il Pentamerone, and is believed to have influenced subsequent retellings—including a German text published by J. K. Musaus in 1784 and the Grimms’ text in 1812. In Basile’s story, a baron’s unmarried sister swallows a rose leaf and finds herself pregnant. She secretly gives birth to a beautiful baby girl, and names her Lisa. Fairies are summoned to bless the child, but the last one stumbles in her haste and utters an unfortunate curse instead. As a result, Lisa dies at the age of seven while her mother is combing her hair. The grieving mother has the body encased in seven caskets made of crystal, hidden in a distant room of the palace under lock and key. Some years later, lying on her deathbed, she hands the key to her brother, the baron, but makes him promise that he will never open the little locked door. More years pass, and the baron takes a wife. One day he is called to a hunting party, so he gives the key to his wife with strict instructions not to use it. Impelled by suspicion and jealousy, she heads immediately for the locked room; there she discovers a beautiful young maiden who seems to be fast asleep. (Basile explains that Lisa has grown and matured in her enchanted state.) The baroness seizes Lisa by the hair—dislodging the comb and waking her. Thinking she’s found her husband’s secret mistress, the jealous baroness cuts off Lisa’s hair, dresses her in rags, and beats her black and blue. The baron returns and inquires after the ill-used young woman cowering in the shadows. His wife tells him that the girl is a kitchen slave, sent by her aunt. One day the baron sets off for a fair, having promised everyone in the household a gift, including even the cats and the slave. Lisa requests that he bring back a doll, a knife, and a pumice stone. After various troubles, he procures these things and gives them to the young slave. Alone by the hearth, Lisa talks to the doll as she sharpens the knife to kill herself—but the baron overhears her sad tale, and learns she’s his own sister’s child. The girl is then restored to beauty, health, wealth, and heritage—while the cruel baroness is cast away, sent back to her parents.


The Young Slave contains motifs we recognize not only from Snow White but also Sleeping Beauty (the fairy’s curse), Bluebeard (the locked room), Beauty and the Beast (the troublesome gift), and other tales. An aunt-by-marriage plays the villain here—but a scheming stepmother is front and center in another peculiar Italian tale, titled “The Crystal Casket.” In this second Snow White variant, a lovely young girl is persuaded to introduce her teacher to her widowed father. Marriage ensues, but instead of gratitude, the teacher treats her stepdaughter cruelly. An eagle helps the girl to escape and hides her in a palace of fairies. The stepmother hires a witch, who takes a basket of poisoned sweetmeats to the girl. She eats one and dies. The fairies revive her. The witch strikes again, disguised as a tailoress with a beautiful dress to sell. When the dress is laced up, the girl falls down dead, and this time the fairies will not revive her. (They’re miffed that she keeps ignoring their warnings.) They place her body in a gem-encrusted casket, rope the casket to the back of a horse, and send it off to the city. Horse and casket are found by a prince, who falls in love with the beautiful “doll” and takes her home. “But my son, she’s dead!” protests the queen. The prince will not be parted from his treasure; he locks himself away in a tower with the girl, “consumed by love.” Soon he is called away to battle, leaving the doll in the care of his mother. His mother ignores the macabre creature—until a letter arrives warning her of the prince’s impending return. Quickly she calls for her chambermaids and commands them to clean the neglected corpse. They do so, spilling water in their haste, badly staining the maiden’s dress. The queen thinks quickly. “Take off the dress! We’ll have another one made, and my son will never know.” As they loosen the laces, the maiden returns to life, confused and alarmed. The queen hears her story with sympathy, dresses the girl in her own royal clothes, and then, oddly, hides the girl behind lock and key when the prince comes home. He immediately asks to see his “wife.” (What on earth was he doing in that locked room?) “My son,” says the Queen, “that girl was dead. She smelled so badly that we buried her.” He rages and weeps. The queen relents. The girl is summoned, her story is told, and the two are now properly wed.


In a third Italian version of the tale, it’s the girl’s own mother who wishes her ill—an innkeeper named Bella Venezia who cannot stand a rival in beauty. First she imprisons her blossoming child in a lonely hut by the sea; then she seduces a kitchen boy and demands that he murder the girl. “Bring back her eyes and a bottle of her blood,” she says, “and I’ll marry you.” The servant abandons the girl in the woods, returning with the eyes and blood of a lamb. The girl wanders through the forest and soon finds a cave where twelve robbers live. She keeps house for the burly men, who love her and deck her in jewels every night—but her mother eventually gets wind of this, and is now more jealous than ever. Disguised as an old peddler woman, she sells her daughter a poisoned hair broach. When the robbers return, they find the girl dead, so they bury her in a hollow tree. At length the fair corpse is discovered by a prince, who takes it home and fawns over it. The queen is appalled, but the prince insists upon marrying the beautiful maiden. Her body is bathed and dressed for a wedding. The royal hairdresser is summoned. As the girl’s hair is combed, the broach is discovered, removed, and she comes back to life.


In a Scottish version of the story, a trout in a well takes the role we now associate with a magical mirror. Each day a queen asks, “Am I not the loveliest woman in the world?” The trout assures the queen that she is … until her daughter comes of age, surpassing the mother in beauty. The queen falls ill with envy, summons the king, and demands the death of their daughter. He pretends to comply, but sends the girl off to marry a foreign king. Eventually the trout informs the queen that the princess is still alive—so she crosses the sea to her daughter’s kingdom, and kills her with a poisoned needle. The young king, grieving, locks his beloved’s corpse away in a high tower. Eventually he takes another wife, who notes that he always seems sad. “What gift,” she asks, “could I give to you, husband, so that you would know joy and laughter again?” He tells her that nothing can bring him joy but his first wife restored to life. She sends her husband up to the tower, where he finds his beloved alive and well—for his second wife had discovered the girl, and removed the poisoned needle from her finger. The lovers thus reunited, the good-hearted second wife offers to go away. “Oh! Indeed you shall not go away,” says the king, “but I shall have both of you now.” They live happily together until (blast that trout!) the jealous queen gets wind of the fact that her daughter has come back to life. She crosses the ocean once again, bearing a poisoned drink this time. The clever second wife takes matters in hand. She greets the wicked queen on the shore, and tricks the woman into drinking from the poisoned cup herself. After this, the young king and his two wives enjoy a long, peaceful life. (I’ve always particularly liked this rendition, contrasting the toxic mother-daughter relationship with the envy-free bond forged between the two wives.)


Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm collected their version of Snow White from Jeannette and Amalie Hassenpflug, family friends in the town of Cassel. (Ludwig Grimm, their brother, was engaged to marry a third Hassenpflug sister.) The Hassenpflug’s tale contains several elements from the earlier Italian stories, combined with imagery distinct to the lore of northern Europe. Dwarfs do not appear in the Italian variants, for instance, as dwarfs play little part in the Italian folk tradition. The Nordic and Germanic traditions, by contrast, contain a wealth of magical lore about burly little men who toil under the earth, associated with gems, iron ore, alchemy, and the blacksmith’s craft. The Grimms’ version starts, as so many fairy stories, with a barren queen who longs for a child. It’s a winter’s tale in this northern clime, set in a landscape of vast, icy forests. The queen stands sewing by an open window. She pricks her finger. Blood falls on the snow. “Would that I had a child,” she sighs, “as white as snow, as red as blood, and as black as the wood of the window-frame.” Her wish is granted, but the gentle queen expires as soon as her baby is born … or so most readers now believe. Yet the death of the queen, the “good mother,” was a plot twist introduced by the Grimms. In their earliest versions of the tale (the manuscript of 1810, and the first edition of 1812), it is Snow White’s natural mother whose jealousy takes a murderous bent. She was turned into an evil stepmother in editions from 1819 onward. “The Grimm Brothers worked on the Kinder- und Hausmärchen in draft after draft after the first edition of 1812,” Marina Warner explains (in her excellent fairy tale study, From the Beast to the Blonde), “Wilhelm in particular infusing the new editions with his Christian fervor, emboldening the moral strokes of the plot, meting out penalties to the wicked and rewards to the just to conform with prevailing Christian and social values. They also softened the harshness—especially in family dramas. They could not make it disappear altogether, but in Hansel and Gretel, for instance, they added the father’s miserable reluctance to an earlier version in which both parents had proposed the abandonment of their children, and turned the mother into a wicked stepmother. On the whole, they tended towards sparing the father’s villainy, and substituting another wife for the natural mother, who had figured as the villain in versions they were told. … For them, the bad mother had to disappear in order for the ideal to survive and allow Mother to flourish as symbol of the eternal feminine, the motherland, and the family itself as the highest social desideratum.” It should also be noted that early Grimms’ fairy tales were not published with children in mind—they were published for scholars, in editions replete with footnotes and annotations. It was later, as the tales became, popular with lay readers, families, and children, that the brothers took more care to delete material they deemed inappropriate, editing, revising, and sometimes rewriting the tales altogether.


Whether mother or stepmother, the murderous queen remains one of the most vivid villains in folkloric history. She orders the death of an innocent girl, demands her heart (or liver, or tongue), then boils, salts, and eats the tender organ with a gourmand’s pleasure. “The term ‘narcissism’ seems altogether too slippery to be the only one we want here,” writes Roger Sales (in Fairy Tales and After). “There is, for instance, no suggestion that the queen’s absorption in her beauty ever gives her pleasure, or that the desire for power through sexual attractiveness is itself a sexual feeling. What is stressed is the anger and fear that attend the queen’s realization that as she and Snow White both get older, she must lose. That is why the major feeling invoked is not jealousy but envy: to make beauty that important is to reduce the world to one in which only two people count.” The queen’s actions are attributed to vanity-run-amok, but perhaps also fear and self-preservation. She is a woman whose power derives from her beauty; it is this, the tale implies, that provides her place in the castle’s hierarchy. If the king’s attention turns from his wife to another (or even his daughter, as it does in stories like Allerleirauh), what power is left to an aging woman? Witchcraft, the tale answers. Potions, poisons, and self-protection. In the Grimms’ tale, an enchanted mirror serves not only as a clever plot device and a useful agent of information, but as a symbolic representation of the queen’s insecurity, solipsism, and growing madness. Snow White, too, is a mirror—a reversed mirror of the queen, reflecting all she is not. Each day she becomes more lovely, more good—as the queen becomes the opposite. Snow White’s father, the king, is notable only by his absence, his apparent indifference, and his failure to protect his own child. Yet, as Angela Carter once pointed out in a comment about Cinderella’s father, the king in Snow White is also “the unmoved mover, the unseen organizing principle. Without the absent father there would have been no story because there would have been no conflict.”


Blood is a recurrent image in this story, warm red blood against virgin white snow. Three drops of blood symbolize Snow White’s conception. And the death of the (good) mother in childbirth. And menstruation: the beginning of both sexual maturation and the (bad) mother’s hatred. The queen demands blood on the knife of the hunter as proof that her daughter is dead, as instructed. The bloody meal she then makes of the heart carries the echo of ancient pagan beliefs in which ingesting an enemy’s flesh is a method of claiming their strength and their magic. Fairy tale writer Carrie Miner reflects that as children come forth from a mother’s womb, “it seems as though some women feel they ‘own’ their child—that it’s nothing but an extension of them. This theme is beautifully wrought in Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved. The consumption of the apple by Snow White seems to mirror the stepmother’s desire to consume her daughter—to take Snow White’s very essence into herself.” The queen in Anne Sexton’s poem “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs” (from her brilliant collection Transformations) cries: “Bring me her heart … and I will salt it and eat it. The hunter, however, let his prisoner go and brought a boar’s heart back to the castle. The queen chewed it up like a cube steak. ‘Now I am the fairest,’ she said, lapping her slim white fingers.”


Driven out of her home, out of her past, away from all that is harsh but familiar, Snow White makes her way through the wilderness to an unknown destination. This, as novelist Midori Snyder has pointed out, is often the fate of heroines in the arc of traditional folk narratives. Unlike sons who set off to win their fortune, who are journeying toward adventure, the daughters are outcasts, running away. The princes usually return at the end of the story, bringing treasure and magical brides. Princesses do not return; they must forge new lives, new alliances. Snow White’s journey begins with the huntsman—who is the queen’s henchman in the Grimms’ and the queen’s lover in other versions of the tale. He defies his mistress and does not slay the girl, but he is no true ally, merely a coward. He declares that Snow White is too beautiful to kill, but note that he does not lead her to safety; he abandons her in the forest, aware that wolves will soon finish his job. Yet even here, the girl’s blossoming beauty, the agent of all of her troubles at home, begins to assert itself as a form of power in the world of men. Beauty aids her once again when she finds the house of the dwarves and falls asleep in one of their little beds. Anger toward the unknown intruder turns to wonder as they watch her sleep; enchanted by physical perfection, the dwarfs decide she may stay with them. This was later revised by the Grimms, and Snow White must consent to a long list of household duties before they’ll agree to her stay. (The Disney version takes this one step further, and Snow White does the work unasked.) The change not only emphasizes the virtues of a proper work ethic, but it leads attention away from the sheer peculiarity of a ripe young girl keeping house with seven burly, earthy, and clearly unmarried men. Bruno Bettelheim, author of The Uses of Enchantment, who looked at fairy tales through a Freudian lens, claimed the dwarfs “were not men in any sexual sense—their way of life, their interest in material goods to the exclusion of love, suggest a pre-Oedipal existence.” This reading of the tale ignores the fact that the dwarves take the place of robbers or human miners found in older renditions of the story. Some of the older narratives assure us that the robbers “loved the girl as they would a sister,” while others are mute on the subject, or else intriguingly ambiguous.


Soon, the queen learns that Snow White still lives. She determines to kill her young rival herself. Here the queen stands revealed as a full-fledged witch, sorceress, or alchemist, creating potions in a “secret, lonely room where no one ever came.” Disguised as an old peddler woman, she sells the girl poisoned bodice laces, then combs her hair with a poisoned comb. After each of her visits, the dwarfs return home to find their young housekeeper dead. “Why couldn’t she heed our warnings?” asked “The Seventh Dwarf” in a poem by Gwen Strauss (from Trail of Stones). “Time and again we told her to stay inside the house, to do her tasks away from the door. We urged her daily, but she was a flitting butterfly. … She was driven by something.” In imagery old as Adam and Eve, the disguised queen comes one last time to tempt Snow White with a crisp, red apple. “Do you think I did not know her …?” writes Delia Sherman, explaining the princess’s point of view in her heartbreaking poem “From Snow White to the Prince” (published in The Armless Maiden). “Of course I took her poisoned gifts. I wanted to feel her hands coming out of my hair, to let her lace me up, to take an apple from her hand, a smile from her lips, as when I was a child.” In Sherman’s poem, Snow White is every abused child who ever longed for a parent’s love. “Don’t curse me, Mother,” echoes Olga Broumas in her poem “Snow White” (in Beginning with O). “… No salve, no ointment in a doctor’s tube, no brew in a witch’s kettle, no lover’s mouth, no friend or god could heal me if your heart turned in anathema, grew stone against me.”


In other versions of the story, taking on local coloration as it travels around the world, the princess is slain through poisoned flowers, cake, wine, pomegranate seeds, a golden ring, a corset, shoes, coins, or the ink of a letter. The dwarfs (robbers, miners, or monks) can revive her once, and even twice; but with the third act of poisoning, she seems indisputably dead. Her body (too beautiful to bury, and strangely incorruptible) is then carefully, almost fetishistically displayed in a clear glass casket—or else on a woodland bier, or a four-poster bed, or a shrine surrounded by candles. (In other variants, she is thrown into the sea, abandoned on a doorstep or windowsill, sent to the fairies, stolen by gypsies, even carried on a reindeer’s antlers.) There are various ways Snow White’s spell of death/sleep is broken, but generally not with a kiss. (That seems to be a modern addition.) The poisoned item must be removed, usually by pure accident. In the chaste Grimms’ version of the tale, where the necrophilic imagery is strictly toned down, Snow White’s body is handed over to a prince who happens to be passing by. Struck, as all men in this tale are struck, by the girl’s extraordinary beauty, he swears he can’t live without her. The dwarfs consent. (He’s a prince, after all.) “I will prize her as my dearest possession,” the prince promises the sad little men. As his servants bear the casket away, one stumbles and the fatal piece of poisoned apple flies from her mouth. “Oh heavens, where am I?” she cries as she wakes. “You’re with me,” he quickly assures the girl. (He is, remember, a stranger to her. Only in the Disney film do they meet at the onset of the tale.) He declares his love, offers marriage, and promptly spirits the beautiful maiden away. One dwarf protests this end to the story in Gerald Locklin’s poem “The Dwarf” (in Disenchantments): “She went away from us upon a snow-white steed, the forest virgin scented with the rain of evergreen, to while the mythic hours in a prince’s castle. Was it right of her to take away her apple innocence from seven dappled dwarfs, to arbitrarily absent us from felicity?” Even Snow White protests in Delia Sherman’s “Snow White to the Prince,” saying: “… you woke me, or your horses did, stumbling as they bore me down the path, shaking the poisoned apple from my throat. And now you say you love me, and would wed me for my beauty’s sake. My cursed beauty. Will you hear now why I curse it? It should have been my mother’s—it had been, until I took it from her.” The prince responds to her in Polly Peterson’s poem “The Prince to Snow White”: “Did you think that I found you, by chance, Maiden? Did you believe I was drawn to your crystal casket, like a hummingbird to its nectar, by the allure of ruby lips, the gaze of azure eyes? … You are beautiful, sublime, yet not so lovely as our daughter will be: your mother’s daughter’s child—her immortality.”


In the final scene of the Grimms’ version, the queen is invited to Snow White’s wedding, then forced to dance in red-hot shoes. “First your toes will smoke,” writes Anne Sexton (in Transformations), “and then your heels will turn black and you will fry upward like a frog, she was told. And so she danced until she was dead, a subterranean figure, her tongue flicking in and out like a gas jet.” It’s a scene left out of the Disney film and most modern children’s renditions.


Walt Disney made several other significant changes to the Grimms’ fairy tale when he chose Snow White as the subject of his very first full-length animated film. At the time, no one knew whether audiences would actually sit through an eighty-four minute cartoon, and the film was called “Disney’s folly” as he poured more and more time and money into it. Walt Disney was fond of fairy tales, but he was not shy of reshaping them to suit his needs, turning them into the simple, comedic tales he believed that his audiences wanted (a generation marked by economic depression and two world wars.) He emphasized the dwarfs, giving them names, distinct personalities, and a cozy cottage in a sun-dappled wood full of bluebirds, bunnies, and flowers, not snow. The role of the prince is greatly expanded, and the square-jawed fellow becomes pivotal to the story. His love for Snow White, demonstrated at the very beginning of the Disney film, becomes the spark that sets off the powderkeg of the stepmother’s rage. In this singing, dancing, whistling version, only the queen retains some of the real power of the traditional tale. She’s a genuinely frightening figure, and far more compelling than little Snow White (despite early notes in the making of the film in which, it’s suggested, the queen should be a “vain-batty-self-satisfied, comedy type” and “verging on the ridiculous”). Snow White (who was drawn as a blonde at one point) is wide-eyed, giddy and childish, wearing rags (Cinderella-style) at the start of the film, downtrodden but plucky. This gives Disney’s rendition of the tale its peculiarly American flavor, implying that what we are watching is a Horatio-Alger-type “rags to riches” story. (In fact, it’s a story of “riches to rags to riches,” in which privilege is lost and then restored. Snow White’s pedigree beauty and class origins assure her salvation, not her housekeeping skills.) Although the film was a commercial triumph and has been beloved by generations of children, critics through the years have protested the sweeping changes Disney Studios made, and continues to make, when retelling such tales. Walt himself responded, “It’s just that people now don’t want fairy stories the way they were written. They were too rough. In the end they’ll probably remember the story the way we film it anyway.”


Regrettably, time has proved him right. Through films, books, toys, and merchandise recognized all around the world, Disney became the major disseminator of fairy tales in his century. “Disney’s vision,” writers Marina Warner, “has effected everybody’s idea of fairy tales themselves: until writers and anthologists began looking again, passive hapless heroines and vigorous wicked older women seemed generic. Disney selected certain stories and stressed certain sides to them; the wise children, the cunning little vixens, the teeming populations of the stories were drastically purged. The disequilibrium between good and evil in these films has influenced contemporary perceptions of fairy tale, as a form where sinister and gruesome forces are magnified and prevail throughout—until the very last moment where, ex machina, right and goodness overcome them.”


Fortunately, writers and anthologists have been looking again at Snow White and other fairy tales, finding that there is much more to the old material than Disney would have us believe. Prompted by writers like Tanith Lee, Jane Yolen, Angela Carter, A. S. Byatt, Margaret Atwood, Robert Coover, Emma Donoghue, Robin McKinley, Gregory Maguire, and the poets mentioned above, fairy tales are being reclaimed from Disney cartoons and from shelves marked “children only,” explored and restored as a fascinating part of the world’s literary heritage. If Tanith Lee’s macabre new version of Snow White whets your appetite for other modern retellings, I also recommend the following: “Snow, Glass, Apples” by Neil Gaiman (published in Smoke and Mirrors, and in The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror, Vol. 8) is a gorgeous version, lush and dark, from the “evil” queen’s point of view—as is Pat Murphy’s affecting version, “The True Story” (in Black Swan, White Raven). Jane Yolen’s “Snow in Summer” (in Black Heart, Ivory Bones) is a modern Appalachian treatment of the story. Michael Blumlein’s “Snow in Dirt”(Black Swan, White Raven) is also a contemporary piece, satiric, clever, and strange. Donald Barthleme’s acclaimed novel Snow White is a brash, witty, rather raunchy work of experimental fiction (first published in 1965, and somewhat dated, but still interesting). A. S. Byatt discusses the Snow White tale in her delicious essay “Ice, Snow, Glass” (published in Mirror, Mirror on the Wall: Women Writers Explore Their Favorite Fairy Tales); she also worked a related Grimms’ tale, “The Glass Coffin,” into her enchanting, award-winning novel Possession, and her short story “Cold” (published in Elementals: Stories of Ice and Fire). You’ll find further information (and book recommendations) on three excellent fairy tale Web sites: Heidi Ann Heiner’s “Surlalune Fairy Tale Pages” (members.aol.com/surlalune/frytales/), Kay E. Vandergrift’s “Snow White Page” (www.scils.rutgers.edu/special/kay/snowwhite.html), and Christine Daae’s “Introduction to Fairy Tales” (www.darkgoddess.com/fairy/).


We hope you’ll enjoy this unusual tale of winter wolves and blood on snow. With the help of the good folks at Tor Books, we have more Fairy Tale series novels in store for you. For information on forthcoming publications, visit the Tor Books Web site (www.tor.com) or my own Web site, The Endicott Studio of Mythic Arts (www.endicott-studio.com).


T. W.


Tucson, Arizona


and Devon, U.K.






There’s a special kinship between the new and gibbous moons; fit them together and they complete a circle. Behind the full moon there’s only the dark, empty sky.
 


—MAVIS HAUT
“Phases of the Moon”
The Necessary Virgin







BOOK ONE


Tam Atra Quam Ebenus Black as Ebony




The Mirror: The Maiden


I.


ONCE UPON A TIME, IN WINTER, there was a mirror.


It had been brought from the East, where the sun rose, and the moon; that always-rising place of curiosity and brightness.


The mirror was made of glass, which, in the lands it had been brought to, was not usual. And so, to protect it (but also because those who looked in it were sometimes very startled by the monstrous clarity of the reflections), it had a lid, which could be closed. And often then, the mirror stood shut by its silver lid, like a sleeping—or a dead—eye.


However, today the mirror had been opened.


What did the mirror see, looking in?


A young girl, slender, clear and bright herself with youth. She stared at the mirror, which she knew must be sorcerous, and then swiftly away.


But the mirror continued to mirror her as she went to a high window and, instead, looked out.


“What can you see?” asked the blind old nurse in her turn.


“The snow,” said the girl, “and the black trees stretching up their arms to the sky. Nothing else.”


The nurse sang in her cracked voice:




“Black is the wood, white is the snow,


Red the roses that under it grow—”





The girl paid no attention. She had observed something flickering, shifting through the avenues of the winter forest—was it a group of riders? A pack of wolves? Then nothing was there, only the wind thrusting by the trees. (War was bounding over the snow’s book toward this castle, but the girl had not seen this. And the old nurse, witch enough once to have done so, was half blind too, now, in her psychic vision.)


“Black is the wood—”


“Hush,” said the girl, irritated. She spoke to the nurse as, seven years before, the nurse would have spoken to her.


Without protest the old woman withdrew herself, a snail, into the shell of her thoughts.


And the girl went on staring at the forest. Her name was Arpazia. Her hair was black as the woods, her pale skin better than the snow. Her eyes, though, were a light, water-gray. She was fourteen years of age. She longed for change, not knowing the change of all things was almost upon her, nor what it could mean.


Draco the war-leader, soon to be a king, led his army through the forests. In his rough way, he had studied strategy, and was well aware few battles were fought by choice in winter. So, he had chosen it.


His men no longer grumbled. They were warmed by spoils from the last three stone towns, and all the villages they had sacked.


Up there, through the trees, stood the last castle on the board. But it would be easy to take. The lordling was old, and his battalions lax. Few were left to come to his help. Draco doubted if even a spy had reached this spot with the news of an army’s approach.


He had dreamed of that castle. In the dream it had been iron and obdurate, but nevertheless he smashed it like an egg. Then they all acknowledged him, gave in. He rode to the palace at Belgra Demitu, a king.


As dusk began, deer roasted on the red fires. They ate them, and drank wine. Near midnight, Draco went to the priest and prayed.


“God favors you, my son.”


“I know it, Father. How else could I have come so far?”


“When you are raised high, do not forget God then.”


Draco thought the priest meant he must not forget the Church and his gifts which must be made to the altar, piling on the gold. But there would be plenty, and besides he was devout.


“Amen, Father.”


They had dressed Arpazia in the carmine dress, braided her hair, and placed on her head a slim golden circlet with a white veil. She was being taken to see her father.


Arpazia had no memory of her mother. She had died, they told Arpazia, at the child’s birth. From the beginning, too, she had not had a father, only this remote figure called a father, old to her even when she was an infant, who now and then acknowledged her, gave her some strange inimical present, like the emerald ring too big for her, or the Eastern mirror.


He sat in his library, and below, down the stair in the hall, there was a lot of noise, the clashing of the men in their mail, and sometimes women crying. (“What is it?” she had asked her maids, hearing these sounds at first distantly. “Has someone died?” The maids looked frightened. It was the old nurse who said, rocking herself slowly, half smiling—but without joy—“Most will.”) They were at war, it seemed. A horde marched toward them. Arpazia, too, became afraid, but only a little, for it was beyond her understanding.


The library was a small room, its stone walls hung with carpets, or else shelves and great books heaped on, some large as a three-year-old child, or long tubes of wood or metal in which lay scrolls of yellowed paper.


Arpazia’s father glanced up from a map he had been studying with some difficulty—his pale eyes, too, the girl had learned, were no longer much use to him.


“Is it you, Arpazia?”


“Yes, Father.”


This question was not due to his eyesight, only his indifference, she suspected. He had other daughters in the castle, though none legitimate. Her own waiting-women were two of these.


“Have they informed you?”


“Yes, Father.”


“I expect you’re fearful. It is a terrible thing.” The elderly man raised his gray face and looked at everything, the room, his books, her, with a ghastly resignation. “This one who springs down on us is barbaric. And cunning. His symbol is a black bull snorting fire, but his name’s Draco—the dragon.”


Arpazia felt a new, more positive fear. And yet, the gale of change blew in her face and never had she sensed her life or her youth so strongly.


“What shall we do?” she cried.


“Resist,” said the remote father. “But fail. I judge there’s little hope. Presently you should go to pray. Confide in the Blessed Marusa. The priest will shrive you. Wait meekly. When the hour comes, I’ll find you. I will see to it you suffer nothing at their hands.”


Arpazia blinked. Was this magic he spoke of? He was very clever, she had always heard, intellectual and mentally powerful, if physically a poor specimen.


“The nurse says,” she blurted, “you’ll give me wings to fly away—”


He laughed. It was a horrible laugh. Not cruel, but nevertheless quite pitiless. “So I shall. She spoke well, the old woman. Tell her, I’ll give her wings, too. She has been faithful, and why should they have her, these brutes, to make a slave of? Tell her, Arpazia, she too shall have wings.”


But as he said this, he did something at odds with the words, a piece of bodily theater that, without instructing the girl, yet forewarned her. He drew a long thin dagger and placed it, shining, on the table.


I must be shriven and then will be pure for Heaven. Angels and the souls of the dead have wings.


Arpazia backed a step away, but her father had already lost interest in her, taken up as he was with preparing his own self for death, and his castle—that no one should have the benefit of it after him.


When the girl had returned to her own apartment, she found her nurse still sitting at the fireside.


“He means to kill me!”


“Your father? Oh yes.” The nurse was vague and dispassionate. Her abject fatalism might have bloomed for this moment. “He won’t want the barbarians to get you. They’d rip you in bits with their dirty ways. It is a favor to you. None of the other girls will get any assistance, they’ll have to see to it for themselves.”


Shocked, Arpazia hissed, “He said he would kill you too.”


“Good, good. That’s kind of him.”


The girl screamed. But all over the castle women were doing that, screaming and weeping, just as the men shouted and cursed and drank, and the priest kissed images of the Christ and moaned long prayers.


Arpazia ran to the window. There was a mark in the distance, above the forests, a sort of cloud. Something was burning, from the breath of the bull, from the fire of the dragon.


But she must get away.


She stood, irresolute. Nothing had ever happened to her. Unpracticed, she did not truly believe in this, and so, maybe, it would pass.


II.


THE HORDE ARRIVED. IT WAS INCREDIBLE, awesome as any natural disaster. The woods turned black and the snow vanished beneath the darkness of many thousand men, their horses, their fighting engines. Here and there danced a flick or lash of flame, the fires of the encampment, for which they felled the forest trees, or the scarlet of the evil banners.


There was no discussion, no terms were offered or asked. Within three hours ballistas let loose huge rocks against the outer gates, and once something snorted fire. Night fell, and then they sent a rain of burning arrows across the castle parapets.


The castle began to stink, not only of fire but of wretched fear and hate.


A man guarded Arpazia’s door, then, near sunrise, when the lord of the castle dispatched his force, this man, too, was gone.


The nurse slept, sitting in her chair, silent as one already dead. Arpazia marveled she had ever run to that shriveled breast for comfort, to that idiot’s face for guidance.


Instead it was her second maid (the other was also gone) who crept close in the cold, diluted light.


She was the bastard daughter of the lord, but had a look not of Arpazia, or her father, but of her own mother, a narrow-boned woman with coppery hair.


“You’re icy. Here’s your fur. Arpazia—you won’t let him murder you?”


Arpazia glanced at the girl. “Oh, Lilca—what can I do?”


Years after, this foolish wail would haunt Arpazia, infuriating and shaming her. But by then she would have lost her patience with youth, as in youth she had no compassion for old age.


“Couldn’t you run away, Arpazia? Who’d see, in the fighting? It’s better to chance the snow and the forests. God says it’s a sin to die, unless He allows it.” Arpazia huddled in the wolf-pelt. Lilca said, “I don’t want to die here. I’ll go with you.”


As they slipped across the room, the sound of fighting began beyond the walls and woke the blind nurse. She turned her head like a statue given dreadful life. “Where are you going, Arpazia?”


“To see—what they do.”


“Stay here. It isn’t right you watch the battle.”


“Just for a moment.”


“Black is the wood,” sang the eyeless statue, blanched stone in the deadly ghost of dawn, “white is the snow—red the bloods that under it flow—”


“Leave the wicked old beldame,” snarled Lilca, and pulled Arpazia away through the door.


There was a narrow stair, well known. In the past it had led to a little summer garden with peaches and apple trees. The door was locked, but Lilca, revealing new talents, undid the lock with a paring knife.


Outside, the garden was piled with snow and the trees were bowed white humps beneath it. Lilca drew her through a knot of these trees, and black claws reached from under the snow to scratch them. They were pressed now against the mass of the outer wall.


“Shall we hide here?” Arpazia asked—stupidly, as she ever after thought.


“There’s a door,” said Lilca.


It was difficult to discover, the door, hidden in bare twisted creeper and the limbs of trees. A peculiar door, very low, the height only of a child—or a dwarf. Perhaps it had been guarded, too, but again the guard had vanished. Arpazia saw with dull astonishment that Lilca had, to this door, a key.


Beyond was a devious passageway, in darkness. Above it hulked a roof of earth and roots. The path stumbled down, snowless but deathly cold. It became totally black, then a faint light returned.


Lilca reached up and began pushing at some slab above. It shifted an inch. Suddenly assistance came.


To her amazement, Arpazia saw the slab, the top of some antique cistern, dragged away, and grinning men leaned through and drew her up, and Lilca up, into white daylight.


Arpazia stood now in the forest. Glancing behind her, she could see the dim towering of the castle walls. There was no movement anywhere but for the soft drifting of smoke, yet she could hear the battle, grown thick and muddy, except when sometimes a wild shriek pierced through.


Here, there were four strangers. They wore mail like her father’s soldiers, and for a moment she took them for castle men.


One of them had pushed Lilca back against a pine tree, bundling up her skirts. The others laughed, encouraged him, and as he forced her, Lilca did not struggle, only began to sob, but in a sullen, uncomplaining way. And when a second, and a third man replaced the first, still she made no protest. Obviously it was the price she had known she would have to pay in order to elude death.


The other helpful man said to Arpazia, “Don’t concern yourself. That’s all she’s worth. We won’t do you, lady. You’re for a higher table.”


Because Lilca had betrayed the castle, allowing Draco’s army in by the secret door, Draco in fact had her hanged. He did not like faithlessness, and in those days sought always to make vivid examples of his moral stance.


But to Arpazia, seeing she had been an innocent in the matter, he subsequently gave back several of her “treasures,” as he termed them, a reward for allowing him to sack the castle before her father could burn everything. He even initially forgave her attempt to escape and curse him—evidently neither had worked. He told her, her behavior was not surprising. She was a virgin and virtuous. However, all that was later, in the palace by the sea.


Arpazia knew nothing about the act a man performed with a woman, although she had sometimes heard of it. It was a sacred ritual intended to invoke pregnancy—or a dirty deed. Something delicious—or disgusting. So shrouded in mystery—and in mysterious, contrary chatter had it been—it meant nothing to her. It had no connection to any feeling she herself might ever have had, in dreams, or alone.


What she saw the men doing to Lilca that morning she had not understood, and through their hurry, and Lilca’s acquiescence, Arpazia was not enlightened.


The castle, her home, fell in the hour after she left it.


Arpazia by then had been put into a tent of the war-camp, a makeshift leather thing that was full of baskets, bundles, and shed pieces of weaponry. They tied her hands together, and her feet; these quite loosely, at the ankles. And there were two old women there in the tent, sorting through the bundles and other stuff, who cackled at her, but nothing else. They were unlike the nurse, being sharp-eyed and lively. There was a brazier which kept them all quite warm.


The girl was afraid, of course, but aware she did not now have to face her father with his implacable murdering dagger. What did she think would happen to her? In the after years, when, again and again, all these scenes returned in abrupt harsh flashes, like bitter lightnings, she would strive with her younger self, asking her what she had expected. Something nice?


Probably nothing. The callow girl (that she would come to despise and separate from) had no imagination. Since she knew nothing, she had nothing to burn as fuel for thought. She had been taught to read and write a little but had not bothered with books, from the use of which she had been discouraged—learning was a male pursuit. Instead her head was packed with social songs of the castle, with fragmented myths, with the shadowy rhymes and chants and spells of the nurse, who had been reckoned a witch.


Arpazia fell asleep finally, sitting there in the tent, as the scavenger crones picked through the incomprehensible muddle of odds and ends.


Then mad shouting woke her, the noise of things crashing, and a wild victory paean ringing round and round.


This filled her with alarm, but also, not knowing what to do, incapable of anything, as soon as it died down she fell asleep again.


I should have chewed through the binding at my wrists. I should have done it so the women never saw. Untied the rope from my ankles. Crept away. Even if they had killed me—


At last she woke and it was dusk. The hags were gone, and a man was pulling her to her feet. She found they had cut the tie at her ankles. They let her walk across the camp, through the churned snow.


Campfires and braziers burned, and the banners which also flickered like flames. She saw the emblem, the bull which blew fire.


Men dragged things, some of which were carts loaded with their spoils from her castle, or simply cartless spoils—carpets, furniture, chests, objects she had seen often, but never like this. Some men dragged the bodies of other men, she did not know why. Horses restlessly trampled at their pickets, shaking their heads. A few were running about riderless, calling. A woman went by in a necklace of gold, crying her eyes out. There was the smell of roasting meat, beer and death-kept-cold. And there was still some occasional screaming, from the surgeons’ area. But generally the atmosphere was jolly.


The dusk changed from blue to steel to firelit red, as she crossed the camp. No one paid Arpazia much attention.


The man who escorted her was one of the four from earlier, the very one who had assaulted Lilca first. He said nothing.


Draco’s tent was like a great golden bulb, and outside was planted the largest bull banner, fringed with silver, and next to it the image of a dragon in gilded iron, on a pole hung with crimson tassels.
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