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I learned the healing arts from a wise woman, the spinning of tales from my mother. I learned nothing from my father, a no-name fisherman. My mother was a midwife. I learned that from her too. Women come to me from all over to hear my stories, to make use of my knowledge of plants. Traipsing in their boots and lonely skirts through the wood, they come, one by one, with their secret sorrows, over the river, across the hills, to the wise woman they hope can heal their ails. After I give them what they seek and take my fee, I spin my stories, sifting through my memories, polishing the facts of my life until they shine like stones. Sometimes they bring my stories back to me, changed by retelling. In this book, under lock and key, I will set down the truth.
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PROLOGUE
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The cellar was, at least, a cool respite from the murderous heat wave afflicting the Black Forest, though it smelled like a crypt and I nearly broke my trick knee on my way down the crumbling steps. There was no railing, and my knee ached the way it always did when rain was due. Ingrid Vogel took the stairs recklessly, though her long white plait and rheumy eyes betrayed that she was at least four decades older than I am. Apparently, she was one of those lucky octogenarians for whom arthritis was something that happened only to other people.


When she flicked on the light, I followed her through the archway into an ancient stone cellar, startled by how old it seemed. The cellar was faded rock, almost cavernous, built with simple buttresses and curved archways, obviously a remnant of a much older structure than the thatched-roof cottage above. What did this place use to be, I wondered absently, surveying the stacks of parcels and canned goods in the corner. Before I accepted my position at the University of North Carolina, I spent fifteen years in Germany—earning my PhD, doing a postdoc, lecturing—but the nonchalant way Europeans used ancient spaces as basements still felt like sacrilege.


“Frau Professorin Eisenberg,” she said, addressing me formally despite my repeated requests to call me Gert. She stood beside an uneven stone that had been removed from the cellar floor, holding an ancient lockbox. I knew from our emails that the codex must be inside. “Hier ist er.”


Three days earlier, Frau Vogel had emailed to tell me about a medieval codex she found in her late mother’s cellar. She said she’d attended a talk I gave in Germany, but I had no memory of meeting her. Her email described what she knew of the manuscript—it was illuminated, written in Middle High German by a woman—and asked if I would be interested in the find. Attached were radiocarbon dating results verifying the manuscript’s age, and an image of a single sample page. The handwritten text was a sinister rhyme about Snow White in an obscure Alemannic dialect; beneath it was a painstakingly decorated illustration of a wicked fairy dancing on a rose. She had blood-red lips, deathly pale skin, and a tangle of black hair.


When Frau Vogel’s email pinged my inbox, I had been sitting in my office, prepping syllabi for the fall semester, trying to ignore two tenured male colleagues who were prattling on about their latest books in the hall. I couldn’t focus. There was a ball of dread in my throat so large, it felt like it was blocking the flow of oxygen. I was scheduled to apply for tenure the following year, and the application process at UNC was brutal. I needed a book under contract, and my study of the treatment of women in medieval German illuminated manuscripts was going nowhere. It was under review at a solid press, but one of my peer reviewers had dismissed its subject matter as “domestic minutiae.” The criticism made me livid. Centuries of sexist scribes had left huge gaps in what we know about the lives of medieval women, and I was trying to do something about it.


The image of the fairy made me gasp, loudly enough that one of my colleagues peeked into my office with a question on his face. I forced a smile, mouthed the words I’m fine, and waited for him to go back to his conversation before I returned my focus to the screen. The colors of the illustration were jewel-toned, bright; the fairy’s expression could only be described as malicious. My heart fluttered with a delicious thrill of excitement. Was I looking at some kind of gothic ancestor to the Snow White folktale as we knew it? The prospect of studying something new—and so different—made me giddy.


I wrote Frau Vogel back immediately, expressing interest. Her reply was a bizarre request for me to describe my personal religious beliefs. Her prying ruffled me, but I got the distinct impression that she was testing me, so I answered carefully. My religion was complicated. I was raised Catholic, but I hadn’t been to church in ages—a fact that, hopefully, Frau Vogel would understand, given my sixty-four hours of graduate credit on the period that brought the Crusades. Whatever her test was, I must have passed, because her next email contained more digital photographs of the manuscript and a request for my assistance reading it. The additional photos were enough to put me on the plane the next day.


Now, crossing the cellar toward Frau Vogel and her lockbox, I felt an eerie shiver of anticipation. My breath caught in my chest, and I thought I sensed a shift in the room’s energy, as if I could feel the drop in air pressure from the coming storm. The sensation alarmed me, until I recognized the rest of the premonitory symptoms of my too-frequent migraines. The lightbulb hanging from the stone ceiling seemed too bright. My vision was blurry. The dizziness I’d blamed on the twisty drive up the mountain had returned. Of course I would get a migraine now, I thought, cursing my luck.


Resolving to take a sumatriptan soon, I peered into the lockbox. Inside was a burnished codex, timeworn. The cover’s leather shimmered faintly around the edges, as if it had been painted centuries ago with gold dust. When I saw how ornate it was, a faint gasp escaped my lips: There was an embossed frame decorated with a diamond pattern, and the interior of each shape was decorated with intricate swirls. In the center of it all was a huge design that looked like a sigil. A circle writhing with snakes, large-winged birds, and beasts, at once grotesque and beautiful.


The charged feeling in the air intensified, making me dizzier. I blinked, trying to recover some semblance of professional detachment. The migraine, I thought, it’s knocked me off balance. “Entschuldigen Sie,” I said, fumbling in my purse for the bottle of sumatriptan.


Swallowing a pill, I glanced at Frau Vogel, silently asking permission to pick up the codex. She nodded. I picked it up by the edges, trying to get as little oil from my skin on the cover as possible. It was heavy for its size. I could smell the faint musty scent of the leather, feel its age beneath my fingers. I glanced up at my host again, irrationally uncertain about opening the codex, as though she hadn’t asked me here precisely for the purpose of reading it.


An amused smile spread across Frau Vogel’s face, wrinkling the skin around her lips. “Es ist alles gut. It will not bite.”


I opened the book, embarrassed. On the first page was a declaration of truth signed by someone named Haelewise, daughter-of-Hedda. My fingers twitched with the urge to trace her signature, though I knew better than to touch the ink. The use of a parent’s name as a surname would be unusual for a noblewoman, and I had never seen a mother mentioned instead of a father. Who was this peasant woman who could write, who chose to be known only by her maternal lineage?


I took care not to disturb the pigment, touching only the edges of the pages as I turned them. The ink was surprisingly well preserved for the age of the manuscript, as if it hadn’t spent centuries under a stone in a cellar floor. The parchment was thin but still flexible to the touch. What I had surmised from the photographs was true: The manuscript was illuminated as if it were a holy book, though the text itself seemed to be a narrative, interrupted occasionally with recipes and verse and what, during the time in which the book was written, could only have been considered heretical prayers.


As I paused to read one, the static electric aura became so pronounced that the hairs on my arms stood on end. Intense vertigo overtook me, strong enough that I wondered if it was a migraine symptom at all. I smothered the thought, telling myself to focus. I had taken the sumatriptan. The aura would pass soon.


The manuscript was decorated with colorful marginalia, faded red and gold initial letters in the style of Benedictine scribes, though none of the text was Latin. There were masterful illustrations; the images were every bit as detailed as those monks painted on prayer books. But the imagery was so out of character for what one would expect to find in an illuminated manuscript from this period. Some of the illustrations were mundane, a mother and daughter in a garden, everyday scenes of births and cooking. Others were the stuff of folktales. On one page, a black-haired woman in a bright blue hood extended her hand, as if to offer the reader the gold-dusted apple in her palm. On another, a ghostly woman in blue knelt in a tangled garden, arms outstretched, psychedelic rays of gilded light radiating from her in every direction. I couldn’t help but linger over an image of a beautiful raven-haired young woman lying dead on what appeared to be a stone coffin—her eyes open, her body encased in pale-blue swirls of ice.


“You can read it?” Frau Vogel asked softly. Her voice sounded far away. I had forgotten she was there.


I looked up. Her eyes were fixed on me. “Ja. Das ist Alemannisch. I need time.”


“How long?”


“All day,” I said. “At least.”


She met my gaze for a moment, then nodded at the rocking chairs in the corner. “I’ll be upstairs,” she said, smiling encouragingly. “I want to know everything.”










DECLARATION



This is a true account of my life.


Mother Gothel, they call me. I have become known by the name of this tower. A vine-covered spire stretching into the trees, cobbled together from stone. I have become known for the child I stole, little girl, my pretty. Rapunzel—I named her for her mother’s favorite herb. My garden is legendary: row after row of hellebore and hemlock, yarrow and bloodwort. I have read many a speculum on the natural properties of plants and stones, and I know them all by heart. I know what to do with belladonna, with lungwort and cinquefoil.


I learned the healing arts from a wise woman, the spinning of tales from my mother. I learned nothing from my father, a no-name fisherman. My mother was a midwife. I learned that from her too. Women come to me from all over to hear my stories, to make use of my knowledge of plants. Traipsing in their boots and lonely skirts through the wood, they come, one by one, with their secret sorrows, over the river, across the hills, to the wise woman they hope can heal their ails. After I give them what they seek and take my fee, I spin my stories, sifting through my memories, polishing the facts of my life until they shine like stones. Sometimes they bring my stories back to me, changed by retelling. In this book, under lock and key, I will set down the truth.


In this, the seventy-eighth year of my earthly course, I write my story. A faithful account of my life—heretical though it may be—a chronicle of facts that have since been altered, to correct the lies being repeated as truth. This will be my book of deeds, written from the famous tower of Gothel, where a high wall encloses the florae and herbs.


—Haelewise, daughter-of-Hedda
The Year of Our Lord 1219










CHAPTER ONE
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What a boon it is to have a mother who loves you. A mother who comes to life when you walk into the room, who tells stories at bedtime, who teaches you the names of plants that grow wild in the wood. But it is possible for a mother to love too much, for love to take over her heart like a weed does a garden, to spread its roots and proliferate until nothing else grows. My mother was watchful in the extreme. She suffered three stillbirths before I was born, and she didn’t want to lose me. She tied a keeping string around my wrist when we went to market, and she never let me roam.


There were dangers for me in the market, no doubt. I was born with eyes the color of ravens—no color, no light in my irises—and by the time I was five, I suffered strange fainting spells that made others fear I was possessed. As if that wasn’t enough, when I was old enough to attend births with my mother, rumors spread about my unnatural skill with midwifery. Long before I became her apprentice, I could pinpoint the exact moment when a baby was ready to be born.


To keep me close, my mother told me the kindefresser haunted the market: a she-demon who lured children from the city to drink their blood. Mother said she was a shapeshifter who took the forms of people children knew to trick them into going away with her.


This was before the bishop built the city wall, when travelers still passed freely, selling charms to ward off fevers, arguing about the ills of the Church. The market square was bustling then. You could find men and women in strange robes with skin of every color, selling ivory bangles and gowns made of silk. Mother allowed me to admire their wares, holding my hand tightly. “Stay close,” she said, her eyes searching the stalls. “Don’t let the kindefresser snatch you away!”


The bishop built the wall when I was ten to protect the city from the mist that blew off the forest. The priests called it an “unholy fog” that carried evil and disease. After the wall was built, only holy men and peddlers were allowed to pass through the city gate: monks on pilgrimage, traders of linen and silk, merchants with ox-carts full of dried fish. Mother and I had to stop gathering herbs and hunting in the forest. Father cut down the elms behind our house, so we had room to grow a kitchen garden. I helped Mother plant the seeds and weave a wicker coop for chickens. Father purchased stones, and the three of us built a wall around the plot to keep dogs out.


Even though the town was enclosed, Mother still wouldn’t let me wander without her, especially around the new moon, when my spells most often plagued me. Whenever I saw children running errands or playing knucklebones behind the minster, an uneasy bitterness filled me. Everyone thought I was younger than I was, because of my small stature and the way my mother coddled me. I suspected the kindefresser was one of her many stories, invented to scare me into staying close. I loved my mother deeply, but I longed to wander. She treated me as if I was one of her poppets, a fragile thing of beads and linen to be sat on a shelf.


Not long after the wall was built, the tailor’s son Matthäus knocked on our door, dark hair shining in the sun, his eyes flashing with merriment. “I brought arrows,” he said. “Can you come out to the grove, teach me to shoot?”


Our mothers had become friends due to my mother’s constant need for scraps of cloth. She made poppets to sell during the cold season, and the two women had spent many an afternoon sorting scraps and gossiping in the tailor’s shop as we played. The week before, Matthäus and I had found an orange kitten. Father would’ve drowned him in a sack, but Matthäus wanted to give him milk. As we sneaked the kitten upstairs to his room, I had racked my brain for something to offer him so we could play again. Mother had taught me everything she knew about how to use a bow. Shooting was one of the few things I was good at.


“Please please please,” I begged my mother.


She looked at me, tight-lipped, and shook her head.


“Mother,” I said. “I need a friend.”


She blinked, sympathetic. “What if you have a spell?”


“We’ll take the back streets. The moon is almost full.”


Mother took a deep breath, emotions warring on her face. “All right,” she sighed finally. “Let me tie back your hair.”


I yelped with joy, though I hated the way she pulled my curls, which in general refused to be tamed and which I had inherited from her. “Thank you!” I said when she was finished, grabbing my quiver and bow and my favorite poppet.


Ten was an odd age for me. I could shoot as well as a grown man but had yet to give up childish things. I still brought the poppet called Gütel that Mother made for me everywhere. A poppet with black hair just like mine, tied back with ribbons. She wore a dress of linen scraps dyed my favorite color, madder-red. Her eyes were two shining black beads.


I was a quizzical child, a show-me child—a wild thing who had to be dragged to Mass—but I saw a sort of magic in Mother’s poppet-making. Nothing unnatural, mind you. The sort of thing everyone does, like set out food for the Fates or choose a wedding date for good luck. The time she took choosing the right scraps, the words she murmured as she sewed, made that doll alive to me.


On our way out, Mother reminded me to watch for the kindefresser. “Amber eyes, no matter what shape she takes, remember.” She lowered her voice. “You’ll want to warn that boy about your spells.”


I nodded, cheeks flushing with shame, though Matthäus was too polite to ask what my mother had said under her breath. We hurried toward the north gate, past the docks and the other fishermen’s huts. I pulled my hood over my head so the sun wouldn’t bother my eyes. They were sensitive in addition to being black as night. Bright light made my head ache.


The leaves of the linden trees were turning yellow and beginning to fall to the ground. As we stepped into the grove, ravens scattered. The grove was full of beasts the carpenters had trapped when the wall was built. It was common to see a family of hares hopping beneath the lindens. If you were foolish enough to open your hand, a raven would swoop down and steal a pfennic from your palm.


Matthäus showed me the straw-stuffed bird atop a pole that everyone used for archery practice. I sat Gütel at the base of a tree trunk, reaching down to straighten her cloak. My heart soared as I reached for my bow. Here I was, finally outside the hut without Mother. I felt normal, almost. I felt free.


“Did you hear about the queen?” Matthäus asked, pulling his bow back to let the arrow fly. It went wild, missing the trunk to stray into the sunny clearing.


“No,” I called, squinting and shading my eyes as I watched him go after it. Even with the shadow of my hand, looking directly at the sunlight hurt.


He reappeared with the arrow. “King Frederick banished her.”


“How do you know?”


“A courtier told my father while he was getting fitted.”


“Why would the king banish his wife?”


Matthäus shrugged as he handed me the arrow. “The man said she asked too many guests into her garden.”


I squinted at him. “How is that grounds for banishment?” I didn’t understand, then, what the courtier meant.


He shrugged. “You know how harsh they say King Frederick is.”


I nodded. Since his coronation that spring, everyone called him “King Red-Beard” because his chin-hair was supposed to be stained with the blood of his enemies. Even as young as ten, I understood that men make up reasons to get rid of women they find disagreeable. “I bet it’s because she hasn’t given him a son.”


He thought about this. “You’re probably right.”


I strung my bow, deep in thought. After the coronation, the now-banished queen had visited with the princess, and Mother had taken me to see the parade. I remembered the pale, black-haired girl who sat with her mother on a white horse, still a child, though her brave expression made her seem older. Her eyes were a pretty hazel with golden flecks. “Did the queen take Princess Frederika with her?”


Matthäus shook his head. “King Frederick wouldn’t let her.”


I imagined how awful it would be to have my mother banished from my home. Where my mother was protective, my father was cold and controlling. A house without Mother would be a house without love.


I forced myself to concentrate on my shot.


When the arrow pierced the trunk, Matthäus sucked in his breath. At first I thought he was reacting to my aim. Then I saw he was looking at the tree where Gütel sat. A giant raven with bright black hackles was bent over her.


I charged at the bird. “Shoo! Get away from her!”


The bird ignored me until I was right beside it, when it looked up at me with amber eyes. Kraek, it said, shaking its head, as it dropped Gütel on the ground. It kept something in its beak, something glittering and black, which flashed as it took off.


On the left side of Gütel’s face, the thread was loose. The wool had come out. The raven had plucked out her eye.


A cry leapt from my throat. I fled from the grove, clutching Gütel to my chest. The market square blurred as I ran past. The tanner called out: “Haelewise, what’s wrong?”


I wanted my mother and no one else.


The crooked door of our hut was open. Mother stood in the entryway, sewing, a needle between her lips. She had been waiting for me to come home.


“Look!” I shouted, rushing toward her, holding my poppet up.


Mother set down the poppet she was sewing. “What happened?”


As I raged about what the bird had done, Father walked up, smelling of the day’s catch. He listened for a while without speaking, his face stern, then went inside. We followed him to the table. “Its eyes,” I sobbed, sliding onto the bench. “They were amber, like the kindefresser—”


My parents’ eyes met, and something passed between them I didn’t understand.


Overcome by a telltale shiver, I braced myself, knowing what would happen next. Twice a month or so—if I was unlucky, more—I had one of my fainting spells. They always started the same way. Chills bloomed all over my skin, and the air went taut. I felt a pull from the next world—


The room swayed. My heart raced. I grasped the tabletop, afraid I would hit my head when I fell. And then I was gone. Not my body, but my soul, my ability to watch the world.


The next thing I knew, I was lying on the floor. Head aching, hands and feet numb. My mouth tasted of blood. Shame filled me, the awful not-knowing that always plagued me after a swoon.


My parents were arguing. “You haven’t been to see her,” Father was saying.


“No,” Mother hissed. “I gave you my word!”


What were they talking about? “See who?” I asked.


“You’re awake,” Mother said with a tight smile, a panicked edge to her voice. At the time, I thought she was upset about my swoon. My spells always rattled her.


My father stared me down. “One of her clients is a heretic. I told your mother to stop seeing her.”


My gut told me he was lying, but contradicting him never went well. “How long was I out?”


“A minute,” Father said. “Maybe two.”


“My hands are still numb,” I said, unable to keep the fear out of my voice. The feeling usually came back to my extremities by this point.


Mother pulled me close, shushing me. I breathed in her smell, the soothing scent of anise and earth.


“Damn it, Hedda,” Father said. “We’ve done this your way long enough.”


Mother stiffened. As far back as I could remember, she had been in charge of finding a cure for my spells. Father had wanted to take me to the abbey for years, but Mother outright refused. Her goddess dwelt in things, in the hidden powers of root and leaf, she told me when Father was out. Mother had brought home a hundred remedies for my spells: bubbling elixirs, occult powders wrapped in bitter leaves, thick brews that burned my throat.


The story went that my grandmother, whom I hardly remembered, suffered the same swoons. Supposedly, hers were so bad that she bit off the tip of her tongue as a child, but she found a cure for them late in life. Unfortunately, Mother had no idea what that cure was, because my grandmother died before I suffered my first swoon. Mother had been searching for that cure ever since. As a midwife she knew all the local herbalists. Before the wall was built, we had seen wise women and wortcunners, sorceresses who spoke in ancient tongues, the alchemist who sought to turn lead into gold. The remedies tasted terrible, but they sometimes kept my spells away for a month. We had never tried holy healers before.


I hated the emptiness I felt in my father’s church when he dragged me to Mass, while my mother’s secret offerings actually made me feel something. But that day, as my parents argued, it occurred to me that the learned men in the abbey might be able to provide relief that Mother’s healers couldn’t.


My parents fought that night for hours, their white-hot words rising loud enough for me to hear. Father kept going on about the demon he thought possessed me, the threat it meant to our livelihood, the stoning I would face if I got blamed for the wrong thing. Mother said these spells ran in her family, and how could he say I was possessed? She said he’d promised, after everything she gave up, to leave her in charge of this one thing.


The next morning, Mother woke me, defeated. We were going to the abbey. My eagerness to try something new felt like a betrayal. I tried to hide it for her sake.


It was barely light out as we walked to the dock behind our hut. As we pushed our boat into the lake, the guard in the bay tower recognized my father and waved us through the pike wall. Our boat rocked on the water, and Father sang a sailing hymn:




“Lord God, ruler of all, keep safe this wreck of wood on the waves.”





He rowed us across the lake, giving a wide berth to the northern shoreline, where the mist the priests called “unholy” cloaked the trees. “God’s teeth,” Mother said. “How many times do I have to tell you? The mist won’t hurt us. I grew up in those woods!”


She never agreed with the priests about anything.


Pulling our boat ashore an hour later, we approached the stone wall that surrounded the abbey. Elderly and thin with a long white beard and mustache, a kind-looking monk unlocked the gate. He stood between us and the monastery, scratching at the neckline of his tunic, as Father explained why we had come. I couldn’t help but notice the fleas he kept squelching beneath his fingers as he listened to my father describe my spells. Why didn’t he scatter horsemint over the floor, I wondered, or coat his flesh with rue?


Mother must have wondered the same. “Don’t you have an herb garden?”


The monk shook his head, explaining that their gardener died last winter, nodding for Father to finish his description of my spells.


“Something unnatural settles over her,” he told the monk, his voice rising. “Then she falls into a kind of trance.”


The monk watched me closely, his gaze lingering on my eyes. “Do you suspect a demon?”


Father nodded.


“Our abbot could cast it out,” the monk offered. “For a fee.”


Something fluttered in my heart. How I wanted this to work.


Father offered the monk a handful of holpfennige. The monk counted them and let us in, shutting the heavy gate behind us.


Mother frowned as we followed the monk across the grounds. “Don’t be afraid,” she whispered to me. “There is no demon in you.”


Through a huge wooden door, the monk led us into the main chamber of the minster, a long room with an altar on the far end. Along the aisle, candles flickered below murals. Our footsteps echoed. When we reached the baptismal font, the monk told me to take off my clothes.


Father reached for my hand and squeezed it. He met my eyes, his expression kind. My heart almost burst. It’d been so long since he looked at me that way. For years, he’d seemed to blame me for the demon he thought possessed me, as if some weakness, some flaw in my character had invited it in. If this works, I thought, he’ll look at me that way all the time. I’ll be able to play knucklebones with the other children.


I stripped off my boots and dress. Soon enough I was barefoot in my shift, hopping from foot to foot on the freezing stones. Six feet wide, the basin was huge with graven images of St. Mary and the apostles. I bent over the edge and saw my reflection in the holy water: my pale skin, the vague dark holes of my eyes, the wild black curls that had come loose from my braids as we sailed. The basin was deep enough that the water would rise to my chest, the water perfectly clear.


When the abbot arrived, he laid his hands on me and said something in the language of clergymen. My heart soared with a desperate hope. The abbot wet his hand and smeared the sign of the cross on my forehead. His finger was ice cold. When nothing happened, the abbot repeated the words again, making the sign of the cross in the air. I held my breath, waiting for something to happen, but there was only the chilly air of the minster, the cold stones under my toes.


The holy water glittered, calling me. I couldn’t wait any longer. I wriggled out from under the monk’s hands and climbed into the basin.


“Haelewise!” my father bellowed.


The cold water stung my legs, my belly, my arms. As I plunged underwater, it occurred to me that if there was a demon inside me, it might hurt to cast it out. The silence of the church was replaced by the roar of water on my eardrums. The water was like liquid ice. Holy of holies, I thought, opening my mouth in a soundless scream. How could the spirit of God live in water so cold?


When I burst out, gasping, the abbot was speaking in the language of priests.


“What do you think you’re doing?” my father yelled.


Finishing his prayer, the abbot tried to calm him. “The Holy Spirit compelled her—”


I clambered out of the basin, wondering if the abbot was right. Water rolled down my face in an icy sheet. Hair streamed down my back. I stood up, flinging water all over the floor. My teeth chattered. Mother fluttered around me, helping me wring out my hair and shift, trying to dry me with her skirt.


Father watched while I shivered and pulled on my dress. He looked at the abbot, then Mother, his brow furrowed. “How do you feel?”


I made myself still, considering. Wet and cold, I thought, but no different. Either there had been no demon, or I couldn’t tell that it had left. The realization stung. I thought of all the remedies we’d tried so far, the foul-tasting potions, the sour meatcakes and bitter herbs. Who knew what they’d try next?


I met their eyes, making my own grow wide. Then I knelt in my puddle on the stones, making the sign of the cross. “Blessed Mother of God,” I said. “I am cured.”










CHAPTER TWO
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After the exorcism, my spells stayed gone for six blessed weeks, the longest respite from them I’d ever had. When they returned, I tried to hide them from Father. I couldn’t bear to disappoint him. Eventually he found out, decreeing that we would only seek healing from holy men and women, since the exorcism had lasted longer than anything we had tried before. By the time I was fifteen, we had visited every church and shrine within two days’ travel, and I had become deeply skeptical about the permanence of these cures. Some of these pilgrimages were followed immediately by spells, while others stopped them for a month or so. Mother wouldn’t let me leave the house without her. I could only see Matthäus when she took me to the tailor shop.


That summer, Father found an anchoress a full three days south of town who was known for performing miracles. After our pilgrimage, I didn’t suffer a swoon for many weeks, and my skepticism began to fade. By the beginning of my third month without a spell, I was deliriously hopeful. Even Mother believed. She began to talk about a time when I would marry, have children, and start seeing my own clients. She started sending me on errands to purchase midwifery supplies and letting me go shooting with Matthäus, though she still warned me to beware the kindefresser.


That month, Matthäus stopped by nearly every day after he finished work at the tailor shop. Our friendship flourished. As we practiced our shooting, we talked, gossiping and telling each other stories. He told me secrets—how obsessed his father was with the nobles whose clothes he sewed, how he had nightmares about the beasts in the woods—his head lowered in shame. I confided how distant my father had been before my spells stopped, how badly I wanted his approval.


One late summer evening on our way to the grove, I found myself preoccupied by the way Matthäus’s hand kept brushing mine. Is he doing it on purpose, I wondered, watching his expression out of the corner of my eye. He whistled cheerfully, oblivious. My desire for him to take my hand was so strong, I couldn’t breathe.


Could he tell how I felt? I wondered. I jerked my hand back, mortified, resolving to stop before he caught on. He could tell when something was bothering me.


“Haelewise,” he said.


I cursed inwardly, certain he had read my mind. “Aye?”


He nodded in the direction of the public fountain. The tanner’s son was hunched before it, wrapped in a tattered animal skin, growling and menacing his sisters. “Albrecht and Ursilda,” Matthäus said under his breath. “Remember when we used to play that game?”


I smiled, relieved. “Behind the tailor shop.”


“Ursilda is mine. Forever!” the older girl yelled, clutching her younger sister.


“Help me, Father!” the little girl screamed. “The witch keeps me locked in a cage!”


Children had been playing that game as long as I could remember. Supposedly, when I was about five, the wise woman who lived in the forest near Prince Albrecht’s castle kidnapped the princess. The story went that she locked Ursilda in her tower, which was protected by a mist that made men blind. To get his daughter back, Prince Albrecht put on a magic wolf-skin so the spell wouldn’t affect him. As a wolf, he led his men to the tower and rescued his daughter.


When we played, Matthäus always pretended to be Prince Albrecht, and I always pretended to be the wise woman. The kitten we’d found behind the tailor shop had fulfilled the role of princess. The memory made me smile.


“We were like brother and sister,” Matthäus said fondly.


He meant the statement to be kind, no doubt, but it only highlighted the inappropriateness of my feelings. My smile faltered.


“By thunder,” he said, still watching the children. “The little girl looks terrified.”


I followed his gaze. He was right. The little girl seemed to have worked herself into some kind of frenzy of belief. “She probably begged to be Ursilda.”


As we passed, the little girl shrieked with glee. Her older brother lifted her to his shoulders. Rescued at last. Matthäus grinned at me, gray eyes laughing, sharing in the girl’s joy. God’s teeth, I thought. When did he get so handsome?


I sped up my pace so his hand wouldn’t be in danger of touching mine. Turning his attention from the children, Matthäus hurried to catch up with me. For once, he didn’t seem to notice my stiff posture or the awkwardness of my smile. “I wonder what really happened to Ursilda,” he said as he fell into step with me. “Did you ever get your mother to talk about it?”


Mother had seen so many clients over the years, she knew every version of every tale. When I asked her about this one, the subject made her uncomfortable. “She got angry whenever I mentioned it. All she would tell me was the story was a lie.”


Matthäus looked thoughtful, falling silent until we reached the grove. “Father’s been trying to get Prince Albrecht to wear his clothes for years. He says Albrecht is a good Christian and that story is nonsense, but I wouldn’t want to be the one to fit him.”


“Neither would I be,” I said, with a rush of fear for his safety that was stronger than I’d like to admit.


We had arrived at the grove. I smiled at the familiar straw-stuffed bird atop the pole and shrugged off my quiver, relieved to pursue a pastime that would require my full concentration. During the moment I aimed my bow, my mind went blessedly blank.


The act of shooting would distract me from my feelings.


The harder I tried to ignore my feelings for Matthäus, the worse they got. By the end of that month, the third since I had gone to see the anchoress, he was the first thing I thought about in the morning and the last thing I thought about before I slept. I knew that I could tell him anything, that he treasured our friendship, but there wasn’t a single sign that he shared my affection. It felt like my mind was tormenting me. I was a fisherman’s daughter. Matthäus was the son of a wealthy merchant. There was no reason for the object of my affection to be so unattainable.


Three months to the day after my father took me to see the anchoress, I woke up thinking of him, cursing every god in the heavens who might be responsible for my infatuation. In a foul mood, I pushed my feet into the slippers Mother had made me from scrap yarn. In the front room, which doubled as her workshop, lace and cloth fluttered from the rafters, alongside the dried parsley, sage, and parsnips she grew in the garden. A string of golden glass beads, which my mother used as eyes for her poppets, refracted light as they hung in the window-slot. I squinted, cursing my sensitive eyes. Bright sunlight dappled the straw floor, that buttery color the priests say should remind us of God’s love. Yes yes yes, I thought miserably, shading my eyes. Beauty and beauty and joy. We know.


I closed the shutters. The hut dimmed. What was left of last night’s embers glowed in the fire. I stamped them. Poppets stared down at me mindlessly from the crooked shelves on the walls, queer little girls with unstuffed arms and half-finished dresses, blankfaced princesses with yarn for hair, a king and queen in motley robes. On the top shelf were the monstrous poppets Father hated. Wild men and women, Mother called them. This year she’d sewn both Lamia and Pelzmärtel dolls, which sold well in winter. At Christmastime, the demon-goddess was said to eat poorly behaved children, and Pelzmärtel was supposed to appear and beat them with sticks. Beside them was the poppet Mother had made in my image. Gütel. She had been waiting years for the glassmaker’s wife to give us a matching bead for her missing eye. Her scrap dress was neatly arrayed, her black hair tied with ribbons, her eye-thread still loose. Some trick of the light made her look as if she was peering at me, one-eyed, sad to be left on the shelf.


“Haelewise,” Mother called. “Are you up?”


“Yes. Which of the poppets shall we take to market today?”


“The queens.”


King Frederick—whose rule now extended over the whole of the Roman Empire—had remarried, and Mother was fascinated with his choice of bride. Queen Beatrice had been orphaned young, Mother said, and raised by her grandmother, a sorceress in Francia who taught her the old ways. Father scoffed when he overheard such talk. Last week, the royal couple had visited the bishop-prince, and Mother had taken me to watch the parade. As the queen passed in her bright blue carriage, Mother had waved fervently, and the queen had been kind enough to wave back. I had been astonished by her ankle-length golden braids, which had glimmered like her crown in the sun. During the parade, the shoemaker said he caught a glimpse of her whispering an incantation into a hand-mirror, and his story had spread like fire.


The day after the parade, Mother had made three poppets in the new queen’s image with long yellow braids. I put them in a sack and followed her out.


The street was dim. The sky was dark, cloud-filled. My favorite weather for market day; the sun wouldn’t bother my eyes. The sound of our footsteps disappeared beneath the noise of the crowd. The flower peddler selling her wares, the beggar on the minster steps seeking alms. The only thing wrong with the day was the unlucky direction of the wind, which carried the stench of the tannery. I cleared my throat, deciding to bring up something that had been bothering me. “Do you remember the sorceress we visited when I was ten?”


Mother opened her mouth, then closed it.


“That resin she tried to sell us to speed my progress toward womanhood. Do you think we could go back for it? I’m still about as flat as a tart crust, and there’s no sign of my monthlies.”


My failure to develop had been on my mind, more and more, as my uncomfortable affection for Matthäus had grown. The probability of attracting his interest was already so small, I wanted to do anything I could to improve my chances with him.


Mother shook her head. “We can’t go back to her. You know that. Only holy healers. I gave your father my oath.”


The bright blue of her dress was swallowed by the crowd as she hurried toward the square. I didn’t move, disappointed by her answer, angry at my father for compelling it. What harm would it do?


A light rain tapped the minster steps. The beggar called, “These are troubling times. What is a king without an heir?” His eyes searched the crowd, then rested on me. “Would that I could flee this land, like you.”


I tried to control my expression. Mother had taught me to respect my elders, and his comment made no sense. Still, something about him moved me. His kindly face. His ragged cloak. “Blessings to you,” I said, dropping a holpfennic in his cup.


“Oh, no.” He fished it out. “You’ll need this more than I.”


As he placed the coin in my palm, I shivered, wondering what he knew that I didn’t.


“Haelewise!” I could barely make my mother out, a small dot of blue at the end of the street, as she waved. I hurried after her. One of the prince’s physicians, an elderly monk with a perfectly trimmed beard, stumbled out of the apothecary. He nodded at me as he clumsily untangled his robe from where it’d caught on an herb bushel.


Next door, the furrier frowned outside his shop, carving the skin off the palest fox I had ever seen. Normally I tried to avoid him—he was foul-tempered—but the fox’s fur was fine and white and soft, the color of snow or stars. As I stopped to watch, a huge raven swooped down to the street beside me. It looked up at me, its amber eyes glittering. I shivered, remembering the amber-eyed bird who stole Gütel’s eye. A childish fear knotted my stomach, and I felt a chill. The air snapped taut.


The next thing I knew I was lying crumpled on the stones, devastated by the realization that the anchoress’s cure hadn’t worked. Someone was holding my head. When I finally opened my eyes—cross-eyed, squinting—I was looking right up the tanner’s nose. “Where’s your mother?” he said. “I thought you were cured!”


I sat up. A crowd had gathered around us. The furrier’s two pimplefaced sons were watching me, eyes narrowed. The physician stood behind them all, his robe untangled from the bushel, frozen in the act of leaving the shop. Outrage filled me as I watched him disappear into the crowd. Clearly, the health of a lowborn girl like me was no concern of his. I was so angry—at him, at my spells for returning—that I muttered an oath my mother only used when Father wasn’t around. “Dyēses linekwmy twe,” I spat, though I didn’t know what the words meant.


The tanner pulled back, stricken, as if I had cursed him. A hush fell over the crowd. I sat up, fearing what folks would think: the oath, my swoon.


“Don’t meet her eyes,” the furrier’s elder son hissed. “That’s how demons move from one body to the next—”


One of the storekeeps crossed himself. The gesture rippled from one person to the next. The miller’s sister made the demon-warding sign, forming a circle with her thumb and forefinger. Those who saw it stepped back, looking at one another, whispering.


My chest tightened. Something dark and mindless settled over the crowd. A voice deep inside urged me to run.


Then I saw Mother, elbowing her way toward me, her face tight with fury. “Leave her alone!” she yelled. The crowd froze. She gave the furrier’s elder son a look that would curdle milk. “These spells. St. Mary save us. For generations, they’ve burdened my kin.”


Reaching me, she put her hand on my shoulder. “Thank you,” she told the tanner brightly. She met the others’ eyes, her voice cold. “We’re done here.”


Whatever had settled over the crowd seemed to lift. People shook their heads and went back to their business. The tanner blinked and murmured a blessing. The miller’s sister hurried into the furrier’s shop. The furrier scowled at my mother, following the miller’s sister inside. His elder son slammed the door behind them.


Mother’s expression was grave as she drew me to her breast. “That was close.”


The next morning seemed a day like any other. No raven lit on the windowsill. No bat flew into the house. If there was anything out of the ordinary, it was that the house seemed quieter than usual. The only sounds were those of horses outside, clip-clopping the stones. For a moment, I didn’t think of the scene I’d made in the square the day before. And then I did, staring at the dried herbs hanging from the rafters, cursing myself. If my feelings for Matthäus had been difficult before, they were downright impossible now. It was bad enough that I was a fisherman’s daughter. His father would never let him marry the girl who cursed the tanner.


I wanted to pull my blanket over my head and pretend the previous day hadn’t happened, to go back to sleep and wake up from this horrible dream. But that wasn’t going to happen, so I made myself get up. I expected to find Mother—and the comfort she would offer—at the table, putting the finishing touches on a poppet. But the table was empty, the rush lights on the wall beside it unlit. Was Mother out selling poppets so we could pay the anchoress’s fee again?


In the window, a strand of beads she’d obtained from the glassmaker’s wife refracted the sun into a gaudy rainbow. God’s teeth, I thought, squinting with pain as the light hit my eyes. Sometimes I wished I could sleep all day like an owl.


The sack Mother usually took to market hung by the door.


“Mother?” I brushed by a sack of parsnips in the cupboard, a garlic rope. “Are you home?”


The back shutters were closed, so no sunlight came in from the garden but for the single stripe between them. Mother was asleep, her thick black hair like a thundercloud around her head. Something about the way she lay concerned me. She was like a pile of sticks scattered across the bed. The angles were all wrong. I touched her ankle beneath the wool. She didn’t respond. I opened the shutters. Sunlight poured in, yellow and pure, bathing the bed. Mother’s limbs moved, as if she was collecting herself, putting herself aright. Out from the covers she peered, blinking. Nothing seemed out of sorts until she smiled. Then I noticed how tired her eyes were, how bloodshot. She looked like she hadn’t slept at all.


“Mother,” I asked. “What ails you?”


“What do you mean?” Her voice was all wrong. There was little actual sound to it, like wind whispering through the trees.


Some sixth sense, out of proportion with the details before me, filled me with dread. “You never sleep this late. You look half dead.”


She cleared her throat nervously, as if she was surprised about her voice. “I couldn’t sleep last night. I went for a walk.”


“Where did you go?”


“Only a little way into the forest.”


A weight settled on my shoulders. But she refused to say more.


Never before had I seen Mother fall asleep on her feet. Not at the table while she worked, her needle in her mouth. First her jaw slackened and her eyes went soft. Then she dropped the poppet whose cloak she was sewing. When she dropped her prized—her only—needle in the straw, I coaxed her back to bed. She had never missed a day of work before. Even if she and Father argued until late, she got up early. In the mornings, she put on her lucky gloves and gardened. In the afternoons, she visited pregnant women who needed her help. At night she sewed poppets. There had never been an idle moment.


The next week, her forehead burned, and she stopped going out. Gone was the woman who popped up as soon as the sun rose. She slept even after I opened the shutters. Her eyelids would flutter when the sun filled the room, but she wouldn’t wake until almost noon. Father tried to get the bishop to send a physician, but his petitions were ignored.


As word spread about Mother’s illness, her friends began to bring food. The fishwife who lived next door brought flour so I could make bread in the embers. Matthäus’s mother brought over a stew, but her son didn’t come with her. When I noted I hadn’t seen him in over a week, Mechtilde apologized, saying he was very busy sewing clothes for an upcoming wedding. She shared the sad news about our friend, the tanner, who had fallen ill with a fever while trimming the hide of a bull. His wife found him slumped in front of the lime pit, mumbling nonsense, his face flushed.


I couldn’t help but fear my mother had also been stricken thus.


That evening, there was a rapping on our door. The miller’s wife was in labor. Her nephew was here to fetch Mother for the birth. When I went into the back to tell her, her eyes fluttered open. “The miller’s wife?” It took her a moment to understand. Her expression was pained. I could see her thinking, skin stretched tight around her eyes, which had acquired a yellow tint. Her voice cracked as she said, “Tell them I’m sick.”


“What?” I breathed. We had never abandoned a client during her pangs. The miller’s wife would be fine; she could send for someone else. But her mother, the baker’s wife, knew everyone. If we didn’t show up, everyone would find out that we’d abandoned a client during her time of need. We’d lose half our clients in a day. “Her mother will tell everyone!”


Mother sighed, her thin voice barely audible. “I can’t go. I haven’t the strength.”


I looked at her. It was true. She could barely muster the energy to speak. There had to be something I could do to help. I’d served as her apprentice for five years, and I was good at our work. “Why don’t I go alone?”


Mother looked alarmed. “Haelewise, no. They won’t want you.”


Her words stung. “I’ve gone with you to visit her many times. I know about her swollen leg, her preferences in birthing oils.”


“I know you could do it, and you could do it well. But no one wants a childless midwife, and it’s a terrible idea after what happened in the square. If something goes wrong, the baker’s wife will tell everyone it’s your fault. You’d be putting your life in danger.”


Her answer maddened me—she was right, I knew—but her words filled me with self-hate. Why had I spoken that oath in the presence of so many people? Everyone already thought me strange. My thoughts raced. Out the front window, I heard the sound of normal people laughing. A resentment filled me that I couldn’t even do this simple thing for her. “Fine,” I said bitterly, feeling defeated. “We’ll let our practice fall to ruins.”


“Thank you,” she breathed, too ill to remark on my rancor.


After her eyes fluttered closed, I stared at her for a long time, watching the way the moonlight made her face glow, the sickly yellow of her complexion. Her illness terrified me. How could I let her abandon our livelihood? What would we do when she got better if no one wanted us to attend births?


I braided my hair as quickly as I could. When I opened the door, the boy was still waiting. “Hedda is ill,” I whispered. “I will come in her place.”


As the boy led me toward the miller’s stately cottage, I could hear the millwheel groaning, locked against the river’s current. I hesitated at the door, worried that Mother was right. All my life, I had loved attending births. Staying up all night with the expectant mother. Helping a new soul into the world. Whenever I entered a woman’s chamber, I could sense an otherworldly weight, a possibility that pulled the child’s soul from the next world into this.


I could sense that possibility in the air as soon as I walked into the miller’s house. The veil thinning between this world and the next, the pull. Suddenly, I was nervous to face it by myself. During a particularly difficult birth the month before, we had lost both mother and child: the wife of a fisherman and a baby that never made it out of her womb. I’d told my mother when I felt a trembling at the threshold, which she had taught me to recognize as a soul. But the fisherman’s wife didn’t have the strength to push. Nothing my mother did helped. On the third night, the wife became racked with chills. The pull shifted suddenly in the opposite direction, and the wife’s soul was sucked from her breast. What if something like that happened to the miller’s wife? If she or her baby died, her family would blame me. My mother was right. It was dangerous for me to be here by myself.


The boy went into the next room to announce me. “Hedda is ill,” I heard him saying. “Haelewise has come in her stead.”


Voices rose and fell in the next room. Moonlight shone through the window, lighting the tapestries on the wall. The air was full of the spicy scent of the caudle brewing over the fire. “Come back,” a voice finally said.


I paused for a moment, gathering my courage. Every midwife has her first birth, I told myself. You’re ready.


A sheet had been hung over the doorway that separated the rooms. Pushing it aside, my hand met a dozen or more rope charms, intricate knots of garlic and sage, clay amulets chalked with crosses to ward off demons and death.


Inside the dark room, half a dozen women were gathered around the bed drinking caudle. A tapestry had been drawn over the window to keep out spirits. Candles burned on every surface. The light caught the whites of the women’s eyes. No one would meet my gaze. In the corner, the miller’s sister made the demon-warding sign. The miller’s wife looked up from the birthing stool. She held a crucifix in one hand, a St. Margaret’s charm in the other. Her breath was ragged. She was retaining even more water than the last time we visited. Her face was pink and shiny, her fingers puffy and plump, but I could see that she had hours of labor left.


“Send her home!” the miller’s sister was saying.


The miller’s wife sighed. “She’s come with Hedda all this time. She’s good at her trade.”


“She’s never had children,” her sister-in-law said. “Her skill is unnatural.”


The rope charms swayed as she stormed out. The miller’s wife looked wary. As soon as her sister was gone, I set about showing her that she’d made the right choice. If I was going to work as a midwife one day, I needed to prove myself.


I helped her up and got her walking. I massaged her swollen leg. Between contractions, I rubbed her back with peppermint oil. Her pangs were still several minutes apart. As she paced, I started a fire to keep the water warm.


With the passing hours, the other women curled up on the floor and slept. From time to time, they woke and watched us, eyes wary. I pretended not to notice their mistrust until sometime after midnight when the wife’s contractions subsided, and everyone but her gossipy mother, the baker’s wife, fell asleep. I was already worried about the cessation of her pangs. Often, when that happened, it was not a good sign. As I waited for the contractions to return, counting the minutes, the hairs on the back of my neck rose. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the baker’s wife watching me from her pallet, as if she wanted to say something.


I imagined her telling everyone what happened tonight, spreading vicious rumors about me if something went wrong. I tried to ignore the feeling that she was watching me, but the feeling of her gaze upon me didn’t subside. After a while, I couldn’t bear it. “What?” I whispered, whirling on her, resigning myself to a conversation. “Whatever it is, please, out with it. Say it to my face.”


The woman balked at my boldness. “Surely it’s common for a client’s mother to ask questions. Surely you don’t mind answering mine.”


“Of course not,” I muttered, certain whatever she was about to say wasn’t so innocent.


She smiled prettily in the candlelight. “How many times have you attended a birth alone?”


I met her eyes, defiant. “This is my first.”


She shifted on her pallet so the darkness hid her face. “Can you really sense death before it happens? I heard you could.”


This again. I sighed. “Sometimes.”


“Is it here now?”


I couldn’t tell if she was being earnest or trying to reveal me as a heretic. “It’s not death I sense exactly. Only tension in the air, the trembling of souls. All I can sense now is the possibility, the weight that will eventually pull the child’s soul into this world.”


“So you don’t know if my daughter will live?”


“I’m sorry. That’s not how it works.”


The baker’s wife fell silent, but I could sense her unsettlement from her pallet. She lay there for hours, tossing and turning, waiting for her daughter’s pangs to resume in full force. When they did, I could feel the possibility of the birth growing stronger, a shimmering weight in the air. The bells for lauds had just sounded at the abbey down the street when the woman’s pangs finally began to come one on top of the next. Then I felt a subtle trembling in the air around us. The soul, ready to enter the child’s throat. “It’s time,” I said, leading the new mother toward the birthing stool while her mother held her hand. She was tired, deathly so, from the difficulty of her labor. The transition to motherhood was always more work than women thought.


“You can do this,” I said, willing the statement true, still worried that something was going to go wrong with the birth.


“I can’t,” the miller’s wife said weakly.


“We just have to get you to that stool,” I said, guiding her toward it, though the weakness of her voice scared me. Like a new mother underestimating the difficulties of labor, I had underestimated the burden of attending a birth alone. I could feel everyone’s eyes on me now, watching me, waiting for me to do what I had come here to do.


Another pang came over the woman before her mother and I got her seated. I cursed myself inwardly. The soul was waiting. I was letting the birth go on too long.


“Can you feel it now, Haelewise?” the baker’s wife pleaded. “Is everything going to be all right?”


I waved her away. “Let me focus.”


As we finally got the new mother to the stool, the child’s soul shook with fierce tremors.


I squeezed the woman’s shoulder and smiled at her encouragingly. It occurred to me that my mother always mouthed a prayer before she told a client to push. I had no idea what she said, though, because she only ever crossed herself and moved her lips. I crossed myself, following suit. I had no idea to whom she prayed. St. Margaret? Her goddess? St. Mary? Let this woman’s transition into motherhood be easy, I settled upon finally, sending up the prayer to whoever was listening. Help me keep this woman and child safe.


That settled, I put my hand over the woman’s belly and waited for the next contraction. When I felt it stir, I spoke. “Now. When you feel the urge, push!”


The sound the woman made as she pushed was like a growl and scream combined. Her sisters jumped up from the floor, wild-eyed, straightening their skirts. They squeezed her hands, murmuring encouragement, reciting prayers for her and the baby’s health.


The possibility in the air was so great. I could feel a powerful weight, pulling the child’s soul from the next world into this. It was vibrating wildly at the threshold. I crouched beside the miller’s wife, watching the space between her legs. After two pangs, I could see the baby’s crown, shiny with mucus and blood. A shoulder emerged with the third. With the fourth, the mother emitted a blood-curdling growl, and the child slid out into my arms.


A fat little boy, hale and silent and stout. I slipped my hand inside his mouth as my mother had taught me, to clear the way for his soul to enter his throat. My arms prickled with goose bumps, as I felt it whoosh by, overeager—a silvery mist—on its way into his mouth. As soon as it entered him, he started crying, so loud and wild I forgot everything else.


And just like that, the weight in the air collapsed. The veil between worlds closed. I swaddled the child, looked into his blue eyes, felt his hunger and fear. It was only a moment before his mother reached for him, but that was long enough for me to fall in love with the need in his eyes. The act of holding him, of answering that need, felt natural. He was so small, so helpless. When his mother held out her arms, I didn’t want to give him up.


A thought occurred to me, unbidden. Who knew if I would ever get the chance to have a child of my own? I could remedy that, right now, steal away with him and raise him as my own.


I only hesitated a moment, but the miller’s wife must’ve read my expression. “Give him to me!” she said, alarmed.


Her mother narrowed her eyes.


“Sorry,” I said quickly, giving him up. “Here you go.”


As soon as the babe was in his mother’s arms, the baker’s wife turned to me. “Thank you very much, Haelewise,” she said. “That’ll do. I can deliver the afterbirth myself.”


Before I knew what was happening, she was putting some coins in my hand and ushering me out. As the door shut behind me, I paused, trying to come to terms with how quickly they’d cast me out. I felt indignant that they had become so irate at my simple desire to hold a baby a bit longer. What woman hadn’t felt that? He’s the first child I ever delivered, I thought petulantly. Of course I got caught up in the moment.


Let she who is without sin cast the first stone.










CHAPTER THREE



[image: illustration]


On my way home from the miller’s cottage, I decided to take the road that went past the tailor’s shop. Matthäus was opening the door for a wealthy client as I passed. It looked like he was going to come over to talk to me, until his father saw what he was doing and called him inside. Before Matthäus shut the door, he met my eyes—an apologetic look on his face—and mouthed the word sorry.


The encounter was so humiliating, I tried to put it out of my mind. When I got home, Father was nowhere to be found. I spent the next few days cooking and cleaning and trying to nurse my mother back to health. I couldn’t stop thinking about the moment I held the miller’s son, the urge I’d felt to steal him away. Before, I had simply assumed I would become a mother because it was expected of me. Now, it was something I longed to do.


Every morning, I checked the dock behind our hut for my father’s boat, but he didn’t come home until four days later. When he did, his clothes were filthy, and his face was covered with inexplicable pockmarks, but he came bearing good news. The bishop had finally granted his petition to send a physician to heal my mother’s illness.


The physician the bishop sent was the same monk who’d deserted me in the square. When I opened the door and saw his fine robe, his cold eyes and perfect beard, my outrage rekindled itself.


“Well, look who the bishop sent.” I didn’t bother to hide my resentment. “Thank you for humbling yourself enough to visit us.”


He stiffened, squinting in the late morning sun. “I go where I’m told. Someone wrote the bishop on your mother’s behalf.”


My father must have found someone to write the bishop, somehow, during the four days he was gone.


It took me a moment to master my anger and lead the physician into the back room. As soon as he saw my mother asleep on the cot, he handed me a phial. “Fill this with water from the public fountain,” he said, presuming I would do as told.


“We just filled the jug at the well,” I said, hesitant to leave her alone with him. “I’ll fill it with that.”


The physician shook his head. “The water must be from the fountain.”


“God’s teeth,” I swore. “The well water’s clean.”


On the bed, my mother opened her eyes. “Haelewise,” she whispered. “Mind your manners.”


The physician met her eyes, then mine, resigning himself to delivering an explanation. “Everything I do, I must do with God’s blessing. The well is stagnant, a dozen feet underground. Only the fountain water is clean enough to bless.”


“Fine,” I said angrily. I took the phial and stomped off toward the fountain, though I suspected the well water was cleaner. The Lord knew it certainly tasted better.


When I brought it back, the physician was sitting by my mother on her cot, peering down at a small chart of inscrutable symbols. “Moon in Libra,” he murmured, retrieving a fleam from his bag. With a flick of his wrist, he slit her forearm.


My mother seemed oddly fine with his action.


The physician peered thoughtfully at the droplets of blood on the blade. “Give me the phial,” he demanded, holding out his hand.


I practically threw it at him.


He ignored my anger, saying a quick prayer over the phial in the language of priests, then mixing a few drops of water with the blood on the fleam. “Sluggish,” he said after a moment, looking up at my mother. “You’re too phlegmatic. You need foods flavored with marjoram. More baths and exercise.”


Mother smiled a tight smile. “If you say so.”


I could tell she was just being polite.


“Before you took ill, did you notice any foul odors in the house?”


Mother shook her head, her smile false.


The physician wrapped his fingers around her arm, pressing the underside of her wrist. I suppressed an urge to swat his hand away. “Have you sins to shrive?”


Mother shook her head. “This is no spiritual sickness, Brother.”


My thoughts swung between two extremes. I mistrusted the physician, but I feared for my mother’s health. “Tell him where you went the night before you took ill.”


“How many times do I have to tell you I only went for a walk?” she snapped.


Something about the look in her eyes told me to stay quiet. It was the same look she gave me when I was little, when she tied the keeping string around my wrist in the market.


The physician peered at her. “Where did you go?”


“Only a little way into the forest.”


He raised a brow. “Beyond the north gate? At night?”


Mother nodded, closing her eyes.


“The forest fills with poison vapors at night,” the monk pushed. “The mist carries disease.”


“The mist does no such thing,” Mother snapped, losing her temper. “It’s perfectly benign. The stuff of which souls are made—”


The physician looked stunned. “What are you raving about? The mist derives from the filth on the forest floor. Rot and ordure, crawling things and dead leaves. The tanner went hunting in the forest the night before he took ill. The mist was bad that night. I don’t know if you heard, but yesterday, he died.”


Sorrow clouded my mother’s face. Tears stung my eyes. For a moment, the physician looked pleased to have made his point. Then he remembered to bow his head. “God rest his soul.”


He waited just long enough to be respectful, then went back to lecturing us about the mist. He called it miasmata: an evil essence of death and disease that rose from the soil. “It’s gotten into your blood,” he said. “We’ll need to do a bloodletting.”


Mother’s eyes crossed, like they did when Father said something ridiculous, but she held out her forearm. “Mark my words,” she said to me. “I’m doing this because of a promise I made to your father. The mist has nothing to do with my illness.”


The physician shook his head, eyebrows raised, then told me to light the rush lights and torch. When I returned, he had taken out his leeches, horrid little flat black worms, which he kept in a pot. It took him two hours to place them on my mother’s skin, and one more for her to faint. Then she lay still, sweat on her brow, as the leeches worked. I watched her chest rise and fall, eager to see some sign of improvement, but there was none. Only an increasing pallor to her complexion that brought out the faded pink scar on her cheek. The physician touched the scar. “How did she get that?”


“Hunting in the woods. Before the wall was built. At least that’s what she says. She’s had it as long as I can remember.”


He nodded quietly, thinking. “Your mother is stubborn.”


I had to laugh at that. The room fell quiet. “Will she live?”


The physician looked into the leech jar. There was movement at the bottom, a small black mass of worms. “If the Lord wills it.”


He frowned as he pulled the leeches from her skin, glistening with jewel-drops of blood. When he finished, he told me some patients slept for a while after a bloodletting, and I would need to see that her throat stayed wet. He showed me how to cup the bottom of her jaw to open her lips. He gave me a phial full of a thick red draught, which he said would calm her. “No more than three swallows a day,” he said. “It’s strong.”


I nodded, warming toward him a little.


From his bag, he pulled a censer covered with tiny filigrees and cross after cross after cross. He handed it to me. Inside were several small, sweet-smelling bricks of incense. “Burn these,” he said. “They’ve been blessed by the bishop.”


I took the censer, though I knew my mother would be skeptical.


“Hippocrates thought fainting spells were brought on by the phase of the moon. Do yours happen at any particular time of the month?”


I nodded, confused at the change of subject. “More often around the new moon.”


“Look here?” He stretched my eyelids open, then brought a candle close to my face. A ball of light exploded across my vision. “Your pupils don’t respond to the light at all. That’s why your eyes are so dark.”


Pain stabbed my temples.


“Did your father ever bring you to get an exorcism?”


“It didn’t take.”


The physician cleared his throat and stood. “Let me give you some advice. If your mother survives, keep her out of the wood. And you, stay home as much as you can. They just drowned a girl with fits in the next village. There are many who blame you for the fever.”
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