

[image: Blood by Sarah Pinborough. Tales from the Kingdoms. 'Deliciously wicked' THE INDEPENDENT. A black background with an illustrative gold and red border made of brambles, roses and thorns. A spinning wheel with red thread is depicted below, with two red and gold dragons on either side.]




These tales started with Gillian,


and they will finish with Gillian.


For you, Gillian, your boys,


Joe, Teddy and Tommy – and of course Chief.


Sometimes people really do live happily ever after ;-)






BLOOD
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Expand / collapse Extended Description

Nine kingdoms are laid out on an illustrative map. There are forests to the north and east, mountain ranges to the west and the coast and islands to the south and east. The dotted line indicating the Troll Road run across the mainland. Kingdom 1 (The High Born) is in the centre of the map, on flat land just south of the Troll Road. Kingdom 2 (Plenty) is in the north east of the map, nestled between coast and forest. Kingdom 3 (Secrets Untold) is set in the north, in the Living Forest. Kingdom 4 (The Winter Lands) is set at the highest north-west point, between mountain and forest. Kingdom 5 (Nature's Keep) is set towards the south, right below the mountain range. Kingdom 6 (The Eastern Seas) is set on the souther coast, nestled between Spice Market, Port of Sinbad, and the Emperor's Palace. Kingdom 7 (The Barbaric Lands) is in the west, beyond the mountain range. Kingdom 8 (The Battle Lands) is in the south west, at the most southern point of the mainland. Kingdom 9 (The Meridian Isles) is on an island in the Meridian Sea, at the most souther point of the map - between it and the mainland, lies the Floating Palace of the Great Magician. Finally, the Kingdom of  Light and Glass is located at the most north eastern point, located beyond the Fae Forest and just below the Far Mountain. Petra's Cottage and the Emerald Pond lie westward.







One



The new sigil on the flags hanging from the walls of the castle – a black rose entwined with an ice-white one – rippled in the breeze like true blooms. A rose for each queen, the pair of equal stature, and both now very much beloved by their people.


That last part still felt like a surprise to Lilith every time the crowds cheered her, but she also found she loved them back. Love was like that, it seemed. Once the spring was tapped, the amount of love a person had to give was endless.


Snow White had been gone all morning, breaking in a stallion, a beast as wild as Snow herself and as angry as Lilith’s heart had once been, but a beautiful majestic creature nonetheless, a wedding gift from the storm-wracked Barbaric Lands. Snow had fallen in love with the animal at once and had been eager to take him out for a ride as soon as he was settled into his new pasture.


Lilith had not worried about the horse bucking. Even if it did, Snow could manage the feistiest of mounts, and besides, all the animals in the kingdom loved her. She looked down from the window to see Snow returning, the horse subdued but happy beneath her, Snow’s pale skin flushed with the excitement of the ride. So strange that it felt like only yesterday she had stood at this very window and looked down at Snow returning from a ride, her heart a maelstrom of envy and longing and bitterness. So much had changed since then. Not least that now Lilith always looked forward to what was to come in her marriage bed.


It was only just January, the new year feasts having left waists thicker and hearts more content, but the sun shone bright in the crisp air and all across the kingdoms an early spring was promised. Lilith looked down again and smiled, the breeze catching her pale hair so that it shimmered like silk as Snow waved up.


A dove had arrived while Snow was riding, bearing word that the young prince and his new wife, Rose, who all now believed to be Cinderella, had been delivered of a healthy baby girl, and despite everything that had happened between him and Snow White, Lilith was happy for them. She had not behaved well herself during those dark times, and she knew what depths an unhappy heart could sink to. As it was, had it not been for the prince, she and Aurelia – although she would be forever Snow White – might never have admitted their love to one another.


She’d sent the bird back with their best wishes, reaffirming that if they needed anything, all they had to do was ask. The prince had found a good wife and perhaps she would turn him into a better man. Stranger things had happened.


But for now, Lilith put them from her mind. She and Snow had their own kingdom to manage, and it was a happy place now, the winter she had cast on it dispelled. She hadn’t used her magic in the year since her wedding to Snow and, although she sometimes felt it fizzing inside her still, she was happy to let it lie dormant. Her magic sparked red not blue and she knew that wasn’t right. Unnatural magic, those were the whispers she’d always heard and, despite questioning her great-grandmother incessantly, she’d never got an answer as to why that was. But she was happy, and happiness meant she had little call for magic. She’d locked up her room of magical items and sometimes even forgot they were there. She had no need of a hiding place anymore.


In the quiet morning air the songs of those heading to the foundries and mines carried to the castle. While most chose to continue in the work they’d been born into, dwarves were no longer limited to that occupation. Dreamy had started a theatre company that was proving a delight to the city, Stumpy helped balance the castle books, and Grouchy, who had cheered up now that the arthritis in his hands was being treated, had found a skill in ceramics and made wonderful dinner services that were very much in demand.


Yes, life in the kingdom was good.


She turned, her heart leaping as she heard footsteps coming up the stairs, two at a time.


‘I knew you’d tame him,’ she said, as Snow White flopped on their large bed, still panting from the ride. ‘You always do.’


‘No, I don’t. I reach an understanding with them. It’s different.’ She grinned. ‘Like I did with you.’


Lilith lay next to her wife, their faces close, and – as ever – she lost herself in Snow’s violet eyes. She leaned forward and kissed her, the soft fullness of her lips and body never failing to excite her, and knowing, from the way she responded, that the same could be said for Snow. They were a perfect match, light and dark, fire and ice, and no one in the kingdom could any longer imagine it otherwise.


As she slipped out of her robe and pulled at the buttons of Snow’s white riding shirt, her breath got heavier. ‘There’s a bath ready,’ she whispered, breathless now, as their bodies entwined. ‘Do you want it?’


‘Later,’ Snow whispered. ‘I think I need to sweat some more first.’


And as her head dipped lower, her tongue tracing a line down Lilith’s flat stomach, all thoughts of the prince and his family were forgotten. Lilith’s breath came faster still as Snow traced her fingertips up Lilith’s thigh, and her legs opened eagerly under their touch, exposing herself to Snow, wanting to feel the fingers slide inside her as Snow’s tongue teased her. She would never tire of this, she thought as one hand teased her own nipple and she lost herself in the sensations that flooded her body. It had been a long road, but their adventures were over. From now on they were going to live happily and blissfully ever after.


Her fingers reached down, curling into Snow’s glossy hair as her back arched and she became lost in the fire.





Two



Time had lost all meaning for Rumpelstiltskin in the long century behind the hedge, but the year and more that had passed since he’d clawed his way through the bramble with the foolish prince and the huntsman had not eased his anger or loss. If anything, it had made it worse. He’d gone to Petra’s grandmother as he’d been told to do – the huntsman and prince leaving him there – and while at first there had been tears of joy to meet his daughter’s daughter, he’d discovered he felt no real connection to her.


She told him that after leaving the witch’s tower, her mother, Rapunzel, had married a man twice her age and they had been very happy, but when he’d died, she’d left the village and come here to make her home in a clearing in the Fae Forest. She spent much of her time at the strange thicket wall, and when she returned to her child and her cottage, she would seem weighed down with something close to grief.


Rumpelstiltskin listened to her story and wondered why his daughter had never called out to him through the thicket as Petra had called to the wolf? Had she hated him for leaving her behind? Maybe she hadn’t realised he was awake beyond the wall. Whichever was the truth, the woman Petra’s grandmother described did not sound at all like the Rapunzel he had left behind. Settling down with an older man and living in a country village? That was not the life his daughter had dreamed of. She had loved her pretty dresses and handsome boys and lavish dances and glittering carriages. But then it had been so long, perhaps he no longer remembered her properly. That thought made his heart turn even more bitter.


When he left Petra’s grandmother, they both knew that he wouldn’t return and he thought that perhaps she, like him, had not felt the closeness that should be there when blood met blood. He followed the path he had taken with his daughter a hundred years before, past the Emerald Pond and out of the Fae Forest, all the way through the woods that shifted and changed around him as territories did, until he reached the Kingdom of Secrets Untold and found his way to the white tower, as if there had been breadcrumbs dropped to show him the route.


In the short years before he’d put Beauty to sleep, he’d never considered himself a violent man, but once he got to the tower and found it to be a ruin, he knew that his aim, subconscious as it had been, had been to kill the witch for what she’d taken from him. But that was not to be. It was over. The witch was long gone, and ivy and other climbing plants had made the crumbling stone their home.


He went inside and conquered the stairs, despite the gaps where some were missing and those that remained being slippery with moss. There were gaping holes in the walls that would be easy to fall from, but still he climbed, all the way up to the top. Birds flapped their wings at him, annoyed at their nests being disturbed, but Rumpelstiltskin left their raggedy homes alone and instead carefully looked through the dusty remnants of the witch’s possessions.


Some books remained, warped with age, but many had vanished from the tilted shelves. Had they been stolen by passers-by or had the witch taken them herself? Why did she set Rapunzel free? Perhaps she had died and the tower had fallen into disrepair without magic to hold it together?


In the back of a rotting cupboard he found a small half bottle of what looked like blood, which he pocketed, and then, up on the very highest floor, a room with a few old spinning wheels and spindles. He stared into it for a long moment before turning his back on them and heading back down to the forest. He had no truck with spindles anymore. He had been cursed by one as much as poor Beauty had. Better he had stayed alongside her and slept another hundred years. At least then he’d be oblivious to this pain.


The days merged into months as he drifted through the kingdoms, doing odd jobs here and there. He sharpened knives in the spice markets of the Eastern Seas, he weighed coal in the Winter Lands and although he liked the pain of the freezing temperatures, finding it a distraction from his guilt and loss, he left quickly after witnessing one of their notorious burnings. He found that while he wished death on the witch who’d stolen Rapunzel from him, he could not stomach the burning of others, and for weeks afterwards his dreams were haunted by the screams of agony that had come from the young woman who’d been dragged to the pyre, her fingers chopped off to stop her magic, as she died in the blaze. He walked and walked until her screams finally faded.


Everywhere he went, through all the forests of the kingdoms, memories of his child haunted him. Rapunzel as a toddler running to him joyfully. Rapunzel and Beauty playing hide and seek before the Beast had made herself known. Rapunzel growing into a beautiful young woman, fascinated by dresses and balls, and worrying about her friend. The words on the note he left her burned behind his eyes as if branded into to his eyelids. I love you with all my heart and I promise I’ll come back for you soon. Papa. He’d made a promise and broken it, and everyone knew a broken promise was the path to a curse. He had been cursed. His remaining life was a curse.


He walked through the winter, through the prince’s kingdom, and found no peace for himself, and then he kept on, past the Troll Road and back into the forest. When his feet were too blistered from walking to continue, he set up a stall polishing leather shoes on the streets of Nature’s Keep, a small kingdom of olive groves and fruit trees, dusty lanes and hot sun, close enough to the Battle Lands to know they never wanted war, where rain was rare but goats roamed free on arid land, and families ate well on figs and dried meats. In the evenings he would sit alone and drink wine and hope that the next day he would not wake at all. It was on one such evening there that he heard that the prince of the Kingdom of the High Born, the largest of the kingdoms and one of the wealthiest and most powerful, and his new wife, were expecting a child.


He did not touch a drop of wine after that, but packed his few possessions together, and left the heat and simple life behind, remembering the panicked promise of the weak prince.


I will give you my child. My first born.


He’d been so determined to break free from Beauty’s grasp that he’d offered up an unborn infant in exchange for Beauty sleeping for another hundred years.


For the first time since the briar wall had grown around Rumpelstiltskin so long ago, a small flame of hope sprung up inside him. There might be a child to love. He deserved that baby, he decided, as his feet carried him through the days and nights of walking, pausing only to sleep and eat when exhaustion overcame him. The prince would not be alive without him, and so neither would that child.


He reached the Kingdom of the High Born just before the new year and took a small room in a coaching inn, washing pots to cover the cost. He paid his penny to go into the castle maze on a quiet afternoon and saw the prince’s homely wife standing at a high window. Despite the distance between them he was sure their eyes met, just for a moment, and then the prince saw him too, and there was an expression of fear on the prince’s face before his wife gasped, her eyes widening with surprise.


Rumpelstiltskin hurried away then, his heart leaping. The baby was coming. His baby was coming.


The next day, when the bells pealed out across the city and the kingdom, he laughed and cried with joy, and danced and drank in the square with the rest of the population. It truly was a wonderful day. A baby girl had been born.


His baby girl.


It was barely past ten in the morning, when Rose would normally be meeting the king and his ministers or reading The Morning Post, still warm and smelling of ink having come straight from her father’s press. But today their little family was still at breakfast, Rose glowing with the first flush of motherhood as the prince refilled her teacup, before leaning over and planting a soft kiss on his daughter’s head. He was as delighted as she in parenthood, as if he had grown up overnight, and once again Rose was surprised at the depth of love she had started to feel for him. It was mutual, she could see that. They had found what they needed, and discovered it was what they wanted. True love was strange it seemed. And now they had little Giselle. Their lives were perfect. She was the luckiest woman in all the Nine Kingdoms.


‘There’s a man here to see you,’ her husband’s valet said, after politely knocking to disturb them. ‘Something about a promise?’ The young servant shuffled awkwardly. ‘He won’t leave. He’s sitting on the floor in the reception room. Should I get the Royal Guard to remove him? Or talk to your father and—’


‘Don’t go to the king,’ the prince cut in quickly. ‘I can deal with this. Put him in the antechamber and I’ll be through shortly.’


‘As you wish, sire.’


Rose noted the prince’s face had faded from tanned and healthy to ashen, and her stomach fluttered with unease. Suddenly she remembered the man in the dusty crimson jacket she’d seen in the maze. What was it the prince had said? He hadn’t thought the man would find him. What else? There was something – before the waves of childbirth had distracted her.


I made a deal. And a deal is a deal.


She repeated the question she’d asked then, and found that she held baby Giselle tighter as she did so. ‘What did you do?’


Rose was still reeling from the prince’s admission when they’d donned their royal finery as if it were armour and gone to face Rumpelstiltskin. She’d left their daughter locked in the nursery, surrounded by guards, and let them think it was just a new mother’s nervous disposition. She’d held her husband’s trembling hand and they’d walked into the antechamber together to face the thin, grey-haired man in the dirty crimson jacket. He looked hungrily at Rose’s empty arms and she knew that they were doomed, and he would not back down. She saw his grief, his loss, and the madness of a hundred years of sacrifice, and she couldn’t even dislike him for it. She pitied him and feared what he could take from her, but she understood him.


Still, both she and the prince tried. They offered him rare black pearls stolen from poisonous oysters off the reefs near the Meridien Isles. Jewels from the Kingdom of Plenty. A lifetime of luxury. All these treasures Rumpelstiltskin refused with scorn.


‘An orphaned infant, perhaps,’ she said. ‘There are many children in need of a loving home in the kingdom. Surely that would be better than—’


‘I want what I was promised.’ Rumpelstiltskin stood tall, the wrinkles deep in his thin face. ‘And he promised me his first born.’ He glanced at the pale and unhappy prince, full of poison. ‘What kind of man gives away his child?’


‘I didn’t know,’ the prince said. ‘I didn’t understand how much love I could feel. I’ve changed. I’m not the man you knew. Please, let me make this right with you. Why would you wish your own grief on someone else?’
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