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O N E






’TIS TIME to rob the dead.”




Nettle kicks me again. I pull my tattered wolfskin closer about my shoulders and curl into a tighter ball, scooting across the packed dirt of the floor to move as near as I dare to the embers in the fire pit.




“Rise up, lass. Stir your lazy bones, or else half the gleanings will be gone before we get there. Do not think to sleep the day away like a princess in a castle.”




She kicks me yet again and I open my eyes. Although she is a small woman, she towers above my pallet, her face and shoulders tense as always. If a sorcerer were to bewitch a needle into life, that creature would be Nettle.




Nettle grabs my wolfskin and yanks it from my shoulders. The air is cold and sharp. “Boil a mug of tansy broth for Mad Helga, child, and then we must be off.”




“I’m going to the brook first,” I announce. “I’ll boil the broth when I return.” I yank my wolfskin back from her bony fingers.




“There’s no time for your foolishness, Gilly. ’Tis already late, and—”


“I’ll not take long, Nettle.”




“Gilly, there is no time—”




Before she can finish speaking, I’m already out the door of our tumbledown hut, dodging the trees and sucking in the cold, sweetsmelling air.




The brook and woods are still black in the mist of the early dawn. At the edge of the brook, just below the small waterfall, I fling off my wolfskin and shift and plunge into the water. I gasp at its icy touch but duck my head under its surface. As my head emerges, I shake back my heavy shock of wet hair and breathe so deeply that it hurts. After the rank and smoky stench of our hut, the forest air is unbelievably sweet. A doe, drinking a few feet downstream, freezes for a moment. I stare back at her until she recognizes me and resumes drinking.




Since there is no one else around, I kneel so the water comes to my shoulders. Under the water and out of sight, I press my palms together. “Make me a tree,” I pray. “Let me spend my life pure and clean in the forest. Let me feel a lifetime of wind and rain against my skin. I swear to cast this whole evil business aside if I can be turned into a tree.”




I wait. The woods are silent. Even the doe is still. The only sound is the gurgling of the water.




I jump up, waist-deep in the brook, and fling my arms out like branches. “Change me!” I scream as I close my eyes. Make me a tree. Make me a tree. I will ask nothing else if only you will make me a tree.




I hear the doe give a small leap, then run away, brushing through the bushes as softly as a kiss. There is no other answer. I am still a girl standing like a lackwit in the icy water. I begin to laugh and then shiver. For a while I stand there, shivering and laughing like the greatest fool on earth.




I give a quick bow to the sky that is so dark it looks empty. “You are right, old man. I should not be happy as a tree. I would miss running.” I add, “But I gave you your chance. You could have stopped all this. Should I take it as your sign of approval, then, that you are willing to have me kill Him?”




I wait for the length of ten heartbeats, but there is still no answer. “Your stars are comely,” I call to the sky, “but I do not care for your silence.”




Then I step quickly from the water, shaking my body like a wet wolf pup. I pull my shift over my head as I walk back to the hut. As I push the trestle door open, I call, “I’m back, Nettle. I’ll brew the tansy broth, and—”




“Do not bother. I did it myself.”




“Nettle, I told you that I would just be a moment—”




“I do not approve of this folly, wetting yourself down twice a day. ’Tis madness, it is, Gillyflower, and more than one king has died of it.”




I squat by the hearth and scoop up a handful of ashes. I begin to rub them across my cheeks and forehead. “ ’Tis madness indeed, and folly beyond all imagining, but have you not said time and again that I’m the mad daughter of a mad, mad mother and will come to no good?” I rub the ashes down both arms. “My bathing costs us naught and provides me with much joy.” Nettle glowers at me. I soften my voice. “You have your herbs and such, Nettle. Leave me the pleasure of my water.”




Nettle turns away. “Mad Helga, if you have finished your broth, ’tis past time we should be gone.”




From the shadows of the rear of the hut, Mad Helga totters forth, her long ashwood stick stabbing the ground in angry taps. I am amazed that someone can be as gnarled as she and still be able to move. Mad Helga is nearly bald, yet she scorns the wool cap Nettle knitted for her. A thick scabrous growth covers her right eye, and a scar runs from her left temple to the top of her jaw. Several long hairs grow from her chin. Nettle tries to take her arm to help her walk, but Mad Helga shakes her away. Without looking at either Nettle or me, Mad Helga stumps out of our hut. Nettle shrugs and then picks up two baskets, tossing one to me as she hurries after Mad Helga. I snatch my woven girdle from its peg on the wall, twist it around my waist, and run after the women.




We look the way the wood should look were it to come alive and walking. We move quickly and silently through the trees we know so well. All of us draped in earth-colored tatters, caked with dirt. My hair and Nettle’s as jumbled as bird’s nests, Mad Helga’s pate as bald as a new-laid egg. We look like the wild heart of the wood, but walking. No wonder the villagers fear us. If I didn’t study my face in the brook from time to time, I could come to believe that I am not a girl, but simply a wild and untamable bit of the wood.






The battlefield is a good walk away, and dawn is fully risen by the time we reach it. There are already a few other scavengers at work, all looking as shapeless and sexless as we.




“See,” hisses Nettle. “I said we should be late.”




“Hsst!” I can hiss almost as well as she does. “There’s plenty for all.”




Under the body of a yellow-haired man in front of me, I spot a glint of gold. I kneel to wrestle his arm from under him. It is heavy and stiff, like a tree limb turned to stone. Nettle crows with delight at the sight of the large gold ring that I tug from his finger.




When I first came to live with Nettle and Mad Helga, it bothered me to glean the battlefields. In truth, during my first gleaning, I cried the entire time and suffered screaming nightmares for weeks afterward. Before the second visit, I fell to my knees, tearfully begging Nettle to excuse me.




Then after the first year, the dead men on the battlefield no longer seemed real. They are like trees, I told myself. When I step over a fallen tree in the wood, I do not cry or dream about it. In a way, these dead men are less important than trees. Trees that fall did not die trying to end the lives of others. Trees that fall do not carry instruments of murder in their hands.




This day’s field is much like the earlier ones. Perhaps a hundred men lie about, like so many hillocks. In fact, that’s how I now choose to think of the dead soldiers. It is more satisfying to think of them as hillocks rather than trees because trees once lived, but hillocks are rock and soil without even the faintest spark of life. These things onthe battlefield, therefore, are hillocks, just hillocks, and I am the princess, as in the old tales, exploring the hillock to find the dragon’s treasure and take it back to the kingdom. In the old tales, princesses never worried whether it was right or wrong to rob the dragon. So why should I worry about robbing hillocks?




Still, it is a blessing that the victorious army always prowls the field immediately after the battle, killing all their wounded enemies and even killing their own companions who are too badly wounded to make it home. In my seven years of gleaning, only twice have I found a soldier who wasn’t yet dead. Both times I quickly backed away, fleeing to the opposite side of the field, but sometimes in my dreams I still hear the moans of those dying soldiers.




Oddly enough, it is the smell that still surprises me each time. The smell is always worse than I remember, that stew of drying blood, loosened bowels, and, occasionally—if we arrive late and the sun is high—the stench of rotting meat. Luckily, as this morning goes on, my nose grows more accustomed to the smell, and while it never fades completely, after an hour or so I don’t notice it any more.




I tug another pin out of a hillock’s draped shoulder cloth. I carefully work it into the weave of my waist girdle, next to the other pins I’ve plucked from the garments of other hillocks. The baker in the village has six daughters and will always take a few pins in exchange for a loaf of wheaten bread. Wheaten bread makes a nice change from our usual fare, and my mouth waters at the thought of it.




I push another hillock so that it tumbles over. Good fortune is with me this day since clasped in its fingers is the hilt of a dagger. I work it free. I have to hit the fingers over and over with a stone to make them let loose of the prize. The blade of the dagger is chipped. To test if it can still cut, I saw it back and forth across the hillock’s tunic. To my delight, the cloth splits in two.




Although it has been a good morning—a ring, a handful of pins, this dagger—it is back-numbing work. I stand and stretch. There are hillocks as far as I can see. How did they tell each other apart in battle? They all look much the same to me. A few have more outlandishheaddresses than the others, decorated with horns and skulls, but I don’t know whether that is the insignia of one side or simply a common soldier fashion. What did they fight about? Which side won? A thought hits me, and I shiver.




Is He among them?




I dimly hear Nettle call out, “Child, stay to the edges. You go too close to the heart of the field.”




I know it is safer to stay to the edges, but I must find out whether He is there. Every time we glean a field, I’m terrified I might come upon His body among the hillocks.




He doesn’t deserve to die in battle! Let Him wait for me. I must be the one to kill Him. He is mine, mine to kill, not the prize of some lucky soldier. Let Him wait for me. I have marked Him, and He is mine.




“Gilly, stay to the edges!”




Then I spot the most marvelous treasure I’ve ever seen on a battlefield.






T W O






I FALL TO MY KNEES with a little cry, my hands scrabbling through the blood-crusted folds of a plaid cloak till they close on a little book. A book! I hold it up. A book of my own! Riches beyond belief! No matter what, I will not let Nettle trade it. I wipe my hands on the skirt of my shift and carefully press the gilt-patterned leather cover open. It is in Latin, of course. I know some Latin. I studied it in the time before. I scan the lines, looking for familiar words. Yes, there is Deus and regnat, stabat and mater. I hug the book to my heart. Something deep within me shines. I will learn more Latin words until I can read the entire book. Mad Helga knows Latin. Somehow I will persuade her to teach me the words.




Suddenly from behind, two large rough hands seize me. I cry out and my book tumbles to the ground. I smell the odor of peasants— sweat, onions, turnips, wet wool, and rancid grease. I struggle hard, but the man holding me is as strong as a boulder. Two other men approach, laughing. They wear faded greens and browns and are none too clean and look none too clever. One of them steps on the hand of a dead soldier, and I feel a lightning thrust of pity for all the hillocks. It is a pity that so many brave lads die, while these great mindless lumps paw over their bodies. Then I cry out again in alarm as one of them steps on my book, not even noticing it beneath the sole of his heavy wooden shoe.




“We’ve caught us a little battlefield pigeon,” says the man holdingme. His voice is as thick as pig grease.




“ ’Tis a scrawny’un,” says the shorter of the two lumps in front of me. He spits. “Hardly more’n a mouthful.”




The third lump gives a laugh that sounds more like a bleat.




“ ’Tis a birdie full of spit and fire,” says my captor in his thick voice. “It can give us much sport afore we wear it out.”




The three lumps laugh and slap their thighs with thick, calloused hands.




I should have listened to Nettle. I knew that it was dangerous to leave the edges of the field. As the sun rises, bands of outlaws arrive. These greedy bands are more dangerous than the soldiers. They find it easier to relieve unprotected women of their store than to do the scavenging themselves.




I squirm to get free. I twist to the side, trying to duck under my captor’s arms, but this lump holding me has arms like cudgels and fists like hams. I kick against his knees. He gives a grunt of pain, but the other two lumps just laugh and move closer. I scream, a harsh, bald sound like the shriek of a wounded raven. I thrash and buck like a spooked horse, kicking and trying to bite, twisting, and the whole earth seems to be pounding . . .




And then the head of the shorter lump is gone! Sliced clean from his shoulders, tumbling like a bloody cabbage and bouncing along the ground. There is a horse, a huge black charger, thudding about me, and I am free, and the two other lumps are running, not fast because of their lumpy bodies and lumpy shoes, and the horse is after them. One screams and falls . . . but I see no more because I fall to my knees, grabbing for my book. As I brush the dirt sideways off its cover, I see the short peasant’s head in front of me, and I feel sick again.




I raise my head to look at my rescuer.




Then I feel sickest of all.




It is Him.




I haven’t seen Him in years, not since I was hardly more than a babe, but I would know Him anywhere. Even in the thickest smoke of hell, I would know Him.




He does not bother to look back at me. I know Him, but He no longer knows me. He has reined his horse to a stop and is surveying the battlefield. He gives us scavengers a look of disgust and then tugs quickly on his horse’s reins, and He is gone.




I don’t see either of my other attackers. He must have killed them both. That doesn’t make me sick. I don’t feel anything, except panic.




Was that my chance? Was that my only chance? Did I miss it because I was worried about some book that I can’t even read?




I feel the broken-edged dagger in my hand. I will not be a girl, I will not be a woman, I will be a thing, a sexless thing, a thing with short hair, as short as leaves. I will be more tree or rock than woman.




I begin to hack at my hair.








T H R E E






SOwhen shall we kill Him?”




Nettle ignores me. It is three days since we were at the battlefield. Now we are harvesting Birnam Wood, looking for nuts and roots and such to sustain us through the fast-approaching winter.






I raise my voice. “Nettle, I asked when shall we kill Him?”

Nettle kneels quickly, wrapping her skinny hand around the top of a wild onion and tugging it from the ground.

“There’s little flavor in them,” she tells me for the hundredth time, “but boiled with cloth they make a golden brown dye that’s second to none.”

“Old woman,” I shout, “I have asked you three times, and you have not answered me. I will not take another step until you tell me when shall we kill Him?”

Nettle stands and dusts off her skirt. “Then stand there until you turn into stone for I shall not answer such a foolish question.” And she takes off through the forest.

I stay behind, hating her.

I will not move. I will stay here forever rather than give her the satisfaction of seeing me trail behind, like a broken-willed hound.

I stand there for a long while, hating her, hating Him, savoring the strong, pungent, onion-sharp taste of hate. I like hating. I feel strong and safe and alive when I hate. If I knew hate songs, I would sing them. Instead I indulge in the pleasure of making up curses and call them out.

“Nettle,” I cry. “You are a pockmarked, rickety, toad-bellied, snot-snatching, addle-hag!”

Then I picture myself facing Him.

“You craven snake licker! You son of a ditch drab! Do not dare to stare at me with your eyes of a newt! Do not speak to me with your tongue of a frog! Your hair is the hair of dogs who lie in dung. Your private places are as shriveled as hemlock root. Your soul is more shriveled than a forked mandrake that has lain a sevenday under the eye of the August sun! You eater of babes, may all who follow you in your line learn to hate their father and mother and curse the day they were ever born!”

My maledictions ring out through the wood, sharp as a snapped branch. I love this wood. I love it for itself, but I love it also because the villagers fear it. They believe the wood full of magical creatures who mean them harm.

If they hear me cursing, they will think me an evil spirit of the woods, perhaps a weird woman casting her spells. I chuckle with delight. Then I get an even better idea. I begin to make noises—a low moan, then a shriek to curdle the thickest blood, then a mad cackle, like a queen being turned into a hen.

Perhaps Nettle can hear me. Perhaps she will think, as I stand here so faithfully, an errant wizard has come upon me and is subjecting me to terrible spells. Nettle will blanch with fear and guilt for making me stand stock-still in the middle of this mad wood.

I realize that I am tired of standing here waiting for Nettle to come back. This is how I can tell that she does not care for me, that she raised me only out of pity. Otherwise she would have come back to check on me. The wood is no longer so pleasant. A wind has arisen, dancing in tiny circles about the leaves that bob and twist.Then I hear the pitter-pat of raindrops. At first they just tap against the leaves, but then one plops down on my neck. I feel another on the top of my head.

Saint Colum’s bones, it is enough to drive me mad, this slow, irregular drip-drip-drip of the water. Mad Helga has said this was how some of the Old Ones used to torture their captives, an unsteady drip-drip-drip until they went out of their heads. Water seems so soft, but I have seen the hollows in the hardest stones worn deep by the soft, patient water.

My head jerks up.

I have my answer.

Perhaps I will not wear Nettle down today, but I can ask-ask-ask until she gives in. I am not water, but I can learn the lessons of water.

I hunch my ragged wolfskin about my shoulders and hurry back to the hut.






F O U R














WHEN SHALL WE kill Him?”

My words fall like a stone into the pool of quiet darkness inside the hut.

Nettle and Mad Helga pause for a moment, then resume their work. All the treasures of the battlefield, except the book, are spread out on the hearth. With the hem of her gown, Nettle cleans and polishes them. Her two wild cats are hunched down at her side—Graymalkin, with his one eye and his three sound legs, and Hecate, with her broken tail. In summer they mostly live in the wood, but as the season of binding approaches, they creep inside to huddle next to the woman who saved them. Every turn of the moon, Mad Helga brings home one or two broken creatures, rocking them in her arms and gibbering at them in a strange language that no one else seems to speak. Despite her attention, most of her wild creatures die. Then as if in some lunatic tribute, she boils their bones until they are clean as Saint John’s soul. She piles the boiled bones ’round her bed pallet to use as playthings or prayer beads or conjuring twigs or some such nonsense. This evening Mad Helga kneels at the far side of the hearth, rocking the skeleton of a toad inher cupped hands, her lips moving in the rhythm of a soundless chant.

I stamp my bare foot against the hard-packed earthen floor. “Listen to me! I say we kill Him tomorrow.”

The two older women look at each other silently. I hate it when they exchange these silent looks.

“We will leave at dawn,” I shout. Instead of the gentle dripping of water, I have become a flood. “Get sleep now, for we must get an early start.”

“Women weep and children scream,” Mad Helga croons to the tiny skeleton in her gnarled hands. “Paddock sleep and paddock dream. Rockabye, be not shy, we shall all sleep bye and bye.”

“Listen to me!” I long to shake the old woman until her jaw rattles.

Suddenly Nettle begins to laugh, a harsh, broken cackle that hurts my ears.

“Stop it!” I shout. I want to shake her, too.

But Nettle cackles on and on.






“Don’t laugh at me!”






Nettle shakes her head. “When you are daft, child, then I must laugh. Now we have had enough of your jests. There’s barley porridge in the kettle. Fetch your bowl and eat your dinner.”

“No!” I hit the frame of the door with my fist. “When I came here, seven years ago, you promised to help me. ‘Give us seven years of service,’ you said, ‘and we shall aid you in fetching your heart’s desire.’ Seven years of service have I given to you, seven years of faithful service, and now I claim my rights.” I take a deep breath. “Three days ago I saw Him, the man that I must kill. For seven years I have made my life an arrow, and He is its target. For seven years I have made my heart a dagger, and He is its sheath. I call to you both. Fulfill your promise. Help me kill Him.”

Nettle looks down. Her bony fingers pick up a broken shard of bronze and begin to polish it. “I did not promise—”

“You did! You did! You promised. ’Twas the only reason I stayedwith you. Why else would I stay for seven years with two mad old women in this tumbledown hut? The very night I came, you gave me a promise.”

Nettle’s face darkens. “ ’Twas only some words, Gilly, said to soothe a frightened child.”

“But what you said was a promise.”

We continue to quarrel until I slam out of the room and stomp down to the pool in the stream. In the spilled light of the fat moon, I study my face in the water. My hacked hair, outlined by the moonlight, looks like stubble in a barley field after the final winnowing.

“Water,” I beg, “teach me your ways. Teach me the way to wear Nettle down.”

I sit for a long time and listen to the water.

Then hunger nudges me back to the hut.





AUTUMN BLEEDS into winter.




Past All Hallows, through Advent, all through the dark days, I wear away at Nettle with my words, my sulks, my anger. It is not a pleasant winter, the three of us either huddling in our hut that reeks of smoke and sour, unwashed linen or shivering in the outside air that is as sharp as an iced blade. No, it is not a happy winter for any of us. I hate the way I sound when I open my mouth, but I cannot stop my bleating.

There is little for us to do in winter. I often see Nettle studying our food store and then counting on her fingers the days until the middle of spring. Mad Helga seldom stirs from her trash heap of rags and bones by the fire, except to totter out to relieve herself. I go for long solitary walks, my wolfskin tight around my bony shoulders. I often wish Nettle would join me, but I am too proud to ask her. From time to time, one of the villagers appears at our door, begging for a potion to cure a cough, a plaster for a phlegmy chest, or a poultice for chapped fingers and shins. Villagers shun us in health and fortune, but when they are weakened by disease or heartbreak, they come creeping to Nettle and her herbs.

Many days I sit in front of the hut wrapped tightly in my wolfskin in the thin light of the afternoon trying to decipher words in my book. I do not ask Mad Helga to teach me Latin. I will request nothing from her except her help with the murder.

Some days I sit in the pale dribbles of winter sunlight and let myself dream of revenge. I do not picture His dying, but I picture Him dead. I see myself towering over His lifeless body, a knife or torch or flask of poison in my hand and my face as serene and saintly as Judith’s when she hammered a spike into the head of her foe. Other times I amuse myself by picturing His face just before I kill Him, and in my mind I practice the words I will say. Perhaps Now the score is evened or Thus my promise is fulfilled. Sometimes I compose a long, lofty speech in which I make clear how He has wronged me, but at other times I imagine myself merely giving Him a long, cold, scornful look. A handful of times I imagine Him lying in a silent castle with all His servants dead around Him, and once I let myself envison the slut that He loved kneeling at His side, but this frightens me so much that I vow to imagine for Him a solitary death.

In winter we do not glean the dead. We hear that this year there are battles all through the winter, but Nettle doubts this. “Most warriors,” she tells me, “go home for the harvest and stay snug at home through the spring planting. Then, in the late spring after Beltane, when they have naught to do at home, they grow restless and fight wars until harvest calls them home again.”

Lent comes, the emptiest days of the year. Now we take care to avoid the villagers. In Lent, all but the invalids and babes eat only one meal a day. Hunger makes everyone spiteful.

One frosty afternoon when the light is as thin as a graybeard’s spittle, I carry a basket of herbs over to the holy sisters at Cree. Fat Sister Grisel slips me two fresh-baked oatcakes and a warning to take special care. “Between this war and the hard winter, our country grows more dangerous. They say that even some of our good Scottish lords have turned traitor and now swear fealty to the kingfrom the north. I wonder at Nettle’s letting you come here alone. ’Tis not safe for a girl to go about on her own.”

“I am not a girl,” I say, but I cannot tell whether the feeling in my heart is pride or sadness or both. “I am neither lass nor lad. I am a thing of the wood, and things of the wood have no sex at all.”

Her mouth frowns, but her eyes are kind. “Remind Nettle that ’tis not safe for any of you to go about much until after Easter Sunday. Remind her that more people are hanged as witches during this season when folk are hungry and holy than at any other time of the year.”

So like three angry mice corked in a bottle, we stay close to the hut.

Although even I have grown tired of my demands, I do not stop.

“When Lent is over, will you help me kill Him?”

Nettle is sharpening our knife on a whetstone. As usual, she ignores me, but Mad Helga joins our conversation. Her tone is unusually sensible, even though her cupped right hand cradles the skeleton of the mouse she strokes with her gnarled left fingers.

“And just how will we kill him, girl?”






F I V E






EAGERLY I TURN to Mad Helga. I have been thinking about this for a long time. “We can use magic—yours and Nettle’s—to kill Him. We will lay an enchantment on Him.”

For a moment there is silence. I hear the hiss of the fire. Then Nettle begins to cackle wildly, rocking back and forth with cruel laughter. I want to put my hands over my ears to shut out that ugly, broken sound, but I don’t want to give Nettle the satisfaction of seeing how much her laughter hurts me.

Mad Helga’s calm voice, however, cuts through Nettle’s jagged laughing.




“And how, child, do we employ this magic?”

“All I ask you to do is to cast a spell to bring about His death. A painful, lingering death.” I warm to my subject, delighted at last to be able to give details. “A death so horrible that it will be talked about for generations. A death—”

Nettle slams the whetstone against the table. “You are almost a woman now, Gilly. Do not speak like a silly child. Surely we have had our fill of your foolishness, so—”

“Nettle, I claim my due.”

“Gilly, I have told you and told you, there was no prom—”

“ ’Tis not fair!”

“ ’Tis a foul thing to wish a man’s death, Gilly. Even if I wished—”

“You gave me your word. Is your word of so little account?”

“A promise to a child, my lass, is not a prom—”

“Hsst!” There is a surprising edge of steel in Mad Helga’s voice, but her face looks as vacant as ever. “Gilly, the man you speak of, did he not save your life on the battlefield one morning during harvest time?”

My face hardens. “No,” I say loudly. “He did not.”

Nettle shrieks like a stoat with a foot caught by a trap. “Who lies now?” she says with a trill of triumph in her voice. “Whose words are now false? You twist-tongued prevaricator, did I not see with these very eyes that man you speak of save you from those three peasants—”

“I did not ask Him to save me. Given enough time, I should have saved myself.” My breath quickens. “Anyway, it makes no difference. I have made my life an arrow, and He is my home. I have made my heart a dagger, and His heart is my—”

Mad Helga says, “ ’Tis a serious business, child, to kill a man who saved you. Whether he saved you asked or saved you unasked, it matters not.”

“Mad Helga,” I say, “should He save the entire world, it makes not a whit of difference to me. Should He save God and Jesus and the whole stable of shining saints, I will kill Him. With your aid or without it.”

Nettle shrugs. “I do not like such foolish prattle. We will do naught to aid your foolish plan.”

“Then I will kill Him myself. I will find Him, and I will—”

Nettle’s cackle cuts off my words. “Just dance up to him and say, ‘God save the mark, sire, and begging your pardon, but I have come to kill you, so if you will kindly take off your shirt of mail, I shall—’ ”

“Do not laugh at me!” Oh, to be Samson and be able to pull thepoles of this hut down, burying Nettle and her mockery in the rubble.

Mad Helga holds up her hands. The skeleton of the mouse, unheeded, tumbles to the hearth. The tiny bones scatter. “We cannot cast a spell, child, unless we have aught of our victim.”

All at once, my heart jigs with joy. At last my revenge begins to take real shape. “What do we need? Things like bits of His hair and fingernail parings? Threads of His clothes and—”

Mad Helga ignores my words. “If you desire his doom, lass, ’twill not be a free gift. Doom is costly, more costly than love.”

“I have given you seven years of service.”

Mad Helga snorts in seeming disgust. “Seven years of service is a mere trifle. Less than a trifle. Doom demands heart, hands, and blood. At most seven years of service buys your right to ask to buy the spell. It does not buy the spell itself.”

Nettle shoots an angry look at Mad Helga. “Old woman,” she says, “shut your mouth. Your wits are as scattered as those silly bones on the hearth stones. We’ll have no more of this foolish talk.”

“ ’Tis not foolish talk,” I say. “I do God’s work, Nettle.”

She quickly makes the sign of the cross. “Hush! We’ll have no blaspheming here, girl. Do not try to hide your selfish desires under the cloak of our Lord. To cure your own flea bite, you want to burn down a hut. Can you not see your own madness?”

“ ’Tis but justice I seek. With all your second sight, can you not see that? Did He not slaughter all my family, all those I loved?”

“All save one, Gilly.”

“And that one is just as dead to me.” How dare Nettle try to stop me? “Nettle, I will kill you rather than let you stop me now.” I feel a quiver of fear because I may be speaking the truth. Out of the pouch at my side, I pull the broken dagger from the battlefield. “I will stab you in the heart with this dagger, Nettle, rather than abandon my plan.”

Nettle studies me for a moment, her mouth tight and hard. I hear the sputter of the fire and Nettle’s angry breathing. Then abranch in the fire snaps. Nettle stands. “So you would use that bit of blade that butchered your hair to kill the woman who raised you?” Her voice shakes. “Please yourself, then. Both of you. Mad old woman and mad, mad child. I shall not be part of this dangerous folly.” She walks to the door. Her stride is unsteady. “I shall go out for a bit, and when I return, I will hear no more of this mad talk.” She fumbles her cloak off its peg and wraps it around her knobby shoulders.

She turns back to glare at me. “But before I go, Gilly, I give you two warnings. Heed them well. First, know that ’tis easier than anything—easier than breathing, easier even than death—to find that you yourself have become the very thing you hate most. It happens quicker than a body can reckon.” She closes her eyes briefly, as if she feels a twinge of pain, and then opens them. Her eyes look sad. “And second, child, as you well know, against my will, I have the gift of second sight. So I warn you both now, no good will come of this plan. The doom in the plan is not for him alone. That doom will also find us out and bring death to our very door.”

Then she stalks out of the hut, her skirts twitching like the fur on an angry cat.
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NETTLE HATES THE WOOD at night. She must be angry indeed to seek out peace in the wild wood. Although I will not admit it, Nettle’s words frighten me. She does indeed have second sight. Am I willing to doom all of us just to pull Him down? I push that thought away as firmly as a mother would push away a babe with sticky hands. I cannot afford to think these things. If I soften, I am lost. A tree must not yearn to become a feather, nor can a stone afford to long to become a bubble. I am not a girl but a thing, a thing made only of revenge, hate, and a fierce, wild will. My hunger for blood will burn out any thread of softness in my soul. If doom were to walk, it would wear my face. Doom will not find me. I myself am doom.




Mad Helga’s trembling, gnarled fingers gather up the mouse bones, one by one.

I ask, “With what coin, then, shall I buy my revenge?”

“Once was wrecked,” Mad Helga sings in her creaky voice, “now made whole. Spend the life but save the soul.”

The old fool! Swiftly I bend down to sweep the remaining bones up into one hand. With my other, I grab Mad Helga’s cupped hand and dump my handful of the bones into hers. “Take yourblasted bones, old woman. Now answer my question plainly. I’ve had enough of your riddles.”

“Haste makes waste, slow the pace.” Mad Helga’s fingers moved lightly across the tiny heap of bones on her palm, flicking them one by one into a pattern. “Fleetest feet can lose the race.”

I seize Mad Helga’s shoulders and twist the old woman to face me. “I do not want these silly rhymes! Answer my question, hag, or I will shake you until your bones are as loose as the ones in your hand.”

Mad Helga grins. Her one good eye seems to twinkle. “Spells and charms can ne’er come free. Your heart and courage is the fee. Now fetch his things, one, two, three.”

“What do you mean? Do you mean that I must seek Him out and steal three things from Him? Will you then cast the spell to kill Him?”

“Through the world, a child must roam. Spells need things from heart and home.”

Impatience rises in me like a bloody tide. “Should I seek Him out on the battlefield? Or must I go to His castle?”

Mad Helga only chuckles. With one thick fingernail she flicks a bone into its place.

“You daft old bat,” I say, “speak plainly!”

Mad Helga holds up a tiny bone. The lower part dangles, broken. “See what your impatience has wrought? Once broken, never fully mended.”

“I shall break your bones, old woman, if you do not answer me.”

Mad Helga’s eye continues to twinkle. With the dangling end of the bone, she draws a faint pattern in the ashes on the hearth.

“Heed well, Gilly. These curls here, this is our own wood, Birnam.” Her voice is suddenly as sane as a tax collector’s. “For two days you will travel through it. Until midday on the first day, travel due north. Then turn west for a day and a half. Partway through the morning of the third day, you must leave the wood and take to the road that folk call Old Grapius Road. Follow that road through the hills and mountains. ’Twill not be an easy journey through the mountains, girl, but the road will lead you through the best passes.Finally you will come to a long silver loch. Travel north past its northernmost shore till you come at last to the castle of Inverness, his northern castle, perched high on a ridge above the firth where he can guard against attack from the loch, river, or sea.”

I study the map of ashes, tracing its outlines onto my heart and searingits curves into my memory. Finally I look up. “Helga, I do not remember much of castles and their ways. How shall I gain admittance?”

Mad Helga’s hands thrust out suddenly, spilling the bones into the ashes. Her fingers flash about till the map is erased and the bones soiled and buried in the ashes. “ ’Tis your revenge, not mine, lass. I neither know nor care whether you be admitted to his castle or no.” She begins to rock back and forth, singing, “Graymalkin shall not stalk your rest, nor Ulfling seize your—”

I close my fingers around her wrists. “Stay with me, Mad Helga, just a moment more. Tell me, I beg you, once I gain admittance to the castle, what must I take to bring to you?”

For a long time Mad Helga is silent. She sits so still that I snake my thumb to the underside of her wrist and press to feel the throb of her pulse to make certain she is still alive.

Then she says, “Bring me three pieces of his heart.”

Try as I might, I cannot get Mad Helga to say more about the spell.

After a long time, Nettle returns. I give her my most triumphant look. “Mad Helga has promised to aid me,” I say. “You were false, but Mad Helga is my true friend. On the morrow I set off to His castle to fetch what is needful for the spell of destruction.”

Nettle opens her mouth as if to protest, and then closes it without-a word. She presses her lips together tightly. She turns toward Mad Helga, but the old woman continues to kneel by the fire, rocking back and forth to music that neither Nettle nor I can hear. Using the bottom of her skirt as a pan holder, Nettle picks up the small iron cauldron. “Gilly, do you want this porridge or shall I scrape it into the leavings bucket for tomorrow’s stew?”

Even though I feel pinch-gutted, I say, “Scrape it.” No matter the cost, I will look strong to Nettle. I announce, “I feed on hope!” Instead of sounding defiant, my words merely sound silly, so I quickly add, “I’m off at daybreak, Nettle.”

“I heard you the first time.” With a piece of broken bark, Nettle carefully scrapes the sticky gray mess of porridge into the brown clay pot.

“I shall need food for my journey.”

Nettle scrapes the bark back and forth across the mouth of the pot, trying to save every bit of porridge so naught will go to waste. “You well know where we keep our store of food, Gilly. I trust you to take your fair share. Just have a care to take naught from my store of herb mixtures. Some of those are dangerous and could cause you much harm.”

At Nettle’s words, I feel a prickling at the back of my eyes. The prickling is not tears, because I never cry. At the back of my breath, I feel a flutter that cannot be fear because I will not be afraid.

But I dare stay no longer in our hut. For seven years, this hut has been the only home I have known. For seven years, these two women have been my only family. They risked their lives, taking me in. If He had found me, they too would be dead. And while I do not love the hut or the women—since I am a thing of revenge without even a sliver of space inside me for love—I am still a little worried that if I stay in the hut with them much longer, the prickling in my eyes might be tricked into becoming tears and the flutter behind my breathing might be bewitched into becoming something too close to fear. I gather my wolfskin and hold it tightly in front of my chest the way a warrior holds a shield.

“I’ll sleep out of doors this night.”

Nettle frowns. “You’ll do no such thing. ’Tis bitter cold.”

“ ’Twill be good practice for my journey.”

“ ’Tis foolish to freeze afore you have to, Gilly.”

But I cannot afford to listen to her.

My life is an arrow, and I am finally headed home.
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THE NEXT DAY I travel west.

Just as I am born into my new life, the earth gives birth to spring. I feel powerful, striding across this tender, shy, awakening world. Pale green blades poke their tips through a dusting of snow that looks like flour sprinkled on a malt loaf. The birches and oaks are beaded with dots of green. Only the pines are still in their winter dress, the tips of their sweet-smelling needles as sharp as Nettle’s tongue.

I will not let myself think of Nettle . . . or of the girl I was before I was reborn as an instrument of darkness.

I am a wanderer who prowls alone.


Twice, during the first morning, I hide from wild beasts, holding as still as a stone until they pass. The first is a wolf, gaunt and swiftmoving, fierce on the scent of some other prey. The second is more deadly—a wild boar. But she does not heed me as she wheezes and snuffles her way along a little path she has made.

Although Nettle does not like the wood, she has taught me its ways, showing me how to treat each animal with courtesy. I know never to look in the eyes of wild dogs, and that old boars will leaveyou alone if you do not venture too close, but that young boars—like newly dubbed knights—will pick fights to prove their mettle. Thus old boars are more deadly, but young ones are more dangerous.

Nettle herself is rather like an old boar.

After the boar passes, I seek out a walking stick. I find a fine one, near as tall as I, with only two gnarls. A good walking stick is your best possible companion for a journey. You feel less lonely with something in your hands, and it is a grand protector if you encounter danger. I know that warriors name their swords, so I call my walking stick Fangmore.

Three times that day I hear the sounds of people traveling. I melt into the trees until they go past. During these times of war, only a noddycock would risk meeting strangers.

I know I should feel naught but joy now that I am on my way to the revenge I have dreamed of for seven years, but to my surprise, I do not feel joy. Instead I am filled with worries. What if I cannot find a way into His castle? What if I cannot find a way to get close enough to kill Him? What if He kills me first? I shiver. Despite my fine words, I truly do not want to die. Finally, just as I shut my mind to all memories of my time before, I shut my mind to these cowardly thoughts and concentrate on looking for any green shoots of lion’s tooth that might be poking up from the ground. After our winter diet of dried grain, the fresh, stringy, bitter leaves taste better than honey cake.

At the edge of the first afternoon, when day turns the corner to dark, I hear the barking of hounds, shouts and squeals, and a crashing through the undergrowth. What can it be? It is too near spring to be a boar hunt, and I cannot think of any other reason that such a large company of folk would come into the wood during the burnt ends of Lent. I consider climbing a tree, but I do not wish to be treed by their hounds. So instead I run to a bramble thicket. I poke it with Fangmore to make sure no boar or badger or bear dwells within. When there is no response to my poking, I pull my wolfskin over my head and shoulders and wriggle into the heart of thethicket. Brambles claw me fiercely, but my wolfskin affords me some protection. Crouching, I peer out.

In a moment, a boy bursts into view. He is small, perhaps half my size, and in a sorry state. The wood has pulled and scratched his tunic until it is little more than rags, and his skin is filthy with sweat-streaked dirt. He is crying as he stumbles along. The boy’s head jerks from side to side, like a trapped and baited bear cub’s, unable to decide which way to run. He pulls along with him an equally ragged woman. The woman does not run well. She lurches and staggers. I see that she has an injured foot.

About two tree lengths from where I hide, the woman falls to the ground with a small cry.

I slide my hands into the pouch at my waist and slip out my broken dagger.

These folk may bring trouble upon me.

“Go on, my partridge,” the woman says, tugging to pull her hand away from the boy’s. “Get thee gone. Run ahead, and I will follow.”

How like a mother. As soon as there is trouble, she sends her child away. For even in this brief glimpse I can tell these folk are not canny about the wood and its ways. If he runs ahead, she will never find him. Her bad leg will never allow her to catch up. With that leg and her ignorance of woodlore, if the hunters do not finish her off, the animals will. The wood has no kindness for those who are ignorant.

“I c-c-c-cannot,” he blubbers like a babe in arms. “I will not leave you, Momma.”

“Hie thee hence, lad,” she cries out again. “For both our sakes, do not let the Witch Hunters find thee.”

I do not know whether it is mention of the Witch Hunters or a feeling for one cast off by his mother that makes me act so foolishly. Without thinking, I wriggle out of my thicket and grab hold of the boy’s sticky hand.

“Come,” I say. I pull him away from his mother and begin to run across the small clearing, back into the trees.

“Momma!” he screams like a spear-stuck bear cub.

The crashing grows louder in the wood behind us.

“The Witch Hunters are coming!” she screams, as loud as he. “Run, lad, run!”

“Run!” I scream, louder than both.

The mother and I both keep screaming, “Run, run!” louder and louder and shriller.

The boy and I run.
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WE RUN for a long time. I hold Fangmore out in front of us to keep branches from slapping us in the face. For a long while the boy sobs, and for a longer while he makes no sound except grunts.

I make the same sound.

When we finally come to a small brook, I judge we have run far enough. I let go of his hand.

“Drink,” I wheeze. “Rest.”

I fall to my knees by the brook. My breath sounds like a torn thing, like cloth ripped by a savage wind. I make my hands into a cup and drink two handfuls of the sweet, icy water. Then I splash the water all over my head. I fall to the ground and lie on my back, panting, looking up into the branches and the sword-colored sky beyond. I cannot believe my foolhardiness. To risk a band of Witch Hunters for this unknown boy . . . sometimes, even as old as I am, I still wake sweating and whimpering from nightmares about Witch Hunters and what they do to their prey.

Only as my breath returns to normal do I realize that the boy is huddled in a heap where I dropped hold of his hand. He is crying again.

Let him cry. But I roll over with a groan, and push myself to my hands and knees. I crawl to him. I take his hands and pull them away from his face.

“Hsst. Stop that blubbering. We have run far, and by the looks of you, lad, you have run farther. Drink some water.”




“Momma,” he sobs. “I want my momma.”

“Your momma did not want you,” I say. “Now cease your blubbering and drink some water. We still have a ways to go before dark.”

He does not stop crying completely, but he does make a gallant try to swallow his sobs. Obediently he crawls to the brook. His first drink of water is slow, but then he drinks his second handful eagerly, and then two more. I stop him when he reaches for a fifth.

“Wait. Too much cold water, especially after running, will give you belly cramps. Wait a spell.”

I dip the ends of my tunic in the water and wipe the sweat off my face. After a moment, since my hem is already dirty with my grime, I do the same for the boy.

“Lie on your back and snatch a moment’s rest,” I tell him.

He lies down. To my amazement, in a moment I hear a familiar pattern of breathing.

The boy has fallen fast asleep!

I study him as he sleeps. Although he is sturdy of body, he is younger than I first thought. He looks to be about the age of a boy toward the start of his service as a page, perhaps eight or nine turns of the year.

What a fool, to fall asleep in the midst of all this danger. I think back to all that has befallen me these past two days. What a fool I am to saddle myself with this strange boy. Yet part of me is strangely satisfied. Is it because I am no longer alone in the wood? That is not it. Is it because Nettle and Mad Helga rescued me, and now I have paid my debt by rescuing another child and need no longer be beholden? This is not it either.

What I do know is that I will have to tell him about mothers, about how they cannot be trusted, but I will wait a few days.

I think back over our escape. My blood still chills at the memory of the mother’s screaming at her son to run away into the wood. Surely she could tell that her son could not survive without her. I remember grabbing him and our dash away. I can hear again her screams at him to run. As we ran away, I thought I heard her call out something different. I seemed to hear the woman cry, “God bless thee, lass, for our good angel and savior.” But no, this must have been a trick of my memory, the voice of my wishes rather than the voice of truth.

I turn my head to look at the sleeping boy. What shall I do with him? And then, into my head, comes a funny idea. I could give up my revenge. I could instead haunt the towns and villages. Wherever I see a child who is not wanted by his mother, I could steal that child. The Old Folk steal children and leave a stone in their place. I could do the same. It would be blamed on the Old Folk. We could all turn outlaw, like Rob o’ the Green, and I would be queen of the band of unwanted children. We would steal our food and live in a hut in the wood, all together . . . and then I see the walls of the red castle. They loom high above. I am tiny. Too tiny even to reach the knocking-brass on the studded gates. In the dying light of the dying sun, the top of the walls glow golden. Perched on the top of the walls I see an angel. He is coming to rescue me. He leaps into the air, his wings streaming out behind him, his wings made of light . . .

I wake with a start. I am shaking. I have not had that dream for a long time. I force myself to sit up. My bones feel like frozen rocks. It is dark and and my body is stiff. The witch boy is rolled into a ball like a hedge pig. He shivers, but he sleeps on. I shake him awake.

His eyes jerk open. “Momma!” he cries.

“She is not here,” I tell him. I fish an oatcake out of my pouch and break it in two. I hand one half to him.

He stares at it a moment as if he does not recognize it, then he stuffs it greedily into his mouth, making one bite of the whole thing.

“Are you hungry?” I ask.

He nods.

I silently hand him the other half of the oatcake. He bolts it in a single bite.

“Where is my momma?” he asks.

I stare at him without answering.

“Will my momma be coming soon?” he asks.

“I do not think your momma will be coming,” I say cautiously. His lip starts to tremble. I quickly add, “Leastways, not for a while.”

He stares down at the ground, biting his bottom lip. I think about offering him another oatcake, but with two of us I need to be stingy with our store of food.

“Why were people chasing you?” I ask.

He fixes his big blue eyes on me. He has a pleasing enough countenance, although his nose is shaped too much like a turnip for his face to be considered handsome.

“The granary burned down to the ground. You know. Old Peterkin’s granary.”

I have no idea who Old Peterkin is, but I nod.

“Momma”—he swallows hard before continuing—“said it was ’cause of Old Peterkin’s dadda who likes to carry live coals in a little stone box in his pouch, but Old Peterkin started saying it was because of Momma and how she had had a baby and no husband and how that baby was born a lackwit. At first nobody listened, but then everyone in the village began to get hungrier and hungrier, and Old Peterkin and his dadda started saying it more and more, and how Momma was a witch and her lackwit son was the spawn of Satan”—his voice, when he says these things, unconsciously takes on the tone of a cranky old man—“and then the miller’s house was set ablaze, and Momma said that was done by Jack Cabbage-Nose, who is a mean boy and only looks for the chance to do mischief, only nobody believed ’twas Jack after he claimed he was out tracking March hares. More and more folk started to look at us funny, and then Molly Bailiff ’s baby was born dead, and she started to scream it was witches had done it, and me and Momma went home, but Granny Truag came to our house this morningand told us to be gone from the village because they was going to hunt us with dogs and hang us to rid the village of the curse, and Momma wanted to pack a few things, only Granny said begone now, there’s no time to fritter away, so Momma wrapped us up in our outdoor things and we took off through the wood, but we got lost and then we heared the dogs and started running, and Momma fell and broke her foot, and—” His lip begins to tremble again.

“Drink some water,” I command, to take his mind off his troubles. He crawls to the brook and drinks two handfuls.

He crawls back. “I’m cold. Can I sit close to you?”

I can think of no reason not to let him, so he snuggles up next to me like a puppy. If he were a puppy, I would put my arms around him, but since he is human, I do not.

“Where are we going?” he asks.

“To a castle.”

“Are you a princess?” he asks in an awed tone.

I laugh at this. “Lad, we go to the castle to find work.”

He gets very still.

After a while I ask him, “What’s wrong?”

He snuggles closer. “I do not think I will like to work in a castle.”

“A strong boy like you! Are you lazy? Or are—”

“No!” He sits up, but he looks away. “I do not like being among folk. I am not clever. Folk mock me.”

I can well believe this to be true. In our village we have a lad called Tom Halfwit. The other boys follow him and mock him and pelt him with stones and dirt clods and bits of dung, treating him as rudely as they treat me.

Nonetheless, I cannot turn back now. And although I do not know why, I cannot abandon this boy on the road. He could never take care of himself. I wrap an end of my wolfskin around his shivering shoulders.
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