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  For Tanith Lee

  19 September 1947–24 May 2015


  Long before Tanith’s passing, I’d decided to dedicate this anthology to her. Angela Carter may be the mother of the modern fairy tale, but Tanith Lee was one of its closest aunts. You’ll find Carter rightly revered in most every academic exploration of fairy tales; Lee is seldom mentioned. Carter has always been considered “literary,” while Lee is labeled as “genre.”


  Ultimately, I think Tanith Lee is probably as influential among today’s fairy tale writers—whether they are aware of it or not—as Angela Carter.


  But Lee did not write only fairy tales; she was a prolific creator of many varieties of fiction. She deserves appreciation from more than just the fairy tale corner. Being honored with a World Fantasy Life Achievement Award at least acknowledged the importance of her body of work.


  Two of her stories grace this volume, the first—“Red as Blood”—and the last, “Beauty.” That, too, had been decided before her passing.


  Tanith touched a multitude of lives and I treasured my own long-distance friendship with her. She was—and, I suspect, remains—a magical being. You see, I finished the copyedit of “Beauty” for this tome and checked my email. I found a note from Tanith’s much-beloved husband John Kaiine. He had been kind enough to email me the details of the ceremony that celebrated her life.


  Read the last two sentences of “Beauty” yourself.


  You decide if the timing was sheer coincidence . . .


  Or if her magic remains.


  Introduction: Throwing In


  Paula Guran


  
    “The way to read a fairy tale is to throw yourself in.” — W. H. Auden

  


  Marina Warner’s wonderful little book, Once Upon a Time: A Short History of Fairy Tale, was published in late 2014. Delightfully readable, concise yet detailed, it provides the general reader with an excellent and up-to-date introduction to the evolution of the fairy tale as “a valued and profound creation of human history and culture.”


  The book also reminded me of the term “wonder tale.” I think it is really more appropriate, if not as familiar, nomenclature.


  But I fear, if I were to attempt anything like a comprehensive introduction here, I would wind up quoting far too much of it. So I’ve taken a very informal approach.


  It is not that I feel Once Upon a Time: A Short History of Fairy Tale is devoid of debatable points. I’ll leave all such discussion to the more academic except for a single point I will dare to address in my most unscholarly fashion. Warner writes:


  
    The most difficult task has now become how to make a story of child abandonment and cannibal witches bearable for children at Christmas, as well as for those older and more knowing, in order to keep the truth-telling inside the stories. Increasingly, the tendency now is to leave them to us, the grown-ups.

  


  I think Warner missed something. Actually, quite a few somethings.


  This anthology collects previously published stories primarily suitable for adults—both retold tales and new wonder stories.


  Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling’s anthology series of Snow White, Blood Red; Black Thorn, White Rose; Ruby Slippers, Golden Tears; Black Swan, White Raven; Silver Birch, Blood Moon; and Black Heart, Ivory Bones is comprised of original fiction by authors who retold or invented new fairy tales. So did my own Once Upon a Time: New Fairy Tales.


  Kate Bernheimer’s “literary” anthology, My Mother She Killed Me, My Father He Ate Me: Forty New Fairy Tales, was also for adult readers.


  But—


  Datlow and Windling have also edited books for children: A Wolf at the Door, Swan Sister, and A Troll’s Eye View: A Book of Villainous Tales, as well as those for slightly older readers: The Green Man: Tales from the Mythic Forest, The Faery Reel: Tales from the Twilight Realm, The Coyote Road: Trickster Tales, The Faery Reel: Tales from the Twilight Realm.


  Although called “speculative fiction,” many of the stories for young adults in Firebirds, Firebirds Rising, and Firebirds Soaring, all edited by Sharyn November, are wonder tales.


  More recently there have been the Gavin Grant and Kelly Link-edited Monstrous Affections: An Anthology of Beastly Tales; Rags and Bones: New Twists on Timeless Tales, edited by Melissa Marr and Tim Pratt; and Unnatural Creatures: Stories Selected by Neil Gaiman (and Maria Dahvana Headly).


  And that’s just off the top of my head and personal bookshelves.


  As for recent fantasy novels intended for young adults and teens that could be recognized as extended wonder tales—the list is far too long to even begin.


  Truth-telling stories are not just told in books these days. I’m not even considering dance, drama, music, art, cinema, or television.


  What new stories will become classic “guides” and repositories of human culture can only be determined with time. But they are being produced.


  On a similar note . . .


  There is a learned professor, Armando Maggi, who believes fairy tales have lost their magic. That, even though we need new myths to guide us through reality, we aren’t capable of inventing them; we just keep going back to the old tales and reinterpreting them. Since the complexities, moral ambiguities, and raw unpolished shock and violence of the original narratives have been simplified into stories suitable for children, we can no longer dream.


  Evidently, Professor Maggi believes we have no new stories to replace the old and that no one is “saving” fairy tales by writing new ones.


  Poppycock!


  Professor Maggi must not read much fiction (or explore other arts and media). A myriad of fairy tales are being marvelously reinterpreted or retold or newly invented. And far from being sanitized for the kiddies, many of these narratives are just as gritty, transformative, subversive, weird, and powerful as what came before. Some are inventive and adventurous while maintaining a certain fidelity to their antecedents. Others, as Angela Carter sought to do, put new wine in old bottles so the pressure of the new wine explodes the old bottles.


  And authors are also using the “wine” of non-Western cultures to broaden the basis of our dreams.


  Gee whiz, Professor Maggi, this has been going on for about forty years!


  You’ve never heard of (to name only a few) Holly Black, Susannah Clarke, Lev Grossman, Gregory MacGuire, Robin McKinley, Marissa Meyer, Catherynne M. Valente, or Jane Yolen? Not even Neil Gaiman?


  That we have lost some of the “morals,” essential elements, and characters from the earliest tales is, no doubt, true. And one cannot argue with the good professor when he states the first step to rediscovering the power of fairy tales is to fully comprehend their roots, to explore the history of oral and written storytelling.


  At least I think these are points he espouses in the 448 pages of his book, Preserving the Spell: Basile’s “The Tale of Tales” and Its Afterlife in the Fairy-Tale Tradition. Admittedly, I gained my impressions from reading interviews and excerpts and the like. As of this writing, the book has yet to be published. Since the excerpts I’ve read are stultifying and the book costs $55.00, I doubt I’ll be reading it any time soon.


  But when the University of Chicago Magazine relates how Maggi is invariably asked, when giving talks on the subject, “So, where are the new stories?” he can’t answer the question except with, “It has to be a cultural change. It can’t be one person who saves fairy tales,” and he implies this is not being done by anyone—one feels one’s perceptions are probably valid.


  As for exploration, understanding, and rediscovery—I also see this is currently being accomplished and has been for decades. I’m sure his book is another valuable contribution to the study of fairy tales. But it’s not as if Maria Tatar, Marina Warner, Ruth B. Bottigheimer, Jack Zipes, and so many others have been sitting on their hands since Max Lüthi’s simple examination of fairy tale plot, structure, style, and meaning in Es war einmal: Vom Wesen des Volksmärchens (1962) or Bruno Bettelheim stirred the cauldron by analyzing fairy tales in terms of Freudian psychology in The Uses of Enchantment (1976) . . . or all the scholars before.


  As for non-experts, there seem to be a lot of folks interested in finding out more about the beginnings of the old stories they now know in several forms. They are finding free sources online and reading. Example: Jack Zipes’s The Original Folk and Fairy Tales of the Brothers Grimm made all 156 stories from the Grimms’ 1812 and 1815 editions available in English for the first time. The pricey hardcover (or ebook or audio book) published in 1914 by Princeton University Press is selling quite well, and not just to libraries.


  They are also reading “new” old tales. Published by Penguin in 2015, The Turnip Princess and Other Newly Discovered Fairy Tales, authored by Franz Xaver Von Schönwerth, and compiled by Erika Eichenseer, reveals 500 fairy tales that were locked away in a German archive for over 150 years. For a “social science” book it has gained considerable attention and decent sales.


  Ahem.


  I’m not sure I was ever on a track here, but if I was, I’ve probably derailed. In sum: Fairy tales are transformative and human beings need them. But the stories themselves transform and evolve even as new ones are invented. Not all of them are going to please everyone or fulfill what they see as cultural needs or even entertainment. But since nowadays they seem to go in so many directions, chances are that some of them are taking whatever one feels is the proper path. The roots of wonder stories are vast and extend all over the world; those rhizomes don’t result in a single vertical stem. They branch out and wind about and weave here and there; they diversify, multiply, mutate, and sprout in infinite variety and fresh new fictional flora.


  And they aren’t at all hard to find.


  In fact, there are thirty of them right here in your hands!*


  Paula Guran

  July 2015


  *You might check out the acknowledgments page at the end of this book. You’ll find the original sources for the stories selected are both numerous and diverse: seven different print or online magazines, fifteen different anthologies from three countries, four different single-author collections, and a photo book.


   


   


   


   


  
    Twists on “Snow White” are now common, but Tanith Lee’s “Red as Blood” (1979) was probably the first to so profoundly invert and subvert the traditional. The intersection of fairy tale and a certain horror trope was also a significant innovation. Lee’s use of Christian mythology recalls the Brothers Grimm, but unsettles fantasy readers accustomed to more secular symbolism. The story was nominated for both the Nebula and World Fantasy Awards.

  


  


  
    [image: Image]

  


  Red as Blood


  Tanith Lee


  The beautiful Witch Queen flung open the ivory case of the magic mirror. Of dark gold the mirror was, dark gold as the hair of the Witch Queen that poured down her back. Dark gold the mirror was, and ancient as the seven stunted black trees growing beyond the pale blue glass of the window.


  “Speculum, speculum,” said the Witch Queen to the magic mirror. “Dei gratia.”


  “Volente Deo. Audio.”


  “Mirror,” said the Witch Queen. “Whom do you see?”


  “I see you, mistress,” replied the mirror. “And all in the land. But one.”


  “Mirror, mirror, who is it you do not see?”


  “I do not see Bianca.”


  The Witch Queen crossed herself. She shut the case of the mirror and, walking slowly to the window, looked out at the old trees through the panes of pale blue glass.


  Fourteen years ago, another woman had stood at this window, but she was not like the Witch Queen. The woman had black hair that fell to her ankles; she had a crimson gown, the girdle worn high beneath her breasts, for she was far gone with child. And this woman had thrust open the glass casement on the winter garden, where the old trees crouched in the snow. Then, taking a sharp bone needle, she had thrust it into her finger and shaken three bright drops on the ground. “Let my daughter have,” said the woman, “hair black as mine, black as the wood of these warped and arcane trees. Let her have skin like mine, white as this snow. And let her have my mouth, red as my blood.” And the woman had smiled and licked at her finger. She had a crown on her head; it shone in the dusk like a star. She never came to the window before dusk; she did not like the day. She was the first Queen, and she did not possess a mirror.


  The second Queen, the Witch Queen, knew all this. She knew how, in giving birth, the first Queen had died. Her coffin had been carried into the cathedral and masses had been said. There was an ugly rumor—that a splash of holy water had fallen on the corpse and the dead flesh had smoked. But the first Queen had been reckoned unlucky for the kingdom. There had been a strange plague in the land since she came there, a wasting disease for which there was no cure.


  Seven years went by. The King married the second Queen, as unlike the first as frankincense to myrrh.


  “And this is my daughter,” said the King to his second Queen.


  There stood a little girl child, nearly seven years of age. Her black hair hung to her ankles, her skin was white as snow. Her mouth was red as blood, and she smiled with it.


  “Bianca,” said the King, “you must love your new mother.”


  Bianca smiled radiantly. Her teeth were bright as sharp bone needles.


  “Come,” said the Witch Queen, “come, Bianca. I will show you my magic mirror.”


  “Please, Mama,” said Bianca softly, “I do not like mirrors.”


  “She is modest,” said the King. “And delicate. She never goes out by day. The sun distresses her.”


  That night, the Witch Queen opened the case of her mirror.


  “Mirror, whom do you see?”


  “I see you, mistress. And all in the land. But one.”


  “Mirror, mirror, who is it you do not see?”


  “I do not see Bianca.”


  The second Queen gave Bianca a tiny crucifix of golden filigree. Bianca would not accept it. She ran to her father and whispered: “I am afraid. I do not like to think of Our Lord dying in agony on His cross. She means to frighten me. Tell her to take it away.”


  The second Queen grew wild white roses in her garden and invited Bianca to walk there after sundown. But Bianca shrank away.


  She whispered to her father: “The thorns will tear me. She means me to be hurt.”


  When Bianca was twelve years old, the Witch Queen said to the King, “Bianca should be confirmed so that she may take Communion with us.”


  “This may not be,” said the King. “I will tell you, she has not even been christened, for the dying word of my first wife was against it. She begged me, for her religion was different from ours. The wishes of the dying must be respected.”


  “Should you not like to be blessed by the church,” said the Witch Queen to Bianca. “To kneel at the golden rail before the marble altar. To sing to God, to taste the ritual bread and sip the ritual wine.”


  “She means me to betray my true mother,” said Bianca to the King. “When will she cease tormenting me?”


  The day she was thirteen, Bianca rose from her bed, and there was a red stain there, like a red, red flower.


  “Now you are a woman,” said her nurse.


  “Yes,” said Bianca. And she went to her true mother’s jewel box, and out of it she took her mother’s crown and set it on her head.


  When she walked under the old black trees in the dusk, the crown shone like a star.


  The wasting sickness, which had left the land in peace for thirteen years, suddenly began again, and there was no cure.


  The Witch Queen sat in a tall chair before a window of pale green and dark white glass, and in her hands she held a Bible bound in rosy silk.


  “Majesty,” said the huntsman, bowing very low.


  He was a man, forty years old, strong and handsome, and wise in the hidden lore of the forests, the occult lore of the earth. He would kill too, for it was his trade, without faltering. The slender fragile deer he could kill, and the moon-winged birds, and the velvet hares with their sad, foreknowing eyes. He pitied them, but pitying, he killed them. Pity could not stop him. It was his trade.


  “Look in the garden,” said the Witch Queen.


  The hunter looked through a dark white pane. The sun had sunk, and a maiden walked under a tree.


  “The Princess Bianca,” said the huntsman.


  “What else?” asked the Witch Queen.


  The huntsman crossed himself.


  “By Our Lord, Madam, I will not say.”


  “But you know.”


  “Who does not?”


  “The King does not.”


  “Or he does.”


  “Are you a brave man?” asked the Witch Queen.


  “In the summer, I have hunted and slain boar. I have slaughtered wolves in winter.”


  “But are you brave enough?”


  “If you command it, Lady,” said the huntsman, “I will try my best.”


  The Witch Queen opened the Bible at a certain place, and out of it she drew a flat silver crucifix, which had been resting against the words: Thou shalt not be afraid for the terror by night . . . nor for the pestilence that walketh in darkness.


  The huntsman kissed the crucifix and put it about his neck, beneath his shirt.


  “Approach,” said the Witch Queen, “and I will instruct you in what to say.”


  Presently, the huntsman entered the garden, as the stars were burning up in the sky. He strode to where Bianca stood under a stunted dwarf tree, and he kneeled down.


  “Princess,” he said. “Pardon me, but I must give you ill tidings.”


  “Give them then,” said the girl, toying with the long stem of a wan, night-growing flower which she had plucked.


  “Your stepmother, that accursed, jealous witch, means to have you slain. There is no help for it but you must fly the palace this very night. If you permit, I will guide you to the forest. There are those who will care for you until it may be safe for you to return.”


  Bianca watched him, but gently, trustingly.


  “I will go with you, then,” she said.


  They went by a secret way out of the garden, through a passage under the ground, through a tangled orchard, by a broken road between great overgrown hedges.


  Night was a pulse of deep, flickering blue when they came to the forest. The branches of the forest overlapped and intertwined like leading in a window, and the sky gleamed dimly through like panes of blue-colored glass.


  “I am weary,” sighed Bianca. “May I rest a moment?”


  “By all means,” said the huntsman. “In the clearing there, foxes come to play by night. Look in that direction, and you will see them.”


  “How clever you are,” said Bianca. “And how handsome.”


  She sat on the turf, and gazed at the clearing.


  The huntsman drew his knife silently and concealed it in the folds of his cloak. He stopped above the maiden.


  “What are you whispering?” demanded the huntsman, laying his hand on her wood-black hair.


  “Only a rhyme my mother taught me.”


  The huntsman seized her by the hair and swung her about so her white throat was before him, stretched ready for the knife. But he did not strike, for there in his hand he held the dark golden locks of the Witch Queen, and her face laughed up at him and she flung her arms about him, laughing.


  “Good man, sweet man, it was only a test of you. Am I not a witch? And do you not love me?”


  The huntsman trembled, for he did love her, and she was pressed so close her heart seemed to beat within his own body.


  “Put away the knife. Throw away the silly crucifix. We have no need of these things. The King is not one half the man you are.”


  And the huntsman obeyed her, throwing the knife and the crucifix far off among the roots of the trees. He gripped her to him, and she buried her face in his neck, and the pain of her kiss was the last thing he felt in this world.


  The sky was black now. The forest was blacker. No foxes played in the clearing. The moon rose and made white lace through the boughs, and through the backs of the huntsman’s empty eyes. Bianca wiped her mouth on a dead flower.


  “Seven asleep, seven awake,” said Bianca. “Wood to wood. Blood to blood. Thee to me.”


  There came a sound like seven huge rendings, distant by the length of several trees, a broken road, an orchard, an underground passage. Then a sound like seven huge single footfalls. Nearer. And nearer.


  Hop, hop, hop, hop. Hop, hop, hop.


  In the orchard, seven black shudderings.


  On the broken road, between the high hedges, seven black creepings.


  Brush crackled, branches snapped.


  Through the forest, into the clearing, pushed seven warped, misshapen, hunched-over, stunted things. Woody-black mossy fur, woody-black bald masks. Eyes like glittering cracks, mouths like moist caverns. Lichen beards. Fingers of twiggy gristle. Grinning. Kneeling. Faces pressed to the earth.


  “Welcome,” said Bianca.


  The Witch Queen stood before a window of glass like diluted wine. She looked at the magic mirror.


  “Mirror. Whom do you see?”


  “I see you, mistress. I see a man in the forest. He went hunting, but not for deer. His eyes are open, but he is dead. I see all in the land. But one.”


  The Witch Queen pressed her palms to her ears.


  Outside the window the garden lay, empty of its seven black and stunted dwarf trees.


  “Bianca,” said the Queen.


  The windows had been draped and gave no light. The light spilled from a shallow vessel, light in a sheaf, like the pastel wheat. It glowed upon four swords that pointed east and west, that pointed north and south.


  Four winds had burst through the chamber, and three arch-winds. Cool fires had risen, and parched oceans, and the gray-silver powders of Time.


  The hands of the Witch Queen floated like folded leaves on the air, and through dry lips the Witch Queen chanted.


  “Pater omnipotens, mittere digneris sanctum Angelum tuum de Infernis.”


  The light faded, and grew brighter.


  There, between the hilts of the four swords, stood the Angel Lucefiel, somberly gilded, his face in shadow, his golden wings spread and blazing at his back.


  “Since you have called me, I know your desire. It is a comfortless wish. You ask for pain.”


  “You speak of pain, Lord Lucefiel, who suffer the most merciless pain of all. Worse than the nails in the feet and wrists. Worse than the thorns and the bitter cup and the blade in the side. To be called upon for evil’s sake, which I do not, comprehending your true nature, son of God, brother of The Son.”


  “You recognize me, then. I will grant what you ask.”


  And Lucefiel (by some named Satan, Rex Mundi, but nevertheless the left hand, the sinister hand of God’s design) wrenched lightning from the ether and cast it at the Witch Queen.


  It caught her in the breast. She fell.


  The sheaf of light towered and lit the golden eyes of the Angel, which were terrible, yet luminous with compassion, as the swords shattered and he vanished.


  The Witch Queen pulled herself from the floor of the chamber, no longer beautiful, a withered, slobbering hag.


  Into the core of the forest, even at noon, the sun never shone. Flowers propagated in the grass, but they were colorless. Above, the black-green roof hung down nets of thick, green twilight through which albino butterflies and moths feverishly drizzled. The trunks of the trees were smooth as the stalks of underwater weeds. Bats flew in the daytime, and birds who believed themselves to be bats.


  There was a sepulcher, dripped with moss. The bones had been rolled out, had rolled around the feet of seven twisted dwarf trees. They looked like trees. Sometimes they moved. Sometimes something like an eye glittered, or a tooth, in the wet shadows.


  In the shade of the sepulcher door sat Bianca, combing her hair.


  A lurch of motion disturbed the thick twilight.


  The seven trees turned their heads.


  A hag emerged from the forest. She was crook-backed and her head was poked forward, predatory, withered, and almost hairless, like a vulture’s.


  “Here we are at last,” grated the hag, in a vulture’s voice.


  She came closer, and cranked herself down on her knees, and bowed her face into the turf and the colorless flowers.


  Bianca sat and gazed at her. The hag lifted herself. Her teeth were yellow palings.


  “I bring you the homage of witches, and three gifts,” said the hag.


  “Why should you do that?”


  “Such a quick child, and only fourteen years. Why? Because we fear you. I bring you gifts to curry favor.”


  Bianca laughed. “Show me.”


  The hag made a pass in the green air. She held a silken cord worked curiously with plaited human hair.


  “Here is a girdle which will protect you from the devices of priests, from crucifix and chalice and the accursed holy water. In it are knotted the tresses of a virgin, and of a woman no better than she should be, and of a woman dead. And here—” a second pass and a comb was in her hand, lacquered blue over green “—a comb from the deep sea, a mermaid’s trinket, to charm and subdue. Part your locks with this, and the scent of ocean will fill men’s nostrils and the rhythm of the tides their ears, the tides that bind men like chains. Last,” added the hag, “that old symbol of wickedness, the scarlet fruit of Eve, the apple red as blood. Bite, and the understanding of sin, which the serpent boasted of, will be made known to you.” And the hag made her last pass in the air and extended the apple, with the girdle and the comb, toward Bianca.


  Bianca glanced at the seven stunted trees.


  “I like her gifts, but I do not quite trust her.”


  The bald masks peered from their shaggy beardings. Eyelets glinted. Twiggy claws clacked.


  “All the same,” said Bianca. “I will let her tie the girdle on me, and comb my hair herself.”


  The hag obeyed, simpering. Like a toad she waddled to Bianca. She tied on the girdle. She parted the ebony hair. Sparks sizzled, white from the girdle, peacock’s eye from the comb.


  “And now, hag, take a little bite of the apple.”


  “It will be my pride,” said the hag, “to tell my sisters I shared this fruit with you.” And the hag bit into the apple, and mumbled the bite noisily, and swallowed, smacking her lips.


  Then Bianca took the apple and bit into it.


  Bianca screamed—and choked.


  She jumped to her feet. Her hair whirled about her like a storm cloud. Her face turned blue, then slate, then white again. She lay on the pallid flowers, neither stirring nor breathing.


  The seven dwarf trees rattled their limbs and their bear-shaggy heads, to no avail. Without Bianca’s art they could not hop. They strained their claws and ripped at the hag’s sparse hair and her mantle. She fled between them. She fled into the sunlit acres of the forest, along the broken road, through the orchard, into a hidden passage.


  The hag reentered the palace by the hidden way, and the Queen’s chamber by a hidden stair. She was bent almost double. She held her ribs. With one skinny hand she opened the ivory case of the magic mirror.


  “Speculum, speculum. Dei gratia. Whom do you see?”


  “I see you, mistress. And all in the land. And I see a coffin.”


  “Whose corpse lies in the coffin?”


  “That I cannot see. It must be Bianca.”


  The hag, who had been the beautiful Witch Queen, sank into her tall chair before the window of pale, cucumber green and dark white glass. Her drugs and potions waited, ready to reverse the dreadful conjuring of age the Angel Lucefiel had placed on her, but she did not touch them yet.


  The apple had contained a fragment of the flesh of Christ, the sacred wafer, the Eucharist.


  The Witch Queen drew her Bible to her and opened it randomly.


  And read, with fear, the word: Resurcat.


  It appeared like glass, the coffin, milky glass. It had formed this way. A thin white smoke had risen from the skin of Bianca. She smoked as a fire smokes when a drop of quenching water falls on it. The piece of Eucharist had stuck in her throat. The Eucharist, quenching water to her fire, caused her to smoke.


  Then the cold dews of night gathered, and the colder atmospheres of midnight. The smoke of Bianca’s quenching froze about her.


  Frost formed in exquisite silver scrollwork all over the block of misty ice that contained Bianca.


  Bianca’s frigid heart could not warm the ice. Nor the sunless, green twilight of the day.


  You could just see her, stretched in the coffin, through the glass. How lovely she looked, Bianca. Black as ebony, white as snow, red as blood.


  The trees hung over the coffin. Years passed. The trees sprawled about the coffin, cradling it in their arms. Their eyes wept fungus and green resin. Green amber drops hardened like jewels in the coffin of glass.


  “Who is that lying under the trees?” the Prince asked, as he rode into the clearing.


  He seemed to bring a golden moon with him, shining about his golden head, on the golden armor and the cloak of white satin blazoned with gold and blood and ink and sapphire. The white horse trod on the colorless flowers, but the flowers sprang up again when the hoofs had passed. A shield hung from the saddlebow, a strange shield. From one side it had a lion’s face, but from the other, a lamb’s face.


  The trees groaned, and their heads split on huge mouths.


  “Is this Bianca’s coffin?” asked the Prince.


  “Leave her with us,” said the seven trees. They hauled at their roots. The ground shivered. The coffin of ice-glass gave a great jolt, and a crack bisected it. Bianca coughed.


  The jolt had precipitated the piece of Eucharist from her throat.


  Into a thousand shards the coffin shattered, and Bianca sat up. She stared at the Prince, and she smiled.


  “Welcome, beloved,” said Bianca.


  She got to her feet, and shook out her hair, and began to walk toward the Prince on the pale horse.


  But she seemed to walk into a shadow, into a purple room, then into a crimson room whose emanations lanced her like knives.


  Next she walked into a yellow room where she heard the sound of crying, which tore her ears. All her body seemed stripped away; she was a beating heart. The beats of her heart became two wings. She flew. She was a raven, then an owl. She flew into a sparkling pane. It scorched her white. Snow white. She was a dove.


  She settled on the shoulder of the Prince and hid her head under her wing. She had no longer anything black about her, and nothing red.


  “Begin again now, Bianca,” said the Prince. He raised her from his shoulder. On his wrist there was a mark. It was like a star. Once a nail had been driven in there.


  Bianca flew away, up through the roof of the forest. She flew in at a delicate wine window. She was in the palace. She was seven years old.


  The Witch Queen, her new mother, hung a filigree crucifix around her neck.


  “Mirror,” said the Witch Queen. “Whom do you see?”


  “I see you, mistress,” replied the mirror. “And all in the land. I see Bianca.”
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  In The House of Gingerbread


  Gene Wolfe


  The woodcutter came up the walk, and the ornate old house watched him through venetian-blinded eyes. He wore a red-brown tweed suit; his unmarked car was at the curb. The house felt his feet on its porch, his quick knock at its door. It wondered how he had driven along the path through the trees. The witch would split his bones to get the marrow; it would tell the witch.


  It rang its bell.


  Tina Heim opened the door, keeping it on the chain but more or less expecting a neighbor with coleslaw. She had heard you were supposed to bring chicken soup for Death; here it seemed to be slaw, though someone had brought Waldorf salad for Jerry.


  “I’m Lieutenant Price,” the woodcutter said, unsmiling. He held out a badge in a black leather case. “You’re Mrs. Heim? I’d like to talk to you.”


  She began, “Have the children—”


  “I’d like to talk to you,” he repeated. “It might be nicer if we did it in the house and sitting down.”


  “All right.” She unhooked the chain and opened the door.


  He stepped inside. “You were busy in the kitchen.” She had not seen him glance at her apron, but apparently he had. “I was making gingerbread men for school lunches,” she explained. “I like to put a few cookies in their lunches every day.”


  He nodded, still unsmiling. “Smells good. We can talk in there, and you can watch them so they don’t burn.”


  “They’re out already, it only takes a few minutes in the microwave. Can you—” It was too late; he had slipped by her and was out of sight. She hurried through the dark foyer and shadowy dining room, and found him sitting on a dinette chair in her kitchen. “Can you just barge into someone’s home this way?”


  He shook his head. “You know, I didn’t think you could bake in a microwave oven.”


  “It’s hard to get cakes to rise, but nice for cookies.” She wavered between hospitality and anger, and decided on the former. It seemed safer, and she could always get angry later. “Would you care for one?”


  He nodded.


  “And some coffee? Or we have milk if you’d prefer that.”


  “Coffee will be okay,” he told her. “No, Mrs. Heim, we can’t just barge into somebody’s house; we have to get a search warrant. But once you let us in, you can’t stop us from going wherever we want to. I could go up to your bedroom now, for example, and search your bureau.”


  “You’re not—”


  He shook his head. “I was just giving you an example. That’s the way the law is, in this state.”


  She stared down uncomprehendingly at the little mug with the smiley face on its side. It was full of black coffee. She had poured it without thinking, like an automaton. “Do you want cream? Sugar?”


  “No, thanks. Sit down, Mrs. Heim.”


  Tina sat. He had taken the chair she usually used. She took the one across from him, Jerry’s chair, positioning it carefully and feeling as though she had gone somewhere for a job interview.


  “Now then,” he said. He made a steeple of his fingers. It seemed an old man’s gesture, though he looked no older than she. This is my house, she thought. If this is an interview, then I’m interviewing him. She knew it was not true.


  “Mrs. Heim, your husband died last year. In November.” She nodded guardedly.


  “And the cause of death was—?”


  “Lung cancer. It’s on the death certificate.” The covers of a thousand paperbacks flashed past in her imagination: Murder on the Orient Express, Fletch, The Roman Hat Mystery. “You said you were a lieutenant—are you on the Homicide Squad? My god, I’m in a mystery novel!”


  “No,” he said again. “This isn’t fiction, Mrs. Heim. Just a little inquiry. Your late husband was a heavy smoker?”


  She shook her head. “Jerry didn’t smoke.”


  “Maybe he’d been a heavy smoker, and quit?”


  “No,” she said. “Jerry never smoked at all.”


  Price nodded as though to himself. “I’ve read that sidewise smoke gets people sometimes.” He sipped his coffee. “Are you a smoker, Mrs. Heim? I didn’t see any ashtrays.”


  “No. No, I don’t smoke, Lieutenant. I never have.”


  “Uh-huh.” His right hand left the handle of the smiley mug and went to his shirt pocket. “As it happens I smoke, Mrs. Heim. Would it bother you?”


  “Of course not,” she lied. The ashtrays for guests were put away in the cabinet. She brought him one.


  He got out a cigarette and lit it with a disposable plastic lighter. “I’m trying to quit,” he told her. He drew smoke into his lungs. “Was your husband a chemist, Mrs. Heim? Did he work in a chemical plant?”


  She shook her head. “Jerry was an attorney.” Surely Price knew all this.


  “And his age at death was—?”


  “Forty-one.”


  “That’s very young for a nonsmoker to die of lung cancer, Mrs. Heim.”


  “That’s what Jerry’s doctor said.” Not wanting to cry again, Tina poured coffee for herself, adding milk and diet sweetener, stirring until time enough had passed for her to get her feelings once more under control.


  When she sat down again he said, “People must have wondered. My wife died about three years ago, and I know I got a lot of questions.”


  She nodded absently, looking at the little plate on the other side of the dinette table. The gingerbread man had lain there, untouched. Now it was gone. She said, “They X-rayed Jerry’s lungs, Lieutenant. The X-rays showed cancer. That’s what we were told.”


  “I know,” he said.


  “But you don’t believe Jerry died of cancer?”


  He shrugged. “And now your little boy. What was his name?”


  Tina tried to keep all emotion from her voice, and felt she succeeded. “It was Alan.”


  “Just last month. Must have been pretty hard on you.”


  “It was. Lieutenant, can’t we be honest with each other? What are we talking about?”


  “All right.” He took another sip of coffee. “Anyhow, you’ve still got two more. A boy and a girl, isn’t that right?”


  Tina nodded. “Henry and Gail. But Henry and Gail aren’t actually mine.”


  For the first time, he looked surprised. “Why’s that?”


  “They’re stepchildren, that’s all. Of course, I love them as if they were my own, or anyway I try to.”


  “I didn’t know that,” he told her. “But Alan was—?”


  “Our child. Jerry’s and mine.”


  “Your husband had been married before. Divorce?”


  “Yes. Jerry got full custody. Rona doesn’t—didn’t—even have visiting rights.”


  “Like that,” he said.


  “Yes, like that, Lieutenant.”


  “And now that your husband’s dead?” Price flicked ashes into the salad plate that had held the gingerbread man.


  “I don’t know. If Rona tries to take them, I’ll go to court; then we’ll see. Won’t you tell me what this is about?”


  He nodded. “It’s about insurance, really, Mrs. Heim. Your husband had a large policy.”


  She nodded guardedly. “They paid.”


  Price was no longer listening, not to her. “Did Henry or Gail stay home from school, Mrs. Heim? It’s only one-thirty.”


  “No, they won’t be back until after three. Do you want to speak to them?”


  He shook his head. “I heard footsteps upstairs. A kid’s, I thought.”


  “Henry’s eighteen, Lieutenant, and Gail’s sixteen. Believe me, they don’t sound like kids stamping around up there. Do you want to go up and see? You don’t need an excuse—so you said.”


  He ground out his cigarette in the salad plate. “That’s right, I don’t need an excuse. Alan was poisoned, wasn’t he, Mrs. Heim? Lead poisoning?”


  She nodded slowly, pretending there was a lovely clay mask on her face, a mask that would be dissolved by tears, broken by any expression. “He ate paint chips, Lieutenant. In his closet there was a place where the old paint was flaking off. We had repainted his room, but not in there. He was only two, and—and—”


  “It’s okay,” he told her. “I’ve got two kids of my own.”


  “No, it will never be okay.” She tore off a paper towel and stood in a corner, her back to him, blowing her nose and dabbing at her tears. She hoped that when she turned around, he would be gone.


  “Feeling better now?” he asked. He had lit another cigarette.


  “A little. You know, it’s not fair.”


  “What isn’t?”


  “Your smoking like that. But you’re still alive, and Jerry never smoked, but Jerry’s gone.”


  “I’m trying to quit.” He said it mechanically, toying with his cigarette. “Actually, some insurance people pretty much agree with you, Mrs. Heim.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “Your husband had a policy with Attica Life, a hundred thousand dollars.”


  Automatically she shook her head. “Two hundred thousand. That was what they paid.”


  He inhaled smoke and puffed it from his nostrils. “It was a hundred thousand, but it had a double indemnity provision for cancer. A lot of them do now, because people are so worried about it. Cancer generally means big hospital bills.”


  This was it. She waited, fists clenched in her lap.


  “Not with your Jerry, of course. Or anyway, not so much. He was dead in what? Three weeks?”


  “Yes,” she said. “Three weeks after he went into the hospital.”


  “And anyway he had hospitalization insurance, didn’t he? With his law firm?”


  She nodded.


  “And you’d taken out policies on the kids too, and on you, naturally. Twenty-five thousand on each kid, wasn’t it?”


  “It still is. We have a very good agent, Lieutenant. I’ll introduce you.”


  “It still is on Henry and Gail, right? Twenty-five thousand with double indemnity for accidental death. When little Alan died, that was accidental death. A little kid, a baby, swallows paint chips—they call that accidental poisoning.”


  “You think I killed him.” If only my eyes could blast, she thought, he’d be frying like bacon. He’d be burning in Hell. “You think I killed my husband and my son to get that money, don’t you, Lieutenant?” She tried to picture it, his brown suit blazing, his face seared, his hair on fire.


  “No,” he said. “No, I don’t, Mrs. Heim. Not really.”


  “Then why are you here?”


  He ground out the new cigarette beside the last. “Your insurance company’s making waves.”


  He paused, but she said nothing.


  “Do you blame them? Two claims, big claims, double indemnity claims, in less than two years.”


  “I see.” She felt drained now; the fire had gone out. “What do you want me to do—take a lie detector test and say that I didn’t murder my husband? That I didn’t poison Alan? All right, I will.”


  “I want you to sign something, that’s all. This will most likely be the end of it.” The hand that had fumbled for his cigarettes was fumbling again, this time in the breast pocket of his tweed jacket. “You can read it if you want to. Or I’ll tell you. Either way.”


  It was fine print on legal-length paper. Her eyes caught the word exhumation. “Tell me,” she said.


  “This will let them—the Coroner’s Office—check out your husband’s body. They’ll check his lungs, for example, to see if there really was cancer.”


  Gravediggers working at night, perhaps, men with shovels methodically, stolidly, resurrecting those same lumps of earth. Yes, surely by night. They would not want the funeral parties to see that—Rest in Peace. They would have lights with long, orange cords to help them work, or maybe only battery torches. “Can they do that?” she asked. “Can they actually tell anything?” She remembered the woman in the Bible: Lord, it has been four days now; surely there will be a stench. She said, “It’s been more than a year, Lieutenant.”


  He shrugged. “Maybe yes, maybe no. Your husband was embalmed, wasn’t he?”


  “Yes. Yes, he was.”


  “Then there’s a good chance. It depends on how good a job they did on him, the soil temperature, and how tight the box is. It depends on a lot of things, really, but there’s a good chance. Then there are some tests they can always run—like for arsenic or lead. You can look at a body a hundred years later and still find those things.”


  “I understand. Do you have a pen?”


  “Sure,” he said. He took it from the same pocket and handed it to her, first pressing the little plastic thing at the top to extend the point. Like a salesman, she thought. He’s just like a salesman who’s made the sale.


  She took the pen and signed, and he smiled and relaxed.


  “You know, I didn’t think they used those lead-based paints anymore.”


  “They don’t.” She pushed the paper back. “This is an old house, and that was old paint. One doctor said it might be from the twenties. Do you want to see it? The closet, I mean, not the paint. I repainted it, so that—”


  “So that it couldn’t happen to somebody else’s kid,” he finished for her. “Sure, let’s go up and have a look.”


  As they went up the stair, he said, “From outside I wasn’t really sure this was an old house, even if it does have all that fancy millwork. It looks like it might have been built new in the old style, like they do at Disney-world.”


  “It was built in eighteen eighty-two,” she told him. “We had a contractor paint the exterior; we were doing the interior ourselves.”


  She led the way down the upstairs hall and opened the door. “I haven’t gone in here since I painted the closet. I think it’s time I did.”


  He nodded, looking appreciatively at the walls and the oak moldings. “This was a maid’s room, I guess, in the old days.”


  “No, this has always been the nursery. The maids’ rooms were upstairs under the eaves.”


  She fell silent. Newspapers daubed with dark paint were still spread over the floor. A can stood where she had left it, its interior hard and cracked. The caked brush lay beside it. She began to say, “I didn’t clean up. I suppose it shows.”


  Before the first word had left her lips, there was a sound. It was a faint sound, yet in the stillness it seemed unnaturally loud—a scraping and shuffling that might have been a small dog scrambling to its feet, or merely some small, hard object sliding from a collection of similar objects, a baby’s rattle leaving the top of a careless pile of toys.


  So that in place of what she had intended, Tina said, “There’s a child in there!”


  “There’s something in there,” Price conceded. He went to the closet and twisted the old-fashioned china knob, but the door did not open. “It’s locked.”


  “I didn’t lock it.” Though she had not been conscious of moving them, her right hand had clasped her left arm, her left hand her right arm. It was cold in the nursery, surely colder than it was outside. Had she shut the vent?


  “Sure, you locked it,” he told her. “It’s a very natural thing to do. That’s okay, I don’t have to see it.”


  He’s looking at the evidence as a favor to me, she thought. Aloud she said, “I don’t even have a key, but we’ve got to get it open. There’s a child inside.”


  “There’s something in there. I doubt if it’s a kid.” He glanced at the keyhole. “Just an old warded lock. Shouldn’t be any trouble.”


  The paint can had a wire handle. He pulled it off, bending it with strong, blunt fingers.


  “I suppose you’re right—there can’t be a child in there. I mean, who would it be?”


  He squatted before the keyhole. “You want my guess? You’ve got a possum in the wall. Or maybe a squirrel. This place doesn’t have rats, does it?”


  “We’ve tried to get rid of them. Jerry set traps in the basement—” there was a faint scrabbling from the closet; she spoke more rapidly to cover the sound: “He even bought a ferret and put it down there, but it died. He thought Henry’d killed it.”


  “Oh?” Price said. The lock squeaked, clicked back, and he rose, smiling. “Probably never been oiled. It was a little stiff.”


  He twisted the knob again. This time it turned, but the door did not open. “Stuck too. Did you paint the frame?”


  She nodded wordlessly.


  “Well, you locked it before the paint was dry, Mrs. Heim.” He took a big utility knife from the right pocket of his jacket and opened the screwdriver blade.


  “Call me Tina,” she said. “We don’t have to be so formal.”


  Only a moment before, she had seen him smile for the first time; now he grinned. “Dick,” he said. “No Dick Tracy jokes, please. I get enough at the station.”


  She grinned back. “Okay.”


  The screwdriver blade slipped between the door and the jamb. He turned the knob again as he pried with the blade, and the door popped open. For an instant it seemed to her that there were eyes near the floor.


  He swung the door wide on squealing hinges. “Nothing in here,” he said. “Jerry didn’t believe in lubrication.”


  “Yes, he did—he was always oiling things. He said he was no mechanic, but an oil can was half a mechanic.”


  Price grunted. He had a pen light, its feeble beam playing over the closet walls. “Something’s been in here,” he said. “It was bigger than a rat; a coon, maybe.”


  “Let me see,” she said. She had been picking up the paint-smeared newspapers and stuffing them into the can. Now she came to the closet to look. There were scratches on the walls, tiny scratches that might have been made by little claws or fingernails. Flakes of plaster and paint lay on the closet floor.


  Price snapped off the pen light and glanced at his watch. “I ought to be going. Thanks for signing the permission. I’ll phone you and let you know how the tests came out.”


  She nodded. “I’d appreciate that.”


  “Okay, I will. What’s that book you’ve got?”


  “This?” She held it up. “Just an old children’s book. Jerry found it when he was exploring the attic and brought it down for Alan. It was under the newspapers.”


  She led the way back down the narrow hall. The new, bright paper she and Jerry had hung decked its walls but could not make its way into her mind. When she took her eyes from it, the old, dark paper returned.


  Behind her Price said, “Careful on those stairs.”


  “We were going to get them carpeted,” she told him. “Now it hardly seems worth all the trouble. I’m trying to sell the house.”


  “Yeah, I noticed the sign outside. It’s a nice place, but I guess I can’t blame you.”


  “It is not a nice place,” she muttered; but her words were so soft that only the house heard them. She opened the door.


  “Goodbye,” he said. “And thanks again, Tina. It was nice meeting you.” Solemnly, they shook hands.


  She said, “You’ll telephone me, Dick?” She knew how it sounded.


  “That’s a promise.”


  She watched him as he went down the walk. A step or two before he reached his car, he patted the side pocket of his jacket—not the right-hand pocket, where he had put his knife, but the left one. For the laboratory, she thought to herself. He’s taking it to some police lab, to see if it’s poisoned.


  She did not look down at the book in her hand, but the verses she had read when she lifted the newspapers that had covered it sang in her ears:


  “You may run, you may run, just as fast as you can,


  But you’ll never catch ME,” said the gingerbread man.


  That evening the house played Little Girl. The essence, the ectoplasm, the soul of the child seeped from the cracked old plaster that had absorbed it when new. Watching television in the family room that had once been the master bedroom, Henry did not hear or see it; yet he stirred plumply, uncomfortably, on the sofa, unable to concentrate on the show or anything else, cursing his teachers, his sister, and his stepmother—hoping the phone would ring, afraid to call anyone and unable to say why he was afraid, angry in his misery and miserable in his rage.


  Bent over her schoolbooks upstairs, Gail heard it. Quick steps, light steps, up the hall and down again: Gioconda is the model of the brilliant young sculptor, Lucia Settala. Although he struggles to resist the fascination that she exercises over him, out of loyalty to his witch, Sylvia, he feels, Gioconda is the true inspiration of his art. During Lucia’s illness, Tina arouses Gioconda’s fury and is horribly burned by the model and her brother.


  I’ll remember that, Gail thought. She wanted to be a model herself, like her real mother; someday she would be. She balanced the book on her head and walked about her bedroom, stopping to pose with studied arrogance.


  Tina, drying herself in the bathroom, saw it. Steam left it behind as it faded from the mirror: the silhouette of a child with braids, a little girl whose head and shoulders were almost the outline of a steeply pitched roof. Tina wiped the mirror with her towel, watched the phantom reform, then thrust it out of her mind. Jerry should have put a ventilating fan in here, she thought. I’ll have to tell him.


  She remembered Jerry was dead, but she had known that all along. It was not so much that she had forgotten, as that she had forgotten she herself was still living and that the living cannot communicate with the dead, with the dead who neither return their calls nor answer their letters. She had felt for a moment that though dead Jerry was merely gone, gone to New York or New Orleans or New Mexico, to someplace new to see some client, draft some papers, appear before some Board. Soon she would fly there to join him, in the new place.


  He had given her perfumed body powder and a huge puff with which to apply it. She did so now because Jerry had liked it, thinking how long, how very long, it had been since she had used it last.


  The steam specter she had been unable to wipe away had disappeared. She recalled its eyes and shuddered. They had been (as she told herself) no more than holes in the steam, two spots where the steam, for whatever reason, would not condense; that made it worse, since if that were the case they were there still, watching her, invisible.


  She shivered again. The bathroom seemed cold despite the steam, despite the furnace over which Jerry had worked so hard. She knew she should put on her robe but did not, standing before the mirror instead, examining her powdered breasts, running her hands along her powdered hips. Fat, she was too fat, she had been too fat ever since Alan was born.


  Yet, Dick Price had smiled at her; she had seen the way he had looked at her in the nursery, had felt the extra moment for which he held her hand.


  “Then it was cancer after all, Lieutenant?” Gail asked a few days later. “Don’t stand, please.” She crossed the wide, dark living room that had once been the parlor and sat down, very much an adult.


  Price nodded, sipping the drink Henry had mixed for him. It was Scotch and water, with too much of the first and not enough of the second; and Price was determined to do no more than taste it.


  Henry said, “I didn’t think it could go that fast, sir.”


  “Occasionally it does,” Price told him.


  Gail shook her head. “She killed Dad, Lieutenant. I’m sure she did. You don’t know her—she’s a real witch sometimes.”


  “And you wrote those letters to the insurance company.”


  Price set his drink on the coffee table.


  “What letters?”


  Henry grinned. “You shouldn’t bite your lip like that, Goony-Bird. Blows your cover.”


  Price nodded. “Let me give you a tip, Gail. It’s better not to tell lies to the police; but if you’re going to, you’ve got to get your timing right and watch your face. Just saying the right words isn’t enough.”


  “Are you—?”


  “Besides, a flat lie is better than a sidestep. Try, ‘I never wrote any letters, Lieutenant.’ ”


  “They were supposed to be confidential!”


  Henry was cleaning his nails with a small screwdriver. “You think confidential means they won’t even show them to the police?”


  “He’s right.” Price nodded again. “Naturally they showed them to us. They were in a feminine hand, and there were details only somebody living here would know; so they were written by you or your stepmother. Since they accused her, that left you. Once in a while we get a nut who writes accusing herself, but your stepmother doesn’t seem like a nut, and when she signed and dated the exhumation papers for me the writing was different.”


  “All right, I sent those letters.”


  The screwdriver had a clip like a pen. Henry replaced it in his shirt pocket. “I helped her with a couple of them. Told her what to say, you know? Are you going to tell her?”


  “Do you want me to?” Price asked.


  Henry shrugged. “Man, I don’t care.”


  “Then why ask me about it?” Price stood up. “Thanks for the hospitality, kids. Tell Tina I’m sorry I missed her.”


  Gail rose too. “I’m sure she’s just been delayed somewhere, Lieutenant. If you’d like to stay a little longer—”


  Price shook his head.


  Henry said, “Just one question, sir, if you know. How did Dad get lung cancer?”


  “His lungs were full of asbestos fibers. It’s something that usually happens only to insulators.”


  In the kitchen, Tina pictured the furnace—its pipes spreading upward like the branches of a long-dead tree, tape peeling from them like bark, white dust sifting down like rotten wood, falling like snow upon Jerry’s violated grave.


  It’s the gingerbread house, she thought, recalling the grim paper they had painted over in the nursery. It doesn’t eat you, you eat it. But it gets you just the same.


  She tried to move, to strike the floor with her feet, the wall with her shoulders, to chew the dishtowel Gail had stuffed into her mouth, to scrape away the bright new duct tape Jerry had bought when he was rebuilding the furnace.


  None of it worked. The door of the microwave gaped like a hungry mouth. Far away the front door opened and closed. “She Used to Be My Girl” blasted from the stereo in the family room.


  Fatly, importantly, Henry came into the kitchen on a wave of rock, carrying an almost-full glass of dark liquid. “Your boyfriend’s gone. Could you hear us? I bet you thought he was going to save you.” He took a swallow of the liquid—whisky, she could smell it—and set the glass on the drain-board.


  Gail followed him. When the door had shut and she could make herself heard, she asked, “Are we going to do it now?”


  “Sure, why not?” Henry knelt, scratching at the tape.


  “I think it would be better to leave that on.”


  “I told you, the heat would melt the adhesive. You want to have to swab her face with paint thinner or something when she’s dead?” He caught the end of the duct tape and yanked it away. “Besides, she won’t yell, she’ll talk. I know her.”


  Tina spit out the dishtowel. It felt as though she had been to the dentist, as though the receptionist would want to set up a new appointment when she got out of the chair.


  Gail snatched the damp towel away. “You fixed up the microwave?”


  “Sure, Goony-Bird. It wasn’t all that hard.”


  “They’ll check it. They’ll check it to see what went wrong.”


  Tina tried to speak, but her mouth was too dry. Words would not come.


  “And they’ll find, it.” Henry grinned. “They’ll find a wire that came unsoldered and flipped up so it shorted the safety interlock. Get me an egg out of the fridge.”


  She knew she should be pleading for her life; yet somehow she could not bring herself to do it. I’m brave, she thought, surprised. This is courage, this silly reluctance. I never knew that.


  “See the egg, Stepmother dear?” Gail held it up to show her. “An egg will explode when you put it in a microwave.”


  She set it inside, and Henry shut the door.


  “It’ll work now whether it’s open or closed, see? Only I’ve got it closed so we don’t get radiation out here.” He pressed a button and instinctively backed away.


  The bursting of the egg was a dull thud, like an ax biting wood or the fall of a guillotine blade.


  “It makes a real mess. We’ll leave it on for a while so it gets hard.”


  Gail asked, “Is the music going to run long enough?”


  “Hell, yes.”


  Tina said, “If you want to go back to Rona, go ahead. I’ve tried to love you, but nobody’s going to stop you.”


  “We don’t want to live with Rona,” Henry told her. “We want to get even with you, and we want to be rich.”


  “You got a hundred thousand for Dad,” Gail explained.


  “Then all that for the baby.”


  Henry said, “Another fifty thou.”


  “So that’s a hundred and fifty thousand, and when you’re dead, we’ll get it. Then there’s another fifty on you, double for an accident. We get that too. It comes to a quarter of a million.”


  The oven buzzed.


  “Okay.” Henry opened it. “Let’s cut her loose.” He got the little paring knife from the sink.


  “She’ll fight,” Gail warned him.


  “Nothing I can’t handle, Goony-Bird. We don’t want rope marks when they find her.”


  The little knife gnawed at the rope behind Tina’s back like a rat. After a moment, her lifeless hands dropped free. The rat moved to her ankles.


  Gail said, “We’ll have to get rid of the rope.”


  “Sure. Put it in the garbage—the tape too.”


  A thousand needles pricked Tina’s arms. Pain came with them, appearing out of nowhere.


  “Okay,” Henry said. “Stand up.”


  He lifted her. There was no strength in her legs, no feeling.


  “See, you’re cleaning it. Maybe you stick your head in so you can see what you’re doing.” He thrust her head into the oven. “Then you reach for the cleaner or something, and your arm hits a button.”


  Someone screamed, shrill and terror-stricken. I won’t, she told herself. I won’t scream. She set her lips, clenched her teeth.


  The screaming continued. Henry yelled and released her, and she slid to the floor. Flames and thick, black smoke shot from the microwave.


  She wanted to laugh. So Hansel, so little Gretel, cooking a witch is not quite so easy as you thought, nicht wahr? Henry jerked a cord from the wall. Tina noted with amusement that it was the cord of the electric can-opener.


  Gail had filled a pan with water from the sink. She threw it on the microwave and jerked backward as if she had been struck. The flames caught the kitchen curtains, which went up like paper.


  On half-numb legs, Tina tried to stand. She staggered and fell. The kitchen cabinets were burning over the microwave, flames racing along dark, varnished wood that had been dry for a century.


  The back door burst inward. Henry fled through it howling, his shirt ablaze. Stronger, harder hands lifted her. She thought of Gretel—of Gail—but Gail was beside them, coughing and choking, reeling toward the open doorway.


  As though by magic, she was outside. They were all outside, Henry rolling frantically on the grass as Dick beat at the flames with his jacket. Sirens and wolves howled in the distance, while one by one the dark rooms lit with a cheerful glow.


  “My house!” she said. She had meant to whisper but found she was almost screaming. “My home! Gone . . . no—I’ll always, always remember her, no matter what happens.”


  Dick glanced toward it. “It doesn’t look good, but if you’ve got something particularly valuable—”


  “Don’t you dare go back in there! I won’t let you.”


  “My God!” He gripped her arm. “Look!” For an instant (and only an instant) a white face like a child’s stared from a gable window; then it was gone, and the flames peered out instead. An instant more and they broke through the roof; the house sighed, a phoenix embracing death and rebirth. Its wooden lace was traced with fire before its walls collapsed and the fire engines arrived.


  Later the fire captain asked whether everyone had escaped.


  Tina nodded thankfully. “Dick—Lieutenant Price—thought he saw a face at one of the attic windows, but we’re all here.”


  The captain looked sympathetic. “Probably a puff of white smoke—that happens sometimes. You know how it started?”


  Suddenly Henry was silent, though he had voiced an unending string of puerile curses while the paramedics treated his burns. Now the string was broken; he watched Tina with terrified eyes. More practical, Gail edged toward the darkness under the trees.


  Tina nodded. “But what I want to know is how Dick came just in time to save us. That was like a miracle.”


  Price shook his head. “No miracle. Or if it was, it was the kind that happens all the time. I’d come at eight, and the kids said you were still out. Somebody I’d like to talk to about a case I’m on lives a couple of blocks from here, so I went over and rang the bell; but there was nobody home. I came back and spotted the fire through a side window as I drove up.”


  The captain added, “He radioed for us. You say you know how it started, ma’am?”


  “My son Henry was cooking something—eggs, wasn’t that what you said, Henry?”


  Henry’s head moved a fraction of an inch. He managed to answer, “Yeah.”


  “But the oven must have been too hot, because the eggs, or whatever they were, caught fire. The kitchen was full of smoke by the time Gail and I heard him yell and ran in there.”


  The captain nodded and scribbled something on his clipboard. “Cooking fire. Happens a lot.”


  “I called Henry my son a moment ago,” Tina corrected herself, “and I shouldn’t have, Captain. Actually I’m just his stepmother, and Gail’s.”


  “She’s the best mother in the whole world!” Henry shouted. “Isn’t that right, Goony-Bird?”


  Nearly lost among the oaks and towering hemlocks, Gail nodded frantically.


  “Henry, you’re a dear.” Tina bent to kiss his forehead. “I hope those burns don’t hurt too much.” Gently, she pinched one of his plump cheeks. He’s getting fat, she reflected. But I’ll have to neuter him soon, or his testicles will spoil the meat. He’ll be easier to manage then.


  (She smiled, recalling her big, black-handled dressmaker’s shears. That would be amusing—but quite impossible, to be sure. What was it that clever man in Texas had done, put some sort of radioactive capsule between his sleeping son’s legs?)


  Dick said loudly, “And I’m sure Henry’s a very good son.” She turned to him, still smiling. “You know, Dick, you’ve never talked much about your own children. How old are they?”
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    Russian folklore and fairy tales possess some characters that are found only in the Slavic tradition; Baba Yaga is one. Her role is multifaceted and neither “good” nor “evil.” She eats children, but can be maternal; she is a helper and healer, but can be malevolent. She lives in a house on chicken legs and her mode of transportation is a mortar and pestle. It is no wonder that many modern writers have interpreted her in many ways in numerous fictions. Here, Angela Slatter takes the old story of “Vasilisa the Beautiful” and makes it uniquely her own.
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  The Bone Mother


  Angela Slatter


  Baba Yaga sees the child from her window and knows that her daughter is dead. She bashes the pestle against the bottom of the mortar and swears she will not weep. The child is at the gate now, her hand nervously moving in the pocket of her apron. The old woman sits at the window to wait.


  Vasilissa stares at the house. It is a tumbledown black dacha, somewhat forlorn in the late spring light. Chickens scratch at the dirt in a desultory fashion. A fence runs around the yard, and the gateposts are festooned with human skulls.


  The blond girl shivers. Her stepmother sent her here and her mother, reduced to the tiny doll wiggling in her pocket, seconded the notion. She, however, is not so sure. Ludmilla, her father’s second wife, means her harm but she is loath to think her own mother has the same intent.


  “Go to Baba Yaga and get us some coals for the fire,” Ludmilla told her. Shura, her mother, said she should obey. “Ask Baba Yaga no questions she does not invite.”


  “Why, Mother, must I go?” Vasilissa had whispered to the twitching wooden doll. The thing had started speaking to her six months ago—five months after her mother’s death, and one month after Ludmilla had married her father. She still doubted sometimes that the doll really did speak, but seeking out a priest and telling him the tale would be far worse than a little madness. Thus, she listened to the doll, who had never set her wrong.


  “Because she is your grandmother, but she won’t treat you any better for that. She has her own rules. Just do as I say and no harm will befall you.”


  Vasilissa had set out for Baba Yaga’s compound. She walked a day and a night and on the evening of the second day she has come to the black dacha. A thundering of hooves splits the air and a torrent of air pushes past her, shoving her to the ground. She is familiar with the occurrence by now—in the mornings a woman in white charges past her, and at midday a fierce female rider in red does the same. Now, at dusk, a black rider takes her turn. She gallops past, through the gate, and disappears up the stairs of the dacha.


  The little girl has spent the last hour sitting in the forest, watching the dacha, trying to ignore the tiny voice of the doll. At last the urging becomes too much and Vasilissa rises and drags her feet as she approaches the gate. The skulls glare down at her, eyes glowing red. She passes under their gaze, icy with fear.


  Although she has been waiting for it, the child’s knock startles Baba Yaga. She drops the pestle and it clunks heavily against the side of the mortar. From the air three sets of disembodied hands appear and she gestures for them to move the mortar back into a dark corner of the room, then she shuffles to the door.


  The girl cowers under the Bone Mother’s gaze. For the longest moment the old woman says nothing, just looks at the child, trying to see a trace of her own daughter in the youthful features. Vasilissa peers with the same intent, thinking that the eyes set deep in the wrinkled face once looked out from her mother’s face. A smile cracks the withered visage.


  “What do you want, girl?” Her voice is the sound of the pestle grinding against the mortar. Vasilissa clears her throat.


  “Please, grandmother. My stepmother sent me to beg some coals from you. Our fire has gone out.” Her feet are rooted to the spot as she stares up at her grandmother. Baba Yaga is tall and very thin, her face is a map of wrinkles, tattooed with age spots; she has a long nose and a surprisingly full mouth. Her hair is long and iron grey, pulled into an untidy plait hanging down her back.


  “Stepmother? How long has she reigned?” Her heart trips at the idea of loss, of not knowing how long her daughter has been gone.


  “Ludmilla and her daughters came to live with us five months ago,” Vasilissa keeps her voice carefully neutral.


  “How does she treat you?”


  “As a stepmother does.”


  Baba Yaga grunts and steps aside so Vasilissa can pass into the parlor. The girl looks behind her surreptitiously.


  “What, child?” The question is sharp. Vasilissa swallows hard.


  “They say your house stands on the legs of giant chickens and moves around and around.”


  Her grandmother’s bemusement is obvious. “Who would believe a stupid thing like that?” She leans down to the child. “When did you ever see a chicken big enough to support a dacha?”


  Vasilissa giggles in spite of herself and steps across the threshold into a dim room filled with the smells of things that have lived for a long time. The doll in her pocket shakes.


  After supper, Vasilissa watches her grandmother sleep in the big old bed across the room. Her face is less lined in repose but Vasilissa still thinks of each furrow as a journey taken, a map of her grandmother’s past and perhaps one of Vasilissa’s own future.


  Will I look like her? Would my mother have looked like her had she lived? Is it so bad, to have lines to show where and who you have been?


  Baba Yaga stirs, snores a little, settles. The little girl snuggles into the small bed she has been given and closes her eyes. Sleep comes quickly and she does not trouble the little doll for the first time in many nights.


  They rise before dawn and eat a light breakfast, then Baba Yaga leads Vasilissa into the stable yard.


  “Today, you must earn your keep. When I leave, you will clean the yard, clear out the stables, and sweep the floors. When you have finished that, take a quarter of a measure of wheat from my storehouse and pick out of it all the black grains and wild peas you find there. Then cook my supper.” She leans down and whispers. “Or you will be my supper!”


  The girl giggles, not in the least bit afraid.


  “Yes, grandmother. I bid you good day.”


  “My riders will come, my riders three. First is my glorious dawn, then my bright day, and last my tenebrous night. They cannot harm you, and will answer if you call.” Baba Yaga climbs into the mortar, an ungainly scramble, grasps the pestle in her left hand and a long straw broom in her right.


  The mortar, responding to her commands, rises in the air with a grinding sound and floats to the opening gate. Baba Yaga uses the pestle to steer and, with the broom, sweeps behind her to cover any trace of her passing. Vasilissa thinks it an extraordinary way to travel, when there are several fine horses peering at her from the stables. She shrugs.


  When her grandmother has disappeared from view, Vasilissa pulls the little doll from her pocket. She puts a few crumbs of bread in front of the thing and a spoonful of milk.


  “There, my little doll, take it. Eat a little, drink a little, and listen to my grief.”


  The doll shakes itself as if waking and eats up the morsels with alacrity. Vasilissa speaks once again.


  “Today, little doll, I must clean the yard, clear out the stables, and sweep the floors, then separate a quarter measure of wheat from black grains and wild peas. Then I must cook supper. Tell me, little doll, what shall I do?”


  “Cook the supper, of course. Leave the rest to me.” The tiny thing jumps up and stands on the top step, raising her arms before she fixes the child with painted blue eyes. “Best you don’t see this lest you become too old too soon.”


  Vasilissa bows her head and goes inside the dacha. She prepares her grandmother’s supper, never tempted to look outside at the storm of activity the doll creates. Some things are best not known; some wisdoms should not come too soon.


  The mortar makes it way through the trees doing surprisingly little damage. Baba Yaga knows her paths and, as she sweeps behind her, she ensures no one can follow her trail, trace her back to the black dacha too easily. Not everyone appreciates her place in the scheme of things.


  Baba Yaga is a woman who cannot be bound. She will bear no more children, she will bow to the wishes of no man; she is independent, adrift from the world and its demands. The world, in ceasing to recognize her value, has granted her a freedom unknown to maids and mothers. Only the crone may stand alone. She heals when she can and, when she cannot, ushers others along their path, easing suffering, tempering fear.


  The people of the forest know enough to leave signs when she is needed: a red rag tied to a fence or gate post. An offering is left, too, so as not to actually hand anything over to the old woman and risk the catching of old age, which some of them seem to think of as a contagion. She’s a last hope to most, too feared to be willingly approached except in desperation. Oftentimes they wait too long. Mourners put such deaths down not to their own inaction, but to malice, to the crone being hungry to take a life, to feed herself on the juices of the living. She is deathless, strange thing that she is, and they assume she must feed off them to maintain this ever-life.


  When she does manage to save someone, there is still fear—gratitude becomes a strange, haunted animal, constrained by a niggling unease, an idea, however unreasonable, that the price of her aid is too high. She should, she tells herself over and again, be used to it; inured to the ache it causes her. But she isn’t; she suspects she never will be, and she fears for herself if she ever does become numb. Pain tells her she is still just a little human; something less than mortal, but more than a stone. This comforts, sometimes.


  Today she saves a child and helps an old woman along the path, all in the same cottage. The child has a fever, easily quelled by a tea of herbs. She hands the child’s mother enough of the mixture for two days more. The woman’s mother-in-law lies quietly in a shadowed corner, waiting for the last darkness to fall. There is no request for her help with this one, it’s as if the old woman is not worth the trouble, not worth an offering to the dark woman who roams the woods.


  Baba Yaga sits by the narrow pallet, hands waving the hovering younger woman away. Her nose twitches at the stale smell of the old woman’s body. She has not been bathed and she has soiled herself some time today, or the day before. Baba Yaga looks at the younger woman.


  “I hope your daughter treats you thus when your time comes. I hope she pays you the same respect, gives you the same dignity at your dying time,” she spits and the woman shrinks away to sink against a wall on the far side of the cottage, hoping the curse will somehow slip from her skin, not embed itself in her pores.


  Baba Yaga takes the hand of the old woman. The last vestiges of life have collected in her eyes, which shine in the dim room, and she smiles at the dark woman, grateful, for once, without fear. “Bless you, Baba. I beg you to help me pass on.”


  The deathless one nods and pulls a flask from the folds of her faded dress. She holds it to the lips of her patient, who drinks greedily. The old woman falls back and sighs her last breath.


  Who would do this for me? wonders Baba Yaga. Who would perform these things for me?


  The fact that she is deathless does not make the absence of an answer any less painful. She closes the old woman’s eyes and rises, giving a final glance to the woman’s daughter-in-law. “Bury her well. I will know if you do not.”


  The grinding noise of the mortar barely troubles her; she is so deep in thought that she forgets to sweep away the traces of her passing.


  The old woman’s son returns late that evening. He has been deep in the forest for almost a month and when he left his mother was hale and hearty. Her illness was sudden, occasioned by a summer cold and compounded by her daughter-in-law’s neglect. His shock at her loss is acute.


  His wife, afraid of Baba Yaga’s curse and in full knowledge of her own culpability, seeks a scapegoat. She is desperate to stay her husband’s hand, to keep his grief away from her, to keep him from ever thinking she had a hand in his mother’s demise.


  “It was Baba Yaga. The Bone Mother came and took her.” She does not mention that their daughter was ill, nor that Baba Yaga saved the child’s life. She lets her husband believe the dark woman took his mother out of spite, to extend her own life. He stays hollow-eyed beside the corpse, sitting the death watch through the dark hours.


  In the morning he buries she who gave him life, and when he finishes shoveling earth on top of the still form, he notices the path of broken branches and crushed grass left by Baba Yaga’s mortar. Without a word to his wife, he pulls the axe from the block beside the woodpile and sets out.


  Vasilissa, exhausted by her labors in the kitchen and anaesthetized by the honey wine her grandmother had let her try, sleeps so soundly that she does not feel Baba Yaga’s long-fingered hand slip under her pillow and grasp the little wooden doll. She does not hear the old woman shuffle from the room and shut the door quietly behind her. The child sleeps on, blissfully ignorant.


  Baba Yaga, having eased herself into a chair by the fire, props the doll on a small table beside her and watches to see what the thing will do. At first there is nothing, no sign of life, but there is something about the doll that reminds her of a forest creature pretending to be a rock or a log in the face of a predator. She drops crumbs of bread into the small creature’s lap and places a thimble of wine beside it. Her eyes gleam over the golden hair, the large blue eyes so like her own, and the full lips that, if her eyes do not deceive her, begin to pout at the extended scrutiny.


  “There, my little doll, take it. Eat a little, drink a little, and listen to my grief.” She leans forward, certain of herself now. “My daughter ran away with a worthless man and I did not see her again.”


  “Oh, Mother!” The doll jumps up and stamps its tiny feet, almost upsetting the thimble of wine.


  “Ah! I knew it. You’re a cunning little bitch, Shura,” Baba Yaga sits back, shaking her head. “Not even properly dead.”


  “Dead enough, it would seem.”


  “How did you come to this, daughter?”


  “My penance for leaving you alone is to watch over my daughter as long as she needs me. In this ridiculous shape. Imagine my surprise when I died and woke up like this. Hoping for heaven or purgatory—at least—and this is what I get.” Shura sits heavily and takes a deep draught of wine. “If I didn’t know better I’d say you had something to do with it.”


  “Who’s to say I didn’t?” Baba Yaga runs a finger down one of the golden curls, seeing for a moment the little girl Shura had been. Willful, selfish, demanding. Leaving her mother when she was ill unto death to go off with a man.


  “Was he her father? The one you left with?”


  “Of course not, Mother. Did you really think him the type to stick around?” Shura sighed. “Vasilissa’s father would have had your approval. He was a rich merchant, kind and gentle. Is a rich merchant if Ludmilla’s kept him safe.”


  Baba Yaga sits back and releases a pent-up breath. “What’s she like?”


  “Like me, I suppose. She’s looking out for her own daughters, but it’s at the expense of mine and I don’t like that.” She looks down at her tiny fingers. “Truth be told, if I could kick her out of my bed and out of my house I would.”


  “But you can’t.”


  “But I can’t, Mother, no. You could, though. Or take Vasilissa into your own.” The painted eyes shine as if alive. “You could do that, Mother, look after my beautiful girl.”


  The old woman’s face collapses in on itself, as if her age has suddenly arrived with no warning, like a fat guest walking across a weak threshold. Shura watches as something liquid and silver makes its way down one of the furrows of her mother’s face. This is the first time she has faced the devastation she caused. Her wooden heart, kinder than her human one was, twists painfully in her otherwise hollow chest.


  “Don’t cry, Mama. Please don’t cry. Look after my child. Set me free.” She regrets the last the moment it leaves her lips. Baba Yaga’s eyes snap open, turned to angry obsidian.


  “Thinking of yourself to the last.” She lifts the doll and holds it in her strong hand. If the doll could breathe, she would struggle for breath. “You want me to take your child so you can rest in peace. Then she can leave me when I need her, just like you did.”


  She holds the toy high, contemplating throwing it into the fire, stirring up the coals once more and watching the doll be consumed. Shura, sensing the direction of her mother’s thoughts, is smart enough to shut up, to lie limp in the claw-like grip, and to hope as hard as she can that her mother’s anger is not as strong as her love.


  In the end the old woman simply shakes the doll in frustration, rather like a dog worrying a bone. Shura remains silent: she has retreated to her state of wood and varnish to ignore the horror of what her end could have been, of what her life may continue to be.


  Baba Yaga does not leave the dacha that day. Vasilissa finds her in the morning, still sitting by the dead fire, motionless as a stone; although she breathes, her hands and face are very cold. She cannot move her grandmother from the chair, nor will the old woman answer her; the Bone Mother merely shifts her stare from the dead fire to the window that overlooks the yard.


  Vasilissa brings cold compresses and drips water between Baba Yaga’s dry lips, but the old woman does not stir; her eyes have all the animation of glass. Vasilissa, fearful beyond measure, picks Shura up from the floor by the fireplace. The side of the doll lying nearest the fire is slightly burnt. Shura guzzles down the wine Vasilissa gives her first of all, finishing her meal with cake crumbs.


  “There my little doll, take it. Eat a little, drink a little, and listen to my grief.” Vasilissa takes a deep breath. “I fear my grandmother is dying.”


  Shura sags, a marionette whose strings have been cut. “She cannot die, but she can become a stone. She did for almost a year after my father left.”


  “What must I do, little doll? What must I do, my little mother?” To her distress, Vasilissa’s mother shrugs and shakes her head. The child flares up. “We must do something! We cannot leave her like this.”


  “It’s her heart that troubles her, not any physical ailment, Vasilissa.” Shura’s voice fractures. “How do you cure loneliness? How do you ease the pain of singularity? She stands alone. She stands outside.”


  Vasilissa gives her mother a frustrated shake and sets her on the mantle. She settles herself on Baba Yaga’s lap, curling her child’s form around her grandmother, wrapping her arms around the thin shoulders, burying her smooth face in the corrugated skin of Baba Yaga’s neck. Her voice is soft as she makes her promises.


  “Don’t leave me, grandmother. I will not leave you. You will not stand alone any longer. Do not become stone.” Her voice strengthens. “I love you, grandmother. I will not leave you.”


  She falls asleep, her promise still on her lips, sticky and sweet like honey. Her dreams, though, are fraught: she sees a man hunting through the woods, following her grandmother’s trail, his axe sharp and his temper frayed by grief.


  Vasilissa is woken by a noise in the yard. She looks out the window and sees the skulls on the gateposts, their teeth clattering a warning. Beyond them, in among the tree trunks, she can see someone moving, a man, with the late afternoon sun glittering on the edge of his blade. She grabs Shura and rushes to the kitchen, unsure how much time she may have while he stalks around the dacha, trying to learn its defenses.


  The little girl makes her offering to the doll and cries:


  “There my little doll, take it. Eat a little, drink a little, and listen to my grief. A man comes, his axe sharp and bright. I fear for us all.” She takes Shura to the window where they can see him clearly, standing just outside the fence, angry and uncertain.


  “The black rider is coming, I can feel the earth shaking beneath her tread. Tell her to cast her darkest night over us and I will deal with this man. Be brave!” Shura exhorts her daughter.


  Vasilissa runs through the dacha and throws open the front door. The man is inside the gate. When he sees her, he moves faster: it seems his anger will be spread over anyone he can find. Vasilissa can hear the beat of hooves and she shouts.


  “Black rider, black rider, come to my aid! Throw your darkest night upon us!”


  Her last glimpse is of the man, tossed about by three sets of disembodied hands, then all goes black, as black as the inside of the deepest cave. She hears Shura’s voice rising, chanting, calling upon spells of forgetfulness, of disorientation, to send the man far away, with no memory of the path to this dacha. For a long while all is silent.


  Vasilissa waits and waits. She stretches forth and finds the doll lying not far from her hand. She gathers Shura up, holding her in her lap. After a time (she does not know how long), the darkness does not seem so heavy and a torch flares. Baba Yaga stands at the door of the dacha and lights Vasilissa’s way inside.


  Baba Yaga takes Shura from her granddaughter and rubs a drop of water on the doll’s lips, holds cake crumbs out for her.


  “There my little doll, take it. Eat a little, drink a little, and listen to my joy.” She says quietly. “I will look after your daughter, Shura.”


  The doll’s eyes shine, her painted mouth moving in a smile. “Thank you, mother. My Vasilissa is faithful above all things.”


  “And when the time comes, Shura, I will let her go,” Baba Yaga promises. “As I release you now, daughter. Rest.”
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    Elizabeth Bear combines what might seem to be some rather disparate elements in “Follow Me Light”: a fairy tale with a hint of “The Little Mermaid” (or any story about the inhuman struggling to be human), a difficult but righteous path chosen instead of the sinister, true beauty hidden by an ugly exterior, and, oxymoronically, “Lovecraftian romance.”
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  Follow Me Light


  Elizabeth Bear


  Pinky Gilman limped. He wore braces on both legs, shining metal and black washable foam spoiling the line of his off-the-rack suits, what line there was to spoil. He heaved himself about on a pair of elbow-cuff crutches. I used to be able to hear him clattering along the tiled, echoing halls of the public defender’s offices a dozen doors down.


  Pinky’s given name was Isaac, but even his clients called him Pinky. He was a fabulously ugly man, lumpy and bald and bristled and pink-scrubbed as a slaughtered hog. He had little fishy walleyes behind spectacles thick enough to serve barbecue on. His skin peeled wherever the sun or the dry desert air touched it.


  He was by far the best we had.


  The first time I met Pinky was in 1994. He was touring the office as part of his job interview, and Christian Vlatick led him up to me while I was wrestling a five-gallon bottle onto the water cooler. I flinched when he extended his right hand to shake mine with a painful twist intended to keep the crutch from slipping off his arm. The rueful way he cocked his head as I returned his clasp told me he was used to that reaction, but I doubted most people flinched for the reason I did—the shimmer of hot blue lights that flickered through his aura, filling it with brilliance although the aura itself was no color I’d ever seen before—a swampy gray-green, tornado colored.


  I must have been staring, because the squat little man glanced down at my shoes, and Chris cleared his throat. “Maria,” he said, “This is Isaac Gilman.”


  “Pinky,” Pinky said. His voice . . . oh, la. If he were robbed with regard to his body, that voice was the thing that made up the difference. Oh, my.


  “Maria Delprado. Are you the new attorney?”


  “I hope so,” he said, dry enough delivery that Chris and I both laughed.


  His handshake was good: strong, cool, and leathery, at odds with his parboiled countenance. He let go quickly, grasping the handle of his crutch again and shifting his weight to center, blinking behind the glass that distorted his eyes. “Maria,” he said. “My favorite name. Do you know what it means?”


  “It means Mary,” I answered. “It means sorrow.”


  “No,” he said. “It means sea.” He pointed past me with his chin, indicating the still-sloshing bottle atop the water cooler. “They make the women do the heavy lifting here?”


  “I like to think I can take care of myself. Where’d you study, Isaac?”


  “Pinky,” he said, and, “Yale. Four point oh.”


  I raised both eyebrows at Chris and pushed my glasses up my nose. The Las Vegas public defender’s office doesn’t get a lot of interest from Yale Law School grads, summa cum laude. “And you haven’t hired him yet?”


  “I wanted your opinion,” Chris said without a hint of apology. He glanced at Pinky and offered up a self-deprecating smile. “Maria can spot guilty people. Every time. It’s a gift. One of these days we’re going to get her made a judge.”


  “Really?” Pinky’s lipless mouth warped itself into a grin, showing the gaps in his short, patchy beard. “Am I guilty, then?”


  The lights that followed him glittered, electric blue fireflies in the twilight he wore like a coat. He shifted his weight on his crutches, obviously uncomfortable at standing.


  “And what am I guilty of?”


  Not teasing, either, or flirtatious. Calm, and curious, as if he really thought maybe I could tell. I squinted at the lights that danced around him—will-o’-the-wisps, spirit lights. The aura itself was dark, but it wasn’t the darkness of past violence or dishonesty. It was organic, intrinsic, and I wondered if it had to do with whatever had crippled him. And the firefly lights—


  Well, they were something else again. Just looking at them made my fingertips tingle.


  “If there are any sins on your conscience,” I said carefully, “I think you’ve made amends.”


  He blinked again, and I wondered why I wanted to think blinked fishily when fishes do not blink. And then he smiled at me, teeth like yellowed pegs in pale, blood-flushed gums. “How on earth do you manage that?”


  “I measure the distance between their eyes.”


  A three-second pause, and then he started to laugh, while Christian, who had heard the joke before, stood aside and rolled his eyes. Pinky shrugged, rise and fall of bulldog shoulders, and I smiled hard, because I knew we were going to be friends.


  In November of 1996, I lost my beloved seventeen-year-old cat to renal failure, and Pinky showed up at my door uninvited with a bottle of Maker’s Mark and a box of Oreos. We were both half-trashed by the time I spread my cards out on the table between us, a modified Celtic cross. They shimmered when I looked at them; that was the alcohol. The shimmer around Pinky when he stretched his hand out—was not.


  “Fear death by water,” I said, and touched the Hanged Man’s foot, hoping he would know he was supposed to laugh.


  His eyes sparkled like scales in the candlelight when he refilled my glass. “It’s supposed to be if you don’t find the Hanged Man. In any case, I don’t see a drowned sailor.”


  “No,” I answered. I picked up my glass and bent to look closer. “But there is the three of staves as the significator. Eliot called him the Fisher King.” I looked plainly at where his crutches leaned against the arm of his chair. “Not a bad choice, don’t you think?”


  His face grayed a little, or perhaps that was the alcohol. Foxlights darted around him like startled minnows. “What does he stand for?”


  “Virtue tested by the sea.” And then I wondered why I’d put it that way. “The sea symbolizes change, conflict, the deep unconscious, the monsters of the Id—”


  “I know what the sea means,” he said bitterly. His hand darted out and overturned the card, showing the tan back with its key pattern in ivory. He jerked his chin at the spread. “Do you believe in those?”


  It had been foolish to pull them out. Foolish to show him, but there was a certain amount of grief and alcohol involved. “It’s a game,” I said, and swept them all into a pile. “Just a child’s game.” And then I hesitated, and looked down, and turned the three of staves back over, so it faced the same way as the rest. “It’s not the future I see.”


  In 1997 I took him to bed. I don’t know if it was the bottle and a half of Shiraz we celebrated one of our rare victories with, or the deep bittersweet richness of his voice finally eroding my limited virtue, but we were good in the dark. His arms and shoulders, it turned out, were beautiful, after all: powerful and lovely, all out of proportion with the rest of him.


  I rolled over, after, and dropped the tissue-wrapped rubber on the nightstand, and heard him sigh. “Thank you,” he said, and the awe in that perfect voice was sweeter than the sex had been.


  “My pleasure,” I said, and meant it, and curled up against him again, watching the firefly lights flicker around his blunt, broad hands as he spoke softly and gestured in the dark, trying to encompass some inexpressible emotion.


  Neither one of us was sleepy. He asked me what I saw in Las Vegas. I told him I was from Tucson, and I missed the desert when I was gone. He told me he was from Stonington. When the sun came up, I put my hand into his aura, chasing the flickering lights like a child trying to catch snowflakes on her tongue.


  I asked him about the terrible scars low on the backs of his thighs that left his hamstrings weirdly lumped and writhed, unconnected to bone under the skin. I’d thought him crippled from birth. I’d been wrong about so many, many things.


  “Gaffing hook,” he said. “When I was seventeen. My family were fisherman. Always have been.”


  “How come you never go home to Connecticut, Isaac?”


  For once, he didn’t correct me. “Connecticut isn’t home.”


  “You don’t have any family?”


  Silence, but I saw the dull green denial stain his aura. I breathed in through my nose and tried again.


  “Don’t you ever miss the ocean?”


  He laughed, warm huff of breath against my ear, stirring my hair. “The desert will kill me just as fast as the ocean would, if I ever want it. What’s to miss?”


  “Why’d you come here?”


  “Just felt drawn. It seemed like a safe place to be. Unchanging. I needed to get away from the coast, and Nevada sounded . . . very dry. I have a skin condition. It’s worse in wet climates. It’s worse near the sea.”


  “But you came back to the ocean after all. Prehistoric seas. Nevada was all underwater once. There were ichthyosaurs—”


  “Underwater. Huh.” He stretched against my back, cool and soft. “I guess it’s in the blood.”


  That night I dreamed they chained my wrists with jeweled chains before they crippled me and left me alone in the salt marsh to die. The sun rose as they walked away singing, hunched inhuman shadows glimpsed through a splintered mist that glowed pale as the opals in my manacles.


  The mist burned off to show gray earth and greeny brown water, agates and discolored aquamarine. The edges of coarse gray cloth adhered in drying blood on the backs of my thighs, rumpled where they had pulled it up to hamstring me. The chains were cold against my cheeks when I raised my head away from the mud enough to pillow my face on the backs of my hands.


  The marsh stank of rot and crushed vegetation, a green miasma so overwhelming the sticky copper of blood could not pierce it. The pain wasn’t as much as it should have been; I was slipping into shock as softly as if I slipped under the unrippled water. I hadn’t lost enough blood to kill me, but I rather thought I’d prefer a quick, cold sleep and never awakening to starving to death or lying in a pool of my own blood until the scent attracted the thing I had been left in propitiation of.


  Somewhere, a frog croaked. It looked like a hot day coming.


  I supposed I was going to find out.


  His skin scaled in the heat. It was a dry heat, blistering, peeling, chapping lips and bloodying noses. He used to hang me with jewels, opals, tourmalines the color of moss and roses. “Family money,” he told me. “Family jewels.” He wasn’t lying.


  I would have seen a lie.


  The Mojave hated him. He was chapped and chafed, cracked and dry. He never sweated enough, kept the air conditioner twisted as high as it would go. Skin burns in the heat, in the sun. Peels like a snake’s. Aquamarine discolors like smoker’s teeth. Pearls go brittle. Opals crack and lose their fire.


  He used to go down to the Colorado River at night, across the dam to Willow Beach, on the Arizona side, and swim in the river in the dark. I told him it was crazy. I told him it was dangerous. How could he take care of himself in the Colorado when he couldn’t walk without braces and crutches?


  He kissed me on the nose and told me it helped his pain. I told him if he drowned, I would never forgive him. He said in the history of the entire world twice over, a Gilman had never once drowned. I called him a cocky, insincere bastard. He stopped telling me where he was going when he went out at night.


  When he came back and slept beside me, sometimes I lay against the pillow and watched the follow-me lights flicker around him. Sometimes I slept.


  Sometimes I dreamed, also.


  I awakened after sunset, when the cool stars prickled out in the darkness. The front of my robe had dried, one long yellow-green stain, and now the fabric under my back and ass was saturated, sticking to my skin. The mud seemed to have worked it loose from the gashes on my legs.


  I wasn’t dead yet, more’s the pity, and now it hurt.


  I wondered if I could resist the swamp water when thirst set in. Dehydration would kill me faster than hunger. On the other hand, the water might make me sick enough that I’d slip into the relief of fever and pass away, oblivious in delirium. If dysentery was a better way to die than gangrene. Or dehydration.


  Or being eaten. If the father of frogs came to collect me as was intended, I wouldn’t suffer long.


  I whistled across my teeth. A fine dramatic gesture, except it split my cracked lips and I tasted blood. My options seemed simple: lie still and die, or thrash and die. It would be sensible to give myself up with dignity.


  I pushed myself onto my elbows and began to crawl toward nothing in particular.


  Moonlight laid a patina of silver over the cloudy yellow-green puddles I wormed through and glanced off the rising mist in electric gleams of blue. The exertion warmed me, at least, and loosened my muscles. I stopped shivering after the first half hour. My thighs knotted tight as welded steel around the insult to my tendons. It would have been more convenient if they’d just chopped my damned legs off. At least I wouldn’t have had to deal with the frozen limbs dragging behind me as I crawled.


  If I had any sense—


  If I had any sense at all, I wouldn’t be crippled and dying in a swamp. If I had any sense left, I would curl up and die.


  It sounded pretty good, all right.


  I was just debating the most comfortable place when curious blue lights started to flicker at the corners of my vision.


  I’m not sure why it was that I decided to follow them.


  Pinky gave me a pearl on a silver chain, a baroque multicolored thing swirled glossy and irregular as toffee. He said it had been his mother’s. It dangled between my breasts, warm as the stroke of a thumb when I wore it.


  Pinky said he’d had a vasectomy, still wore a rubber every time we made love. Talked me into going on the Pill.


  “Belt and suspenders,” I teased. The garlic on my scampi was enough to make my eyes water, but Pinky never seemed to mind what I ate, no matter how potent it was.
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