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For my mum, who does feel fear, but moves forward despite it.






PROLOGUE [image: ]


A human wall stretches around Heulensee. Women and girls kneel shoulder to shoulder in terrified reverence, linked together by white-knuckled hands. Their mouths hang open. Viewed from afar, you might imagine they are singing – that this is a celebration, or some benign folk ritual.

The scene is about as benign as the tumour which killed my papa. The women aren’t singing; they’re screaming.

They wail, heads tipped back, eyes red and white with terror. The wall of bodies sways and buckles with the weight of collective emotion. Some wear their fear proudly with unwavering falsetto screams; others are quieter, and the terror shudders free from their mouths in gasps.

My silence makes me an outlier. It makes me a target.

I stand behind Mama as the sole missing brick in our feeble defence. Beside her, my sister, Dorothea, wails. Terror twists her face. It wrinkles her forehead and makes her pretty eyes bulge from her skull.

Mama turns to me, eyes wild. ‘Scream, Ilse!’

An apologetic smile is all I can offer. I want to render them in my image, even if just for a moment. Rid them of the fear that pains them. They are so determined, so full of horror – but their bodies are fleshy and easy to break. Secretly, I don’t think their efforts will do much to protect us when the monsters come.

The looming threat of our demise sparks a realization: if I am going to die, I would like to do so by my sister’s side. I nestle between Mama and Dorothea, perched awkwardly on my knees. They grasp my hands, knuckles popping. Something feral touches their eyes. They begin to howl. The sound runs through my bones.

From this angle, I can just make out the inky smear of the Hexenwald on the horizon. The sky above the trees blushes crimson. It’s the only warning we receive before the forest overflows. On any other day, the forest seems almost benevolent. The Hexenwald’s deceitful appearance is perhaps its most lethal trait. Whispering boughs mask a multitude of sins.

The trees serve as a breeding ground for all manner of monsters. Perhaps today will be like the summer when colossal serpents, Lindwürmer, emerged from the forest and swallowed four children whole. Maybe I will smell the same decay as the night an entire family was drained by bloodthirsty Nachzehrer, vampiric creatures who only know thirst.

While I cannot predict what will spill from the trees, one thing is certain. No matter how hard I try, I will not feel afraid.

‘Please, Ilse,’ Mama begs, my obvious distraction triggering desperation in her eyes.

I part my lips, hoping that Mama’s own fear will leap down my throat. That it will dig its claws into my heart or my brain – wherever I am supposed to feel it.

I begin to groan. It’s a hollow sound. There is no weight behind it, no driving force. My heart thumps steadily, blood meandering through my veins. I think the absence of my terror must be glaring, but my performance seems to fool Mama and Thea. They relax their grip on my hands.

‘Yes, Ilse!’ Mama presses a fervent kiss on my cheek and goes back to screaming. The shock of her lips on my cheek is bittersweet. I cannot remember another time she’s kissed me.

The ground shakes beneath my knees.

‘It’s coming,’ Thea shrieks. ‘The Saint is coming!’

The vibrations in the earth rattle my kneecaps and travel up my spine. They grow and grow until they’re so close that they mirror the steady beat of my heart. Thud, thud, thud. Heat billows behind me – the displacement of air by something huge beyond comprehension. Moist, rotting breath grazes my nape.

The screaming stops.

Mama’s grip on my hand tightens. Thea’s, too. The air which hung heavy with terror moments ago is now totally still. I swallow. It sounds like a gunshot in my ears.

The next breath is so close that it makes my hair flutter.

‘Are you afraid?’ A deep, echoing voice asks from behind me. It sounds like the rumble of thunder which precedes the worst of a storm.

‘Yes,’ we shout. I am the only one who is lying.

A rush of air almost topples me; a shadow briefly blots out the sun. The beast lands in front of us, more macabre than I remember it. The Saint of Fear. It is a disgusting patchwork: its body is that of a wolf, but ten times the size; at the crown of its head, a deer’s antlers branch out, reaching for the sun; its skull is that of an overgrown ram. I say skull, not head, because there is no flesh or fur to cover its awful maw. There is only bleached bone, deep hollows for eyes, and a permanent, toothy sneer. Heretics call it the Untier. The monster.

I strain to keep my gaze pinned to the floor, the way it wants me to – but I cannot stop my eyes from drifting upwards. Caves call to children, and the pits in the Saint’s skull call to me. Deep in the socket, eyes the colour of blood flick to meet mine. The Saint falters mid-stride and releases a breath, more of a growl than an exhale.

I stare back into my lap, focusing on the pinch of Mama’s nails against my palm. Rancid breath moistens my cheek. One of its bloody claws pins the edge of my dress to the dirt.

‘Are you afraid?’ it hisses into my face, each syllable echoing unnaturally.

Lie, my brain orders. ‘Yes.’

A rumble comes from deep in its chest. ‘You will be.’

A distant wail echoes. A chorus of whispers rise from the women. I let go of the exhale caught between my throat and lips, stealing a furtive glance at Thea. When she looks back at me, there is more white than blue in her eyes.

The wind dies down. The birds cease to sing. The Saint swings its colossal head towards the trees of the Hexenwald. Mama grips my hand so tightly that my skin blanches around her fingers. Anyone privy to this spectacle, unaware of Heulensee’s macabre traditions, might believe that the monster before us is our foe.

No, this bloody-mawed creature is our saviour. The worst is yet to come.

An amorphous cloud of white floats free of the forest. Not the serpentine Lindwurm, nor the insatiable Nachzehrer. As it glides over the lake, it separates into three distinct entities: three women, floating just above the water. Their arms and legs dangle, motionless as corpses. I watch them in the way I might ogle a snake before it strikes.

‘The Hexen,’ Mama whispers, her voice cracking. ‘This is the end.’

Through all the eight years of my life, monsters have poured from the Hexenwald like blood from a wound. But never – never – have the Hexen shown their faces. They are the root of all the evil that has preceded them. They orchestrate; they do not bloody their hands.

Until today.

The Hexen reach our shore, gliding over the pebbles, then the grass, then the cobbled street. They hang just in front of the ancient Saint, staring it down with pupil-less eyes. One is grey-haired, her face weathered by time; one is maternal in her beauty, soft of cheek and hip. Between them, they clutch the youngest – no older than me, perhaps eight years old. She does not levitate so much as she hangs.

‘We have come for the Saint of Fear.’ They do not open their mouths, but they speak in discordant harmony.

I know their presence should stir something in me. They are predators, and I am their prey. Our relationship is the basis of life in this isolated valley; the creatures of the Hexenwald hunt, humans flee. But rather than fear, I feel anticipation. It is the same sense I get just before a storm breaks.

The eldest of the Hexen floats forwards. She cocks her head at an unnatural angle, eyes boring into the Saint’s skull. The imposition of her gaze enrages the beast; it snarls, raising its hackles.

‘Leave this place,’ it barks. ‘Do not folly with a Saint. I have slain the beasts you sent to terrorize this village; I will slay you just the same.’

The women’s jaws fall open in unison; laughter tumbles out. It is flighty, girlish. Utterly strange from their cold, unsmiling faces.

‘I will tear you, limb from limb,’ the Saint growls, incensed. ‘Then you shall see.’

The Hexen stop laughing. A wind whips around them, lifting the muddied hems of their dresses. The eldest turns her back and glides away, drawing level with her companions. I think they might be retreating – until her head rotates a half-circle atop her spine.

Eyes burning white hot, the woman says, ‘Feast.’

The Hexen plunge through the air, jaws hanging open. The oldest smiles so widely that I think her cheeks might split; the middle adopts a rigid face so uncaring that I think she must be made of glass; the youngest screeches, a sound that makes my teeth ache. Gauzy, iridescent ether fills the sky, pulsing around them.

The beast roars. It leaps forward, plunging serrated teeth into one of the Hexens’ legs – the youngest of the brood – and slams her to the ground. Her spine snaps at an angle, mimicking the staccato peaks of the mountains beyond the Hexenwald.

Mama screams. This time, it holds more than just terror. Her pupils narrow; tears stream down her cheeks, unbridled. The young Hexe’s death snaps something vital inside her. It snaps something in the remaining Hexen, too. They wail. It’s a magnetic sound, wrenching my focus away from Mama. Ether rolls off them in waves – the same way it seeps from the Hexenwald on a clear day. Their fists harden at their sides, and their assault resumes.

The eldest howls, anguish pinching her features; the other laughs so shrilly that my eardrums begin to ring. Their outburst infects the Saint of Fear. Its eyes begin to water, and it moans with grief; its colossal heart beats so loudly I hear it at a distance, mirroring the maternal Hexe’s erratic laughter. The Hexen set upon the weakened beast, tearing out great hunks of its flesh with their teeth.

The Saint swings its head, and I swear it looks directly at me as it bellows, ‘I need more.’

My feigned scream is blunt. Powerless. Foaming at the mouth, the Saint breaks free from the Hexen and turns on us. The women shriek, clutching each other in desperation. The Hexen cackle as the Saint lumbers towards our ranks, one paw dragging limply behind.

At first, I think the Saint is coming for me – that it plans to punish my heresy once and for all. I throw myself in front of Thea, desperate to shield her from what comes next – but then the Saint diverts. It stalks down the line.

I look to the right just in time to see Klara Keller’s head torn from her neck. The stump of her spine spurts blood. I gawk at the empty space where the girl’s head should be, unable to comprehend her metamorphosis from person to corpse. My lungs calcify, denying me the breath I’m desperate for.

The Saint stares at me. It wants me to see Klara’s lifeless eyes staring out from between its teeth. Her mouth is still ajar, as if she might reanimate at any moment and tell us not to worry. Slowly, slowly, the Saint grinds its jaws shut. Her face compresses and distorts and—

Mama uses our conjoined hands to shield my eyes. It does not stop me from hearing Klara’s skull crack between the Saint’s teeth.

By the time Mama removes her hand, what’s left of Klara kneels limply. She wears her best dirndl: a white apron, now bloody, with a dress the colour of forget-me-nots. How proud she must have been putting on that dress this morning, never anticipating it would be the last thing she’d wear.

Klara’s mother and sister do not move; they maintain their grip on her hands, keeping her headless body upright. Even in death, Klara steadies the wall.

‘Now,’ the Saint roars, ‘are you afraid?’

The women around me rally. They think the Saint is addressing us all. I know the truth: it has seen me. It knows the steady absence in my heart. Klara Keller died because of me.

Spittle flies from Mama’s mouth. Further down the line, Klara’s mother clutches her daughter’s corpse and bellows. Terror becomes a tangible force, exploding from the women’s feeble bodies, shrapnel feeding the Saint.

The beast changes. It rears up to stand on two legs, not four. Its antlers branch out, skeletal prongs sharpening. It walks like a man, not a beast. Teeth longer than the rest drop from its bony jaw.

The Hexen levitate, retreating to the lakeshore, and begin to chant. The Saint pursues them but gravity itself seems to be working against the creature. The Hexen’s faces contort; they chant louder, louder. Groaning, the Saint collapses to the floor, body pressing into the earth.

The scream that Thea lets loose is the closest I have ever felt to fear. It is an urgent plea – a call to action. She scrabbles against me, anchoring our bodies. Her panic brings the reality of our situation into sharp focus: if the Saint of Fear dies, so do we.

And it will be my fault.

My chest shudders with guilt, blending with my longing to save Thea and my desperation to be fearful, to be the way a girl should be. I let my mouth hang open, begging Thea’s terror to inhabit me. Something else rises from my depths. Fury. A sound erupts from deep inside, somewhere primal.

The Hexen scream. I look up just in time to see them thrown across the lake, their limbs flung out like rag dolls. They crash deep in the Hexenwald. Trees collapse in their wake. There is the cracking of wood, the settling of leaves, and then there is silence.

The Saint turns to face us, panting. Thea draws me tighter against her, as if she can shroud me in the folds of her dress. I drop my eyes to the floor and whimper – the image of a subservient, fearful girl.

The Saint of Fear draws its maw level with my ear. My hair flutters as it whispers, ‘Do not disappoint me again, Ilse Odenwald. It will be your sister’s head next time.’

Without hesitation, the beast leaps over the wall of our bodies and retreats to its den. The villagers call after it, offering thanks and shaky prayers. Klara Keller’s mother blows it a kiss. A kiss.

Thea collapses into a flood of tears. I kiss her cheek and turn to Mama to do the same, but her expression shows no relief. Mama stares at me with cold calculation, her eyes caught somewhere between suspicion and loathing.

She sees the absence in my heart. The glaring, angry silhouette my fear should occupy. It is a void – a hungry black hole that will consume everything she holds dear.

We both know the clock is ticking.







CHAPTER ONE [image: ]


Ten years after Klara Keller’s death, my sister goes missing.

The village does not mark Klara’s passing, but I cannot forget the date. No matter how frantically I try to distract myself, it’s seared into my brain. Each anniversary I wake in the early hours, plagued down to my bones with the feeling that penance is coming. So much so that when Thea’s husband begins throwing stones at my window mere minutes after midnight, I am already awake. Waiting. My fearlessness got Klara Keller killed. Now, it must be my turn to suffer.

I’ve bitten my fingernails down to stumps. It’s a nervous habit I should have grown out of. I lick their blooded edges clean as I stagger downstairs, pre-emptive grief taking root in my stomach. It winds across my ribs, my lungs, my throat. Makes it so I can hardly breathe. Heat presses against my eyes. I try to stifle it – to not let my anguish show on my face. My stoicism is a defence mechanism, the same way injured animals attempt to mask their wounds.

Hans stands at our front door bleating that ‘she was in the bath, and then she was gone.’ I can barely hear him. Macabre images of Thea devour my consciousness: her wading into the lake, lips turning blue; her slipping down the impassable mountains, flesh tearing on jagged rocks. Or worse, her staggering into the Hexenwald.

The old Thea would never dare venture into the forest. But the new Thea – the one who took her Rite and came back different…

There’s no telling what she might do.

My ears whine as I tune back into conversation. I rarely listen to Hans, but tonight I need to make an exception.

Hans braces one arm against the door frame. ‘I didn’t want to worry your mother, but I wondered if Thea might have come here—’

‘No,’ I interrupt, blinking loose the haze of tears that have settled over my vision. ‘She’s not here.’

His pulse flutters against his throat like a trapped bird. ‘Please help me find her, Ilse.’

I like Hans about as much as I would like an adder in my boot. He and I exist in a strange purgatory – our relationship unchanging, yet fraught. Hans is nauseatingly pleasant; I rebuke his every attempt at friendship. I’m not sure whether my main gripe is his effusive nature or the fact that he took my sister away from me, even before the Rite did.

But with Thea’s life at stake, there is little I won’t do. For every foul word spoken about me in this village – and let me tell you, there are many – my loyalty to her cannot be denied. I retrieve my cloak from its hook and close the door quietly, so as not to wake Mama. ‘Let’s go.’

We descend the steep track from the Odenwald house in silence. Mist casts a gauze across the village. Our family’s occupation as fire-watchers supplies us with little by way of fortune, but we do have Heulensee’s finest view. Our house perches above the village like a falcon ready to take flight. We enjoy unspoilt views across the lake, all the way to the Hexenwald.

Tonight, moonlight spills across the water in a ream of silver silk. Swollen storm clouds writhe on the horizon, threatening to break. A bone-white lightning bolt forks down. It strikes somewhere deep in the trees beyond.

‘She wouldn’t go there,’ Hans says quietly, eyes fixed on the violent bristles of the Hexenwald. There is an unspoken question mark at the end of his sentence.

‘No,’ I confirm, though I’m not sure I believe it. I’m not generally in the habit of dishonesty, but for both of our sakes, I think it’s the best course of action.

The threat of the Hexenwald is sewn into us from childhood. On a clear day, when the fog lifts from the lake and you can see all the way to the forest, a lilting song rises from the schoolyard:


Blood spills from veins, skin starts to crack

Ignore the forest; turn back, turn back

Eyes become sockets, flesh melts to bone

The forest is hungry; go home, go home

The Hexen won’t rest ’til your blood is shed

Ignore the warning; you’re dead, you’re dead.



The appearance of the Hexen ten years ago sparked a renewed desire to purge the forest – once and for all – but still, evil persists. Wildfire cannot singe it; fences cannot contain it; axes cannot fell its trees. Signs erected in warning are swallowed by the forest, and those who trespass either do not come back, or wish they hadn’t.

I shut my eyes and send a plea out into the night. Please let Thea be in the village.

We enter Heulensee’s central cobbled street. By day, it’s a riot of colour; the mint-green apothecary, the rose-pink bakery, and vibrant flowers spilling from baskets on every window. The night has stripped away the colour, leaving behind a liminal husk like a bird’s nest abandoned in winter.

‘We should split up,’ I say. ‘You go towards the lake. I’ll head for the hillock.’

Hans looks at me in abject horror. ‘You can’t go by yourself! You’ll be terrified.’

The certainty of his assertion almost provokes me to laughter. I half-believed that Thea would’ve divulged my secret to Hans. At least, it seems this sacred relic of sisterhood lives on. Over the years, she has helped me compile a mental catalogue of things I should fear – men who claim to be lost, spiders with brightly-coloured carapaces – but the vigilance doesn’t come naturally. Hans’s dismay at my suggestion proves that.

I affect a shudder, running my hands across my arms. ‘I’d feel so much better with a big, strong man by my side.’ Hans puffs himself up, shoulders squared. He reminds me of a working dog: there’s nothing he likes more than to be useful. With a saccharine smile, I add, ‘Do you know where I might find one?’

Hans deflates, bottom lip jutting out. ‘I’m going to ignore your childish humour and accompany you anyway, because I’m a gentleman and—’

‘No need,’ I interject. There are few things I’d like less than him dogging my steps, pushing his foppish hair out of his eyes and breathing too loudly.

He narrows his gaze. Accustomed to the good, fearful ladies of Heulensee, my insistence to go alone is a glaring disparity. Fumbling in the pocket of my cloak, I produce the penknife Papa gifted me when I was just a girl. I brandish the blade in front of Hans.

‘I’m scared, but I’m not defenceless. Besides, if we separate, we can cover twice the ground. We’ll find her quicker that way.’

Hans nods slowly. He doesn’t seem entirely comfortable, but we part without another word. I watch as his form disappears into the fog.

Overhead, the clouds tear in half. An ocean falls in slow motion from the heavens, forming minute rivers in the seams of the cobbles. Thunder cracks like a whip and I remember to shriek, just in case someone is watching. I keep my charade stapled to my skin.

Fear is a permanent force in the village. It does not fade or wither. In fact, we cultivate it. We stare into shadowed corners and will monsters into existence; we look to the sky and imagine the stars crashing down to earth, raining hellfire.

I dream of knowing what it is to truly shudder.

I have devoted the years since Klara Keller’s death to coaxing fear into the hostile expanse of my heart. At night, I scream and scream into my pillow until my vocal cords give out. Hands clasped tight, I pray for divine terror to inhabit my body – but it does not come. At fifteen, I risked my life for the cause. With bricks tied to my ankles, I waded out into the lake, praying that the last gasping moment between life and death would make me feel something.

I felt nothing at all until the ropes came loose, by design. Then I just felt disappointed at my steady pulse.

Even now, with Thea’s life at stake, I do not fear for her. There is a feeling of apprehension – of knowing that I am on the cusp of the worst suffering of my life – but there is no terror. No matter how desperately I wish there was.

Hands cupped against the glass, I peer into the bakery window, wondering if a mischievous streak I don’t think she possesses may have prompted Thea to steal Krapfen in the dead of night. The shop lies dormant. As does the apothecary, and the butcher’s, and the tailor’s, and the blacksmith’s forge. One by one, I patrol each dead-end alley, each shadowed corner.

There is only one place left to check.

I follow the street to its end, where the cobbles turn to dirt. In the suffocating dark I can barely make out the bog: acres of waterlogged soil and sucking mud pools, grafted to Heulensee’s heel like a festering blister. Slender willow trees fringe the mire, their branches skeletal in the darkness.

I shuffle forward, one foot in front of the other, until the planks of the boardwalk whine beneath my feet. The wooden path snakes all the way through the marsh – all the way to the Saint’s den. Somewhere beneath the earth, our saviour lays dormant. Perhaps it can feel my footsteps now.

Driving rain stirs the wetland pools, giving the impression of a knotted mass of snakes writhing just beneath the surface. Bulrushes hiss in the wind. If I hold my breath, I can hear something else: a dull thud. A heartbeat, but not my own.

The entrance to the Saint’s den comes into view, drawn out from the marsh like a boil on the skin: a misshapen hillock whose mouth is a howling abyss. I stare into it, narrowing my eyes against the darkness.

Something moves.

There, amid the infernal black of the Saint’s burrow, there is movement. Thud. Fog swirls within the tunnel. Thud, thud. A fleck of white grows bigger and bigger. Thud, thud, THUD. I walk backwards, unafraid, but feeling deep in my flesh that nothing good can come of this. My fingers curl around the woody stem of a bulrush, which will serve as the only barrier between me and whatever is coming. A form takes shape. Something shrugs free of the burrow, lumbering towards me with intent…

Dorothea.

The beating stops. Maybe I imagined it all along. My sister stumbles out of the hillock’s mouth. Thea’s nightgown is torn and muddied; her eyes drift lazily to mine, seeing me, but not seeing me. Her hair is wet, plastered to her face in thick, golden strands.

‘Why are you here?’ Her voice is a flat monotone. ‘Are you looking for me?’

Incredulous, I close the distance between us and sling my cloak around her bare shoulders. The rain is starting to sputter out, but the frigid air persists. ‘What on earth are you doing?’

‘I wasn’t ready,’ she says distantly. ‘I’ll come back soon.’

I drop my voice to a whisper. ‘What do you mean, Thea?’

She stares back at me. Stares for so long, unblinking, that I think she might be experiencing some sort of seizure. But then she cocks her head to the side. Runs her tongue across her lips. She leans in, her breath scented with something nauseatingly saccharine. I see myself reflected in the endless black of her pupils. There is no recognition – no understanding.

These are the eyes of a predator.

‘Thea?’ I whisper.

Something snaps – or knits back together. Warmth floods into her face. She shakes her head as if waking from a deep slumber.

‘Ilse?’ She frowns, rubbing at her eyes. ‘What are we doing here?’

A knot forms and tightens in my stomach. ‘You were inside the Saint’s den.’

‘Was I?’ Thea looks around us, fear mingling with confusion on her face. She seems distraught, exhaustion written in the bags beneath her eyes, the sagging of her lids. ‘I don’t understand. All I remember is getting into the bath.’

‘You disappeared. Hans came to get me.’ I speak slowly, but she doesn’t seem to comprehend; the furrow in her brow deepens. ‘We were both worried. How did you get here?’

‘I don’t know.’ Her voice trembles.

Silence stretches between us. I study her; she studies me in return, tears welling in her eyes. ‘Let’s get you home,’ I suggest. ‘We can talk in the morning.’

Hand in hand, we retreat along the boardwalk. It groans beneath our feet – mine in boots, hers bare. Usually, when my chest echoes with the absence of terror, it makes me angry. Sometimes at the situation – at the man following me down a dark street, or the thunder spoiling a fine summer’s day – but more often, I am angry at myself. Angry that I cannot feel the way I should.

But now, with the pressure of Thea’s clammy hand against mine, I do not feel angry. I feel sad. A seemingly endless weight presses down on my shoulders, and my throat feels as if it’s been caught in a vice. I have not known grief like this since Papa died – and even then, it was tinged with relief. Papa was a cruel constant.

If my sister is here, holding my hand, why do I grieve her? Why does my heart feel as if it’s about to drop through my stomach and slop onto the floor?

As a child, I was never without bloodied knees or bruised arms. Thea was comparatively flawless – since her body warns her of danger. A quickened pulse coaxes her away from high ledges; a feeling of dread tells her not to touch the snake writhing in its burrow. Why, then, did she stumble into the Saint’s den in the middle of the night? Why didn’t her body stop her?

Ahead, Hans emerges from the fog. The knot at his brow dissolves; the muscles in his jaw loosen. It’s as if he is seeing the first tentative rays of sunlight after a cruel winter. He breaks into a sprint and sweeps Thea into his arms, burrowing his nose into her hair.

‘Dorothea.’ His voice breaks on the final syllable. ‘I’m so glad you’re all right.’

Thea lets her weight sag, knowing that Hans will catch her. They exchange a series of whispered assurances. Only once Hans has verified that Thea is unharmed does he look in my direction.

‘Thank you,’ Hans murmurs. ‘We’ll walk you back.’

I shake my head. ‘Take her straight home.’

‘I left you alone once,’ he replies. ‘I won’t do it again. The streets are frightening at night.’

In the nook of his shoulder, Thea stares back at me with wide eyes. She is the only one who knows my fatal flaw – my fearlessness.

‘Thank you,’ I relent, the words forced out between gritted teeth.

We make the homeward journey in silence. Hans waits for me to enter the house before scooping Thea into his arms, carrying her as if she weighs no more than a babe. She rests her head against his shoulder. They disappear into the fog. I am left alone, with nothing to contemplate but the itching beneath my skin.

I may not feel fear, but I can sense when something is wrong. A fight about to erupt. Ice about to crack underfoot. A rabid dog about to lunge.

Tonight, I know that something is wrong with my sister.



I do not sleep for even a moment. Deep in the marrow of my bones, I believe Thea’s Rite changed her. She is colder than she was. Quicker to anger, easier to confuse. Sometimes, she has moments of brilliant clarity. For five minutes, or maybe ten, my sister emerges resplendent. It’s as if she has found the strength to kick off the bottom of the lake she’s drowning in. We laugh and talk the way we used to – but as quickly as she comes, she leaves.

She always leaves.

I’ve seen the blight which afflicts women after their Rite play out a hundred times. Frau Schmidt disappeared for a week and could not remember where she went; Frau Albrecht smothered her own mother but could not recall doing so; Johanna Fischer was found wandering around the Saint of Fear’s den at four in the morning, just like Thea.

I’m not sure why I believed Thea would be spared.

If we lived in another time, or another place, it would be different – but we live in Heulensee, where the Rite is woven into our society. When a man turns eighteen, he leaves his childhood home to start a family. When a woman turns eighteen, she goes beneath the earth to the Saint’s den and presents her fear as an offering. Some scream. Others simply tremble. It’s this sacrifice – the Rite – that keeps the Saint fed, keeps it loyal, so that when bloodthirsty creatures spill from the Hexenwald, we have a monster of our own to defend us. Sorry, a Saint.

I often wonder what life was like two centuries ago, when the Hexenwald was just a forest. Before the earth tore open, releasing the infection that turned the land into something sordid. Something hungry.

Our scripture describes the origin of the rift as ‘a manifestation of sin’. That explanation has always troubled me. If sins are given physical form, my every step should be dogged by a dark spectre, a signpost for my divergence. Whether the tear was borne of sin or not is impossible to verify.

There are some commonalities between the recollections of that day: there was an almighty roar, as if the mountains themselves were collapsing; the earth trembled; birds scattered; dogs began to howl. A crevasse tore through the forest, spewing a poisonous magic that changed Heulensee for ever.

Monsters sprung up where deer once roamed. Foul, eternally hungry creatures, in every shade of evil. The hunters and herbalists who once lived in the forest barely had time to raise arms. Some perished before the beasts had their chance at them, torn apart by magic, or swallowed by the crevasse. A select few became beasts, the dark power taking root in their bodies, stripping away their humanity. These were the first Hexen: immeasurably powerful, immeasurably cruel.

Once the beasts of the Hexenwald had picked its bones dry, they streamed towards Heulensee, attracted to the hum of flesh and blood like moths to a flame. The only warning Heulensee’s townsfolk received was the sky turning red.

The villagers cried out for their Saints. One by one, they came; one by one, they were slain. They were lesser Saints, used to delivering small miracles – not to fending off bloodshed on this scale. A Saint cannot die permanently, but once they are reborn, they bear none of the loyalties, none of the memories forged in their former life. Heulensee was abandoned. Left defenceless.

By dawn, a third of the town had escaped or bled dry. In the aftermath, drawn by the atmosphere of heady terror, a final Saint descended. Unlike those which had come before it, this Saint took the form of a beast. The creature introduced itself as the Saint of Fear. It offered the townsfolk a deal: their lifelong worship in exchange for its protection from the Hexenwald.

It simply wouldn’t do to have the entire town incapacitated by fear, the men reasoned. A compromise was struck: women alone would offer their fright, allowing men to retain their agency. I wonder if the women resisted, whether with their words or their fists. I suppose it doesn’t matter.

Men argued that fear was a woman’s gift – something to be held sacred. We become intimate with it throughout our lives: bearing children who may kill us on their way out, judging within seconds whether a stranger is friend or foe. Any resource the men had to offer paled in comparison, or so they claimed.

The men of Heulensee signed the scripture that would consign women to an eternity of terror. We are the ones who feed the Saint by taking our Rite. We are the ones who bolster the Saint with our horror each time the Hexenwald overflows. We are the blockade that stems the tide of monsters. Thea’s Rite, therefore, is a brick in our defences. The nobility of it doesn’t make her transformation hurt any less.

I emerge from my reverie as morning rolls across the lake in a sheet of apricot light. Beyond my bedroom window, the Hexenwald seems to swell on the horizon, the crest of a dark wave which will surely swallow Heulensee whole.

Despite the threat, there is something intoxicating about the forest. It’s the same way fresh paint invites errant fingerprints. I often find myself transfixed, wondering what lurks between the trees. Everyone must feel it, mustn’t they? The pull, the allure of the forbidden. Sometimes, it grips me so strongly I can barely sleep for my longing to stare out at the Hexenwald.

I wrench my eyes away.

After donning a blouse and a skirt the colour of cornflowers, I head for the front door. There is no need to stay and watch for fires today – not when the entire valley is still drenched from last night’s downpour. Late spring is my favourite time of year: it’s warm enough to spend time outside, but wet enough to stave off the fires. Thea and I used to cherish these days. We’d spend hours swimming out into the lake, or chasing hares around the hayfields. She doesn’t much care to spend time with me anymore.

No matter. I can occupy myself perfectly well. It’s not as if I’ve spent my entire life living in Thea’s shadow. When she started wasting time with Hans, I unearthed my personality. The things she never wanted to do turned out to be things I love doing. Turning over logs and inspecting the writhing insects beneath; prodding at animals who died frozen in motion after falling into the treacle-thick marsh.

I chronicle my finds in the first drawer of my dresser. It’s divided into segments, each housing a wonder of my small world. Tiny bird skulls bleached by the sun; inky feathers that glow blue or green when the light hits them; red-and-white spotted mushrooms. I used to keep them on my shelf, but last spring Mama decided it was ‘unsightly’ and threw everything away. Thea managed to save my most treasured specimens, hiding them in her skirt pockets until she could smuggle them back to me.

The memory provokes a fresh pang of grief. I resolve to head for the marsh in search of snakeskins or glittering insects. Something to distract me. Just as I reach for the front-door handle, Mama emerges from the kitchen. I press a hand to my chest, feigning shock. She narrows her eyes. The Hexen’s fateful visit long ago drew her worst fear into focus: the absence of mine.

‘Did you want something?’ I ask, each word clipped.

‘Where did you go last night?’

My formative years were spent lying for Thea, covering the tracks of her trysts with Hans. It began when Papa sent her to the smithy. He told her to commission a set of iron traps to maim the wolves that were snatching our chickens. There she met the blacksmith’s affable son: Hans.

I constructed an entire web of lies to veil her continued visits to the smithery, where Hans has worked since he was old enough to operate the forge. It’s hard to maintain the same sense of sisterly loyalty when Mama insists Thea has not changed since her Rite. Perhaps the truth will finally convince her.

‘Looking for Thea,’ I explain. ‘She went missing.’

Concern deepens the lines in Mama’s brow. ‘And you found her?’

‘No.’ I say drily, shrugging my shoulders. ‘Perhaps she’s in the forest by now!’

Mama fixes me with a scathing look. I probably deserve it. ‘Where was she?’

‘I found her coming out of the Saint’s den in the early hours.’

Mama’s jaw ticks involuntarily. She blanches, then runs her hands across the front of her dirndl, smoothing out the dress if not her nerves. ‘Perhaps she wanted to feel closer to the Saint.’

Sometimes, in my weaker moments, I wish Mama would love me the way she loves Thea. But for her to hear that her own daughter was inside the Saint’s den in the dead of night and react with nonchalance…

Perhaps the way she loves Thea is sadder than the way she tolerates me.

A chair scrapes across the flagstones in the kitchen. Oma’s leathery face appears around the doorframe. Her hair is swept into silver braids, which curl against her temples like a dove’s wings.

‘As long as Dorothea is safe now, that’s all that matters,’ Oma says, each word scraping up her throat like gravel. A lifetime of fighting fires has left its imprint on her lungs.

I nod, unconvinced. Mama retreats into the kitchen.

‘Come, Ilse.’ Oma takes her wicker basket from its place next to the door. It’s stuffed with flowers, fruit and small loaves of bread. ‘Help an old woman make her offerings.’

Oma doesn’t really need my help – but she’s adept at defusing the tension in our home, and knows that distance is the best remedy. With little else to occupy my time, I accept.

She clings to my arm as we descend the trail to the village. We make slow progress. Last night’s deluge slickened the mud, and navigating Heulensee’s cobbled streets takes twice as long as it should, because everyone wants to speak to Oma.

Eventually, we’re able to wind our way around the lake. The warming air of late spring has coaxed crocuses into a purple halo around the water. We pause briefly at the graveyard on the village outskirts. Oma places fresh flowers at her sister’s grave. I know little about my grand-aunt Hilde; she succumbed to pneumonia when she was barely a woman. It affects Oma more than she admits.

As soon as tears spring to her eyes, Oma wipes them fiercely with her sleeve and says, ‘The Saints won’t wait all day.’

I feel like I should say something meaningful. Tell her that it’s okay to still mourn Hilde. Maybe wrap my arms around her – something not typically done in the Odenwald family – so she can cry into the nook of my shoulder, away from prying eyes. By the time I’ve summoned up the courage, she’s marching off ahead.

The shrines lay on the lake’s western shore, translocated from their original home in the marshland where the Saint of Fear now resides. The lesser Saints lived among us until the Hexenwald overflowed and they sacrificed themselves in our defence. I wonder where they are now. If they escaped this valley to form allegiances with humans who do not worship Fear. If they care about humans at all.

When the scripture was signed, we decentred our traditional Saints at the Saint of Fear’s demand. While Fear is now the predominant faith in Heulensee, the townsfolk offer what little devotion remains to the now-lesser Saints. Even though our lives are punctuated by terror, people find ways to express hope.

And unlike me, Oma is always hopeful, always searching for something. Even though the lesser Saints no longer bear physical presence in the village, Oma – like many others – believes they will grant her boons in exchange for trinkets and soft words. In a hushed voice, she asks Henrietta, Saint of Fertility, to grant Frau Friedel the babe she so desperately wants; Adalwolfa, Saint of Retribution, for justice against the wicked husband of a dear friend; Felicie, Saint of Luck, for a summer without wildfire.

I help her kneel at Saint Henrietta’s shrine. Oma groans, her body protesting the motion. She sets to work arranging sprigs of lavender at the Saint’s stony feet, finding small gaps between plentiful offerings. Henrietta is the most revered of the lesser Saints; infertility runs rampant in Heulensee. Mama is the only one of Oma’s four daughters able to have children. You’d think that might make her appreciate me more. No such luck.

Oma clears her throat. ‘It upsets me to see you and Dorothea drifting apart.’

I hand her a bunch of rosemary, but do not meet her eyes. Eye contact has always felt like an unnecessary interrogation. ‘It upsets me, too.’

‘You should go to see her. I’m sure she’s feeling out of sorts after last night.’

‘She has changed,’ I mutter, ‘and I have stayed the same. Everyone changes after their Rite.’

‘I took my Rite,’ Oma says, leathery brow furrowed, ‘and we’re close, aren’t we?’

Heat rushes to my cheeks. I don’t like it when people pick holes in my hypocrisy. ‘That’s different.’

Oma stares back at me, and it only exacerbates my embarrassment. She chews thoughtfully on her lip. ‘Have you ever wondered if the change you sense in Dorothea is something else entirely?’

I stare back at Oma, unsure what she is implying – or perhaps unwilling to acknowledge it.

‘Maybe the change you attribute to the Rite is just Dorothea becoming a woman.’ She takes my hand between her own and squeezes it. Quietly, as if breaking the news of a loved one’s death, she says, ‘Sisters can’t stay the same forever, Ilse.’

‘If womanhood is the cause, I hate it.’ Oma’s eyes widen at my petulance. Attempting to lighten the mood, I add, ‘Perhaps I shall abstain. Remain childlike forevermore.’

Oma lets out a wheezing laugh. ‘Now, wouldn’t that be a fine thing?’

She releases my hand and goes back to preening her offerings. I think of Thea’s pale face emerging from the Saint’s den; of Frau Schmidt’s unexplained disappearance; of Frau Albrecht stealing her mother’s breath with a goose-feather pillow…

None of those things seem like markers of womanhood – but who am I to pass judgement? This village has broken women stronger than I. With no chance of escape and not a semblance of power, men have us at their mercy. Herr Albrecht is a sloppy drunk, and I’ve witnessed Frau Albrecht on the receiving end of his ire; Herr Schmidt took the bakery Frau Schmidt’s parents left to her, annexed her dreams and made them his own.

Perhaps I have something in common with them after all. This village made us sick. Stuffed us full of trauma until it had nowhere to go but out.

‘I lost Hilde unexpectedly, Ilse. You never know how long you have left with the people you care about.’ Oma rubs a sprig of rosemary between her forefinger and thumb, her expression blurring the line between contemplation and melancholy. ‘Besides, your Rite will come around soon enough. Do you believe you will change?’

I wince. I have spent so long repressing the reality that my Rite will take place this autumn. Hearing it spoken aloud feels like a dagger plunged into my chest. It is possible to fail the Rite, despite the fact that fear is meant to be a woman’s innate talent. I have seen it happen to perfectly fearful women.

The Pfarrer, our loathsome priest, acts as a mouthpiece for the Saint of Fear, separating the wheat from the chaff before the Saint tastes their terror. Sometimes a woman will scream with absolute commitment, only to have her fear deemed uninspired by the Pfarrer. Failure results in banishment to the meadow huts east of Heulensee, where the condemned live out their days in isolation.

Other traitors are bolder in their transgression. Rather than fearing the Hexenwald, they worship it. They see the Hexen not as witches, but as holy women. As Saints.

My crime is worst of all: a girl born without fear.

Keen to dull the pain, I busy myself beside Saint Adalwolfa. Her stone-rendered fist clutches a sword, held triumphantly to the sky. Even carved from granite, there is a defiant spark in her eyes.

Adalwolfa’s shrine is scantly adorned. A desiccated flower in a vase; a cluster of shimmering quartz; a blackbird’s oily feather. There is little room for defiant women in Heulensee, even if they’re Saints.

‘She’s so human,’ I murmur, a question forming on my tongue. ‘They all are. Why is the Saint of Fear so…’ I falter, struggling for the words to describe the Saint without toeing the line of sacrilege.

Oma glances at me, one brow cocked. ‘Have you lost your tongue?’

‘The Saint of Fear looks more like a creature of the Hexenwald than a Saint.’

The soft line of Oma’s back stiffens. She gestures for me to help her to her feet. ‘The Hexenwald corrupts, Ilse. Do you recall the Webers’ little boy, who stepped into the forest two springs ago?’

I nod, his tiny casket still fresh in my mind. He was only in the trees for a matter of seconds. Over the course of the next week, he grew quiet and cold. Medicine made no difference. When he died, spruce needles erupted from beneath his skin. I remember thinking, darkly, that he looked like a macabre hedgehog. Blood coated each spine, trickling down his tiny, milk-white body.

I have always harboured a preoccupation with the forest – drawn to the trees the way moths are lured to a flame. After the Webers’ boy died, I dared not even look at it for the better part of a month, lest the Hexenwald infect me. Not everyone is tainted by the Hexenwald, but the boy’s death reminded us all that trespass is not worth the risk.

‘The Hexenwald tainted the Saint of Fear, too – but where the child’s body perished, the Saint’s grew stronger. Some of the forest’s power lives inside the Saint. Its appearance is testament to that.’

Beneath my breath, almost hoping she will not hear me, I mutter, ‘Is that why it’s so cruel?’

‘Do not speak ill of the Saint.’ Oma’s voice is sharper than usual as she parrots the Pfarrer’s sermons. ‘It is holy in all it does.’

Shame knots in my throat. Oma rarely scolds me – that honour is typically reserved for Mama. We do not speak for the rest of the trip.

When we arrive back at the house, I ask to accompany her on her next venture, whether to the markets or the shrines. There’s pity in her eyes – recognition that I am desperate to cling onto the only person who still seems to care about me. But the next morning I watch from the window as she hurries down the street, having made no effort to request my companionship. She heads east, away from the shrines and the markets. Whatever Oma is doing, she does not want me as her witness.






CHAPTER TWO [image: ]


Oma’s prayers for a summer without wildfire fell on deaf ears. All too quickly, summer burns spring to the ground. Fire tears across our drought-stricken fields. Smoke billows so thickly I feel as if I could curl my fingers around it. We haven’t seen wildfires this fierce in years. They used to constrain themselves to the outskirts, always doused before they got a hold of our houses, our crops. This year is different.

Against the advice of the doctor, Oma takes up the helm to fight the fires. The whole family work shifts to support her. Our time is divided into segments: one to sleep and nurse our burns; one to attend to the necessary chores and keep our house running; and one to fight fires as if we’ve never been burned.

Thea, ever the pragmatist, creates a rota. I notice a pattern. She has ensured our paths never cross. I try not to let it wound me – after all, she is different now, and there is no sense longing after something I believe extinct – but one morning, she bemoans the fact we never get to see each other anymore. I blink back at her, chewing on the remnants of my breakfast.

She raises an eyebrow, pilfering a slice of bread from the counter. Does Hans not feed her? ‘Why are you looking at me like that?’

I swallow noisily. ‘You made the rota, Thea.’

‘Why would I create a rota where we never got to see each other?’ A knot forms between her brows. ‘Spending time with you is the only thing that makes summer tolerable.’

I’m so bewildered by the compliment that I almost let it lie, but I can’t. I push back from the kitchen table, taking the schedule from where it hangs above the fireplace.

‘This is your handwriting,’ I tell her, flapping the piece of paper in front of her face.

She fixes me with a withering stare, preparing to protest – but then her eyes focus on the script. Thea braces one hand on the kitchen table. Quietly, she says, ‘I wouldn’t keep us apart.’

‘But you did.’ Incredulity heightens my pitch. ‘You have.’

Thea’s lip wobbles. She opens her mouth, only to close it again. Her eyes grow glassy and I know tears aren’t far behind.

‘Thea,’ I groan, ready to apologize, or back down, or whatever it will take to not be the reason she cries – but she’s already on her way out the door.

I retreat to my bedroom, my breathing matching the swaying of the Hexenwald beyond my window. I open the top drawer of my dresser and graze each artefact, dipping my knuckle into the vacant eye socket of a crow, brushing my fingertips against a peregrine’s feather. My splendours cannot erase the sour shame in my stomach. Even though I do not understand the ways in which Thea is changing, upsetting her makes me feel monstrous.

Maybe Oma was right. Maybe Thea is becoming a woman, and there are things going on in her life that I don’t understand. Maybe this will all make sense, in retrospect. Maybe I’ll pass my Rite, and we can laugh about the period we stopped speaking the same language. Maybe, maybe, maybe.

I spend so long dissecting mine and Thea’s faults that I almost miss the beginning of my firefighting shift. I ease my drawer of treasures shut and fling myself into action. My uniform assaults me with the stench of smoke as I pull it on. It consists of a woollen tunic and leggings, paired with thick gloves and a scarf I can pull up around my mouth. It affords me anonymity of gender. I can walk the streets without men’s eyes lingering on my breasts, my waist. It’s freeing.

My destination is marked by the black smoke that curls up into the air. Silent, unsmiling Thea prepares to switch with me. Ash stains her brow; her cheeks are ruddy, scalded by flames. My guilt reawakens.

‘I’m sorry,’ I tell her, shoving aside what little pride I have. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

She shrugs and does not break stride. Desperate to knit back together the wound I dealt, I attempt a conversation.

‘It’s just as hot as the summer the barn caught fire,’ I remark.

Her brow furrows, the lines emphasized by the soot. ‘What?’

‘You saved me,’ I say slowly. ‘Remember?’

Thea looks back at me, her expression caught somewhere between confusion and disgust. It doesn’t make any sense for her to not remember. The barn burning down is an integral thread in the tapestry of our childhood. We reference it constantly – a pillar of the shared language of anecdotes and inside jokes that only we understand.

That summer was suffocatingly hot, just like this one. Thea and I were too young to fight the fires, so we occupied ourselves – often in ways our family would label precarious, if they knew. One day, while the elders were out risking their skin to snuff out an approaching wildfire, we decided to play in the barn downhill from our house.

By the time we realized the wildfire had reached us, it had eaten away at the barn’s structure. I distinctly remember looking up as a plank of burning wood fell from the hayloft. It would’ve crushed me, had Thea not pushed me out of the way. She got struck in the process, clipped by the detritus. To this day, she bears a scar on her calf. A physical testament to the bond we shared.

Despite the pain, Thea’s first concern was me. It was always me. Even as a child, she stepped up to fill the doting role Mama failed to occupy. She’d brush my hair each evening, singing while she worked; she’d stand in my defence when other schoolchildren called me strange; she’d sit with me for hours in silence, knowing it was my preferred state. She was the perfect big sister.

Today, that perfect big sister looks at me blankly. ‘Oh,’ she says distantly. ‘That.’

Irritation sparks like the fires I’m supposed to douse. All of a sudden, I cannot understand why I felt any guilt at telling her she is the one who wrote the schedule that keeps us apart. That she is the architect of our distance. ‘You don’t remember? No matter. I’d hate to intrude upon the significant mental space you reserve for cataloguing Hans’s every sigh and glance.’

Immediately, Thea softens. Her eyes round. Back comes the girl who could not recognize her own handwriting. She reaches out to touch me, but when I pull away, her fingers curl around thin air. ‘Why would you say that, Ilse?’

I keep my lips pressed together. When my temper erupts as it’s threatening to, I’m prone to saying things I later regret.

‘I’m sorry if I’ve seemed distant, but things are hard for me at the moment.’ She swallows. ‘I don’t need you turning on me as well.’

Thea waits – waits for me to acknowledge her, or to apologize, or to strike back like the venomous little creature I can be. When she realizes I’m not going to grant her a response, she turns and walks away. I stand there, torn between two seemingly impossible wants: to retrieve the version of Thea that existed before her Rite, and to punish her for what she has become.
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