EVER AFTER
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“Ever After” was purchased by Gardner Dozois, and appeared in the November 1987 issue of
Admov’'swith an illustration by Linda Burr. Susan Pal-wick had a string of popular storiesin
Asmov’'sand in other markets such as Amazing during the eighties, fell silent for a couple of years,
and then made a strong comeback in 1992 with the publication of her first novel, Hyingin Place,
which received enthusiastic critical acclaim almost everywhere. We hope to coax her back into
the pages of Admov’'saswell in the near future. She livesin Jersey City, New Jersey.

Here she gives us a taut, hard-edged look at the gritty underside of a classic fairy tale...

“Velvet,” she says, pushing back her deep-touded hair. “1 want green velvet thistime, with lace around
the neck and wrists. Cream lace—not white—and sea-green velvet. Can you do that?’*

“Of course” She sgetting vain, thisone; vain and alittle bossy. The wonder hasworn off. All for the
best. Soon now, very soon, I'll haveto tell her the truth.

She bends, herein the dark kitchen, to peer at the back of her mother’ s prized copper kettle. It'sjust
after dusk, and by thelight of the lantern I’m holding avague reflection flickers and dances on the metal.
She scowls. “Can't you get me area mirror? That ought to be smple enough.”

| remember when thelight | brought filled her with awe. Wasting good fud, just to see yoursef by! “No
mirrors. | clothe you only in seeming, not in fact. Y ou know that.”

“Ah.” Shewavesahand, airily. She’ s proud of her hands: ddlicate and pale and long-fingered, a
noblewoman’ s hands; dl the years before | came she protected them against the harsh work of her
mother’ skitchen. “Y es, the prince. | have to many aprince, so | can have hisjewdsfor my own. Will it
bethistime, do you think?’

“ There will be no princes a this dance, Caitlin. Y ou are practicing for princes.”
“Hah! And when I’m good enough at last, will you let mewear glassdippers?’

“ *“Nonsense. Y ou might bresk them during agavotte, and cut yourself.” She knew the story before |
found her; they always do. It enterstheir blood as soon as they can follow speech, and lodgesin their
hearts like the promise of spring. All poor motherstell their daughtersthis story, asthey St together in
dark kitchens, scrubbing pots and trying to save their hands for the day when the tale becomesred. |
often wonder if that first young woman was one of ours, but the facts don’t matter. Like dl good stories,
thisoneistrue.

“Princess Caitlin,” she saysdreamily. “That will be very fine. Oh, how they will envy me! 1t'sbegun
dready, injud thelittle time since you’ ve made me beautiful. Ugly old Lady Alison—did you see her
giving metheevil eye, at thelast bal? Just because my skin is smooth and herswrinkled, and | a
newcomer?’

“Yes” | tel her. | amwary of Lady Alison, who lookstoo hard and saystoo little. Lady Alisonis
dangerous.



“Jealousy,” Caitlin says complacently. “I'd bejealous, if | looked like she does.”

“You arevery lovey,” | say, and it istrue. With her blue eyes and raven hair, and those hands, she could
have caught the eye of many princes on her own. Except, of course, that without me they never would
have seen her.

Laughing, sheditsto let me plait her hair. “ So serious! Y ou never smile a me. Do magic folks never
smile? Aren't you proud of me?”*

“Very proud,” | say, parting the thick cascade and beginning to braid it. She smellslike smoke and the
thin, sour stew which smmers on the hearth, but at the dance tonight she will be scented with al the
flowers of summer.

“ “Will you smile and laugh when | have my jewdsand land?| shdl give you riches, then.”

So soon, | think, and my breeth catches. So soon she offers me gifts, and forgets the woman who bore
her, who now lies snoring in the other room. All for the best; and yet | am visited by something very like
pity. “ ‘No wife hasriches but from her lord, Caitlin. Not in this kingdom.”

“| shdl haveriches of my own, when | am married,” she says grandly; and then, her face clouding asif
sheregrets having forgotten, “ My mother will berich too, then. She'll like you, whenwe'rerich.
Godmother, why doesn't she like you now?’

“Because | am stedling you away from her. She has never been invited to aball. And because | am
beautiful, and sheisn’'t anymore.”

What | have said istrue enough, as aways, and, asaways, | find myself wondering if thereismore than
that. No matter. If Caitlin’s mother suspects, she says nothing. I am the only chance she and her daughter
have to approach nobility, and for the sake of that dream she hastolerated my presence, and Caitlin's
odd new moods, and the schedule which keepsthe girl away from work to keep her fresh for dances.

Caitlin bends her head, and the shining braids dip through my fingerslike water. “She’ Il cometo the
castle whenever she wantsto, when I’'m married to aprince. We | make her beautiful too, then. I'll buy
her clothing and paint for her face.”

“Thereareyears of toil on her, Caitlin. Lady Alisonisyour mother’sage, and al her riches can’t make
her lovely again.”

“Oh, but Lady Alison’s mean. That makesyou ugly.” Caitlin dismisses her enemy with the ignorance of
youth. Lady Alison is no meaner than anyone, but she has borneillnesses and childlessness and the
unfaithfulness of her rich lord. Her young nephew will fal in love with Caitlin tonight—amatch Lord
Gregory suggested, | suspect, precisely because Alison will opposeit.

Caitlin’shair isdone, piled in coiled, lustrous plaits. “Do you have theinvitation? Where did | put it?’
“On the table, next to the onions.”

She nods, crosses the room, snatches up the thick piece of paper and fans herself withit. | remember her
firgt invitation, only six dances ago, her eagerness and innocence and purity, the wide eyes and wonder.
I? 1 have been invited to the ball ? She refused to let go of the invitation then; afraid it might vanish as
suddenly asit had come, she carried it with her for hours. They are dways at their most beautiful that first
time, when they believe most fully in the story and are most awe-stricken at having been chosen to play
the heroine. No glamour we give them can ever match that first glow.



“Clotheme,” Caitlin commands now, stlanding with her eyes closed in the middle of the kitchen, and | put
the glamour on her and her grubby kitchen-gown is transformed by desire and shadow into sea-green
velvet and cream lace. She smiles. She opens her eyes, which gleam with joy and the giddiness of
transformation. She has taken eadly to that rush; she cravesit. Already she hasforsaken dreams of love
for dreams of power.

“I’'mhungry,” she says. “I want to eat before the dance. What was that soup you gave melast night? Y ou
must have put winein it, because it made me drunk. | want more of that.”

“No food before you dance,” | tell her. “Y ou don’t want to look fat, do you?’

No chance of that, for this girl who has starved in ameager kitchen dl her life; but at the thought of
dancing sheforgets her hunger and takes afew light stlepsin anticipation of the music. “Let me stay longer
thistime— please. Just an hour or two. | never get tired anymore.” . “Midnight,” | tell her flatly. It won't
do to change that part of the story until she knows everything.

So we go to the dance, in a battered carriage made resplendent not by any glamour of mine but by
Caitlin’sbelief in her own beauty. This, too, she has learned easly; dready the spells are more hersthan
mine, dthough she doesn't yet redizeiit.

At the gates, Caitlin handsthe invitation to the footman. She has grown to relish this moment, the thrill of
bending him to her will with a piece of paper, of forcing him to admit someone he suspects—aquite
rightly—doesn’'t belong here. It isvery important that shelearn to play thisgame. Later shewill learnto
win her own invitations, to cgole the powerful into admitting her where, without their permission, she
cannotgo at al.

Only tonight it isless smple. The footman glances at the envelope, frowns, says, “I’'m sorry, but | can't
admit you.”

“Can't admit us?’ Caitlin summonsthe proper frosty indignation, and so | let her keep talking. She needs
to learn this, too. “Can't admit us, with ahandwritten note from Lord Gregory?’*

“Just 0, midtress. Lady Alison hasingtructed—"

“Lady Alison didn’'t issuetheinvitation.”

The footman coughs, shuffles hisfeet. “ Just so, | have the very gtrictest ingtructions—"
“What does Lord Gregory instruct?’

“Lord Gregory has not—"

“Lord Gregory wrote the invitation. Lord Gregory wants us here. If Lord Gregory learned we were
denied it would go badly for you, footman.”

Helooks up at us, helooks miserable. “Just s0,” he says, sounding wretched.

“| shdl speak to her for you,” | tdl him, and Caitlin smiles at me and we are through the gates, passing
ornate gardens and high, neat hedges. | lean back in my seat, shaking. Lady Alison isvery dangerous, but
she has made a blunder. The servant could not possibly refuse her husband’ sinvitation; adl she has done
istowarn us. “Bevery careful tonight,” | say to Caitlin. “Avoid her.”



“I’d like to scratch her eyes out! How dare she, that jealous old—"
“Avoid her, Caitlin! I'll deal with her. | don’t want to see you anywhere near her.”

She subsides. Already we can hear music from the great hall, and her eyes brighten as shetapstime to
the best.

The people at the dance are the oneswho are ways at dances; by now, al of them know her. She
excites the men and unnerves the women, and where she passes she leaves atrail of uncomfortable
slence, followed by hushed whispers. | strain to hear what they are saying, but catch only the usua
comments about her youth, her beauty, her low birth.

“Is she someonée sillegitimate child, do you think?’

“A concubine, surely.”

“She'll never enter aconvent, not that one.”

“ Scheming hushand-hunter, and may she find one soon. | don’'t want her taking mine.”

Theusud. | catch sight of Lady Alison sitting across the wide room. She studies us with narrowed eyes.
One arthritic hand, covered with jeweled rings, taps purposefully on her knee. She sees me watching her
and meets my gaze without flinching. She crosses herself.

| look away, wishing we hadn’t come here. What does she intend to do? | wonder how much she has
learned smply by observation, and how much Gregory let dip. | scan the room again and spot him, ina
corner, nursing achdice of wine. Heiswatching Caitlin asintently as hiswife did, but with adifferent
expresson.

And someone dseiswatching Caitlin, among the many people who glance at her and then warily away:
Randolph, Gregory’ s young nephew, who istal and well-formed and pleasant of face. Caitlin looksto
me for confirmation and | nod. She smiles at Randolph—that artful smile there has never been need to
teach—and he extends ahand to invite her to dance.

| watch them for amoment, studying how shelooks up .at him, the angle of her head, the flutter of her
lashes. She garted with the smile, and | gave her the rest. She haslearned her skillswell.

“So,” someone says behind me, “ she' s growing accustomed to these late nights.”

| turn. Lady Alison standsthere, unlovely and shrunken, having crossed the room with improbable speed.
“Almost as used to them asyou,” she says.

| bow my head, carefully acquiescent. “ * Or you yourself. Those who would dancein these halls must
learn to do without deep.”

“Some deep during the day.” Her mouth twitches. “1 am Randolph’ s aunt, mistress. While he stayswithin
thesewallshis careliesin my keeping, even asthe care of the girl liesin yours. | will safeguard him
however | must.”

| laugh, the throaty chuckle which thrills Gregory, but my amusement isas much an act as Caitlin's
flirtatiousness. “ Againgt dancing with pretty young women?’

“Agangt being aone with those who would entrgp him with his own ignorance. He knows much too little
of the world; he places morefaith in fairy tales than in history, and neither | nor the Church have been



ableto persuade himto believein evil. | pray you, by our Lord in heaven and hisholy saints, leave this
house”

“So you requested at the gates.” Her piety nauseates me, as she no doubt intended, and | keep my voice
Steady only with some effort. “The Lord of thiscastleis Lord Gregory, Lady Alison, by whose invitation
we are here and in whose hospitdity we will remain.”

She grimaces. “1 have some smal power of my own, athough it does not extend to choosing my guests.
Pray chaperon your charge.”

“No need. They are only dancing.” | glance a Caitlin and Randolph, who gaze at each other asraptly as
if no one esewerein theroom. Randolph’ sfaceisslly and soft; Caitlin's, when | catch aglimpseof it, is
soft and ardent. | frown, suddenly uneasy; that look isabit too sudden and far too unguarded, and may
be more than artifice.

Lady Alison snorts. “Both will want more than dancing presently, | warrant, athough they will want
different things. Chaperon he—or | will doit for you, lesskindly.”

With that she turns and vanishes into the crowd. | turn back to the young couple, thinking that a chaperon
would indeed be wise tonight; but the players have struck up aminuet, and Caitlin and Randol ph glide
gracefully through steps asintricate and measured as any court intrigue. The dance itself will keep them
sdfe, for alittlewhile.

Instead | make my way to Gregory, dowly, drifting around knots of people asif | am only surveying the
crowd. Alison has positioned hersdlf to watch Caitlin and Randol ph, who dip and twirl through the steps
of the dance; | hope she won't notice me talking to her husband.

“Sheisvery beautiful,” says Gregory softly when | reach hisside. “Even loveier than you, my dear. What
acharming couple they make. | would give much to be Randol ph, for afew measures of thisdance.”

He thinks he can make me jed ous. Were this any other ball | might pretend he had succeeded, but | have
no time for gamestonight. “Gregory, Alison tried to have us barred at the gate. And she just threatened
rre”

He amiles. “That was foolish of her. Also futile”

“Granted,” | say, dthough | suspect Lady Alison has resources of which neither of usare aware. Most
wives of the nobility do: faithful servants, devoted priests, networks of spiesin kitchensand corridors.

Gregory reaches out to touch my cheek; | draw away from him, uneasy. Everyone here suspects| am his
midiress, but thereislittle sensein giving them public proof. He laughs gently. *Y ou need not be afraid of
her. Shelovesthe boy and wishes only to keep him cloistered in achape, with hishead buried in
scripture. | tell her that isno sport for ayoung man and certainly no educetion for atitled lord, who must
learn how to resist the blandishments of far more experienced women. So he and our little Caitlin will be
merry, and take their lessons from each other, with no one the worse for it. See how they dance
together!”

They dance as| have taught Caitlin she should dance with princes: lingering over the steps, fingertips
touching, lips parted and eyes bright. Alison watches them, looking worried, and | cannot help but fed
the same way. Caitlin istoo obvious, too oblivious, she has grown innocent again, in amere hour. |
remember what Alison said about history, and fairy taes; if Caitlin and Randolph both believe themsdves
inthat same old story, thingswill go harshly for dl of us



“Let them be happy together,” Gregory says softly. “ They have need of happiness, both of
them—Randol ph with hisfather surely dying, and the complexities of power about to bewilder him, and
Caitlin soon to learn her true nature. Y ou cannot keep it from her much longer, Juliana. She has changed
too much. Let them be happy, for this one night; and let their elders, for once, abandon care and profit
from their example.”

He reachesfor my hand again, drawing me closer to him, refusing to let go. Hiseyesare asbright as
Randolph’s; he has had rather too much wine. * * Profit from recklessness?”’ | ask, wrenching my fingers
from hisfist. Alison haslooked away from her nephew and watches us now, expressionless. | hear
murmurs around us; ayoung courtier in purple satin and green hose raises an eyebrow.

“Thisismy cadile,” Gregory says. “My hdlsand land, my musicians, my servants and clerics and nobles;
my wife. No one can hurt you here, Juliana.”

“No one save you, my lord. Kindly retain your good sense—"’

“My invitation.” Hisvoice holdslittle kindness now. “My invitation dlowed you entrance, asit has many
other times; | provide you with splendor, and fine nourishment, and atraining ground for the girl, and | am
glad to do so.

| anno dave of Alison’spriegts, Juliana; | know full well that you are not evil .

“Kindly be more quiet and discreet, my lord!” The courtier is carefully ignoring us now, evidently
fascinated with abunch of grapes. Caitlin and Randolph, transfixed by each other, sway in thelast steps
of the minuet.

Gregory continuesin the sametone, “ Of late you have paid far more attention to Caitlin than to me. Even
noblemen are human, and can be hurt. Let the young have their pleasurestonight, and let me have mine.”

| lower my own voice, Snce herefusesto lower his. “What, in the middle of the ballroom? That would be
afine entertainment for your guests! | will cometo you tomorrow—""’

“Tonight,” he says, into the sudden silence of the dance’ send. “ Come to metonight, in the usua
chamber—’

“Itisapoor lord who leaves his guests untended,” | tell him sharply, *and a poor teacher who abandons
her student. Y ou will excuse me.”

Hereachesfor meagain, but | dip past his hands and go to find Caitlin, wending my way around
gaudily-dressed lords and ladies and squires, catching snippets of gossip and conversation.

“Did you see them dancing—"
“ So the venison disagreed with me, but thank goodnessit was only atrifling ailment—"

“Penelope sviolet Slk! | said, my dear, | Smply must have the pattern and wherever did you find that
seamstress—”

“Gregory’ s brother in failing hedth, and the young heir staying here? No uncle can be trusted thet far. The
boy had best have aquick dagger and watch his back, iswhat | say.”

That comment hurries my steps. Gregory’ s brother is an obscure duke, but heis aduke nonetheless, and
Gregory isnext in theline of successon after Randolph. If Randolph isin danger, and Caitlin with him—



| have been afool. We should not have come here, and we must leave. | scan the colorful crowd more
anxioudy than ever for Caitlin, but my fears are groundless; she hasfound mefirgt, and rushes towards
me, radiant. “ Oh, godmother—"’

“Caitlin! My desar, listen: you must stay by me—"

But she hasn't heard me. “Godmother, he' s so sweet and kind, so sad with hisfather ill and yet trying to
be merry— did you see how he danced? Why doesit haveto beaprince | love?| don't careif he'snot
aprince, truly | don't, and just five days ago | scorned that other gawky fellow for not having atitle, but

hewasn't nearly asnice—"

“Caitlin!” Y es, we most assuredly must leave. | lower my voice and take her by the elbow. “Listento me:
many men are nice. If you want a nice man you may marry ablacksmith. | am not training you to bea
mere duchess.”

She grows haughty now. “Duchess sounds quite well enough to me. Lord Gregory isno king.”

Werewein private | would dap her for that. “No, heisn't, but heisagrown man and comeinto his
limited power, and so heis till more useful to us than Randolph. Caitlin, we must leave now—"

“No! Wecan't leave; it'snowhere near midnight. | don’t want to leave. Y ou can't make me.”
“I can gtrip you of your finery right here.”

“Randolph wouldn't care.”

“Everyone e sewould, and he is outnumbered.”

“Randolph picks his own companions—"

“Randolph,” | say, losing al patience, “ill picks his pimples. Heisafine young man, Caitlin, but heis
young nonetheless. My dear, many more things are happening here tonight than your little romance. | am
your magic godmother, and on some subjects you must trust me. We are leaving.”

“I won't leave,” she says, raising her chin. “I’ll stay here until after midnight. | don’t careif you turn me
into atoad; Randolph will save me, and make me aduchess”

“Princessesare safer,” | tell her grimly, not at al sureit’seven true. On thefar Sde of theroom | seethe
courtier in the green hose talking intently to Lady Alison, and achill cutsthrough me. Well, he cannot
have heard much which isv't genera rumor, and soon we will beinthe carriage... and away from dl this.

“Caitlin!” Randolph hurries up to us, aswelcoming and guildless as somefriendly dog. “Why did you
leave me?1 didn’t know where you’ d gone. Will you dance with me again? Here, some wineif you don't
mind sharing, | thought you’ d be thirsty—"

Shetakesthe goblet and sips, laughing. “ Of course I’ ll dance with you.”
| frown at Caitlin and clear my throat. “1 regret that she cannot, my lord—"

“Thisismy godmother Juliang,” Caitlin cutsin, taking another sp of wine and giving Randol ph adazzling
amile, “ ‘who worries overmuch about propriety and thinks people will gossip if | dance with you too
often.”

“And so they shdl,” he says, bowing and kissing my hand, “ because everyone gossips about beauty.” He
graightens and smilesdown at me, still holding my hand. His cheeks are flushed and hisfingers very



warm; | can fed thefaint, steady throb of his pulse againgt my skin. What could Caitlin do but melt, in
such heat?

“Randolph!” Two voices, one cry; Alison and Gregory approach us from opposite directions, the sea of
guests parting before them.

Alison, breathless, reaches us a moment before her husband does. * Randolph, my love—the playersare
going to give us another dow tune, a my request. Y ou' Il dance with your crippled old aunt, won't you?’

He bows; he can hardly refuse her. Gregory, standing next to Caitlin, says smoothly, “And | will havethe
honor of dancing with the young lady, with her kind godmother’ s assent.”

Itisn't apetition. | briefly consder feigning illness, but such aruse would shake Caitlin’ sfaithinmy
power and give Gregory the excuse to protest that | must stay here, spend the night and be made
comfortablein hishousehold' s care.

Instead | station mysalf next to apillar to watch the dancers. Alison’slips move as Randolph guides her
carefully around thefloor. | see her pressasmall pouch into hishand; he smilesindulgently and putsitina
pocket.

Sheiswarning him away from Caitlin, then. This dance is maddeningly dow, and far too long; | crane my
neck to find Caitlin and Gregory, only to redize that they are about to sweep past me. “ *Yes, | prefer
rosesto dl other blooms,”’ Caitlin sayslightly. (That too is artifice; she preferred forget-me-nots until |
taught her otherwise.)

S0 at least one of these conversationsisinggnificant, and Caitlin safe. Alison and Randolph, meanwhile,
glare a each other; sheistrying to give him something on achain, and heisrefusing it. They pass me, but
say nothing; Caitlin and Gregory go by again amoment later. “ ‘ Left left right, left left right,” hetdls her,
before they are past my hearing, “it isapleasing pattern and very fashionable; you must try it.”

A new court dance, no doubt. Thisold oneends at last and | dart for Caitlin, only to be hated by a
group of rowdy acrobats who have just burst into the hal. “Y our pleasure!” they cry, doing flipsand
twigtsin front of me asthe crowd laughs and gathers to watch them. *“Y our entertainment, your dancing
heartd” | try to go around them, but find myself blocked by a motley-clad clown juggling pewter goblets.
“Hey! W€ Il make you merry, at the generous|ord’ sinvitation we' Il woo you, we' Il win you—"

You'll digtract us, | think—but from what? | manageto circle the juggler, but thereisno sign of Caitlin or
Randolph. Gregory seems likewise to have disappeared.

Alisonisall too evident, however. “Where are they? What have you done with them?’ She standsin
front of me, her hands clenched on the fine silk of her skirt. “1 turned away from Randolph for amere
moment to answer a servant’ s question, and when | looked back he was gone—"’

“My lady, | was standing on the side. Y ou no doubt saw me. | am honestly eager to honor your wishes
and be gone, and | didike this confusion as much asyou do.”

“I know you,” she says, trembling, her voice very low. “I know you for what you are. | told Randolph
but he would not believe me, and Gregory fairly revelsin dissolution. | would unmask you in thishal and
send town criersto spread the truth about you, save that my good lord would be set upon by decent
Chrigtian folk were it known he had trafficked with such a cresture.”

And your household destroyed and dl your riches plundered, | think; yes, the poor welcome such
pretexts. Y ou do well to maintain silence, Alison, sinceit buysyour own safety.



But | dare not admit to what she knows. “1 am but awoman as yourself, my lady, and | share your
concern for Randolph and the girl—"

“Nonsense. They are both charming young people who dance superbly.” Gregory has regppeared,
affable and urbane; he seems more relaxed than he has al evening, and | trust him less,

So does Alison, by thelook of her. “And where have you hidden our two paragons of sprightliness, my
lord?"

“1?1 have not hidden them anywhere. Doubtless they have stolen away and found some quiet corner to
themsdlves. The young will do such things. Alison, my swest, you look fatigued—"

“And the old, when they get achance. No: | am not going to retire conveniently and leave you done with
this creature. | vaue your soul far more than that.”

“Although not my body,” Gregory says, railsing an eyebrow. “Wdll, then, shdl we dance, dl three? With
linked handsin acircle, like children? Shall we sit and discuss the crops, or have ahand of cards? What
would you, my lovdies?’

Alison takes hishand. “Let us go find our nephew.”

He dghsheavily and rolls hiseyes, but he dlows himsdf to beled away. | am glad to berid of them; now
| can search on my own and make a hasty exit. The conversation with Alison worriesme. Sheistoo
cautious to destroy us here, but she may well try to have usfollowed into the countryside.

So | make my way through corridors, through courtyards, peering into corners and behind pillars,
climbing winding staircases and descending them, until | am lost and can no longer hear the music from
the great hall | meet other furtive lovers, dim shapes embracing in shadows, but none are Randolph and
Caitlin. When | have exhausted every passageway | can find | remember Caitlin and Gregory’s
discussion of roses and hurry outside, through adoorway | have never seen before, but the moonlit
gardensyidd nothing. The ky telsmethat it ismidnight: Caitlin will bergjoicing a having € uded me.

Wherever sheis. These hals and grounds are too vast; | could wander al night and gtill not find her by
dawn. Gregory knowswhere sheis: | am convinced he does, convinced he arranged the couple's
disappearance. He may have done so to force me into keeping the tryst with him. That would be very
like him; he would be thrilled by my seeking him out while his guests gossp and dancein the great hal.
Gregory ddightsin private indiscretions at public events.

So | will play hisgamethis once, athough it angers me, and lie with him, and be artful and cgjoling. | go
back insde and follow hallways| know to Gregory’ s chambers, glancing behind meto be sure | am not
seen.

The small chapel where Lady Alison takes her devotionslies dong the same path, and as| passit | hear
moans of pain. | sop, listening, wary of atrap—but the noise comes again, and the agony sounds
genuine athin, childish whimpering dearly made by awoman.

Caitlin?1 remember Alison’sthresats, and my vison blackensfor amoment. | dip into theroom, hidingin
shadows, tensed to leap. If Alison led the girl here—

Alison isindeed here, but Caitlin isnot with her. Doubled over in front of the dtar, Gregory’ swife gasps
for breath and clutches her Sde; her face is sweaty, gray, the pupils dilated. She sees me and recails,
making her habitud sign of the cross; her hand istrembling, but her voice remains steedy. “ So. Didn't you
find them, ether?’



“My lady Alison, what—"

“Hecdledit aquick poison,” she says, her face contorting with pain, “but | am stronger than he thinks,
or the potion weaker. | wastired—my leg... we came here; it was close. | asked him to pray with me,
and he repented very prettily. "1 will bring somewine“ he said, ”and wewill both drink to my salvation.”
Two cups he brought, and | took the one he gave me... | thought him saved, and relief dulled my wits.
"Mulled wing“ hesaid, ”I ground the spicesfor you mysdf,” and so he did, no doubt. Pray none other
testethem.”

So much speech has visibly drained her; shaken, | help her into achair. What motive could Gregory have
for killing hiswife? Her powers of observation were an asset to him, though he rarely heeded them, and
he couldn’t have felt constrained by his marriage vows; he never honored them while she was dive.

“Itiswel | believeinthejudice of God,” she says. “No onewill punish him hereintheworld. They will
pretend | ate bad meat, or had an attack of bile.”

“Bedlent and save your strength,” | tell her, but she talks anyway, crying now, fumbling to wipe her face
through spasms.

“Hetired of me because| am old. He grew tired of awifewho said her prayers, and loved other
peopl€e s children athough she could have none of her own. No doubt he will ingtdl you by his side now,
since you are made of darkness and stedl the daughters of smplefolk.”

Gregory knows far better than to make me hisformal consort, whatever Alison thinks. “We choose
daughters only when one of us has been killed, Lady Alison. We wish no more than anyone does—to
continue, and to be safe.”

“I will continuein heaven,” she says, and then cries out, athin keening which whistles between her teeth.
She no longer sounds human.

| kneel beside her, uncertain she will be able to understand my words. Thisdoes not ook like a
quick-acting potion, whatever Gregory said; it will possibly take her hoursto die, and shewill likely be
made before then. “I cannot save you, my lady, but | can make your end swift and painless.”

“I need no mercy from such asyou!”
“Y ou must take mercy where you can get it. Who dse will help you?’
She moans and then subsides, trembling. “I have not been shriven. He could have alowed methat.”

“ ‘But he did not. Perhaps you will be called asaint someday, and this declared your martyrdom; for
now, the only last ritesyou will be offered are mine.”

She crosses hersdlf again, but thistimeit is clearly an effort for her to lift her hand. “ A true death?’
“A true death,” | say gently. “We do not perpetuate pain.”

Her lips draw back from her teeth. “Be merciful, then; and when you go to your assignation, tell Gregory
he harms himsdlf far worse than he has harmed me.”

Itisquick and painless, as| promised, but | am shaking when | finish, and the thought of seeing Gregory
fillsmewith dread. | will haveto pretend not to know that he has murdered hiswife; | will haveto be
charming, and seductive, and disguise my concern for my own safety and Caitlin'sso | cantrick her
whereabouts out of him.



| knock on hisdoor and hear the soft “ Enter.” Even here | need an invitation, to enter this chamber where
Gregory will be sprawled on the bed, peding an apple or trimming hisfingernails, his clothing aready
unfastened.

Tonight theroom isunlit. I see someone Sitting next to the window, silhouetted in moonlight; only asmy
eyes adjust to the dimness do | redlize that Gregory has not kept our appointment. A priest waitsin his
place, surrounded by crucifixes and bottles of holy water and plaster statues of saints. On the bed where
| have lain so often is something long and sharp which | force myself not to look at too closdly.

“Hello,” he says, asthe door thuds shut behind me. | should have turned and run, but it istoo late now; |
have frozen at the Sght of the priest, asthey say animasdo in unexpected light. In the hallway | hear
heavy footsteps— the corridor is guarded, then.

The priest holds an open Bible; he glances down &t it, and then, with agrimace of distaste, Sdeways at
the bed.

“No, lady, it won't cometo that. Y ou needn’t look so frightened.”

| say nothing. | tell myself | must think clearly, and be very quick, but | cannot think at dl. We are
warned about these smal rooms, these implements. All thewarnings | have heard have done me no
good.

“There sthewindow,” heexplains. “Y ou could get out that way if you had to. That ishow | shdl tell
them you escaped, when they question me.” He gestures at his cheek, and | seeathin, cruel scar running
from forehead to jaw. “ *When | was still achild, my father took me poaching for boar on our lord's
edtate. It was my firgt hunt. It taught me not to corner frightened beasts, especidly when they have young.
Sit down, lady. Don't be afraid.”

| sit, cautioudy and without hope, and he closes the book with a soft sound of sighing parchment. “Y ou
are dfraid, of course; well you should be. Lord Gregory has trapped you, for reasons he saysinvolve
piety but doubtless have more to do with palitics; Lady Alison has been weaving her own schemesto
destroy you, and the Church has declared you incapable of redemption. Y ou have been quite
unanimoudy consigned to the stake. Whichis—'" he smiles”—why | am here. Do you believein God,
my dear? Do your kind believe in miracles?*

When | don’t answer he smiles again and goes on easily, asif we were chatting downgtairs a the dance,
“You should. It isakind of miracle that has brought you to me. | have prayed for thissince | wasvery
young, and now | am old and my prayer has been answered. | was scarcely more than aboy when |
entered therdigiouslife, and for many years| was miserable, but now | seethat thisiswhy it happened.”

Helaughs, quite kindly. Hiskindnessterrifiesme. | fear heismad. “1 came from apoor family,” he says.
“| was the youngest son, and so, naturaly, | became a priest. The Church cannot get sonsthe normal
way, S0 it takes other peopl€e’ s and |eaves the best young men to breed more souls. You and | are not,
you see, S0 very different.”

Heleansback in hischair. “There were ten other childrenin my family. Four died. Thelittlest and
weskest was my youngest Sister, who was visited one day by avery beautiful woman who made her
lovely, and took her to parties, and then took her away. | never got to say goodbye to my sister—her
name was Sofia—and | never got to tell her that, dthough | knew what she had become, | ill loved her.
| thought she would be coming back, you see.”

Heleans forward earnestly, and his chair makes a scraping sound. “1 have dways prayed for away to
reach her. The Church tells me to destroy you, but | do not believe God wants you destroyed—because



He has sent you to me, who thinks of you only with pity and gratitude and love. | am glad my little Sster
was made beautiful. If you know her, Sofiawith green eyes and ydlow hair, tell her Thomasloves her,
eh?Tdl her | am doubtless a heretic, for forgiving her what sheis. Tel her | think of her every day when
| take the Holy Communion. Will you do that for me?’

| stare a him, wondering if the watchersin the hallway can distinguish words through the thick wooden
door.

Hesgghs. “ So suspicious! Yes, of courseyou will. You will deliver my message, and Il say you
confounded me by magic and escaped through the window. Eh?’

“They’ Il kill you,” | tell him. The camness of my voice shocks me. | am angry now: not a Lord Gregory
who betrayed me, not at Lady Alison, who was likewise betrayed and died believing me about to liewith
her hushband, but with this meandering holy man who prettles of miracles and ignores his own safety. “The
ones et to guard the door. They’ll say you must have been possessed by demons, to let me escape.”

He nods and pats his book. “ *“We will quite probably both be killed. Lady Alison meansto set watchers
on theroads.”

So he doesn't know. “Lady Alison is dead. Gregory poisoned her.”

He paes and bows his head for amoment. “Ah. It iscertainly politica, then, and no oneis safe tonight. |
have bought you only avery little time; you had best useit. Now go: gather your charge and flee, and
God be with you both.

| shdl chant exorcisms and hold them off, eh? Go on: use the window.”

| use the window. | didike changing shape and do so only in moments of extreme danger; it requirestoo
much energy, and the consequent hunger can make one reckless.

| have made myself an owl, not the normal choice but agood one; | need acute vision, and aform which
won't arouse suspicion in dert watchers. From this height | can see the entire estate: the castle, the
surrounding land, gardens and pathways and fountains—and something else | never knew about, and
could not have recognized from the ground.

The high hedgeslining the road to the castle form, in one section, the sSide of amaze, one of those ornate
topiary follieswhich passin and out of botanica fashion. In the center of itisasmall rose garden witha
white fountain; on the edge of the fountain sit two foreshortened figures, very close to one another. Just
outside the center enclosure, in acul-de-sac which anyone exiting the maze must pass, another figure
stands hidden.

Left left right. Gregory was't explaining anew dance at dl: he wastelling Caitlin how to reach therose
garden, the secret place where she and Randolph hid while Alison and | searched so frantically.
Doubtless he went with hiswife to keep her from the spot; with Alison’ s bad leg, and the maze thisfar
from the cadtle, it wouldn't have been difficult.

| land afew feet behind him and return to mysdf again. Hunger and hatred enhance my strength, aready
greater than his. Heisn't expecting an gpproach from behind; | knock him flat, his wegpons and charms
scattering in darkness, and have his arms pinned behind his back before he can cry out. “1 am not dead,”
| say very quietly into hisear, “but your wifeis, and soon you will be”

He whimpers and struggles, but | give hisarm an extratwist and he subsides, panting. “ *Why, Gregory?



What was dl of thisfor? So you could spy on them murmuring poetry to one another? Surely not that.
Tel me”

“s0 1 can beaduke”
“By your wife' s degth?’
“By theboy’s”

“How?" | answer sharply, thinking of Randolph and Caitlin sharing the same goblet. “How did you mean
to kill him? More poison?’

“Shewill kill him,” he says softly, “because sheis aroused, and does not yet know her own appetites or
how to control them. Isisnot so, my lady?’

My own hunger isared throbbing behind my eyes. “No, my lord. Caitlin is no murder weapon: she does
not yet know what she is or where her hungers come from. She can no more feed on her own than a
kitten can, who depends on the mother cat to bring food and teach it how to eat.”

“Y ou shal teach her with my puling nephew, | warrant.”

“No, my lord Gregory. | shdl not. I shall not teach her with you ether, more sthe pity; we mangle aswe
learn, just askittens do—and as kittens do, she will practice on little animas aslong as they will sustain
her. | should like to see you mangled, my lord.”

Instead | bresk hisneck, cleanly, as| broke Alison’s. Afterwards, the body still warm, | feed fully; it
would be more satisfying were he fill dive, but he shdl have no more pleasure. Feeding me aroused him
as coupling seldom did; he begged to do it more often, and now | am glad | refused. Asterribleashe
was, hewould have been worse as one of us.

When | am finished | lick my fingers clean, wipe my face asbest | can, and drag the body back into the
cul-de-sac, where it will not be immediately visble. Shaking, | hide the most obvious and dangerous of
Gregory’ sweapons and step into the rose garden.

Caitlin, glowing in moonlight, Sits on the edge of the fountain, as| saw her fromthe ar. Randolphis
handing her awhite rose, which he has evidently just picked: thereis blood on his hands where the thorns
have scratched him. She takes the rose from him and bendsto kiss hisfingers, thetip of her tongue
flicking towards the wounds.

“Caitlin!” Sheturns, startled, and lets go of Randolph’ s hands. “ Caitlin, we must leave now.”

“No,” she says, her eyesvery bright. “No. It isaready after midnight, and you see—nothing horrid has
happened.”

“Wemust leave,” | tel her firmly. “Comedong.”

“But | can come back?’ she says, laughing, and then to Randolph, “1I’ll come back. Soon, | promise you.
The next dance, or before that even. Godmother, promise | can come back—"’

“Come dong, Caitlin! Randolph, we bid you goodnight—"’
“May | seeyou out of the maze, my ladies?”’

| think of the watchers on the road, the watchers who may have been set on the maze by now. | wish |
could warn him, teach him of the world in an instant. Disguise yoursdlf, Randol ph; leave thisplace as



quickly asyou can, and steal down swift and secret roads to your father’ s bedside.

But | cannot yet spesk fregly in front of Caitlin, and we have time only to save oursaves. Perhapsthe
maze will protect him, for alittlewhile. “Thank you, my lord, but we know the way. Pray you stay here
and think kindly of us; my magic isaded by good wishes”

“Then you shdl have them in abundance, whatever my aunt says.”

Caitlin comesat lagt, dragging and prattling. On my own | would escape with shape-changing, but Caitlin
doesn't have those skills yet, and were | to tell her of our danger now she would panic and become
unmanageable. So | lead her, right right left, right right Ieft, through interminable turns.

But we meet no one esein the maze, and when at last we step into open air there are no priestswaiting
in ambush. Music till sounds faintly from the castle; the host and hostess have not yet been missed, and
the good father must till be muttering incantationsin his chamber.

And so we reach the carriage safely; | deposit Caitlin insde and instruct the driver to take usto one of
the spots | have prepared for such emergencies. We should be there well before sun up. | can only hope
Lady Alison’ swatchers have grown tired or afraid, and |eft off their vigil; thereisno way to be sure. |
listen for hoofbeats on the road behind us and hear nothing. Perhaps, thistime, we have been lucky.

Caitlin doesn’t know what | saw, there in the rose garden. She babbles about it in the carriage. “We
went into the garden, in the moonlight—he kissed me and held my hands, because he said they were
cold. Hiswere so warm! Hetold me | was beautiful; he said he loved me. And he picked rosesfor me,
and he bled where the thorns had pricked him. He bled for me, godmother—oh, thisisthe one! Thisis
my prince. How could | not love him?’

| remain silent. She doesn’t yet know what she loves. At length she says, “Why aren’'t we homeyet?It's
taking so long. I'm hungry. | never had any dinner.”

“Wearen't going home,” | tdl her, lighting my lantern and pulling down the shades which cover the
carriage’ swindows. “We have been discovered, Caitlin. It is quite possible we are being followed. | am
taking you somewhere safe. There will be food there.”

“Discovered?’ Shelaughs. “What have they discovered? That | am poor? That | love Randolph? What
could they do to me? Hewill protect me; he said so. He will marry me.”

Thisisthe moment | must tell her. For dl thetimes| have donethis, it never hurtsany less. “Caitlin, listen
to me. Y ou shdl never marry Prince Randolph, or anyone else. It was never meant that you should. | am
sorry you have to hear thisnow. | had wanted you to learn some gentler way.” She stares at me,
bewildered, and, sadly, | smile at her—that expression she has teased me about, asked mefor,
wondered why | withhold; and when she seesit she understands. The pale eyes go wide, the beautiful
hands go to her throat; she backs awvay from me, crossing herself asif inimitation of Lady Alison.

“Away,” shetellsme, trembling. “1 exorcise thee, de-mon. In vain dost thou boast of this deed—""’

| think of kind Thomas, chanting vaiantly in an empty stone chamber as men at aamswait outside the
door. “Keep your charms, Caitlin. They’ Il do you no good. Don’'t you understand, child? Why do you
think everyone has begun to look at you so oddly; why do you think I wouldn't give you amirror? What
do you think wasin the soup | gave you?’

The hands go to her mouth now, to the small sharp teeth. She cries out, understanding everything at
once—her odd lassitude after thefirst few bdls, the blood | took from her to cureit, her changing hours



and changing thirsss—and, as aways, this moment of birth rendswhatever | have left of aheart. Because
for amoment the young creature sitting in front of me is not the gpprentice hunter | have made her, but
the innocent young girl who stood holding thet first invitation to the bal, her heart in her eyes. 1?7 | have
been invited? | force mysdf not to turn away as Caitlin cries out, “Y ou tricked me! The story wasn't
truel”

Shetears at her face with shapely nails, and ribbons of flesh follow her fingers. “Y ou can’'t weep
anymore,” | tell her. I would weep for her, if | could. “You can't bleed, either. You're past that. Don’t
didfigureyoursdf.”

“The story wasalie! None of it wastrue, ever—"

| make my voice as cold asiron. “The story was perfectly true, Caitlin. Y ou were ssmply never told al of
it before.”

“It wasn't supposed to end like thisl” Al the tears she can’t shed arein her voice. “In the story the girl
fdlsinlove and marriesthe prince and—everyone knowsthat! You liedto me! Thisisn't theright
ending!”

“It' stheonly ending! The only onethereis—Caitlin, surdly you see that. Living women have no more
protection than we do here. They feed off their men, aswe do, and they require permission to enter
houses and go to dances, as we do, and they depend on spells of seeming. Thereis only one difference:
you will never, ever look like Lady Alison. Y ou will never look like your mother. Y ou have escaped
that.”

She stares at me and shrinks against the side of the carriage, holding her handsin front of her—her
precious hands which Prince Randolph held, kissed, warmed with hisown life. “I love him,” she says
defiantly. “1 love him and he lovesme. That part of it istrue—"

“Y ou loved hisbleeding hands, Caitlin. If | hadn’t interrupted, you would have fed from them, and known
then, and hated him for it. And he would have hated you, for alowing him to spesk of love when al along
you had been precisdy what his aunt warned him againg.”

Her mouth quivers. She hates mefor having seen, and for telling her the truth. She doesn’t understand
our danger; she doesn’t know how the woman she has scorned all these weeks died, or how close she
cameto dying hersdlf.

Gregory was a clever man; the plot was aclean one. To sacrifice Randolph to Caitlin, and kill Caitlin as
shetried to escape the maze; Gregory would have mourned his nephew in the proper public manner, and
been declared a hero for murdering onefiend in person asthe other was destroyed in the castle. Any
gossip about his own soul would have been effectively stilled; perhaps he had been seduced, but surdly
he was pure again, to summon the righteousnessto kill the beasts?

Ohyes, clever. Alison would have known the truth, and would never have accepted atitle won by
Randolph’s murder. Alison could have ruined the entire plan, but it is easy enough to silence wives.

“Can| pray?’ Caitlin demands of me, aswe rattle towards daybreak. “If | can’t shed tears or blood, if |
can'tlove, can| ill pray?’

“Wecan pray,” | tel her gently, thinking again of Thomas who spared me, of those tenuous bonds
between the living and the dead. “We must pray, foremost, that someone hear us. Caitlin, it’ sthe same.
The same story, with that one difference.”



She trembles, huddling againgt the side of the carriage, her eyes closed. When at |ast she speaks, her
voiceissunned. “I'll never see my mother again.”

“I am your mother now.” What are mothers and daughters, if not women who share blood?
She whimpersin her throat then, and | stroke her hair. At last she says, “I’ll never grow old.”

“Youwill grow asold asthehills” | tell her, putting my arm around her as one comfortsachild who has
woken from anightmare, “but you will never be ugly. Y ou will dways be as beautiful asyou are now, as
beautiful as| am. Y our hair and nailswill grow and | will trim them for you, to keep them lovey, and you
will go to every dance, and weer different gownsto al of them.”

She blinks and plucks amlesdy at the poor fabric of her dress, once again akitchen smock. “I'll never be
udy?

“Never,” | say. “You'll never change.” We cannot cry or bleed or age; there are so many thingswe
cannot do. But for her, now, itisacomfort.

She hugs hersdlf, shivering, and | sit beside her and hold her, rocking her towards the certain deep which
will comewith dawn. It would be better if Randolph were here, with his human warmth, but at least she
doesn't have to be done. | remember my own shock and despair, although they happened longer ago
than anyone who is not one of us can remember; | too tried to pray, and afterwards was thankful that my
own godmother had stayed with me.

After awhile Caitlin’ s breaething evens, and | am grateful that she hasn’t said, as so many of them do,
Now | will never die.

We shdlter our young, asthe morta mothers shelter theirs—those human women who of necessity areas
predatory as we, and as dependent on the invitation to feed— and so there are some truths | have not
told her. Shewill learn them soon enough.

Sheismore beautiful than Lady Alison or her mother, but no less vulnerable. Her very beauty contains
the certainty of her destruction. Thereisno law protecting women in this kingdom, where wives can be
poisoned in their own hals and their murderers never punished. Still less are there laws protecting us.

| have told her shewill not grow ugly, but I have not said what a curse beauty can be, how time after time
shewill beforced to flee the rumors of her perpetua loveinessand al thet it implies. Men will arriveto
feed her and kiss her and bring her roses; but for al the centuries of gentle princes swearing love, there
will inevitably be someone— jealous wife or jaded lord, peasant or priest—who has heard the whispers
and bdieved, and who will cometo her resting place, in the light hours when she cannot move, bearing a
hammer and awooden stake.



