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Praise for

Set in Stone

‘Stela Brinzeanu weaves an engrossing tale of superstition, rebellion and love. A richly rewarding read.’

ESTHER FREUD, bestselling author of
Hideous Kinky

‘Set in Stone is a lush page-turner about two women, Mira and Elina, who fight for their futures in a patriarchal society. They stole my heart, and I enjoyed every minute spent in medieval Moldova – from the adventure and romance to the chilling moment when I grasped the meaning of the title. This timely folktale will resonate with readers.’

JANET SKESLIEN CHARLES,
award-winning author of Moonlight in Odessa
and The Paris Library

‘Forget your damsels in distress – Set in Stone weaves together the paths of two bright and fierce young women who are determined to fight for the lives and love they deserve. A memorable debut that brings medieval Moldova to life with vivid colour, this is storytelling at its best.’

ELLEN KEITH, author of The Dutch Wife
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Stela Brinzeanu was born in Moldova and moved to London where she completed a BA in Media Studies at the University of Westminster before training at the BBC and setting up a community magazine. Stela’s work is an expression of her background – a ‘cultural crossbreed’, whose writing revolves around issues of identity and belonging, gender roles, our interconnectedness with nature and the conflict of organised religion versus spirituality.




AUTHOR NOTE

I’ve been fascinated by folk stories and legends from a young age, first by listening to them as they were recounted by our elders, and later by reading them myself.

There’s one in particular, renowned in Eastern Europe and throughout the Balkans, which has baffled and unsettled me ever since I first read it. As a child, I would cry at the fate of the woman in the story; later, as a teenager in a post-communist country, fearful of authority – I quietly questioned it in my diaries; as a young woman I was enraged by it; and now, as an adult, it makes me consider the role that women have played across history, and their often unknown, unacknowledged contributions to the world we live in.

Perhaps, most importantly, it makes me think about the kind of world we could be living in, had women been able to play an equal role alongside their male counterparts.

Set In Stone is a reimagining of this legend in which I seek to give a voice to the women who have been silenced.

In the interest of authenticity, and out of respect for the place and time the story is set, I have used Romanian words where there was no direct English translation. For those of you who love a glossary – you will find one at the end of this book.




 

 

 

This is a work of fiction, despite its source inspiration. Certain things mentioned in this book have happened at some point in the history of Moldova or the former Romanian Principalities, and this ambiguity is intended to suit the convenience of the story.

The Romanian words sprinkled throughout the novel have been used in their basic form for consistency and ease of reading for non-Romanian speakers.




[image: illustration]

If only she had hit the Little Owl – that harbinger of death who sang its song of doom on their roof – well, maybe her mother would still be alive.

Unable to forgive herself that fateful slip of the hand, Elina spends most of her time in the woods beyond their manor, practising her archery over and over. Today, her father, Boyar Constantin, the landowner of Pasareasca village, has joined her.

‘There! A plump one ready for the picking.’ Her father aims at the pheasant in the tree.

‘Mine!’ Elina releases her arrow, but it misses and the bird flies over the bare, tinkling woods.

‘You don’t point exactly at it, my angel. You’ve got to aim somewhat away from it.’

‘You don’t always hit your target yourself.’

‘Because I don’t like to show off.’

Her father sounds sincere, but Elina knows it’s not true. She counts his misses to herself each time.

Still, between them they kill three pheasants and injure a hare. It’s more than they need but just as well, for as they approach the manor, they spot her uncle, Bogdan, grinning at them from afar. He has taken to visiting them a lot more often since her mother died, and Elina suspects it’s because he wants to work on her father about marrying her to his son, who is also her first cousin. Mihnea is a good-looking young man, but his breath and skin smell perpetually of garlic, and each time her father mentions him as a potential suitor, Elina scrunches her nose.

She does that now, when they are still far enough away that her uncle doesn’t see it.

‘Say what you may, young lady, but blood is thicker than water,’ her father says and spurs his horse into a trot ahead of her.

She can’t keep up with him, perched awkwardly in her side-saddle. It’s an uncomfortable device for both the rider and the horse. When she’s alone in the woods, Elina hides the cumbersome seat and rides bareback, like her mother taught her. She remembers how excited she was the first time she rode astride, and how she ran to tell her father all about it, but her mother caught her arm, stopping her so briskly that her elbow popped out of place. Rozalia, her mother’s maid, pushed it back in no time, but the searing pain had etched her mother’s warning deep into her skull: ‘Don’t tell anyone – not your father, not even the priest at confession. It’s not a sin, but a skill, which – like so many other skills – is only allowed for our men. Let’s be smart about it, shall we, sweetheart?’

It was Elina’s first secret.

Her father and uncle have already exchanged greetings by the time she reaches them.

‘You look like a famished peasant,’ Bogdan says.

‘Good day to you too, Uncle.’ Elina does a little bow, keeping her distance from her uncle, whose face shines with sweat like it’s smeared in lanolin.

Eager to get away, she makes her excuses and takes the horses to the stable at the back of the manor.

Old Neculai, her father’s steward and fletcher, whistles a song under his breath as he waxes his master’s arrows in the backyard. Elina squats next to him, watching his steady movements.

‘A bowman is only ever as good as the arrow he uses,’ the old man mumbles, without taking his eyes off his work. ‘Too light or too heavy and you lose your game.’

Elina inspects the bag of feathers by Neculai’s feet – pheasant, grouse and goose. When he starts fletching the waxed arrows, he chooses the feathers carefully.

‘Not only do they have to come from the same bird,’ he says, ‘but they have got to be from the same wing, miss. Feathers on the right wing curve in the opposite direction to the ones on the left.’

Seeing how serious he is, Elina can’t help the urge to tease him. ‘What happens if you mix them?’

Neculai looks at her, blinking. ‘The wildlife will be happy, miss. But you’ll go hungry.’

‘Can I have a go?’

The old man hesitates, but she’s his master’s daughter and reluctantly he agrees.

Elina starts by inspecting each feather – their curvature and length of barbs – but matching them perfectly isn’t as easy as it sounds. It’s a tedious task, but then it’s not as if she’s in a hurry to do anything else.

With Neculai’s guidance, Elina has just about managed to fletch the second arrow when she hears the sound that makes the blood in her veins go cold.

The hoot of the Little Owl.

She looks up. The bird is perched high on the roof of their manor. Wasn’t the death of her mother enough? Whose death is the Little Owl calling for now?

Neculai shoos the bird away, but it traces a wide loop in the mournful sky and returns to their roof, singing its doom anew.

Elina runs to pick up her bow and chooses one of the arrows she’s just fletched.

Neculai steps behind her as if to check her position. ‘The arrow you’ve picked has been crafted with too little strength. This means it’ll shoot out to the right of the mark,’ he says.

Elina rearranges her aim.

‘Hold it for a moment, then – very important, miss – release the arrow ahead of your breath.’

Elina follows his exact instructions, and the owl drops to the ground mid-hoot.

Neculai praises her performance, seeming happier that she listened to his counsel than the fact that Elina has stopped the bird’s wicked call, thus averting another death in their family. If only she’d killed it that first time…

Florica, the cook, rings a bell to announce dinner is ready, but her father and uncle are nowhere to be seen.

‘They’re in the cellar, miss,’ Florica says.

Two things strike Elina. First, that servants always know everything about their masters; and second, it’s odd that her father took his guest to the cellar, when he’d usually have the servants fetch the wine to the dining room.

Unless it’s not wine they’re in the cellar for, she thinks and sneaks towards the lower ground floor.

The men speak in low voices, but the bare stone walls carry their words all the way up to the top of the stairs where Elina halts.

‘Don’t you worry, brother, I keep telling you. I’ll make sure she gets a good dowry. You have my word.’

‘So you keep saying.’

‘We’re family. Don’t you trust me?’

‘These are important affairs we’re talking about. I want the best for my boy, just like you do for your daughter.’

‘You want to know what the marriage settlement is?’

‘Proposition. It’s not a settlement until we agree on it.’

Her father laughs. ‘Alright then. But one thing. Do you think you could feed your boy less garlic?’

Elina cringes. He wasn’t supposed to tell her uncle that.

‘Why?’ Bogdan asks.

‘You know women. Sensitive nerves, sensitive noses.’

‘I see what you’re doing here. But I won’t allow for any distractions—’

‘Alright, alright. Are you ready? Here we go: two apiaries, seventy-five hectares of vineyards and an apple orchard, one mill, livestock, silk robes, jewellery, a well-bred horse and nine gypsies. How’s that?’

‘Such a skinflint. Why don’t you throw in a couple of fleas off your dog while you’re at it?’

‘You’re the same greedy hound as always, chasing everything I own, just like when we were children. Alright, I tell you what, I’ll add one more horse, but no more – they’re too dear – and a dozen more gypsies.’

‘Six horses and a coach, twenty bulls for the ploughing and two hundred sheep. Deal?’ Bogdan spits in his hand, ready to shake his brother’s hand in agreement.

‘Father,’ Elina calls from the top of the stairs. ‘Dinner is ready.’

‘Give us a moment,’ Bogdan says, scowling at her.

Instead of leaving, Elina descends the stairs towards them.

‘I’m terribly hungry, Uncle. And I don’t want to look any more of a famished peasant.’ Then she tilts her head at her father. ‘It’s lonely sitting at the dinner table by myself. Will you come join me? Please?’

Her father nods and stands up, but the two men are slow in climbing the stairs and Elina doesn’t wait for them.

When they fail to join her in the dining room, she thinks they’ve stopped to close their deal, but her worry is dispelled as soon as the men walk in, her father beaming at her. ‘I’ve just spoken to Neculai. He’s shown me the dead scoundrel. Spiked right through its throat. I’m very proud of you.’

Elina shrugs. ‘Blind luck.’

‘Doesn’t mean you can’t be proud of it. It all counts in life. Especially luck,’ her father says, and after a brief prayer to bless the food, he fills up two goblets of wine, handing one to his brother.

‘Useless skill for a woman, if you ask me.’ Bogdan downs half of the wine in one breath.

‘A little harmless fun. Women get bored easily.’ Her father tucks into the meat platter. ‘Aren’t you hungry?’ He looks at Elina, who is picking half-heartedly at a piece of cheese. Her earlier hunger has suddenly vanished. ‘That won’t be enough.’ Her father shakes his head. ‘You must eat properly, or the wind will blow you away. Just look at you. A pile of bones.’

‘A healthy woman is a fleshy woman,’ Bogdan says and belches.

‘Not so fleshy as to struggle for breath.’ Elina shoots a glance at her uncle’s paunch. Her uncle, in turn, looks disapprovingly at her father.

‘You haven’t learned from your mistakes, little brother. You’re losing your grip on your daughter like you did with your wife.’

Her father chews on a wing of fried pheasant, pretending he hasn’t felt the sting of Bogdan’s words. But the tightness in his jaws tells Elina he has been hurt.

Perhaps knowing he’s crossed the line, Bogdan changes subject. ‘How’s the building of the church coming along?’

‘It’s not,’ her father says. ‘The second mason we’ve hired has given up too. Just like the previous attempts, whatever is built during the day crumbles at night. Both masons have claimed the land is cursed.’

‘You don’t believe that nonsense, do you? It’s probably their way of squeezing more coins out of you.’

‘I offered, but they wouldn’t take it.’

Bogdan shifts in his seat. ‘So what are you going to do?’

All three of them know how important the building of this church is. The voivode – the supreme ruler of the country himself – had ordered it, following a hunting party on their estate. He’d shot an arrow to choose the spot where a new church would be built in his honour. In exchange, the voivode would grant Boyar Constantin’s request for Elina’s legislative change of status from daughter to son. In the absence of any male siblings, Elina would be entitled to the whole inheritance, should anything happen to her father, instead of it being appropriated by the Court, as is the case with so many other heirless boyars.

Elina looks expectantly at her father, hoping he has the answer. Being granted the right of inheritance means that if he dies suddenly, she won’t end up a pauper, or at the nunnery, or at the mercy of some man who marries her out of pity. She will be rich and independent enough to choose her own suitor. That’s why her uncle has been pushing for her to marry his son before she’s granted this right. To stop her from marrying someone else.

‘I’ve had talks with this master mason – Barbu from up north – who has built abbeys all over the country,’ her father says, holding Elina’s gaze. ‘He tells me he can do the job. Plan is for him and his men to come here in spring.’

‘We might even have a wedding by then.’ Bogdan grins and empties his cup.

‘Will you excuse me, please?’ Elina stands down from the table. ‘I feel a headache coming. Goodnight,’ she says and walks out of the room, the layers of her skirt hissing across the floor.

When Bogdan gets ready to leave the following day, he makes the customary goodbye by kissing Elina’s hand. This leaves a wet trace on her skin as if she’s been licked by a dog. A little shudder runs through her body, and she rubs her hand on the back of her dress.

She follows Bogdan’s coach in secret, riding at a distance and hiding behind trees. She wants to ensure her uncle doesn’t change his mind and come back. Only when he’s finally over the hill is she reassured enough to take a deep breath and turn back. But she doesn’t want to return to the manor straight away. Something troubles her and she can’t tell what it is.

Too many things.

She misses her mother so much that she gets a twinge in her chest every time she thinks of her. She loves her father and she’s certain he loves her too. She knows that if they locked horns over it, he wouldn’t force her to marry her cousin. So what’s bothering her?

Perhaps spending some time in the woods will help her feel better. She hides her side-saddle, keeping only the reins. ‘Let’s get out of here, Fulger.’ She pets her horse, who responds immediately by breaking into a canter towards her favourite place – the bit of the river which twists around a well-hidden glade.

When the wind has plucked the worries out of her head, she draws her bow to see if she’s still blessed with the luck she had with the Little Owl the previous day. Unwilling to injure any wildlife unnecessarily, she aims at acorns and pine cones. The more she misses, the more determined she becomes, because she knows she can do it. But it’s not happening today, and her arms grow heavy and weak.

A twig snaps and Elina startles, swinging around and raising her bow at the same time, convinced her uncle has come back.

‘You’re on edge,’ the voice says.

It’s Rozalia, her late mother’s maid. She’s standing right behind Elina. How did she get so close without making a sound? But then again, she was always the best beater at her father’s hunting parties.

‘You show good skills, but there’s room for improvement,’ the old woman says. ‘Your hand and eye are fine. It’s your breath that’s letting you down. Too laboured for so fine a task.’

‘Can’t be. We’ve been walking slowly. Fulger and I.’

‘Your body might be calm. But is your mind?’

Elina has no answer to that, for even if she could put a finger on what was unsettling her, she wouldn’t reveal it to a peasant, one with whom she already has an axe to grind.

‘If you slow your breath down, you’ll find it easier to hit your marks.’

Elina has to think about this for a moment. ‘Breath does its own thing,’ she says. ‘How can anyone fiddle with that?’

‘There are a few tricks.’

‘And you are willing to share them?’

‘Who said anything about that?’

‘You wouldn’t have mentioned it otherwise,’ Elina says, trying not to blink as she looks at the woman who was the last person to see her mother alive.

She will never forget that day – her mother’s still body on the floor, her face a pale blue, and a feverish Rozalia kissing her on the mouth and pressing on her chest. She had charged at Rozalia, shoving and kicking her and shouting at her to stop hurting her mother, when the old woman clamped her bony hand on Elina’s mouth. ‘Keep quiet! I’m trying to lend some of my breath to your unconscious mother. And I’m running out of time.’

Lending some breath? The absurdity of such claim convinced Elina that the crone was insane, but before she could say anything, Rozalia pointed to a half-chewed piece of meat on the floor.

‘I’ve dislodged it from her throat, but she’s not coming round.’

Due to her mother’s frequent headaches, she often had her meals in her room. Sometimes she wouldn’t come out for days at a time, the door to her room jammed from the inside with a broom run through the handle. During this time, only Rozalia was allowed in, bringing with her medicine in small bundles.

None of Rozalia’s efforts that day succeeded in reviving her mother. With sweat pouring down her face and out of breath, she said, ‘I found her too late. I’m very sorry.’

‘You were in her room earlier,’ Elina said. She hated Rozalia because her mother often chose to spend time with this coarse old maid instead of her own daughter.

‘Yes, I’d brought her medicine for her headache.’

‘You were the last to see her alive and the first to find her… What did you do to her? What did you—’

Rozalia grabbed Elina by her shoulders, shaking her. ‘If you utter your nonsense to anyone, they’ll hang me for something I didn’t do. My death won’t bring her back. It was an unfortunate accident and I’m devastated I didn’t find her in time. Your mother was such an extraordinary… Maybe I’ll tell you the truth about your mother’s life one day.’

‘What do you mean?’

But Rozalia buttoned up then. All she said was: ‘I’ll tell you when the time is right. But if you go spreading rumours, and I die because of it, the answer dies with me. Do you understand?’

Elina gulped and nodded, saying she’d keep her mouth shut. And she has. So far.

Her second secret.

Now a half smile flutters on Rozalia’s face. ‘Why don’t you come visit me some time? I’ll brew your favourite acorn drink. You must be missing it.’

There’s an edge of self-assurance in Rozalia’s voice, as though she knows Elina will visit her sooner or later. And how could she not? This woman knows something about her mother which Elina would do anything to find out. Rozalia could be lying, of course – Elina knows how devious peasants can be – but what if she’s telling the truth?

This small doubt is all that’s been keeping Elina’s mouth shut, and Rozalia alive.
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Mira hurries to finish grinding the rye while her father is out, careful not to catch her fingers between the stones or he’ll know she’s disobeyed him. The last time she made flour, she ended up with a swollen thumb for days.

‘A potter’s hands are his bread. You’ve got to keep them safe, Mira,’ her father had said.

But she’s sick of eating gruel. So sick she ends up rolling it around her mouth to avoid having to swallow it, which of course makes it worse. The thought of having a stone-baked turtă today makes her mouth water. She’ll just say she has borrowed the flour from the neighbours.

Her father has only gone down the road to take a new pitcher to the priest, but he’s being delayed by the high snow that’s caught them unaware this year. The winter has barely set in, and already the lake at the edge of the village has turned to ice.

When she hears heavy stomping in the courtyard – her father must be shaking the snow off his feet – she removes the turtă from the baking stones and serves it with some beetroot broth as soon as he comes in. He doesn’t seem to notice he’s eating turtă and, though she’s glad of it, Mira knows this oversight means he has something on his mind.

‘Did the priest like the pitcher?’ she asks.

Her father nods.

‘Paid you anything for it?’

‘I wouldn’t take it even if he had,’ he grumbles with his mouth full. ‘The church is about virtue and faith and charity… Don’t bring money into it, I’ve told you before.’

‘We pay our tithes. Even if it’s a struggle.’

The drought last summer has slowed down their trade. Who needs pots when there’s hardly anything to cook in them?

‘I met with Boyar Constantin at the church earlier,’ her father says. ‘He wanted to know when the present for his daughter would be ready.’

‘But it is ready,’ Mira says, and they both look at the vessel in the far corner of the hut.

Her father chews the turtă as if it’s full of fish bones. ‘It’s so gaudy it looks ridiculous,’ he says.

Mira has observed the boyar’s daughter enough to know of her love of colour, and because of this, she has cooked a strong dye by crushing more beetroot and using more onion peel than usual.

‘Elina has a way of matching her dresses with seasonal flowers and I thought—’

‘Batty. Like her mother, may her soul rest in peace.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Word is, that woman didn’t see the sunlight for days. Stayed locked up in her room. Can’t be right for the head. And you know what they say, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.’ Her father wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and makes the sign of the cross, ‘Praise be to the Lord for our meal,’ and turns away from his empty bowl.

Mira is still chewing her last mouthful, her throat too tight to swallow the food.

Her father stretches on the fresh layer of straw on his side of the hut. ‘The boyar saw the pitcher I made for the priest and said he hoped his daughter’s gift would be just as beautiful. But look at yours! How can I deliver this laughing stock?’

Mira startles and a piece of turtă gets stuck in her windpipe. She’s grateful for this cough – it justifies her blushing and the change in her voice. She thought she’d be the one to deliver the jug to Elina. She wanted to see the boyar’s daughter up close, get to hear her voice. She’d been watching the noble young woman in church every Sunday, and when she rode through their village wearing colourful dresses and crowns of dahlias, or peonies, perched high on her head.

‘Don’t worry, Father,’ she says when her coughing stops. ‘I can do it first thing in the morning. I’ll carry it on the sledge, the quicker to get there. Handy, this snow.’ She doesn’t look up, lest her father marks the burning in her eyes.

‘You’ll have to pass by the witch’s house on the way to the manor. I won’t put you in peril’s way. She’s a wicked woman.’

‘I’m not afraid of Rozalia.’ Mira hopes she sounds assured. ‘And if she tries anything, she’ll have to catch me first.’

‘She’s of the devil. And she is fast.’

Mira knows the rumours about the childless widow living at the edge of their village – that she’s a witch, a heathen. Because she’s turned her back on the church, the people shun her.

But Mira won’t let this hinder her plans.

‘She’s just a poor soul living on her own,’ she says. ‘Save for her goat.’

‘She’s made her bed. Let her lie in it.’

Mira changes the subject. ‘I’m thinking… what if the boyar’s daughter doesn’t like the gift after all? Unlike you, I’ve no reputation to tarnish if she turns it down. I’m still an apprentice…’

Her father falls silent and Mira dares hope his brooding bears promise.

She wakes up to a heavy fog hanging outside the windows. It’s as if their hut has been uprooted overnight and they are floating in the clouds.

Mira is fretting about how best to ask the question that’s itching the tip of her tongue and is relieved when her father beats her to it.

‘It’s best you go to the manor before the fog lifts. It’ll make for a safer passage when you reach the witch’s hovel. Or perhaps I should come with you.’

‘I’m not a child.’ Mira pretends to be offended as she bundles the jug into a shawl. ‘I’ll be back before you know it,’ she says, strapping the opinci tight around her socks and reaching for her sheepskin coat.

As soon as she’s out of the house, she wants to skip with excitement, but Mira waits until she turns the corner down the road. Trudging through snow while pulling on a sledge doesn’t allow for much skipping, but she gives it a go nonetheless.

In her head, she rehearses what she’s going to say to Elina. Good morning, miss! How are you, miss? ’Tis a special vessel for you, miss… What else does one say to a boyar’s daughter? Is she meant to bob? But Elina is hardly older than her. She is taller, but that’s because of all that tasty food they must eat at the manor.

Mira stops for a short break when she reaches the lake, swathed in morning mists as though it were a living, breathing beast. The manor house sits atop the hill on the other side, which she cannot see for the fog, but first she must pass by Rozalia’s hut. An idea crosses her mind, and she touches the frozen lake with the tip of her foot. Solid ice. She stretches her arms for balance as she shifts her full weight onto the frozen water. Hard as a rock. She performs a jump. Small at first, then a bigger one. Not a crack. She ponders her idea some more. It would help her avoid passing by the witch’s house, but then Mira decides it would be a foolish thing to do, given she’s carrying Elina’s vessel and the ice could be tricking her. The fog is starting to lift, but the world is still all smudge and shadow and, if she hurries, she may yet walk by unnoticed.

The dark outline in front of Mira is the thatched roof of Rozalia’s hut. There’s a skin-tingling silence all around. What if the witch is dead and the villagers don’t know it? It’s not like anyone would miss her, apart from her goat, which would be bleating its lungs out if no one fed it. But then, the animal could also be dead if the witch hasn’t been around to feed it. Such a possibility heartens Mira, and she treads with purpose past Rozalia’s house, pulling the rope of the sledge close to her body.

She has a funny feeling she’s being watched. She pricks up her ears for any sound, but all she can hear is her own heartbeat and she turns to look over her shoulder. Of course there’s no one there. Just the snow-laden trees swaying in the morning breeze and the crows hanging out about their boughs, laughing at her foolish fear.

How silly to work herself into such a fright over nothing. What would Elina think? Surely she doesn’t believe in witches. Mira takes a deep breath and starts climbing the hill towards the manor. The pathway is well trodden – what with all the serfs working for Boyar Constantin and his horse-drawn sleigh – coiling around the slope steadily like a snake around its prey.

The manor is hidden behind a wall, six-brick wide, which wraps around the house so it resembles a fortress. Only the clapboard roof is visible and the chimney puffing a relentless smoke.

Above the heavy-looking oak gate, there’s a little scaffold for the watchman, but there’s nobody there now. Mira slams the gate’s brass knocker. The wicket opens and a pair of tired eyes scowl at her. A snappy woman’s voice – ‘No pedlars allowed. Go away.’

‘I’m delivering a vessel for the boyar’s daughter.’

The maid draws the bolt and, as she swings the gate open, a dog the size of a calf makes to charge at Mira. Its maw is all jagged teeth and slobber, and Mira stumbles, falling on her backside. The maid pushes the beast back and closes the gate behind her.

‘Where’s the vessel? I’ll take it,’ she says, reaching for the bundle on the sledge.

Mira jumps to her feet and bars her way. ‘It’s for the miss… such is my father’s bidding.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ the maid scoffs. They do a little dance in the snow as she tries to bypass Mira to get to the sledge. ‘I don’t have time for games.’ She tries to shove Mira aside, but her feet are planted firmly on the ground. ‘A trickster, that’s what you are. Go away or I’ll set the dogs on you.’

Dogs? Is there more than one? There must be, if the barking behind the gates is anything to go by. Mira’s knees grow weak at the threat, but her heart won’t budge. She’s waited so long for this moment… She can’t let this haughty maid spoil it for her.

A throaty voice emerges from behind Mira.

‘What’s all this clamour?’

Mira looks around for the young man who has surely spoken, but all she sees is Elina herself, draped in a robe heavy with furs. She feels a little warmer just looking at them. But it’s not the robe that takes her speech away. Mira is bewildered how such a deep voice could ever come from Elina’s slender body.

The maid accuses Mira of trespassing, but Elina waves her away.

‘I know you,’ Elina says, stepping towards Mira. ‘From church. You’re often watching me when you should be paying attention to the service.’

Mira wishes the ground would split and swallow her. Her cheeks burn as she thinks of all those Sundays spent attending morning service, not least to see Elina, always wondering what it’s like to be the daughter of a nobleman, to wear a different dress each day, and to never hear your belly rumble. Of course, she’ll never find out, but it feels good to look at someone who does know.

‘Cat got your tongue?’ Elina asks.

‘I’m the potter’s daughter,’ Mira says, struggling to remember the words she has rehearsed all the way here. ‘I have a gift for you.’ She unties the shawl and hands the vessel to Elina.

‘Oh my! It’s… unusual.’ Elina turns it on all sides. ‘Magnificent!’

Mira’s heart shrinks at the sound of the unknown word. Does that mean she likes it, or not? She’s reassured by what Elina says next. ‘I love the colours. Thank your father for me.’

‘I made it myself.’

Elina looks at Mira as though deciding whether to believe her. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Mira.’

‘Thank you, Mira,’ she says, fishing out a shiny coin from her beaded purse. Mira stares at her open hand, so delicate and soft-looking.

‘Take it, or I may change my mind.’

Mira grabs the coin before the rich young woman can notice her cracked and callused palms.

‘Thank you, miss.’ Mira knows she should turn around and leave, but she can’t move. She’s never seen Elina so close up before and can’t help but gape at what a sheltered face looks like – no chapped lips or weather-beaten skin like everyone else she knows.

Elina wrinkles her nose as she looks about her. ‘I can smell smoke or something.’

Mira steps back, squirming. It’s the tizic, the cow-dung bricks they sometimes burn to keep warm in winter. Though she can’t smell it any more, the stench has clung not only to her clothes but also to her skin, following Mira everywhere she goes.

To distract Elina, Mira says the first thing that comes to mind. ‘Miss, I… I was sorry to hear about your mother.’ But as soon as she blurts it, she knows it’s a mistake, seeing Elina’s face cloud over. Mira hurries to add: ‘My mother died too, at my birth…’ But as usual, instead of saving a situation, she’s just made things worse.

Silent and frowning, Elina turns away and disappears behind the manor’s tall gate, her glorious robe sweeping the snow over her footprints. Mira wants to call after her and apologise, but her lips won’t speak. She wishes she’d lost her tongue earlier, before she said the wrong thing.

She walks backwards until she can no longer see the manor house and then clambers onto her sledge, belly first, the better to steer her way downhill. It’s not very ladylike, but there’s no one around to see her, save for the crows mocking her blunder. The wind makes her eyes water as she plunges down the slope.

The speed of the sledge doesn’t allow her to stop as she shoots out of the woods, and she flies over a knoll, landing onto the frozen lake below with a thud, which the wooden sledge just about absorbs, although some of the force still jolts her in the chest. All thoughts of Elina jump out of her head, and she hunches over to relieve the pain.

Mira catches a movement to her right. The witch herself is right there, standing on the shore of the lake, looking just as startled. A sack hangs heavy on her back, twigs sticking out of it. Judging by the direction she has come from, it looks like she has been stealing firewood from the boyar’s hunting grounds.

She is, no doubt, worried that Mira will expose her to the boyar. If the old woman didn’t have a reason to hurt her before, she certainly does now. Mira picks up the rope of her sledge, hotfooting it across the ice of the lake.

‘It’s not safe,’ Rozalia calls out. ‘Come back.’

Mira pretends not to hear as she dashes for the other side, going so fast she thinks she can hear her feet crackling. Then there’s a louder crack and Mira looks over her shoulder, half expecting to see the witch at her heels, but she’s still on the shore, the bundle of firewood discarded at her feet. Is she getting ready for a chase?

‘Lie down.’ Rozalia waves her hands to reinforce her words.

As if she’s going to make it easy for the witch to lay her hands on her. She’s no fool—

What’s that?

A mesh of white lines spreads out from under her feet. Clearly, there’s no way forward. But she won’t lie down either. Mira decides to walk back and meet the witch standing.

She dares not take a breath, hoping to make her step as light as possible, but the ice squeaks again, and she stops.

‘Lie on your sledge to spread the weight and sweep your way back with your hands.’ Rozalia’s instructions are urgent and firm.

Mira stares at the ice floor, all laced with cracks as though she’s been trapped in the web of a giant spider.

‘Do as I say.’ Rozalia’s voice is angry now.

Mira has no choice but to follow the advice, thinking now she’d rather deal with the witch than take her chances on this precarious surface. She squats down and just before she can reach her sledge, there’s a crash and the ice gives way.

Her scream is choked by a gush of water that feels boiling and freezing at once, and her eyes sting as though she’s fallen face first onto a thistle bush. She tries clutching at the edge of the ice, but her fingers slip, and she’s swept away. She kicks her legs to come back to the hole she’s fallen through but can no longer tell where it is. A blurred shadow looms above the ice and Mira wonders if it’s Lady Death spreading her wing over the lake. Her lungs are burning with spent breath, and she starts to punch at the ice ceiling. The water’s pull steals her strength and softens the blows. Wriggling out of her sheepskin, she keeps going until there’s a muffled snap. The contrasting colour in the ice above her means she has punched through, but something dark flows from her right hand and the water turns cloudy. She grabs on to the edge of ice with her other hand and comes up for air.

Someone is shouting at her, ‘Take the rope.’

Mira narrows her burning eyes to see Rozalia lying on her sledge, coming close, but not close enough to help her out of the water.

‘Your right hand, grab on to the rope.’ Rozalia uses a twig to push the rope right under Mira’s nose, but she doesn’t want to let go of the edge of the ice.

Her right hand. Where’s her right hand? She can’t feel it. No more splashes… Has she stopped kicking? Her feet, trapped in the opinci, are growing heavy, pulling her under.

Someone’s yelling: ‘Kick your legs, push out.’

But the world turns into a dizzying blur and a heavy darkness wraps around her. A throbbing lull.
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When Mira opens her eyes, the world is still spinning, but she’s dry and warm under a pile of sheepskins. What is this place? She’s not at home. A fire burns in the hearth, throwing long shadows over walls crammed with shelves: small pots and bundles everywhere. And the smell here, like her nose is rubbed in the upturned soil where a skunk has died.

She doesn’t remember much. It all happened so quickly – the crack in the ice, the fall, the fright – and then all that solid darkness. She knew what was happening until she no longer knew.

The witch!

No, surely, she’s not… Mira rolls her head to the other side of the hut and flinches. The witch is right there, squatting by her side.

‘I’ve sewn your wrist, but I can’t promise you a strong hand. Besides…’ the old woman hesitates, ‘you’ve lost your forefinger.’

Despite her right hand being wrapped in strips of linen, Mira can still feel the finger. Rozalia is lying, probably to scare her, to teach her a lesson. As a potter, she can’t be missing a finger. The first words she’d ever heard from her father were: ‘A potter’s hands are his bread. Keep ’em safe.’

However, finding herself in the witch’s hut is more worrying than anything else at the moment, and Mira glances about the dank room, searching for the door.

‘People talk badly about me, avoid me, but when pain and illness strike them, or their loved ones, they make a beeline for my hut.’

Mira’s lips are frozen. Is it the icy lake still gripping her flesh?

‘You were fortunate I was around. And don’t worry, your father knows what’s happened. I told him he could take you home and pray for you like he’d prayed for your mother, or he could leave you to my herbs and potions. And as you are still here, maybe I’m not as bad as he has made me out to be.’

‘My mother?’ The words stumble out. It’s not often that she says them.

‘You’re shivering. This will make it better.’ Rozalia hands her a cup with something green and viscous.

This is what she could smell when she woke up that made her think of dead skunks. She turns her head away, but the urgency in Rozalia’s voice forces her to take a sip.

‘Here you are. Down in one go. And if you throw it up, I’ll just give you a double portion.’

Immediately after Mira downs the silty drink, Rozalia brings a jar of lard. Surely the witch is not going to make her eat this too.

‘Badger’s balm and beeswax,’ Rozalia says.

‘No, no, I’m not hungry—’

Rozalia laughs and, pulling aside the sheepskins, starts rubbing Mira’s forehead, underarms and her belly with it.

‘They don’t hurt. It’s only my hand.’

‘Pain has a wisdom of its own.’ Rozalia hums under her breath as she pinches Mira’s flesh, presses and pulls it with no regard to the trail of red marks this leaves on her skin.

The walls start to close in on Mira, and the ceiling spins above like a potter’s wheel. All pain drains from her injured arm, leaving her light as a dandelion tuft.

Mira doesn’t hear anyone knocking on the door or calling for Rozalia, yet she sees a young man in a long cloak, with the hood over half his face, walk into the hut.

‘You look cold. Come closer to the fire,’ Rozalia says, as though she’s been expecting him.

‘A gift for you.’ He hands Rozalia a small jar. ‘I know how much you like honey.’

Though his hoarse voice sounds familiar, Mira can’t recall where she’s heard it before. The young man steps towards the hearth and when he pushes his hood back, a long dark braid snakes to his waist.

It’s the boyar’s daughter.

Mira wants to prop herself up on her elbow to check that she’s not seeing things, but hard as she tries, her body disobeys.

Elina also looks uneasy, but unlike Mira, she’s come here of her own free will. And with a gift for the witch too. Mira wonders what it is that’s brought someone like her to this place.

Elina’s eyes sweep the hut and when they fall on Mira, she jumps in surprise. ‘I know her,’ she says. ‘The potter’s daughter, right? She brought me a beautiful jug a few days back. What’s happened to her?’

A few days back? Mira thought she had only been in the witch’s hut overnight.

‘Tried crossing the frozen lake and fell through the ice,’ Rozalia says. ‘She’s lucky to be alive.’

When Mira realises Elina is coming her way, she snaps her eyes shut, pretending to be asleep. Elina touches her cheek.

‘She’s burning, poor thing,’ Elina says and cups Mira’s face with both her hands – cool and soft, like no other hands Mira has ever known.

‘The worst has passed. She’ll live,’ Rozalia says and invites Elina to sit on a sheepskin. ‘I’m glad you came. I’ll cook you your favourite acorn drink.’

As soon as Rozalia starts grinding the nuts, Mira gains courage to open half an eye. Elina is kneading her hands and biting her lips as she watches the fire crackling in the hearth.

‘I’ve been thinking, you can’t be that great a healer. All that medicine you gave my mama, it never cured her headaches.’

Rozalia carries on with her work, seemingly unaffected by the hurtful words. ‘Your mother never suffered from headaches,’ she says without looking up.

‘My mama used to stay locked up in her room for days. We all knew about her dizzy spells and… Why, you brought her medicine every day, you were the only one allowed to see her, how can you say—’

‘Exactly! And I’m telling you – it wasn’t headaches your mother suffered from. Her ailment was of a different nature.’

‘So, I’m not the only one keeping secrets.’ Elina raises her eyebrows at Rozalia as if the old woman knows what she’s talking about. Rozalia must do, seeing how she looks away, and Mira feels left out of their private exchange.

‘Everyone has secrets,’ Rozalia says. ‘And the bigger the secret, the higher the danger and greater the loss if you’re found out. But, sometimes, it’s worth it.’

‘What exactly did my mother have to hide?’

‘Born ahead of her time, she was.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘She possessed an extraordinary gift which she couldn’t tell people about.’

‘I still don’t understand.’

‘I’ll tell you everything one day, when you’re ready.’

‘What do I have to do to be ready?’ Elina stands up to face Rozalia.

‘Spend some time with me. I’ll get you there.’

‘I’m in no rush to go home.’

‘I don’t mean just today. A fruit doesn’t ripen in a day, no matter how strong the sun.’

Elina scowls and her hands scrunch the sides of her cloak, but Rozalia doesn’t seem to notice it. ‘It won’t be much longer now,’ the old woman says, her voice soft, at ease.

Mira wonders if she means the drink she’s preparing, or Elina’s readiness to hear whatever she knows about her mother.

But before Mira can decide which one it is, her eyes catch a blur as Elina scurries out of the hut so quickly she may as well have slipped through the wall.
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    Seven sleighs are lined up in the courtyard. It’s at times like these that their manor can justify its size. There are candles flickering in each room and this is one of the very few occasions when the house is totally theirs. The rest of the time it belongs to the servants. The hours and the days it takes them to clean and maintain the house, the servants end up living in it more than Elina and her father.
   

   
    Last week, a Court messenger brought the voivode’s decision – the ruler has granted the legislative change of Elina’s status, making her a ‘son’ on paper, so that in the absence of any male siblings, she is able to inherit her father’s estate.
   

   
    ‘He’s a cunning man, our voivode,’ her father told Elina when they received the news. ‘He’s given us what we want so that if we don’t keep our end of the deal, it’s more painful when he takes away what he has so easily granted. It’s more important than ever that we build that church now.’
   

   
    The servants have been cleaning the house for days, preparing it for this special night to celebrate the news. Elina can’t help wondering how such filthy hands can make everything so spotless. The stone floor has been thoroughly polished, and silverware reflects the fire from the hearthside like a hundred mirrors.
   

   
    As they descend the stairs to greet their guests, her father whispers in her ear: ‘Let me know if any of the young boyars you meet tonight take your fancy.’
   

   
    ‘Have you changed your mind about marrying me to my cousin?’
   

   
    ‘This news we’re celebrating; it has greatly increased your marriage prospects. Dowry is one thing, but inheritance is a totally different matter. Many people will have their eyes on you tonight.’
   

   
    Elina is introduced to noble families from up and down the country. She smiles and bows and speaks very little, for the mark of a well-bred woman is never to speak her mind in front of strangers.
   

   
    The guests, each holding a crystal goblet filled with ruby wine, marvel at the hunting trophies flaunted all around the reception hall. The head of a wild boar grins from the wall, bearskins sprawl wide on the floor and two fierce wolves guard the crystal collection which goes unused, save for days like today when they have guests.
   

   
    The one trophy which Elina can’t get used to is the stuffed bird with amber eyes: the Little Owl she’d killed on their roof. Though she had objected to it – ‘It’s ugly and scary,’ she’d said – her father had perched the dead bird in a cornice of the grand room, and now it spooks her every time she sees it.
   

   
    None of the guests share her aversion to it though. The men praise the preservation of its magnificent poise, while the women make comments about the quality of the amber used for its eyes.
   

   
    The door suddenly swings open, and a servant announces the arrival of the priest, who struts in, wearing a peacock brocade whose golden thread catches the candlelight whichever way he turns. The clergyman stretches his arm towards Elina and her father for the customary kiss of his hand.
   

   
    ‘May the Lord help you overcome your grief soon,’ the priest tells her father. ‘There’s a new manuscript awaiting your attention. As soon as you’re ready.’
   

   
    Elina has always been proud of her father’s gift for illustrating church books.
   

   
    ‘Yes… absolutely… soon,’ her father stammers and starts picking at his beard. ‘May the Lord hear you, Holy Father.’ He performs a deep bow and waves at a servant to bring a glass of red for the priest.
   

   
    Why is her father so flustered all of a sudden? Elina can tell his moods by how he treats his beard. He strokes it most of the time, and picks at it when he’s worried or upset. She often teases him about the bald spot growing bigger and looking at odds with his otherwise fluffy beard.
   

   
    ‘The
    
     l
    ă
    
     utari
     are coming,’ her father announces when loud music is heard soaring from beyond the courtyard.
   

   
    Three men – a fiddler, a pan-flute player and the Old Cobzar – walk through the gate, onto the porch and then into the reception hall, without once breaking their music. Elina has never met the Old Cobzar, as he’s known, but she’s heard many stories about him. One such story is that when he played for Boyar Dimitri once, the host was so touched by his music that he removed his mantle trimmed with precious stones and sable fur and was about to give it to him when his wife slapped the boyar hard in the face to bring him to his senses.
   

   
    The guests take their seats at two long tables already laden with food and wine. More platters with roast meats, cheese and pies are brought out regularly, stacked on top of empty plates.
   

   
    The
    
     l
    ă
    
     utari
    play at the end of the room, with the fiddler squeezing between the tables to bow to certain guests and thus earn his
    
     bacşiş
    
   

   
    ‘You’ll get your reward later,’ Boyar Constantin shouts at him over the music.
   

   
    ‘Our arrangement is why we came. The
    
     bacşiş
     is why we play,’ the fiddler replies, grinning widely.
   

   
    Elina has a queue of
    
     coconi
    asking her to dance and she indulges most of them, but none of the young boyars catch her interest. Despite the music and the people, there’s a cold emptiness swirling about her.
   

   
    She feels his gaze on her before she sees it. The Old Cobzar watches her with a look that seeks to comb her soul for its darkest secret. She turns her face away, wondering why they call him old. His swarthy skin looks coarse and weather-beaten, but he’s not a wrinkled elder. Maybe a little older than her father, yet half his size. Elina guesses it may be because of the hoary-white curls reaching to his shoulders. They sit at odds with his otherwise still youthful appearance, reminding her of an untimely frost.
   

   
    The
    
     l
    ă
    
     utari
    sing of love and sorrow, of curses and joy, of life and war and death. The Old Cobzar – with his eyes closed as though the world is an unwelcome intrusion – sets the mood
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