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Into the dark through bloodied glen,
into the dark by foxes’ den,
into the dark by forest path,
into the dark through witch’s wrath.

There is a tale, that if you find a wooden shack in the forest, screened by Nerium oleander and stick men hanging from the roofs edge, you should avoid it at all costs.

In the 16th Century, a shack had been erected in the Latvian forest, built from birch and oak. Leafy branches allowed sunlight to cascade around the shack, chasing off shadows and creatures that thrived in the darkness. Two oaks with knotted arms stood each side, acting as sentinels to unwelcomed visitors. A small stream offered itself to passing wildlife keen to quench their thirst. Windchimes hung from the overlapped roof, made from bamboo and string. It was a woody haven compared to the nearby town of Greizsirdiba.
An old woman had lived there. Her name was Milota. On the first day of spring she had left the shack to forage for blackberries. She was disturbed on her journey by the cries of a vixen and went to investigate. Three cubs and the mother were huddled under a raised tree root. Nestled between them was something bald and pink. The vixen moved her cubs to reveal a baby. It had not been the vixen she had heard after all, but the cries of a new-born.
Not knowing how the baby had come to be there, she hurried home and arranged some stones and sticks in the middle of the shack so that she could light a small fire. She fetched an iron cauldron and added to it warm goats’ milk and crushed berries. She wrapped the baby girl in deer skin and fed her once the milk had cooled. Turning to her herbalist table with the baby in her lap, she opened her potions book and searched for a recipe that could help nourish her new daughter.  
After five years, Milota resigned herself to the fact her forest baby was unable to hear or speak. No amount of teachings or potions could cure this. But it did not matter, because the child was happy. She loved to brush her thick black hair and gaze into her green eyes. But what really fascinated the old woman was that her daughter had unusually shaped ears, which resulted in her naming the girl Zaķis, which was Latvian for Hare. Cruel was nature to give her child the perfect ears for hearing but not allowing her to use them. Perhaps it was not time yet. 
Zaķis was a curious child and would often wonder off leaving Milota frantically searching the woods. It would be pointless to call out for her. One day Milota went into town to sell ingredients. Zaķis stayed home, because she was more interested in reading her mother’s potion books. On this day, a page fell out and landed on the floor. She picked it up and read the recipe name. “Devil Talk.” She didn’t know what the devil was. But the ingredients were simple.

‘Devil Talk’
Water
Honey
Salt
A Snip of Hare ear
One drop of blood

Zaķis prepared the ingredients. She cut a piece from her ear and let the blood drip into the cauldron. When the water cooled down, she took several sips. The girl waited for something to happen. She held her throat and tried to speak. No vibration. She flicked her ears. No sound. She sat outside the shack and watched the sun move between the trees before she picked up the cauldron to empty it.
“Zaķis…”
She jumped, dropping the cauldron. The water spread over the floor but quickly drained revealing the outline of a trapdoor. Mamma had never shown her there was a door. She pried it open using her mamma’s drawing stick and coughed dust all over the shack. The child peered down to see a ladder and something unrecognisable to her at the bottom.
“Come down here, Zaķis.” 
She shook her head.
“You called me here for help. 
You want to speak. You want to hear. 
Help me and I will help you.”
She quickly fetched a lantern stuffed with glow worms. She climbed down but the ladder crumbled under her weight. She hit the bottom hard and the lantern smashed.
When Zaķis woke up there was nothing but the faint glow of worms to focus her eyes on. She tried to stand but winced in pain. She tried to shout but nothing came out. She wept when she saw there was no light above her head. The trapdoor had closed somehow. The floor she sat on was cold to the touch. She tried to reach for the worms, but they were too far away. One was fading already. She hoped her mamma would come home soon. 
* * *
Milota had been disappointed at the market. She’d sold just one bag of mushrooms which was barely enough to buy bread and cheese. On her way out of town, some children had followed her and accused her of being a witch. Milota in her peaceful tone, had asked the children to leave her alone. They demanded money in exchange. Milota explained she barely had enough to feed her and her daughter, but the children made a grab for her pockets when she tried to walk away. While fighting them, off, passing townsfolk heard the commotion and took hold of the old woman. The children said she was a witch and that she had tried to lure them away with promises of sugar and milk if they accompanied her into the forest. Enraged, they took her to the courthouse where the children told the Sheriff their story. He looked her up and down and said she looked like a witch. Then he investigated her pockets finding all sorts of herbs and ingredients. He felt the coins the woman had made that day from her sale, and craftily moved them to his.
Milota pleaded to be let go. She begged the women, whom she had helped cure their overworked husbands, to come forward and speak good of her. None did, and Milota was taken to the river, tied to a chair, and pushed into the water. “If she floats, she’s a witch!” shouted a man, holding the rope to which the chair was tied.
* * *
Zaķis watched the worms die one by one. She reached out and touched the walls. Gritty. She felt her clothes, pinching the material between her fingers for comfort. She wished she was back in the shack. She punched her leg in frustration. She wished she had never tried to make that potion. Then her ears did something strange. They twitched. She held her breath as her ears started to tingle. She scratched them and they twitched some more. Then there came a noise. It was high pitched and made her cover her ears with her hands. Then nothing. Then something.
[bookmark: _GoBack]A noise. Quiet at first. Then again. Then louder. Then louder again. Something was coming towards her. The hairs on her arms stood on end. Her eyes stung as they widened. Her breathing quickened. It was getting closer. Her heart thumped her chest, as if it had legs of its own to run and hide. Closer. It shook her to the core. And then she saw it. 
“I was so lonely until you summoned me.”
