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A Sadness of Raven
Once upon a time, a long time ago, Princess Emmelina lived in a sugar-coated castle, high on a hill, yet deep inside the forests of Thuringen. Her parents had died, but she was cosseted and cared for by her nurse, Hannalore, and her six brothers. She lived her life as any child does, skipping through forests where tigers sneezed and the lollipop trees tasted of diamonds and sometimes even marshmallow.

 On her sixteenth birthday (as custom had it), she was to find herself a suitor. Only the most eligible young men from the land were invited so that Emmelina would find her choice an easy one to make. Drinking from crystal champagne flutes, she made light conversation, never treading too deeply on the ground that held her, her beauty a shimmering, translucent thing.  

The young men wove themselves into knots trying to impress her. They made promises they couldn’t keep, and more besides. Her brothers snorted into their caviar, their dark eyes scanning the room, downing vodka and schnapps, bruising their sides with delighted yet scornful, laughter. Who would be the next to fall, they wondered. She was to choose a worthy man, and none they had seen came even close. 

On the seventh day, the brothers had transformed into their second skin, that of the raven. They were bored with continuing sword-fights and pistols at dawn. They circled on the icy wind, noting how the trees leaned toward the castle. The eldest Raven brother caw-cawed his alarm as giants, strong as the mountain, blond as the sun, swelled from below the ground. They spewed from their underground hiding-place, ripped the castle gate from its moorings, pulling up trees like saplings, blowing into the house so fast the roof shattered. The fine young men fled, streaming from the broken building, as her brothers fought, six against thirteen. 

Emmelina ran to her nurse. They wove their way high up into the castle turrets.  Hannalore whispered to her to sing the song, the one she had learnt. To sing it now, to fly away in her second skin, her white coat of feathers, and to never ever forget. Emmelina tried to say the words.
Gentle raven in the tree

Have you a seventh branch for me?

But her lips mumbled terrified nonsense as the men burst through the door. 

They took her to a room high above the earth. A room no one had seen. Dr Ethan, the most terrible and beautiful of all, placed a needle in her arm and began to take her blood, little by little, drop by drop. He had been searching all his life for the girl with eternal life running in her veins. Her blood would make him a star, a magician, a god. He would make a serum of everlasting youth for those who could pay.

Now she dreamed that she carried her life in a in a small locked box. One day soon, she told herself, her brothers would come. She imagined the sky at night and wept, her tears making Mother Earth moan and shift with longing to hold her star child. At night Emmelina would fold her heart inside the box and sing. 

Gentle raven in the tree

Have you a seventh branch for me?

The first year crawled into the second, the second to the third. Her bones turned to ivory and her heart began to fragment. She forgot to sing, forgot how it felt to fly with the wind at her back and her face to the sun.

Hannalore spoke to the moon. She sang to him so beautifully he invited her to live with him, day and night, in the ever cooling sky. And so she watched over her nursling child, shining her silver light through the barred window, whispering the song to her darling girl, begging her to remember.

Emmelina’s brothers flew the world in search of an army to fight the blond giants. But no one would join them. ‘We want to be young’, they said. ‘What is one person’s pain against the joy of so many’? And so they came to the very end of the earth where the world was melting into the sea. Their wings were weighted with ice, their hearts black with loss. 

The youngest raven flew higher until he could fly no more. He asked the sun if he would help them. The sun shook with laughter. He could (if he chose to) shine like fire for thirteen days, and on the thirteenth day the giants would be so thirsty from having no water, they would have to leave the castle in search of a river.   
But he would only help them if Emmelina became his bride

That night the ravens flew to the tree by the castle. As the moon rose they spoke to Hannalore, telling her about the sun’s wish to marry their sister. Hannalore sang them a song of love and hope, and their hearts were joyful at her blessing. 


Each day the sun burned the earth. Ants dug their way further into the ground and the fish hid in rocky caverns. The giants laboured in their lofty turret, sweating and growling, Emmelina’s blood drip-dripping away.

On the thirteenth day the giants could bear it no longer. At midday they staggered from the castle in search of cool water. Straightaway the brothers entered. Hannalore blew cool moonlight on their skin as they ran up the stairs and into the small white room. 
There she lay, spellbound and pale as gossamer. They lifted her in their arms and took her out into the burning sky. 


The sun cried. His tears dropped to earth as Emmelina woke and whispered her song. She flew with her brothers up to her new kingdom as Hannalore sang a mother’s promise to watch over them every night

Emmelina woke the next morning smiling, happy to spend her day in the golden forest, breakfasting in the sapphire castle, eating ruby-red apples and later, maybe, picking silver bluebells.
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