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 THE   GREENWOOD  GRE W  LES S  GREE N  A S  W E  TRAVELE D  west.Grasse slayflatter
againsttheearth.Brushbecameskimpy.Treeswithered,theirbarebrancheslikecrippledarmsagainstthesky.Ther
ewerenoflowers.Mystolen horse,double-lade n but both of us so light that the animal hardly noticed, 
picked his waymore easily through the thinning forest. Once his hooves hit some half-buried stoneand 
sparks struck, strange pale fire slow to die away, the light wavering over thegroundasifalive.I shuddered
andlookedaway.

  

 But the baby watched the sparks intently, his fretful body for once still in thesaddle.Icouldfeelhissturdylittl
e back pressed against me. He was silent, althoughhenowhasascoreofwords,"go"and "gimme" and "mine!
" that ordinarily he usesal lday long. I couldn't see his face, but I knew how his eyes would look: wide 
andblue and demanding, beautiful eyes under thick black lashes. His father's eyes,recognizinghis
great-great-grandfather'scountry.

  

 Itisterribleforamothertoknowsheisafraidofherinfantson.

  

  

  

 Icould have stabbed the prince with the spindle from the spinning wheel. Not as sharp as a needle, 
perhaps, but it would have done. Once I had used just such aspindle on Jack Starling, the miller's son, 
who thought he could make free with me,the daughter of a village drunkard and a washerwoman whose 
boasting lies were asmuchajokeasherhusband'snightlystagger. Ihave the old blood in me. My father was 
a lord! My grandmother could fly to the moon! And, finally,  My daughterLudi eis such a goodspinster
shecan spinstrawinto gold!

  

 "Go ahead and spin me," Jack leered when he caught me alone in our hovel. Hishands were hot and his 
breath foul. When he pushed both against my breasts, Istabbed him with the spindle, square in the belly, 
and he doubled over like scythedhay .Thespindlerevolvedinastonewhorl;Ibashedhimover the head with 
that andhewent down,crashingintothemilkpailwith a racket like the end of the world. Hisheadworeablood
y patch,softaspulp,foramonth.
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 But there was no stone whorl, no milk bucket, no foul breath in the palace. Eventhe spinning was 
different. "See," he said to me, elegant in his velvets and silks, hisclean teeth gleaming, and the beautiful 
blue eyes bright with avarice, "it's a spinningwheel.Haveyoueverseenonebefore?"

  

 "No," I said, my voice sounding high and squeaky, not at all my own. Strawcoveredthefloor, rosetothe
ceilinginbales, chokedtheairwithchaff.

  

 "They're new," he said. "From the east." He lounged against the door, and nostrawclungtohisdoubletor
knee breeches,slickwithembroideryandjewels."Theyspinmuchfasterthanthehand-helddistaffandspindle."

  

 "Myspindle rested in a whorl. Not in my hand," I said, and somehow the words

 gave me courage. I looked at him straight, prince or no prince. "But, my lord, I'mafraidyou'vebeenmisled
.My mother… says things sometimes. I cannot spin strawintogold.Nomortalcould."

  

 Heonly smiled, for of course he was not mortal. Not completely. The old bloodra nsomewhere in his 
veins, mixed but there. Fevered and tainted, some said. Onlythe glimmerings of magic were there, and 
glimmerings without mastery were what madethecruelty.So Ihadheardallmylife,butIneverbelieved
it—peoplewill, afterall,sayanything—untilIstood withhiminthatwindowless room, watching his smileashe
loungedagainstthedoor, chaffrisinglikedustygoldaroundme.

  

 " Ithinkyouarecompletelycapableofspinningstrawintogold,"hesaid. "In fact,Iexpectyoutohave spunallthe
strawinthisroomintogoldbymorning."

  

 "Then you expect the moon to wipe your ass!" I said, and immediately clappedm yhandovermy mouth. 
Always, always my mouth brings me trouble. But he onlywent on smiling, and it was then, for the first 
time, that I was afraid. Of that bright,blue-eyedsmile.

  

 "Ifyoudon'tspinitallintogold,"hesaidsilkily,"Iwillhaveyoukilled.Butif youdo, I will marry you. There—that's 
a sweet inducement, is it not? A prince for ahusband for a girl like you. And for me—a wife with a dowry
 of endless golden fingers."

  

 Isawthen,asifin a vision, his fingers endlessly on me, and at the expression onmyfacehissmilebroadened.
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 "A slow death," he said, "and a painful one. But that won't happen, will it, mymagicalspinster?Youwon'tle
tithappen?"

  

 "Icannotspinstrawintogold!"I shouted,inaperfectfrenzyofloathing and fear,buthenever heard me. A rat 
crept out from behind the bales and started across thefloor.The prince's face went ashen. In a moment he
 was gone, whirling through thedoor and slamming it behind him before the rat could reach him. I heard th
e heavyiron bar drop into its latch on the other side, and I turned to look at the foreignspinningwheel,
backedbybalestotheroughbeamsoftheceiling.

 MykneesgavewayandIsankdown uponthestraw.Thereareso manyslowandpainfulwaystodie.

  

 Idon't know how long I shrank there, like some mewling and whimpering babe,visionin g horrors no 
babe ever thought of. But when I came back to myself, the rat wasstillnosingatthedoor, tryingtosqueeze
underneath.Itshouldhavefit; not evenourvillageratsareso thinandmangy.Onhandsand knees, I scuttled to joi
n the rat.Sidebysidewepokedatthe bottomofthedoor, the sides,thehinges.

  

 Itwasallfastandtight.Notevenafleacouldhaveescaped.

  

 Next I wormed behind the bales of straw, feeling every inch of the walls. Theywere stone, and there wer
e no chinks, no spaces made rotten by damp or moss.Thi s angered me. Why should the palace be the 
only sound stone dwelling in theentire damp-eaten village? Even Jack Starling's father's mill had weak 
stones, damn

 hiscrumblinggrindstoneandhisscurriloussoul.

 Theceilingbeamswerestrongwood, holdingupstronger,withoutcracks.Ther ewerenowindows,onlylightfrom
candlesinstonesconces.

  

 The stone floor held no hidden trapdoors, nor any place to pry up the stone tomakeatunnel.

  

 Iturnedtothespinningwheel. Under other circumstances I might have found it apretty thing, of polished 
wood. When I touched the wheel, it spun freely, revolvingthespindlemuchfasterthanevenI,the best spinster
 in the village, could have done.Wit h such a thing, I could have spun thread seven times a s fast. I could 
havebecome prosperous, bought a new thatch roof for our leaky cottage, a proper bedfo rmysodden 
father…
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 Theratstillcrouchedbythedoor, watchingme.

  

 I fitted straw into the distaff. Who knew—the spinnin g whee l itself was fromsome foreign place. "From 
the east," he'd said. Maybe the magic of the Old Onesdwelt there, too, as well as in the west. Maybe the 
foreign wheel could spin straw.Maybe i t could even spin the stuf f into gold . How would I, the daughter 
of adrunkardandalyingbraggart,knowanydifferent?

  

 I pushed the polished wheel. It revolved the spindle, and the straw was pulledforward from the distaff, 
under my twisting fingers, toward the spindle. The straw,strawstill,brokeandfelltothefloorina powderof
chaff.

  

 I tried again. And again. The shining wheel became covered with sticky bits ofstraw, obscuring its 
brightness. The straw fell to the stone floor. It would not evenwind oncearoundthespindle.

  

 Iscreamedandkickedthespinningwheel.It fell over, hard. There was the soundo f splintering wood. "By 
God's blood," I shouted at the cursed thing, "damn youforademon!"

  

 "Ifitweredemonic,itwoulddo youmoregood," avoicesaidquietly.

  

 I whirled around. By the door sat the rat. He was a rat no longer but a short,ratty-face d man, thin and 
starved-looking and very young, dressed in rags. I lookedat his eyes, pale brown and filmy, like the 
floating colors in dreams, and I knewimmediatelythatIwasinthe presenceofoneoftheOld Ones.

  

 Strangely, I felt no fear. He was so puny, and so pale. I could have broken hisarmwithonehand.Hewasn't
evenasoldasIwas,despitethedownystubbleon his chin—aboy,whohadbeenarat.

  

 Whatdangercouldtherebeinmagicthat could not even free itself from a lockedroom?

  

 "You're not afraid," he said in that same quiet voice, and if I  had been , the fearwould have left me then. 
He smiled, the saddest and most humble smile I have everseen. It curved his skinny mouth, but it never 
touched the washed-out brown of hiseyes."You'rea boldgirl."

 "Like my mam," I said bitterly, before I knew   I  wa s  goin g   to.  "Bol d  inmisfortune. "Except, of 
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course, that it wasn't her who would die a slow and painfuldeath,thelyingbitch.

  

 "Ithinkwecanhelpeachother,"hesaid,andatthatIlaughedoutloud. I shuddernow , to remember it. I laughed 
aloud at one of the Old Ones! What stupidities wecommitfromignorance!

  

 He gave me again that pitifu l wraith of a smile. "Do you know, Ludie, whathappenswhenartprogresses?"

  

 Ihadnoideawhatweweretalking about.Art?Didhemean magic arts? And howdidheknowmyname?Alittle
coldpricklestartedinmyliver,and I knew I wouldn'tlaughathimagain.

  

 "Yes, magic arts, too," he said in his quiet voice, "although I was referring tosomething else. Painting. 
Sculpture. Poetry. Even tapestry—everything made ofwordsandcolors.Youdon'tweavetapestry,do you,
Ludie?"

  

 He knew I did not. Only ladies wove tapestries. I flushed, thinking he wasmockingme.

  

 "Artstartsoutsimple. Pale. True to what is real. Like stone statues of the humanbody, or verse chanted by
 firelight. Pale, pale stone. Pale as straw. Simple words,tha t name what is true. Designs in natural wool, 
the color of rams' horns. Then, astime goes on, the design becomes more elaborate. The colors brighter. 
The storytwiste d to fit rhyme, or symbol, or somebody else's power. Finally, the designs areso elaborate
, so twisted with motion, and the colors so feverish—look at me, Ludie—thattheoriginal, the real as it 
exists in nature, looks puny and withered. Theoriginal has lost all power to move us, replaced by a hectic 
simulacrum that bearsonlyataintedrelationtowhatisreal.Thecorruptioniscomplete."

  

 Heleaned forward. "The magic arts are like that, too, Ludie. The Old Ones, ourblood diluted by marriag
e with men, are like that now. Powerless in our bone-realpaleness,oursimple-realwords."

  

 Ididn't have the faintest idea what he was talking about. His skin was so pasty;maybeabrainpoxlay upon 
him. Men didn't talk like that, nor boys either. Nor rats.But I wanted to say something to cheer him. He 
had made me forget for a few minuteswhatawaitedmeinthemorning.

  

 " Aslow and painful death"… the rack? The red-hot pincers? The Iron Maiden?Suddenlydizzy,Iputmy
headbetweenmyknees.
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 "Allyou have to do," the Old One said in his thin voice, "is get me out. Of thisroom,ofthepalace,ofthe
courtyardgate."

  

 Ididn'tanswer. Aslowand painful death…

  

 "Justthat,"hesaid."Nomore.Wecan no longer do it for ourselves. Not with allthis hectic… allthis bright…"
 I heard him move wearily across the floor, and thenthespinningwheelbeingrighted.Afteralongmoment,it
whirred.

 Iraised my head. The wheel was whole, with no break in the shining wood. Theboysatbeforeitonabaleof
straw,hisashenfacesad as Good Friday. From underhis fingers, winding around the spindl e turning in its 
wheel-drive n whorl, woundskei nafterskeinoffeverishlybrightgoldthread.

  

  

  

 Towardmorning,Islept, stretched out on the hard stone floor. I couldn't help it.Sleep tookmelikeadrug.
WhenIwoke,therewasnot so much as a speck of chaffleft in the room. The gold lay in tightly wound 
skeins, masses and masses of them,brighter than the sun. The boy's face was so ashen I thought he must 
surely faint.Hisarmsandlegstrembled.Hecrouchedasfarawayfromthegold as possible, andkepthiseyes
averted.

  

 "There will be no place for me to hide," he said, his voice as bone-pale as hisface. "The first thing they 
will do is paw through the gold. And I… have not evencorrupted power… left." With that, he fell over, 
and a skinny rat lay, insensible, onthestonefloor.

  

 Ilifted it gingerly and hid it in my apron. On the other side of the door, the barlifted. The great door swun
g slowly on its hinges. He stood there, in turquoise silkand garish yellow velvet, hi s brigh t blu e eye s 
under their thick lashe s wide withdisbelief. The disbelief changed to greed, terrible to watch, like flesh 
that has beenmerely infected turning dark with gangrene. He looked at me, walked over to fingerthegold,
lookedatmeagain.

  

 Hesmiled.
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 I tried to run away before the wedding. I should have known it would beimpossible. Even smuggling out 
the rat was so hard I first despaired of it. Leavingtheroomwaseasyenough, and even leaving the palace to 
walk in the walled garden set aside for princesses, but getting to the courtyard gate proved impossible. In
 theend I bribed a page to carry the rat in a cloth-wrapped bundle over the drawbridgeand int o th e 
woods , and I know he did so, because the child returned with afrightened look and handed me a single 
stone, pale and simple as bone. There wasnoothermessage.Theredidn'tneedto be.

  

 But when I tried to escape myself, I couldn't. There were guards, pages, ladies,even when I went to bed
 or answered the call of nature. God's blood, but the richwerepoor inprivacy!

  

 Everywhere, everyon e wore the brightest of colors in the most luxurious offabrics. Jade, scarlet, canary,
 flame, crimson. Silks, velvets, brocades. Diamondsandemeralds and rubies and bloodstones, lying like 
vivid wounds on necks brilliantwith powder and rouge. And all the corridors of the palace twisted, 
crusted withcarving in a thousand grotesque shapes of birds and animals and faces that never were.

  

 Iaskedtoseetheprincealone,and I came at him with a bread knife, a ridiculousthing for bread, its hilt 
tortured with scrollwork and fevered with paint. He was fast

 forso bigaman;Imissedhimandheeasilydisarmedme.Iwaitedthenfora beating or worse,butallhedidwaslaugh
lazilyandwindhishandsinmytangledhair, whichIrefusedtohave dyedordressed.

  

 "A little demon, are you? I could learn to like that…" He forced his lips on mineandIwasn'tstrongenought
obreakfree.Whenhereleasedme,I spatinhisface.

  

 "Let me leave here! I lied! I can't spin gold into straw—I never could! The Old

 Onesdiditforme!"

  

 "Certainly they did," he said, smiling, "they always help peasants with none oftheirblood." Butatinyline
furrowedhisforehead.

  

 That afternoon a procession entered my room. The prince, his chancellor, twomencarryingaspinning
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wheel,onecarryingabaleofstraw.Myheartskittered in mychest.

  

 "Now,"hesaid."Doitagain.Here.Now."

  

 The men thrust me toward the wheel , pushed me onto a footstool slick withcanar ysilk.Ilookedatthe
spinningwheel.

  

 There are so many different kinds of deaths. More than I had known just daysago.

  

 Ifitted the straw onto the distaff. I pushed the wheel. The spindle revolved in itswhorl.Undermytwisting
fingers,thestrawturnedtogold.

  

 " 'An Old One,' " mocked my bridegroom. "Yes, most certainly. An Old Onespunitfor you."

  

 Ihaddropped thedistaffasifit were on fire. "Yes," I gasped, " yes … I can't dothis ,Idon'tknowhow…"

  

 Thechancellorhadeagerlyscooped upthebriefskeinofgold.Hefingered it, andhishoteyesgrewhotter.

  

 "Don't you even know," the prince said, still amused, disdaining to notice theactualgoldnowthathewas
assuredofit,"thattheOldOneswilldo nothing for youunlessyouknowthe words of their true names? Or unles
s you have something they want. And how could  you , as stinking when I found you as a pig trough, 
haveanythingtheywanted?Orever hopetoknowtheirtruenames?"

  

 "Do you?" I shot back, because I thought it would hurt him, thought it wouldmakehimstop smiling.Butit
didn't,andIsawallat once that he did know their truenames, and that it must have been this that gave his 
great-great-grandfather poweroverthemforthefirsttime.Truenames.

  

 "I don't like 'Ludie,'" he said. "It's a peasant name. I think I shall call you

 'Goldianna.'"
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 "DoitandI'llshoveapokerupyourass!"Iyelled.Butheonlysmiled.

  

 The morning of the wedding I refused to get out of bed, refused to put on thecrimson-and-gold wedding 
dress, refused to speak at all. Let him try to marry me

 bedridden,naked,anddumb!

  

 Threemencametoholdme down.Awomanforcedaliquid,warm and tasting ofpungent herbs, down my 
throat. When I again came to myself, at nightfall, I wasstandingbesideabedvast as a cottage, crusted with 
carvings as a barnacled ship. Iwore the crimson wedding gown, with bone stays that forced my breasts 
up, my waistin,myassout,myneck high. Seventeen yards of jeweled cloth flowed aroundmyfeet.Onmy
fingerwasaringso heavyIcouldhardlyliftmyhand.

  

 Theprincesmiled and reached for me, and he was still stronger, in his corruptedan dfeverish power,thanI.

  

  

  

 Thenightbeforemy son was born, I had a dream. I lay again on the stone floor,chaffchokingtheair,anda 
figure bent over me. Spindly arms, long ratty face… theboy tookmein his arms and raised my shift, and I 
half stirred and opened my legs. Afterward,Isleptagaintothewhirringofthespinningwheel.

  

 I woke to sharp pain in my belly. The pain traveled around to the small of myback, and there it stayed 
until I thought I should break in two. But I didn't shriek. Ibitmytonguetokeepfromcryingout,and when the 
pain had passed I called to thenearestofmyladies,asleepinmychamber, "Sendforthemidwife!"

  

 She rose, rubbing her eyes, and her hand felt first for the ornate jewels in whichshe slept every night, for 
fear of their being stolen. Only when she found they weresafedidshemuttersleepily, "Yes,Your Grace," an
d yawn hugely. The inside of her mouthwasredasawound.

  

 Thenextpain struck.
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 Allthroughthatlongmorning,I was kept from screaming by my dream. It curledinside me, pale and wispy a
s woodland mist in the morning. If… maybe… God'sblood ,letitbetrue!Letthe baby be born small, and 
thin, and wan as clean milk, lethimlookatmewitheyesfilmyasclouds…

  

 Near the end, the prince  came .  H e  stoo d  onl y  inche s  insid e  th e  door ,  ahandkerchie f  ove r  
hi s  mout h  agains t  th e  stenc h  o f  bloo d  an d  sweat .  Thehandkerchie f was embroidered with gol
d and magenta threads. Above it his facegleame dbrightly,flushedwith hopeanddisgust.

  

 Ibit through my lip, and pushed, and the hairy head slid from between my legs.Another push, and he was
 out. The midwife lifted him, still attached to his bloodytether , and gave a cry of triumph. The prince 
nodded and hastily left, clutching hishandkerchief.Themidwifelaidmyson,wailing,onmybelly.

  

 He had a luxuriant head of thick bright hair, and lush black eyelashes. His fatcheekswerered,hiseyesa
brilliant,hecticblue.

  

 Ifeltthedreamslide away from me, insubstantial as smoke, and for the first timethat morning I 
screamed—in fury, in despair, in the unwanted love I already felt forthe vivid child wriggling on my belly, 
who had tethered me to the palace with cordsa sbloodyandstrongastheonethatstillheldhimbetweenmylegs.

  

  

 Iwalkedwearilydown the palace corridor to the spinning room. My son toddledbesid e me. The 
chancellor met me outside the door, trailing his clerks and pages.

 "Nospinning today,Your Grace."

  

 "No spinning?" There was always spinning . The baby always cam e with me,playingwithskeinsofgold,
tearingthemintotinybits,whileIspun.Always.

  

 The chancellor's eyes wouldn't meet mine. His stiff jeweled headdress toweredtwofeetintheair,aminiature
palace."TheTreasuryhasenoughgold."

  

 "Enough gold?" I sounded like a mocking-bird, with no words of my own. Thechancellor stiffened and 
swept away, the train of his gown glittering behind. Theothers followed, except for one courtier, who 
seemed careful not to touch me orlookatme.
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 "There…isawoman,"hewhispered.

  

 "A woman? What woman?" I said, and then I recognized him. He had growntaller in three years, 
broader. But I had still the stone he gave me the day he carriedthestrickenrat beyondthecourtyardgate.

  

 "A peasant woman in the east. Who is said to be able to spin straw intodiamonds."

  

 Hewas gone, his rich velvets trembling. I thought of all the gold stacked in thepalace—skeins and skeins 
of it, filling room after room, sewn into garmen t aftergarment , usedforcurtainpulls and fish nets and finally
 even to tie up the feet of thechickens for roasting. The gold thread emerged blackened and charred from
 theovens,buttherewasalwaysso muchmore.Andmore.Andmore.

  

 Diamondswereveryrare.

  

 CarefullyI tookthehandofmyson.Thelawwasclear—hewasthe heir. And theraisingofhimwasmine.Aslongas
Ilived.Orhedid.

  

 Mysonlooked up at me. His name was Dirk, but I thought he had another nameaswell.Atruename,thatI
hadneverbeenallowedtohear.Icouldn'tprovethis.

 "Come,Dirk,"Isaid,assteadilyasI could."We'llgoplayinthegarden."Hethrustouthislip."Mamaspin!"

  

 "No,dearest,not today.Nospinningtoday."

  

 Hethrewhimselffulllengthonthefloor."Mamaspin!"

  

 One thing my mother, damn her lying soul, had never permitted was tantrums.

 "No."
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 The babysprang up.His intense blue eyes glittered. With a wild yell he rushed atme, and too late I saw 
that his chubby fist clutched a miniature knife, garish withjewels,twistedwithcarving.Hethrustitatmybelly.

  

 Igaspedandpulleditfree—therewasnot much blood, the aim of a two-year-oldisnotgood. Dirkscreamed 
and hit me with his little fists. His gold-shod feet kicked

 me. I tried to grab him, but it was like holding a wild thing. No one came— no one,although I am usually
 surrounded by so many bodies I can hardly breathe. Finally Icaught his two arms in one hand and his tw
o flailing legs in the other. He stoppedscreamin g and glared at me with such intensity, such hatred in his 
bright blue eyes,thatIstaggeredagainstthewall.Acarvedgargoylepressed intomyback.Westayedlikethat,
bothofuspinned.

  

 "Dirk,"Iwhispered,"whatisyourtruename?"

  

  

  

 They write things down. All of them, all things. Births, deaths, recipes, letters,battles, buyings and sellings
, sizes, stories—none of them can remember anything without writing it down, maybe because all of it is s

o endlessly complicated. Ormaybe because they tak e prid e in their handwriting, which is also 
complicated:swooping dense curlicues traced in black or gold or scarlet. They write everythingdown, and
 sometimes the ladies embroider what has been written down on sleevesor doublets or arras. Then the 

stonemasons carve what has been embroidered intodesigns across a lintel or mantel or font. Even the coo
k pipes stylized letter s inmarzipa nacross cakesandcandies.Theyfilltheirbellieswiththeirfranticwriting.

Somewhere in allthis was Dirk's true name. I didn't know how much time I had.Aroundaturnoftheprivy
stairsIhadoverheardtwoladieswhisperthat the girl whocouldspin straw into diamonds had already been 

captured and was imprisoned in a

 caravantravelingtowardthepalace.

  

 Icouldn'tread.ButIcouldremember.Evenshapes,evenof curlicued letters. Butwhich curlicues were 
important? There were so many, so much excess corruptingthetrue.

  

 The day after the privy stairs, the prince came to me. His blue eyes were cold.

 "You are not raising Dirk properly. The law says you cannot be replaced as hismother…unless,ofcourse,
youshouldhappentodie."
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 Ikeptmyvoicesteady."InwhatwayhaveIfailedDirk?"

  

 Hedidn't mention the screaming, the knives, the cruelty. Last week Dirk cut thefinger off a peasant child. 
Dirk's father merely smiled. Instead, the prince said, "Hehasbeenseenplayingwithrats.Thosearefilthy
animals;theycarry disease."

  

 Myheartleaped.Rats. Sometimes, in the hour justbefore dawn, I had the dreamagain. Even if it wasn't 
true, I was always glad to have it. The rat-boy bending overme,andthe babywithpale,quieteyes.

  

 The princ e said, "Don't let it happen again." H e strode away, magnificent ingold-embroideredleatherlike
agildedcow.

  

 I found Dirk and took him to the walle d garden. Nothing. We searched mychambers, Dirk puzzled but 
not yet angry. Nothing. The nobility have always takengreatcaretoexterminaterats.

  

 Butin the stable, where the groom lay drunk on his pallet, were holes in the wall,anddroppings,andthethin
soursmellofrodent.

 For daysIcaughtrats.Ibroughteachtomyroomhiddenintheugly-rich folds ofmygown, barred the door, and 
let the rat loose. There was no one to see us; sincethe rumors of the girl who can spin diamonds, I was 
very often left alone. Each ratsniffed the entire room, searching for a way out. There was none. Hours 
later, eachratwasstillarat.

  

 Dirkwatchedwarily,hisbrightblueeyesdartingandcold.

  

  

  

 Onthesixthday,Iwoketofindapale,long-nosedgirlsitting quietly on the floor.She watched me from 
unsurprised eyes that were the simplest and oldest things I'deve rseen.

  

 I climbeddownfrommyhighbed,clutchingmynightshiftaroundme.Isatonthefloorfacingher,nose-to-nose.Inhis
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trundleDirkwhimpered.

  

 "Listen to me, Old One. I know what you are, and what you need. I can get youout of the palace." For 
the first time, I wondered why they came into the palace atall."Noonewillseeyou.Butinreturnyoumusttellm
etwothings.Thetrue name ofmyson. And of one other: one like yourself, a boy who was here three years 
ago,whowascarriedoutbyapage becausehetaught a washerwoman's daughter to spinstrawintogold."

  

 "Your mother is dead," the rat-girl said calmly. "She died a fortnight ago, of fireinthebelly."

  

 "Good riddance," I said harshly. "Will you do as I ask? In exchange for yourfreedom?"

  

 The rat-girl didn't change expression. "Your son's true name would do you nogood.     The   blood
             is  s o hectic, so  tainted"—she twitched her nose incontempt—"thatitwouldgiveyounopowerover
him. Theykeeptheold names justforritual."

  

 Ritual.Onemoregaudyemptinessinplaceoftherealthing.Onemore hopegone.

 "ThenjusttellmethenameoftheOldOnewhotaughtmetospingold!"

  

 "Iwouldsoonerdie,"shesaid.

  

 And then I said it. Spare me, God, I said it, unthinking of anything but my ownneed:"Doitoryouwilldiea
slowandpainfuldeath."

  

 Therat-girldidn'tanswer.Shelooked at me with bone-white understanding in herpaleeyes.

  

 Istaggeredtomyfeetandleftthe room.

  

 It was as if I couldn't see; I stumbled blindly toward my husband's CouncilChamber. This, then, was ho
w it happened. You spun enough straw into gold, andthe power to do that did not change you. But when 
that powe r was threatened,weakened by circumstance— that changed you. You turned cruel, to protect
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 notwhatyouhad,butwhatyoumightnothave.

  

 Forthefirsttime...Iunderstoodwhymymotherlied.

 The prince was at his desk, surrounded by his councillors. I swept in, the onlyone in the roo m whose 
clothes were not embroidered with threads of gold. Helookedupcoldly.

  

 "Thisgirlwhocanspin diamonds,"Isaid."Whendoes shearrive?"

  

 He scowled.Thecouncillorsallbecamevery busywithpapersandquills. "Escortth e princessfromtheCouncil
Chamber,"myprincesaid."Sheisn'tfeelingwell."

  

 Threeguardssprangforward.Theirarmorcoverwaswovenofgoldthread.

  

 Icouldn'tfind the young page of three years ago, who at any rate was a page nolonger. But in the stable I 
found the stablemaster' s boy, a slim youth about my height, dressed in plain, warm clothing he probably 
thought was rags. "In mychamber,thereisarat.Ifyoucome with me I willgive it to you wrapped in a cloth.
You willtake it through the courtyard gate and into the forest. I will watch you dothi s from the highest 
tower. When you're done, I'll give you doublet and hose and slippersallembroideredwithskeinsofgold."

  

 Hiseyesshonewithgreed,andhiscolorflushedhigh.

  

 "Ifyoukilltherat,I'llknow.Ihavewaystoknow,"Itoldhim,lying.

  

 "Iwouldn'tdo that,"hesaid,lying.

  

 Hedidn't.Iknow becausewhenhecametomychambersfromthe forest, he wasshaken and almost pale. He 
handed me a stone, clean and smooth and light as asingle word.Hedidn'tlookatme.

  

 Butnonethelesshe tookthegold-embroideredclothes.
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 That night, I woke from the old dream. It was just before dawn. The two palestones lay side by side on 
my crimson-and-gold coverlet, and on each was writing,the letters not curlicued and ornate but simple 
straight lines that soothed the mind,easedit,likelyingonwarm rockintheelementalsunshine.

  

 Icouldn't read them. It didn't matter. I knew what they said. The words were inmymind,mybreath,my
bone,asiftheyhadalwaysbeenthere.Astheyhad: rampel

 ,thereal; stillskin,withquietskin.

  

  

  

 Theforest disappeared,copse bycopse, tree by tree. The ground rose, and DirkandI rodeoverlowhills
coveredwith grass.Idismountedand touched some stalks.Itwastough-fibered,low,dullgreen.Thekindofgras
syoucan scythe but never killoff,notevenbyburning.

  

 Beyond the hill s the forest resumed, the trees squat but thick-bodied, mossgrowin g at their base, fungus
 on their sides. They looked as if they had been thereforever.Sometimespalefiremovedover the ground, as
 no-colored as mist but withadull glow, looking very old. I shuddered; fire should not be old. This was no
t aplace for the daughter of a washerwoman. Dirk squirmed and fretted in front of meonthesaddle.

  

 "You're going to learn, Dirk," I said to him. "To be still. To know the power of

 quiet.To portionyourwordsandyourmakingstowhatisreal."

  

 As my mother had not. Nor the prince, nor his councillors, nor anyone but therat-boyandrat-girl,who,I 
now knew, crept back into the corrupted palace becauseth e Old Ones didn't ever let go of what was 
theirs. Nor claim what was not. To doeithe rwouldbetonametherealasunreal.

  

 Dirkcouldn'thaveunderstoodme,buthetwistedtoscowlat me. His dark browsrushe dtogether.Hisvividblue
eyesunderthickdarklashesblinkedfuriously.

  

 "Inthereal,firstdesignisthe power,Dirk."
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 And when I finished those words he was there, sitting quietly on a gnarled root,hi s pale eyes steady. 
"No," he said. "We don't teach children wit h fevered andcorruptedblood."

  

 Forjustasecond IclutchedDirktome. I didn't want to give him up, not even tohis own good. He was bette
r off with me, I was his mother, I could hide him andteachhim,workforhim,cheatandstealandlieforhim…

  

 Icouldn'tsavemyson.Ihadno powersbutthetiny, disposableones,liketurningstrawintogold.

  

 "Thistimeyouwillteach suchachild,"Isaid.

  

 "Iwill not."TheOld One rose. Pale fire sprang around him, rising from the solidearth.Dirkwhimpered.

  

 "Yes, you will," I said, and closed my eyes against wha t I was about to do:Become less real myself. 
Less powerful. For Dirk. "I can force you to take him. Rampelstillskinisyourname."

  

 TheOldOnelooked at me, sadness in his pale eyes. Then Dirk was no longer inmyarms.Hestood onthe
groundbesidetheboy,alreadyquieter,hisfidgeting gone.The pale fire moved up from the ground and onto m
y fingers, charring the m tostumps. A vision burned in my head. I screamed, but only fro m pain: Dirk was
saved, and I didn't care that I would never spin again, nor that every gold thread inthe kingdom had 
suddenly become stone, pale, and smooth and ordinary as a trueword.
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