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CHAPTER

1

The magic in that country was so thick and tenacious that it
settled over the land like chalk-dust and over floors and
shelves like slightly sticky plaster-dust. (Housecleaners in
that country earned unusually good wages.) If you lived in
that country, you had to de-scale your kettle of its encrusta-
tion of magic at least once a week, because if you didn’t, you
might find yourself pouring hissing snakes or pond slime into
your teapot instead of water. (It didn’t have to be anything
scary or unpleasant, like snakes or slime, especially in a
cheerful household—magic tended to reflect the atmosphere
of the place in which it found itself—but if you want a cup of
tea, a cup of lavender-and-gold pansies or ivory thimbles is
unsatisfactory. And while the pansies—put dry in a vase—
would probably last a day, looking like ordinary pansies, be-
fore they went greyish-dun and collapsed into magic dust,
something like an ivory thimble would begin to smudge and
crumble as soon as you picked it up.)

The best way to do it was to have a fairy as a member of
your household, because she (it was usually a she) could lay
a finger on the kettle just as it came to a boil (absentminded
fairies could often be recognised by a pad of scar-tissue on
the finger they favoured for kettle-cleaning) and murmur a
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few counter-magical words. There would be a tiny inaudible
thock, like a seed-pod bursting, and the water would stay wa-
ter for another week or (maybe) ten days.

De-magicking a kettle was much too little and fussy and
frequent a job for any professional fairy to be willing to be
hired to do it, so if you weren’t related to one you had to dig
up a root of the dja vine, and dry it, and grate it, producing a
white powder rather like plaster dust or magic, and add a
pinch of that to your kettle once a week. More often than that
would give everyone in the household cramp. You could tell
the households that didn’t have a fairy by the dja vines grow-
ing over them. Possibly because they were always having
their roots disturbed, djas developed a reputation for being
tricky to grow, and prone to sudden collapse; fortunately they
rerooted easily from cuttings. “She’d give me her last dja
root” was a common saying about a good friend.

People either loved that country and couldn’t imagine liv-
ing anywhere else, or hated it, left it as soon as they could,
and never came back. If you loved it, you loved coming over
the last hill before your village one day in early autumn and
hearing the corn-field singing madrigals, and that day be-
came a story you told your grandchildren, the way in other
countries other grandparents told the story of the day they
won the betting pool at the pub, or their applecake won first
place at the local fete. If you lived there, you learned what
you had to do, like putting a pinch of dried dja vine in your
kettle once a week, like asking your loaf of bread to remain a
loaf of bread before you struck it with a knife. (The people of
this country had developed a reputation among outsiders for
being unusually pious, because of the number of things they
appeared to mutter a blessing over before they did them; but
in most cases this was merely the asking of things it was safer
to ask to remain nonmagical first, while work or play or food
preparation or whatever was being got on with. Nobody had
ever heard of a loaf of bread turning into a flock of starlings
for anyone they knew, but the nursery tale was well known,
and in that country it didn’t pay to take chances. The mut-
tered words were usually only some phrase such as “Bread,
stay bread” or, in upper-class households, “Bread, please
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oblige me,” which was a less wise form, since an especially
impish gust of magic could choose to translate “oblige” just
as it chose.)

Births were very closely attended, because the request that
things stay what they were had to be got in quickly, birth be-
ing a very great magic, and, in that country, likely to be
teased into mischief. It was so common an occurrence as to
occasion no remark when a new-sown field began coming up
quite obviously as something other than what was planted,
and by a week later to have reverted to what the farmer had
put in. But while, like the pansies and the thimbles, this kind
of magic was only a temporary aberration, it could be very
embarrassing and onerous while it lasted. Farmers in that
country worried more about falling asleep during the birthing
times of their stock than they worried about the weather; the
destruction a litter of baby taralians caused remained, even
after it had reverted to piglets. No one knew how the wild
birds and beasts negotiated this, but human parents-to-be
would go to extreme lengths to ensure a fairy was on hand to
say the birth-words over their new little one.

Generally speaking the more mobile and water-dependent
something was, the more likely magic was to get at it. This
meant animals—and, of course, humans—were the most vul-
nerable. Rocks were pretty reliably rocks, except of course
when they were something else that had been turned into
rocks. But rocks themselves sort of slept through magic at-
tacks, and even if some especially wild and erratic bit of
magic decided to deck out a drystone wall as a marble foun-
tain, you could still feel the drystone wall if you closed your
eyes and touched the fountain, and the water would not make
you wet. The lichen that grew on the rock, however, could be
turned into daisies quite convincing enough to make you
sneeze if real daisies did so; and the insects and small crea-
tures that crept over the lichen were more susceptible yet.

(There was an idea much beloved and written about by this
country’s philosophers that magic had to do with negotiating
the balance between earth and air and water; which is to say
that things with legs or wings were out of balance with their
earth element by walking around on feet or, worse, flying
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above the earth in the thin substance of air, obviously entirely
unsuitable for the support of solid flesh. The momentum all
this inappropriate motion set up in their liquid element unbal-
anced them further. Spirit, in this system, was equated with
the fourth element, fire. All this was generally felt to be a
load of rubbish among the people who had to work in the or-
dinary world for a living, unlike philosophers living in acad-
emies. But it was true that a favourite magical trick at fetes
was for theatrically minded fairies to throw bits of chaff or
seed-pods or conkers in the air and turn them into things be-
fore they struck the ground, and that the trick worked better if
the bits of chaff or seed-pods or conkers were wet.)

Slower creatures were less susceptible to the whims of
wild magic than faster creatures, and creatures that flew were
the most susceptible of all. Every sparrow had a delicious
memory of having once been a hawk, and while magic didn’t
take much interest in caterpillars, butterflies spent so much
time being magicked that it was a rare event to see ordinary
butterflies without at least an extra set of wings or a few extra
frills and iridescences, or bodies like tiny human beings
dressed in flower petals. (Fish, which flew through that most
dangerous element, water, were believed not to exist. Fishy-
looking beings in pools and streams were either hallucina-
tions or other things under some kind of spell, and interfering
with, catching, or—most especially—eating fish was strictly
forbidden. All swimming was considered magical. Animals
seen doing it were assumed to be favourites of a local water-
sprite or dangerously insane; humans never tried.)

There did seem to be one positive effect to living involuntar-
ily steeped in magic; everyone lived longer. More humans
made their century than didn’t; birds and animals often lived to
thirty, and fifty was not unheard of. The breeders of domestic
animals in that country were unusually sober and responsible
individuals, since any mistakes they made might be around to
haunt them for a long time.

Although magic was ubiquitous and magic-workers cru-
cially necessary, the attitude of the ordinary people toward
magic and its manipulators was that it and they were more
than a bit chancy and not to be relied on, however fond you
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were of your aunt or your next-door neighbour. No one had
ever seen a fairy turn into an eagle and fly up above the trees,
but there were nursery tales about that, too, and it was diffi-
cult not to believe that it or something even more unnerving
was somehow likely. Didn’t farmers grow more stolid and
earthy over a lifetime of farming? Wasn’t it likely that a life-
time of handling magic made you wilder and more capri-
cious?

It was a fact much noticed but rarely discussed (and never
in any fairy’s hearing) that while fairies rarely married or
(married or not) had children, there never seemed to be any
fewer fairies around, generation after generation. So presum-
ably magic ran in the blood of the people the way it ran in all
other watery liquids, and sometimes there was enough of it to
make someone a fairy, and sometimes there was not. (One of
the things ordinary people did not like to contemplate was
how many people there might be who were, or could have
been, fairies, and were masquerading as ordinary people by
the simple process of never doing any magic when anyone
was around to notice.) But there was a very strong tradition
that the rulers of this country must be utterly without magic,
for rulers must be reliable, they must be the earth and the
rock underfoot for their people. And if any children of that
country’s rulers had ever been born fairies, there was not
only no official history of it; there were not even any stories
about it.

This did mean that when the eldest child of each genera-
tion of the ruling family came to the age to be married (and,
just to be safe, his or her next-younger and perhaps next-
younger-after-that siblings) there was a great search and ex-
amination of possible candidates in terms of their
magiclessness first, and their honesty, integrity, intelligence,
and so on, second. (The likelihood of their getting along
comfortably with their potential future spouses barely rated a
mention on the councillors’ list.) So far—so far as the coun-
try’s histories extended, which was a little over a thousand
years at the time of this story—the system had worked; and
while there were stories of the thick net of anti-magic that the
court magicians set up for even the cleanest, most magic-an-
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tipathetic betrothed to go through, well, it worked, didn’t it,
and that was all that mattered.

The present king was not only an only child, but had had a
very difficult time indeed—or his councillors had—finding a
suitable wife. She was not even a princess, finally, but a mere
countess, of some obscure little backwater country which, so
far as it was known for anything, was known for the
fleethounds its king and queen bred; but she was quiet, duti-
ful, and, so far as any of the cleverest magicians in the land
could tell, entirely without magic. Everyone breathed a deep
sigh of relief when the wedding was over; it had been a wait
of nearly a decade since the king came of marriageable age.

But the years passed and she bore no children.

Certain of the king’s cousins began to hang around court
more than they used to—his generation was particularly rich
in cousins—and one or two of these quietly divorced spouses
who were insufficiently nonmagical. There had not been a
break in the line from parent to child in the ruling of this
country for over five hundred years, and the rules about how
the crown was passed sideways or diagonally were not clear.
Neither the king nor the queen noticed any of this, for they so
badly wanted a child, they could not bear to think about the
results if they did not; but the councillors noticed, and the
king’s cousins who divorced their spouses did themselves no
good thereby.

Nearly fifteen years after the king’s marriage the queen
was seen to become suddenly rather pale and sickly. Her hus-
band’s people, who had become very fond of her, because
she was always willing to appear at fairs and festivals and
smile during boring speeches and to kiss the babies, even
grubby and unattractive ones, which were thrust at her, were
torn between hoping that whatever she had would kill her off
while the king was young enough to remarry (and there was
a whole new crop of princesses grown up to marriageable age
outside the borders as well as a few within), and hoping that
she would get well and come to more fairs and festivals and
kiss more babies. The givers of boring speeches especially
wished this; she was the best audience they had ever had.

The truth never occurred to anyone—not even when she
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began to wear loose gowns and to walk more heavily than
she used to—because there had been no announcement.

The king knew, and her chief waiting-woman knew, and
the fairy who disguised the queen’s belly knew. But the fairy
had warned the king and queen that the disguise would go so
far and no further: the baby must be allowed to grow unmo-
lested by tight laces and the queen’s balance not be deranged
by high-heeled shoes. “A magician might make you a proper
disguise,” said the fairy, whose name was Sigil, “and let you
dance all night in a sheath of silk no bigger around than your
waist used to be; but I wouldn’t advise it. Magicians know
everything about magic and nothing about babies. I don’t
know nearly as much about magic as they do—but I know a
lot about babies.”

Sigil had been with the king’s family since the king’s
mother had been queen, and the king loved her dearly, and
his queen had found in her her first friend when she came to
her husband’s court, when she badly needed a friend. And so
it was to Sigil the queen went, as soon as she knew for sure
that she was pregnant, and begged for the disguise, saying
that she had longed for a child for so many years she thought
she could not bear the weight of the watchfulness of her hus-
band’s people, who had longed for this child all these years,
too, if her pregnancy were announced. The king, who had
wanted to declare a public holiday, was disappointed; but
Sigil sided with the queen.

The poor queen could not quite bring herself, after all the
long childless years, to believe it when her friend told her
that the baby was fine and healthy and would be born without
trouble—"“Well, my dear, without any more trouble than the
birth of babies does cause, and which you, poor thing, will
find quite troublesome enough.” And so the birth of an heir
was not announced until the queen went into labour. The
queen would have waited even then till the baby was born,
but Sigil said no, that the baby must be born freely into the
world, and freely, in an heir to a realm, meant with its people
waiting to welcome it.

The country, that day, went into convulsions not unlike
those the poor queen was suffering. An heir! An heir at last!
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And no one knew! The courtiers and councillors were of-
fended, and the highest-ranking magicians furious, but their
voices were drowned out in the tumult of jubilation from the
people. The news travelled more quickly than any mere hu-
man messenger could take it, for the horses neighed it and the
trees sang it and the kettles boiled it and the dust whispered
it—an heir! The king’s child is born! We have an heir at last!

It was a girl, and the names chosen to be given her on her
name-day were: Casta Albinia Allegra Dove Minerva Fidelia
Aletta Blythe Domina Delicia Aurelia Grace Isabel Griselda
Gwyneth Pearl Ruby Coral Lily Iris Briar-Rose. She was
healthy—just as Sigil had said she would be—and she was
born without any more trouble than the birth of babies does
cause, which is to say the queen was aching and exhausted,
but not too exhausted to weep for joy when the baby was laid
in her arms.

The eldest child of the reigning monarch was always next
in line for the throne, be it boy or girl; but it was usually a
boy. There was a deeply entrenched folk myth that a queen
held this country together better than a king because there is
a clear-eyed pragmatic common sense about an unmagical
woman that even the most powerful—or rather, especially
the most powerful—magic found difficult to disturb; it was
thought that a man was more easily dazzled by pyrotechnics.
Whether this was true or not, everyone believed it, including
the bad fairies, who therefore spent a lot of their time making
up charms to ensure the birth of male first children to the
royal family. The royal magicians dismantled these charms
as quickly as they could, but never quite as quickly as the bad
fairies made them up. (As it was difficult to get any kind of
charm through the heavy guard laid round the royal family,
these charms had to be highly specific, with the knock-on ef-
fect that third children to a reigning monarch were almost al-
ways girls.) But the folk myth (plus the tangential effect that
first-born princesses were rare enough to be interesting for no
reason other than their rarity) guaranteed that the birth of a
future queen was greeted with even greater enthusiasm than
the birth of a mere future king; and so it was in this case. No
one seemed to remember, perhaps because their last queen
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had been nearly four hundred years ago, that the queen had
left some unfinished business with a wicked fairy named
Pernicia, who had sworn revenge.

The princess’ name-day was going to be the grandest occa-
sion that the country had ever seen, or at least that the oldest
citizen could remember—grander than the king and queen’s
wedding sixteen years ago—grander than the king’s parents’
wedding, almost fifty years ago, and certainly grander than
the king’s own name-day because he’d been born eighteen
months after his parents’ wedding and no one had realised he
was going to be the only one.

The king and queen wanted to invite everyone to the
name-day. Every one of their people, they felt, should have
the opportunity to join them on their day of joy and celebra-
tion. They were talked out of this ridiculous idea by their
councillors—uncharacteristically in agreement on this par-
ticular topic—with some difficulty.

It had been the queen’s idea to begin with. Her native
country was just about small enough that everyone could be
invited to a major royal occasion (although the royal list-
makers and caterers and spare-chair-providers would hope
that not everyone came), and the king and queen recognised
by sight a substantial minority of their subjects. While she
found her husband’s country rather intimidatingly larger (and
it seemed all wrong to her that many of his subjects would
never meet their king), in times of great importance she re-
verted to her upbringing. The king was lucky enough to love
his wife, and had been rather struck by her tales of a king and
queen who had open court days, when anyone who wished to
speak to them could turn up and do so. He thought an open
name-day a splendid notion.

It will not do, said the councillors and courtiers. (The ma-
gicians were still nursing their snit about not having been
told of the queen’s pregnancy, and refused to attend the dis-
cussions about the name-day. What they were really outraged
about, of course, was that a mere fairy had successfully
thrown fairy dust in all their eyes.) You must, said the coun-
cillors, have the sort of name-day that other countries will
send emissaries to—we will need their good wishes, their
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favourable memories, in nineteen or twenty years’ time. And
you cannot make the sort of fuss that an emissary is going to
remember pleasantly if a hundred thousand or so of your
people are milling around the city walls, trampling the fields
into mud, and demanding to be fed and housed.

This made the king and queen thoughtful, for the king re-
membered the long difficult search for his wife, and the
queen remembered what a shock it had been when the envoy
had presented himself at her father’s rather small and shabby
castle, and she had had to be rushed out of the kitchens where
she was boiling sweetmeats and up the back stairs to wash
her face and comb her hair and put on her best dress to meet
him. (He had been eating her sweetmeats with a look of great
concentration and contentment, when she had made a stately
entrance into the front room, slightly out of breath from hav-
ing hopped down the corridor on one foot and then the other,
pulling on her shoes. She hadn’t realised that her sweetmeats,
excellent though she knew them to be, would render even a
king’s envoy happy to wait.)

A compromise was reached. It was the sort of compromise
that made the councillors gnash their teeth, but it was the best
they had been able to wrest from their suddenly obstinate
rulers, who would keep insisting that their daughter belonged
to her people. Heralds would be sent out to every village—
each and every village—to proclaim at the town centre,
which might be anything from the steps of the mayor’s house
in the larger to the town well or watering-trough in the
smaller, that one person, to be chosen by lot (if the magicians
had recovered from their snit, they would provide cheat-
proof lots; otherwise Sigil would find fairies to do it), was in-
vited to the princess’ name-day. And that one person,
whoever he or she was, need only present the lot, as good
earnest of the invitation, to be allowed entry into the royal
grounds on the name-day.

The councillors and courtiers could only see the fabulous
amount of organisational work, and, magicians or no magi-
cians, the infinite amount of cheating that would go on—or at
least would try to go on—as a result of this plan. And while
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the court folk were applying court mores to many ordinary
people who wouldn’t know a political intrigue if it grew but-
terfly wings and bit them, it was true that the heralds, who
were themselves ordinary people under their livery, tended to
let it be known, especially at the smaller villages, at the local
pub after the official announcement was made, that the king
and queen had wanted to invite everyone, really everyone.
And that if the person with the royal lot showed up with a
friend or two, chances were they’d all get in.

That took care of the common citizens, and, barring the
number and manner of them, that was the easy part. Much
harder were the high tables: who would sit near the king or
the queen, who would have to make do at a slightly less high
table headed by a mere prince or duke or baron, which coun-
tries were to be invited to send emissaries, and whether the
fuss made over the emissaries should have more to do with
the size and status of the country, or the number of unmarried
sons in the royal family.

But hardest of all was what to do about the fairies.

Court magicians were members of the court, and there
would be special high tables just for them, where they could
compare notes on astrological marvels, cast aspersions on the
work of other magicians not present to defend themselves,
and be slightly world-weary about the necessity of coming to
so superstitious and ridiculous an event as a royal name-day.

But fairies were a different kettle of imaginary watery be-
ings. Some fairies were nearly as powerful as the magicians,
and what they thought and did was much more varied and un-
predictable. Magicians had to attend the Academy for a num-
ber of years, and anyone calling himself a magician—since it
was usually a he—had a degree in hippogriff leather to show
for it, although no one but another magician would be able to
read the invisible writing on it. Magicians could make earth-
quakes happen if they wanted to, or a castle go up (or down)
in a night, and a properly drawn-up magician’s spell could
last a lifetime. Mostly they were hired by powerful people to
spy on their powerful neighbours, and to demonstrate their
existence, so that the powerful neighbours didn’t try anything
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with their own magicians. (Fetes where the magicians of rival
families would be present were always well attended, be-
cause the spectacles were sure to be exceptionally fine.) Ma-
gicians without a taste for this sort of flash stayed at the
Academy, or at other academies, pursuing the ultimate se-
crets of the universe (and philosophies concerning the bal-
ance of magic), which were, presumably, dangerous, which
was why Academicians tended to have long sombre faces,
and to move as if they were waiting for something to leap out
at them. But the point was that magicians had rules. Fairies
were the wild cards in a country where the magic itself was
wild.

Even the queen was a little hesitant about issuing a blanket
invitation to fairies. Several hundred fairies together—Ilet
alone several thousand—in one place were certain to kick up
a tremendous dust of magic, and fate only knew what might
be the outcome.

“But most fairies live in towns and villages, do they not?”
said the queen. “So they are, in a way, included in the invita-
tion our heralds are carrying.” The fact was that no one really
knew how many fairies—even how many practising fairies—
there were in the country; the ones people knew about were
the ones who lived in the towns and villages with other peo-
ple and visibly did magic. There were known to be fairies
who lived in the woods and the desert places (and possibly
even in the waters), but they were rarely seen, and it was only
assumed that they were fewer than the known ones.

There were also, of course, wicked fairies, but there
weren’t many of them, and they tended to keep a low profile,
because they knew they were outnumbered—unless someone
angered them, and people tried very, very hard not to anger
them. It was the malice of the wicked fairies that gave the
good ones a lot of their most remunerative work putting
things back to rights, but generally speaking, things could be
put back to rights. People were diligently cautious about bad
fairies, but they didn’t worry about them too much; less than
they worried about the weather, for example, a drought that
would make crops fail, or a hard winter that would bring
wolves into the towns. (It was actually easier if droughts or
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hard winters were caused by a bad fairy, because then what
you did was very straightforward: you hired a good fairy to
fix it. The capriciousness of real weather was beyond every-
body, even the united efforts of the Academy, who periodi-
cally tried.)

“I think,” said the king slowly, “I think that’s not quite
enough.”

The queen sighed. “I was afraid you’d say that.” There had
been relatively little magic in her father’s country and she
had never quite adjusted to the omnipresence of magic, and
of magical practitioners. Magic had its uses, but it made her
nervous. Sigil she loved dearly, and she was at least half-
friends with several of the other fairies strategically em-
ployed in the royal household; the magicians she mostly
found tiresome, and was rather relieved than otherwise that
none of them were at present speaking to her because they
blamed her for the secrecy of her pregnancy.

There was a pause. “What if,” said the queen at last, “what
if we invited a few fairies to be godmothers to our daughter?
We could ask twenty-one of them—one each for her twenty-
one names, and one each for the twenty-one years of her mi-
nority. Twenty-one isn’t very many. There will be eighty-two
magicians. And it will make the fairies seem, you know,
wanted and welcome. We can ask Sigil whom to invite.”

“Fairy godmothers?” said the king dubiously. “We’ll have
a time getting that past the court council—and the bishop.”

Sigil had been worrying about the fairies, too, and thought
that inviting one-and-twenty fairies to be godmothers would
be an excellent idea, if they could hedge it round first with
enough precautions.

“No gifts,” said the king. “Too controversial.”

“Oh, godmothers must give gifts!” said the queen. “It
would be terribly rude to tell them they mustn’t give their
godchild anything!”

“The queen’s right,” said Sigil, “but we can tell them they
must be token gifts only, little things to amuse a baby or flat-
ter a baby’s parents, nothing—nothing—difficult.” What she
meant, the king and queen both knew, was nothing that
would make the princess unduly visible on the ethereal
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planes. That sort of thing was the province of heroes, who
were old enough to choose it and strong—or stupid—enough
to bear it. “And I think we should invite at least one man.
Male fairies are underappreciated, because almost no one re-
members they exist.”

“You must be the first of the godmothers, dear,” said the
queen, but Sigil shook her head.

“No ... no,” she said, although the regret was clear in her
voice. “I thank you most sincerely. But . .. I'm already too
bound up in the fortunes of this family to be the best god-
mother for the new little one. Give her one-and-twenty fresh
fairies, who will love the tie to the royal family. And it can be
quite a useful thing to have a few fairies on your side.” The
king remembered a time when he was still the prince, when
one of the assistant chefs in the royal kitchens, who was also
a fairy, was addressed by a mushroom, fried in butter and on
its way to being part of a solitary late supper for the king,
saying, “Don’t let the king eat me or I’ll poison him.” There
was always a fairy or two in the royal kitchens (the rulers of
this country did not use tasters) and while it took the magi-
cians to find out who was responsible for the presence of the
mushroom, it was the fairy who saved the king’s life.

Sigil took the queen’s hands in her own. “Let me look after
the catering. What do you think the cradle should be hung
with? Silk? And what colours? Pink? Blue? Lavender?
Gold?”

“Gold, I think,” the queen said, glad to have the question
of the fairy godmothers agreed upon, but disappointed and a
little hurt that Sigil refused to be one of them. “Gold and
white. Maybe a little lavender. And the ribbons should have
pink and white rosettes.”



CHAPTER

2

The shape of the country was rectangular, but there was a
long wiggling finger of land that struck down southeast and a
sort of tapering lump that struck up northwest. The southeast
bit was called the Finger; the northwest lump was called the
Gig, because it might be guessed to have some resemblance
to the shape of a two-wheeled vehicle with its shafts tipped
forward to touch the ground. The royal city lay a little north
of the Finger, in the southeast corner, nearly a month’s jour-
ney, even with frequent changes of horses and a good sprin-
kling of fairy dust for speed, to the base of the Gig.

The highways that bound most of the rest of the country
together gave out at the beginning of the Gig. The local peer,
Lord Prendergast, said, reasonably, that he (or his forebears)
would have built a highway if there had ever been any need,
but there never had been. Nothing exciting ever happened in
the Gig, or at least hadn’t since the invasion of the fire-wyrms
about eleven hundred years ago, before the days of highway-
building. So if you wanted to go there you went on cart
tracks. (The lord’s own travelling carriages were very well
sprung, and he would upon occasion send them to fetch his
less well equipped, or more easily bruised, friends and asso-
ciates outside the Gig.)
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And what you needed, muttered the royal herald, bearer of
a little pouch of cheat-proof lots (almost empty now) and im-
portant tidings about the princess’ name-day, was not swift
horses but six-legged flat-footed ponies that could see in
thick mist and the green darkness of trees. He had given up
riding, after his fancy thoroughbred had put its foot in a gap
of root and stumbled, for the umpty-millionth time, and he
was now leading it, half an eye anxiously upon it, for he
thought it was going a bit lame. He sneezed. Also needed
were human beings impervious to cold and damp. The Gig
was a damp sort of place, and most of its village names re-
flected this: Foggy Bottom, Smoke River, Dewglass, Rain-
hill, Mistweir. Moonshadow didn’t sound very promising
either, although at least it didn’t utterly guarantee wet; and
the last village of the Gig, right out next to the wild lands
where no one went, was called Treelight. He had thought this
was a very funny name when he was setting out from the
royal city. It was less funny now, with the leaves overhead
dripping down his neck, and he not yet arrived at the first vil-
lage of this soggy province. He sneezed again.

To think that Lord Prendergast preferred to live out here
and leave his seat at court empty from year’s end to year’s
end! There must be some truth in the stories about that fam-
ily, and the house they lived in, Woodwold, a vast mysterious
place, a thousand years old or more, full of tales and echoes
of tales, and with some uncanny connection with the people
that lived in it. But it was still a grand and beautiful house—
grand enough for a highway to have been built to get to it.
Except it hadn’t been.

The herald blinked, distracted. The sun had suddenly cut
through the leaf cover and a gold-green shaft of light fell
across his path. He looked at the sunbeam, scowling; there
was no reason, this far off the highway and with soggy leaf-
mould the chief road surface, for there to be so much dust to
dance in a sunbeam. The thick dust and moist air would con-
spire to leave ineradicable chalky smudges on his livery. He
sighed again. Maybe Foggy Bottom—which should be the
first village he came to—would have a blacksmith who could
look at his horse’s foot.
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Foggy Bottom had heard of the princess’ birth as quickly
as the rest of the country; one of the village fairies had a par-
ticular friend who was a robin whose wife’s cousin’s sister-
in-law was closely related to a family of robins that lived in a
bush below the queen’s bedroom window, and had heard the
princess’ first startled cry. Foggy Bottom was expecting
something like the herald (and was accustomed to travellers
who had never been to the Gig before, by the time they
reached Foggy Bottom, looking cross and rather the worse
for wear), but were not at all expecting his announcement.

They had turned out eagerly to hear him—this was one of
those villages where the herald stood at the public watering-
trough to make his proclamation—but they were only expect-
ing some cushiony, royal adjectives to ornament the known
fact of the young princess’ birth. They were so startled by the
invitation to the name-day they forgot to relish her name.

“From every village?” said Cairngorm, who ran the pub.
There was a square, although it was not square, at the centre
of the village, and the watering-trough stood across from the
blacksmith’s, with the pub at ninety degrees, and the wrights’
yard opposite. The herald stood next to the watering-trough,
as he said the familiar words, his natural inclination toward
the pub in this case counterbalanced by his anxiety to learn if
his horse was sound enough to go on.

The herald stopped thinking about his horse and nodded.
He still enjoyed this part, enjoyed creating astonishment, en-
joyed watching the faces in front of him shift from pleased
anticipation to surprise, even shock, enjoyed handing out the
special cheat-proof long straw that would instantly look like
all the other, ordinary straws as soon as it was laid among
them. In the bigger villages the straw had to go to the mayor;
the little villages were his call. He favoured pub proprietors;
he thought Cairngorm would do nicely. “Every village. Her-
alds have been sent to every village—at least,” he amended,
“every village we know about from the last census.”

“If that don’t beat all,” said Grey, who had a farm outside
the village and was only in town today because he had a bro-
ken plough-handle that had to be mended before he could get
on with business. “Well, I can’t go.”
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“Make yourself popular by selling your lot!” shouted a
friend across the heads of the crowd; several people laughed,
and then the conversation became animated and general. Ka-
triona, who had been standing with Cairngorm’s elder daugh-
ter, Flora, the two girls holding each other’s hands in
excitement, said to her friend, “I must go!” ducked under a
few arms and round a few bodies and fled back to her aunt’s
house. “I told her she should come for the herald’s announce-
ment!” she muttered between breaths. “I fold her!”

But when she burst in through the door and babbled out
her news, her aunt was unflustered, and her hand holding the
spindle, and her foot on the pedal, never faltered, and the
woolen thread went on spinning itself fine and true. “I’'m not
at all surprised,” she said, although she let her wheel come to
a stop so she could hug her frantic niece into some calm.
“I’ve always liked the queen; robins don’t nest outside just
anyone’s window.” Katriona’s aunt was the fairy whose robin
friend had told her of the princess’ birth. She was generally
considered the best fairy in Foggy Bottom; some said in the
entire Gig.

The herald was gone the next day after a merry evening
telling stories about the royal family (some of them true) in
Cairngorm’s pub, and a beautiful sleep in her best feather
mattress. He had been able to give himself over to jollity be-
cause the blacksmith had told him his horse would, after all,
be able to go on the next day—although he had had a funny
way of putting it, almost as if some magic would be worked
overnight, which in a smith’s forge was, of course, nonsense.
Smiths were often rather enigmatic—it was one of the
perquisites of the job—as was the face-obscuring thatch of
beard which this smith did not have. Perhaps that was the
reason the herald had found him odd; he had never seen a
clean-shaven smith before.

The herald was a little sorry about the early start in the
morning—wistfully recalling the beer of the night before,
thinking that perhaps there was something to be said for
some bits of the back of beyond—but his horse was waiting
for him, snorting red-nostrilled at dust motes and dancing
round on all four feet uniformly. The herald looked at him a
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bit waspishly; he wanted a riding-animal, not an adventure.
The smith said neutrally: “He’ll have got used to our roads by
now. You just climb on and point him.” And hang on, thought
the herald, and was catapulted down the village street in the
direction of Smoke River.

The lot-drawing was held that same evening in Foggy Bot-
tom. There was some joshing with Katriona’s aunt and Nur-
gle, the laundress, and especially Snick, who wasn’t a real
fairy but couldn’t help winning at cards, and one or two other
of the local fairies, about not using magic to mind how the
lots went—and with Katriona herself, although she kept
shaking her head and saying, “I don’t do that, you know I
don’t do that,” while her aunt, who could but wouldn’t (and
was privately rather disparaging about the magicians’ sup-
posedly tamper-proof lot), only smiled and said something
bland, and Snick, who didn’t think he could but wasn’t sure
and couldn’t do anything about it if he did, looked worried.
Foggy Bottom liked its fairies—Nurgle was even married—
and didn’t make them hold sprigs of hawthorn and rowan as
charms against magical meddling, as some towns had
done—although Snick had a bit of both in his pocket, just in
case.

There was a hush as everyone drew—Grey held the straws,
because he had declined either to have a lot or to bestow it on
anyone else—and as more and more were drawn, and fewer
and fewer were left in Grey’s fist, the tension was pulled
tighter and tighter. But Gash, who had drawn last, held up his
straw, the same length as all the other losing straws, and said,
“Then who has it?”

There was a silence, and Katriona burst into tears. Cairn-
gorm made her way to the girl’s side—her aunt already had
an arm around her—and prised her fingers open. There lay
the single long straw.

“You knew,” Katriona said to her aunt later, when they
were back home again. Katriona was sitting so close to the
fire that her face was starting to scorch and in a minute her
heavy petticoats would start to burn her legs. The heat and
brightness were reassuring, as if she were about to be drawn
away to some cold dark unguessable fate. The tap and whir
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of her aunt’s spinning wheel went on behind her. “You knew.
I thought it was funny you came to the drawing. I knew you’d
never go to the name-day even if you drew the long straw.
You knew I was going to.”

“Well, yes,” admitted her aunt. “It was a surprise to me—
knowing, I mean; [ haven’t had a pre-vision since you were a
tiny child and I saw you would come to me. I hadn’t known
about the invitation till you told me, but it stood out so very
clearly that you would draw the long lot I knew it must be
true. I thought it might come as rather a shock to you, and I
wanted to be there when it happened.”

“Maybe [ won’t go.”

Tap. Whirr. “Why not?”

“You admitted you wouldn’t go.”

Her aunt laughed. “I’'m an old lady, and I like to sleep in
the same bed every night, and . . . I hear more from my robin
than I tell you, not because I don’t want to, but because I
can’t.” Katriona knew about this. Beast-speech often didn’t
translate even when you’d think it should. “I know as much
about the royal family as I need to. I think you’ll like the lit-
tle princess. I think you should go.”

“I won’t get near enough to like or dislike her,” said Katri-
ona. “She’ll just be a lot of gold and white and lavender silk
with pink and white rosettes.” One of the translatable things
the robin had told her aunt was how the cradle would be dec-
orated.

“I’ll give you a safety charm,” said her aunt. “So you won’t
be eaten by bears or attacked by robbers. I can even give you
a charm so that there are never stones under your blanket
when you lie down to sleep at night.” Katriona laughed, but
the laugh quickly faded and her face was moody as she stared
into the fire. “My dear,” said her aunt. “It’s a rather over-
whelming enterprise, I know.”

Katriona moved abruptly away from the fire and began to
flap the front of her skirt to cool it off. “I haven’t been farther
than Treelight since . . . since . . .”

“Since your parents died and you came to live with me,”
her aunt said gently. “Yes, I know.”
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“And I’ve never been off the Gig since then.”

“What better reason to go farther than the invitation to the
princess’ name-day? You go, dear. Go and have a wonderful
time. I'll be very interested to hear what you have to say
about everything. Robins tend to see the big and the little and
leave out all the human-sized bits in the middle.”

And so Katriona went.

Barder, who was the wheelwright’s First Apprentice, of-
fered to go with her—*Not the whole way,” he said, peering
at her anxiously. “I'm not trying to take what isn’t of-
fered,”—although the herald had made the usual unofficial
announcement that a friend or two of the person with the
long lot would not be turned away. “But—it’s a long road, all
on your own. He’d let me off, if I asked,” he added, meaning
his master, Sarkon.

“Thanks,” she said. “But I’ll be all right. Aunt’s giving me
charms for everything, from robbers to midges.”

Barder smiled. The entire village called Katriona’s aunt
Aunt; hardly anyone remembered her real name, which was
Sophronia.

“Luck, then,” he said, and held out his hand, the fingers
curled round something. Katriona held out her own, and felt
the something dropped gently in her palm, and then his fin-
gers closed hers over whatever it was he had given her. She
resisted the urge to look at it immediately, but felt herself
blush, for they were not declared sweethearts. Barder said
lightly, “Did Aunt give you a memory charm so you’ll re-
member everything to tell us when you come back?”

“I’ll ask her for one.”

Barder’s gift was a little flat medallion of ash, carved, like
the plaque over the door of Cairngorm’s pub, in the shape of
an egret; but while the pub’s egret stood, gazing over the
green marsh at its feet, Barder’s egret curled into the small
oval space, its long neck folded gracefully back against its
body, its long legs tucked out of sight. Even in so tiny an area
Barder had cut the feathers to perfection; Katriona half-ex-
pected them to yield under her touch as she stroked them. “A
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memory charm, eh?” said Aunt, admiring the egret. “He’s
given you his own charm, I think, a charm for remembering
where to come back to.”

“Barder isn’t—"

“Not that kind of magic,” said Aunt. “But real for all that.”

There was quite a little party gathered outside the pub to
see Katriona off; she would rather not have been seen off by
anyone but Aunt, but too many people asked when she was
leaving, and Aunt said, “You’re going for all of us, you know.
You can bear a few extra hopes and wishes.”

She was going on foot; she carried a blanket and a few ex-
tra clothes, and she would be swifter on her own feet than on
any pony she and her aunt could afford to hire. Local beasts
(barring Lord Prendergast’s) tended to be the stolid sort.
What money they could spare was done up in a small secret
parcel hidden in her petticoat. Her major encumbrance,
though they were no burden, were her aunt’s charms; there
were so many of them she had tied them to her belt with bits
of string, and they fanned and dangled and shimmered out
round her as if she wore an extra skirt curiously made of what
looked like the contents of a magpie’s nest. But these would
feed and comfort and protect her on her journey; and of
course she had her own odd talent, although she had rarely
found it what anyone could call useful, herself especially.
She waved self-consciously as she turned to go, and everyone
waved back. Even the smith, whose name was Narl, came to
the front of his yard and lifted the sledge he was carrying in
acknowledgement of her adventure.

The long green tree-tunnel the herald hadn’t liked was
pleasant to her; when she came upon the first highway at the
end of the Gig and the beginning of the great sprawl of her
native land, she was amazed. The plains before her seemed to
stretch out forever, or almost forever, for there were moun-
tains at one end of them, and she had never seen mountains
before. Nor had she ever seen anything like the meandering
muddle of buildings and yards that made up the towns she
passed through. She had been too young to remember the
journey to her aunt in the Gig after her parents died, but she
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would have sworn she had never seen anything like what she
saw now in her life.

She met other people on their way to the name-day, al-
though she was the only one she saw who went alone, a fact
that gave her a certain dubious satisfaction; some people
seemed to have brought their entire villages with them, or at
least their entire families. Many people were well hung round
with charms from their own fairies; she began to suspect that
first-time travellers were recognisable by the number and
elaborateness of their charms.

Katriona made good time. She was a quick walker, and
deft, and easily wove her way through slower, larger, and
clumsier processions. When the high roads were too crowded
she took to the fields and forests; animals never troubled her,
and she was too well-bred a country girl to tread on anyone’s
crop. At first she foraged for her food, but the closer she came
to the royal city the fewer wild lands there were; she was not
sorry for the excuse to buy herself the occasional hot cooked
meal at a pub or inn, but mostly she fed herself from market
stalls. One of her aunt’s charms let her know which stall-
keepers were honest.

Another of her aunt’s charms let her sleep in trees without
rolling out, so when she could find no haystack nor barn nor
hedgerow she liked the look of, she found a tree instead.
Sleeping in trees always gave her a stiff neck, but she pre-
ferred this to sleeping unhidden on the ground, marauder-
charms notwithstanding.

It took her fifty-one days to reach the royal city, where,
possibly on account of the excellence of another of her aunt’s
charms, she found herself a tiny cubby of a private room at a
pub on the outskirts of the royal city, and prepared to wait the
nine remaining days till the name-day.

The cubby gave her claustrophobia, but the swarming
streets were worse; she was by turns glad she was alone, and
longed for a familiar face. She thought oftenest of Barder and
Flora as companions, but she missed her aunt the worst. The
noise of the crowd went on even at night. Every street per-
former in the entire country seemed to be here: tumblers, ac-



26 Robin McKinley

tors and singers; and the constant rising excitement of holi-
day with the known culmination of the royal name-day
meant that more and more people got drunk and lively every
night as well. Katriona took to sleeping with a pillow over
her head, but it wasn’t enough. The pub gave her a special
rate on her cubby in exchange for dish-washing and assisting
the cook, and this helped to preserve her tiny stock of cash
and to pass the time.
But it was still a long, edgy nine days.



CHAPTER

3

Katriona was up at dawn on the name-day, feeling as anx-
ious as if she were a crucial part of the day’s events instead of
a small undistinguished member of an audience of thou-
sands. She was determined to be through the gates as soon as
the gates opened, and to get as near to—to whatever—as she
could. She kept remembering her aunt saying, “I think you’ll
like the little princess,” and while she was sure that what she
had replied to her aunt at the time was the truth, it also felt as
if a geas had been laid upon her, and that she must try as she
could.

The gates were still closed when she arrived, but there
were many people waiting there already, the crush somewhat
impeded by the late travellers who had decided they would
save valuable time in the morning by sleeping there, and,
such had been the gaiety of the night previous, could be nei-
ther awakened nor moved. But Katriona was among the first
few hundred through and out upon a great dazzle of lawn.
She had never seen grass so smooth and beautiful; it dis-
tracted her from the tall poles garlanded with ribbons and
flowers, the vast white tents with the royal banner flying from
their peaks, the beautiful liveries of those who were moving
slowly over the platform where the rows of lavishly deco-
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rated tables for the court were placed. (This stage was high
enough so that even sitting down no courtier or peer would
be shorter than the tallest member of a crowd which might be
standing on its feet and straining for a glimpse of its betters.)
At the centre stood a taller platform where the princess’ cra-
dle stood, almost invisible among the gold and the lavender
and the rosettes.

But she came to herself as she was jostled by the rush of
people behind her, and made a dart toward the barrier that
stood a few feet out from the court tables. The barrier was
made of mere rope and ribbons, draped from narrow white
posts, but its purpose was made clear by the guards that stood
behind it. Although the guards themselves looked perhaps
more ornamental than practical, still, guards were guards,
and there were swords hanging from the gorgeous belts that
crossed the splendid livery. The crowd looked at them, and
steadied a little.

People began to find where they would sit down, the first-
comers pleased with themselves and resistant to inroads by
late-comers. More royal guards appeared to sort out dis-
agreements before they became heated.

Katriona found herself a corner of an aisle close enough to
the barrier to count the gems in the hilt of the sword of the
guardsman nearest her and the ruches in the tablecloth of
the nearest court table. She heard commotion ebb and flow in
the empty aisle beside her and then a large bare leg and foot
planted itself next to her. She was eye level with the back-
ward sweep of an unsheathed sword that swung by the leg.
Lord Prendergast had a dress sword he sometimes wore—
sheathed—at fetes and things, but it was straight, like those
of the guards behind the barrier; this one was curved, and,
more important, only about half a hand’s-breadth distant. She
was rather preoccupied with its nearness, for the first time
thinking that as a small young woman alone she was vulner-
able to displacement by larger rowdier elements. She ob-
served that the bare leg was bare only to just below the knee,
and then, rather more reassuringly, that the curiously
wrapped and looped trousers disappeared toward the waist
under a livery coat similar to those the guards were wearing.
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The man she looked up at was probably not so tall as he
seemed, standing next to her as she sat on the ground. His
arms were crossed, and he was scowling, and she glanced
over her shoulder at a group of young men, their colour
somewhat heightened, looking at the sabre-bearer and visibly
changing their minds about coming any farther. The sabre-
bearer was directly beside her, as if it were she he was spe-
cially guarding.

The sabre seemed to whistle past her ear as the man turned
and bent over her. She flinched. He was bald as well as bare-
foot, and his skin was a deep, shining grey-brown, rather like
wet shale. He gazed down at her, and while he was still
scowling, he no longer looked angry but puzzled. Katriona
wanted to say, I am no one, I am no one from that no-place,
the Gig, because his gaze seemed to be trying to make her into
someone; but her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth.
He straightened up, his eyes moving away from her and to-
ward the dais, and she watched as his line of sight rose, and
she could guess he was now looking at the cradle. She ex-
pected him to leave her now, and she drew in the first half of
a deep sigh of relief.

But her breath caught in her throat when with a sudden,
impulsive movement, he pulled something off over his head
and bent over her again. He was holding the something down
toward her, and as she looked up, he dropped it round her
neck. She felt the weight of it at once, although it had drifted
through the air as if it were made of gossamer. She touched it
gently, feeling the half-exciting, half-irritating buzz of magic
against her skin, thinking, Oh dear. This is not just a little
charm, for sleeping in trees, or keeping your place in a queue.

There was a buzz in her ears, too; the amulet hadn’t been
made for her, she was too small for it, and it was having trou-
ble finding her within the larger space it was accustomed to.
She fingered it, waiting, dazzled, helpless, glad she was sit-
ting down. She hadn’t noticed before the shimmer of magic
behind the barrier; well, of course, it would be there, in a
crowd like this you could never know . . . but this was a lot of
magic, a very large lot of magic, what were they expecting?

The buzz began to subside, and she heard the man say to
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her, “You wear that, child, and you stay just where you are,
it’ll hold you safe.”

Still a little dazed, she said, “But—"

The man was already turning away—the sabre twinkled
past her eye—she reached out and grabbed his ankle, bang-
ing her head on the flat of the blade. It was cold against her
skin, and for a moment she saw . .. lace, tiny delicate holes
and large drooping arches, squares and triangles and shapes
she had no names for, webwork from thread fine as spider
silk to stout rope like a carter’s, layers and layers of it, hung
like an infinity of veils; soon she would be lost among them. . . .
She felt the man’s hand on her head, tipping her upright
again, brushing the tangle away. “Little maid, I am sorry. Es-
kwa is dangerous unsheathed, but I want him dangerous to-
day; and I would rather he bound than he cut. Putting things
to rights tomorrow if I have guessed wrong will be easier. But
Eskwa does not like binding; he says it is not his work, and it
makes him short-tempered.”

She shook her head to clear it, pulling the string of the
amulet against her neck till it bit into her skin as if saying to
it, Here. This is where I am. This is all of me there is. She said
unsteadily, “I know—how magic works. My aunt is a fairy.”
For some reason he laughed when she said this. “There must
be an—exchange.”

She could not refuse so great a gift, but what did one do in
a case like this? There were rules for the basic things, salt for
saving a life and wine for bringing one safe into the world; if
you had no salt you licked the back of your hand; if you had
no wine you offered an empty cup; if you had no cup, you of-
fered your cupped hands. She didn’t know the ritual response
for having a queen’s ransom dropped round your neck by a
stranger when you hadn’t a king’s ransom to give. She was
groping in the secret pocket inside her skirt for something to
offer him; she did not want to give him one of her paltry
charms, she thought it might be rude; and Eskwa made her
nervous.

Her hand closed on Barder’s wooden egret. She hated to
lose it, but somehow that made it less meagre a token. She
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held it up, and the man took it solemnly, and looked at it, and
as he looked at it he smiled, and with his smile Eskwa made
her less nervous. “I think you are right, child,” he said, “that
there must be some exchange between us; Nagilbran always
told me I was too light-minded. He would call me very light-
minded indeed for this whim of mine,” and he touched his
collar-bone with the hand that did not hold Barder’s egret,
where his amulet had hung. “This is a very beautiful thing,
and the man who made it for you loves you with a love that
even magic cannot improve upon. I will not take it away from
you. Listen, child. The necklace is a loan. I’ll come back for
it when you don’t need it any more. Tomorrow, perhaps,
when I have my wrong guesses to mend. And I thank you
now for the loan of your medallion.”

He laid it gently into her hand again, and left her, walking
quickly away down the aisle. She turned her head just in time
to see one last fierce glitter from Eskwa as she gratefully
tucked the egret away; but then the crowd set up a shout and
she turned back.

The king, queen and princess had finally arrived, last of
all. The princess was being carried by a small, surprisingly
drab person. The queen hovered over her, not so much, Katri-
ona thought, that she had any fear for her, but because she
found it difficult to tear herself away from the contemplation
of her daughter, even at the expense of her own grand en-
trance. Katriona had her fingers curled round the centre stone
of the sabre-bearer’s amulet, and it throbbed gently, like a
small beating heart. She could see the king’s face, and the
queen’s, and the small drab person’s, although they were
some distance from her, but not the princess’; the princess
was just a froth of ribbons and drapery.

The crowd leaped to its feet and shouted and waved their
hands, Katriona borne with them, although no one touched
her. The little party mounted the half-dozen low steps to the
cradle-dais, and then the small drab person handed the
princess to the queen, who herself laid her tenderly in the cra-
dle. And so Katriona saw nothing of the princess at all, just as
she had predicted to her aunt two months ago: nothing but a
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bundle of gold and white and lavender. She thought she had a
glimpse of one small waving fist just before the princess dis-
appeared below the sides of the cradle.

Then there were the speeches, and Katriona felt she proba-
bly wasn’t missing much by not being able to hear them on
account of the noise of her neighbours, the wind, and the ten-
dency of the speech-makers to mumble. The bishop, who was
the first, and most resplendently dressed, and had the most
sonorous mumble, had gone on the longest; maybe there was
more to say over a princess than over an ordinary baby.
Name-days in Foggy Bottom lasted as long as the lighting of
two candles and one stick of incense, and the laying on of
one pair of hands. Of course the Foggy Bottom priestling was
muttering away like anything as he did these things, and the
bishop was in no hurry. His satellite priests pulled out a series
of little wallets and satchels of dried herbs and other
unguessable crumbs and particles, adding a pinch here and a
pinch there as if the princess were an outlandish sort of broth.
They would have smothered her in the smoke from their
censers as well, except the wind kept snatching it away.

It was funny about the wind; there had only been enough
to make the banners show their colours a little while ago. But
there had been an odd, almost brutal gust as the queen had
laid the princess in her cradle; not only had the princess’ own
long trailing robes and wrappings suddenly wafted out, the
queen’s headdress had as well. Katriona glanced over at the
fairy godmothers’ table, where the wind was having a very
good time among the headgear. And now the pennoncels fly-
ing high above the dais were struggling against their ropes as
if they wished to fly away from here, from the name-day,
from the royal city; and dark clouds were beginning to roll
up. It had been a beautiful day, a day suitable for a princess’
name-day; but now there were thunderclouds gathering in the
northwest. The heartbeat against her palm quickened.

Katriona looked with some puzzlement toward the First
Magicians’ table. She found it hard to believe that the king
and queen hadn’t asked particularly that the weather today be
fine; even her aunt had been known to make a tiny break in
the clouds for a wedding-party to make a dash from the
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church to the pub where the food was without ruining the
bride’s finery (village bridal dresses could afford to be as
grand as they often were because fairies saw that the weather
didn’t ruin them from one generation to the next), and her
aunt in general didn’t believe in messing with the weather.
While it seemed to Katriona that conversation at the First
Magicians’ table had lapsed, she could not be sure that the
number of magicians looking thoughtfully at the sky was not
merely on account of the slow plod of the speeches.

Well, at last. The final orator shuffled away, and the king—
trying not to give the impression of a person waking from a
nap standing up—turned to the fairy godmothers’ table and
smiled. The first fairy was halfway up the dais before he’d
finished turning his head.

Katriona leaned forward now, straining her ears, because
she wanted to hear the sort of thing fairy godmothers gave to
royal goddaughters; but the fairy, perhaps having taken in-
structions from the failure of the speech-givers to be heard,
was careful, after she had bent over the cradle, to turn back to-
ward the audience and shout: “To our very own princess,
Casta Albinia Allegra Dove Minerva Fidelia Aletta Blythe
Domnia Delicia Aurelia Grace Isabel Griselda Gwyneth Pearl
Ruby Coral Lily Iris Briar-Rose, I give the gift of golden hair,
as gold as corn-tassels in August.”

Katriona nearly fell over. Golden hair! Golden hair? What
an utterly idiotic gift! Aunt had always taught her that you
were respectful of your magic! And here, the very first—
Golden hair! from a fairy godmother, who could give you
anything—well, almost anything. They would only have in-
vited the best to be the princess’ godmothers. But here was
the second godmother. Surely she would do better.

Wrong. “To our princess, I give the gift of eyes as blue as
love-in-a-mist, or summer sky after rain.” Katriona put her
head in her hand. “Skin as white as milk.” She’ll have to live
under a royal parasol all her life, then; skin like that burns in-
doors, with the shutters closed. “—And as flawless as the silk
woven by the royal silkworms.” She’ll look like a doll. No
person has flawless skin. “Lips as red as cherries.” “Teeth
like pearls.” Katriona missed a few, by dropping the amulet
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and pressing her hands over her ears in despair. “Feet that
never stumble at dancing.” “Fingers that never falter upon the
flute.” “A singing voice sweeter than the first birds of spring”
and “A laugh like a silver bell.” “Her golden hair will fall in
long ringlets wide and round as goblets.”

Katriona wished her aunt were there. She found herself
thinking over all the charms her aunt had given her, wonder-
ing if there were anything she could give to the princess.
Would she like, when she was a little older, to be able to sleep
in a tree? While they’re at it, she thought sourly, hearing the
bestowal of eyelashes as long and fine and silky as the hairs
at the tip of a fleethound’s tail, they could at least give her fin-
gernails that never break off below the quick, eyes that never
get dust in them, a digestion that is never upset. They hadn’t
guaranteed her not to have flat feet yet either; weren’t they
worried they’d end up with a princess with feet like a duck’s?
... “Her embroidery shall be peerless”; “her sweetmeats
sublime.”

Poor princess. Was Katriona imagining it, or did the queen
look the tiniest bit dismayed? Did she shiver? Or was that
only the wind? Katriona remembered the popular story that
the queen had been in her father’s kitchens overseeing dinner
when the emissary had come to offer her the king’s hand in
marriage; perhaps she had been looking forward to teaching
her daughter her own recipe for sweetmeats.

As the twentieth gift was uttered—something to do with
spinning woolen thread as fine and strong as the slender
reedy leaves of the maundry, much loved by basket-
weavers—there was a burst of thunder so near overhead that
everyone, except possibly the king, ducked; a number of peo-
ple stretched themselves flat on the ground, with the con-
comitant effect of a lot of boots going into a lot of faces; cries
of pain and protest combined with the next blast of thunder.
Katriona was suddenly the only one near the barrier still sit-
ting up; and she clutched the sabre-bearer’s amulet with both
hands.

In the aisle in front of Katriona, just before the boundary, a
black cloud was creating itself. Its centre twisted and writhed
and began to take on a shape somewhat human, and as it did
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so, the outside of the cloud began to organise itself into a
long grey cloak, and the cloak began to send up streaks of
purple and magenta and cerise from its hem, as if the air were
a vat of dye it trailed in. And then the human form within it
gave a final jerk and shudder, and a woman stood there, a
woman as tall as the king, and with a face more dangerous
than an army waiting for the command to attack, and she
wore black and grey streaked with purple and magenta and
cerise, and a necklace of black stones.

She turned slowly in a circle, holding the edges of her
cloak against her bent arms so that the material hung down
like wings; and as she finished her circuit and again faced the
dais, she dropped her hands and arms, and laughed.

“So: a fine day for a princess’ name-day, and a fine crowd
to see. Well! I wanted to see, too—but I was not invited. I live
alone near a wood—perhaps not quite alone—but no herald
came to me; and when one-and-twenty fairy godmothers
were chosen I was not among them. But I wished to see the
princess’ name-day—and so I came.”

She paused, but no one said anything. Even the First Magi-
cians sat as if stricken; perhaps they were. The queen had
bent over the cradle as the black cloud formed itself out of
nothing, but she seemed frozen, reaching for her child but not
able to touch her. One of the courtiers, at the end of the table
by the aisle Katriona sat beside, held a bit of bread to his
mouth, but he neither ate it, nor laid it down, nor closed his
mouth. Katriona was rigid in what she thought was nothing
but sheer terror; if she moved, the tall woman might notice
her.

As the black cloud had become a woman, Katriona had
watched the magic barrier behind the ordinary barrier flame
up till the faces of the people she saw through it were patched
and mottled with its colours: reds and red-purples and mauves
and greys. As the tall woman spoke, each word seemed to
glance off that undulating barrier, but it left a little black
streak behind it, so that the barrier began to look spotted, like
fine sheer cloth with soot.

When she finished speaking, the tall woman reached out a
hand toward the barrier, and the sooty black streaks extended



36 Robin McKinley

into smudges and dapples, till the barrier became piebald,
and the clear colours were all shadowed. But she dropped her
hand at last, and the shadows began to fade; but Katriona fan-
cied, as they faded, that they shimmered grey-brown, like wet
shale, and that instead of spots and mottles, they were woven,
like cord or rope. The woman laughed again, but it was a
laugh like the sudden knowledge of your own death, and
many of the people who lay on the ground whimpered or
cried out.

“I, too, have a gift for the princess,” said the tall woman,
“and while it pleases you not to seek it, I will give it to her
nonetheless; but perhaps ...” and here the woman’s voice
grew silky with malevolence, “perhaps I will alter it just a lit-
tle. I was not in a good mood when I arrived, you know, for I
had expected an invitation to the name-day; I was still hoping
right up until this morning that this would be put right. I
might still have forgiven you, this morning.

“But I am quite a . . . quite an important fairy, and you can-
not have overlooked me, except by deliberation. I do not like
to be overlooked. And now, when I have humbled myself to
you by coming anyway, not only do you not ask me to sit at the
high table, you hold me here with your rabble of subjects. . . .
No, I am not in a good mood.

“I wish the country to remember me, too, as one of the
fairies who gave the princess a gift on her name-day.” She
had been facing the barrier, but now she turned round, toward
the crowd—the rabble of subjects—and threw her arms out
wide. “My original gift was this: that the princess will grow
in all those beauties and virtues she has been so adorned with
this day. But on the day she reaches her majority—on the day
that her father should crown her his heir—on her one-and-
twentieth birthday, she shall fall down in a poisoned sleep,
and die, and nothing anyone can do will save her.”

Katriona stopped breathing.

“But that now seems to me so—simple. And so I think I
will alter it—a little. What was it [ heard some magic-trifling
buffoon giving her as I arrived? Some sublime ability to spin
the dense stinking hair of a sheep into something resembling
the thin drab tumescences of an unlovely marsh plant? How
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charming. I think I shall say—on her one-and-twentieth
birthday she shall prick her finger on the spindle of a spin-
ning wheel; and this prick shall cause her to fall into that poi-
soned sleep from which no one shall rouse her.”

Not breathing wasn’t enough; Katriona wanted to be a
grass blade, a lump of gravel, an earthworm, anything but a
person listening to this curse, shaping itself implacably over
the baby princess’ tiny, oblivious head.

“Perhaps you will say that is mere ornamentation. And it
does still give you one-and-twenty years to enjoy her. I think
... I think it shall be that my disposition of her future may
happen at any time.” Again the woman laughed, and the peo-
ple lying on the ground outside the barrier writhed and
flinched as if the laugh were a lash across their flesh. “Per-
haps I shall even come to her, in secret, tonight, and pick her
up out of her cradle, and press her tiny soft hand against the
sharp spindle end. . . .”

Thunder groaned in the distance in a terrible harmony to
the moans of the crowd; the queen gave one shriek, and fell
fainting across the cradle. The king, moving as if he were
tearing himself free from iron chains, stooped beside her, and
took her in his arms. The tall woman smiled. “Burn all the
spinning wheels in the kingdom, should you choose; it will
not save her. Lock her up in your deepest dungeon for the rest
of her short life, and that will not save her either. Delight in
your princess while you can, for you shall not have her
long!”

The tall woman threw up her hands, and she was a black
cloud again, tumultuous as a tornado, spinning, spinning,
spinning like a kind of maniacal wheel, where she had been
standing, and the banners above the dais were torn free, and
the poles that had held the silken hangings crashed down
upon the king and the queen and the cradle with the princess
still in it—and Katriona, with no recollection of how she got
there, found herself kneeling by the cradle and snatching up
the now-crying princess in her own arms and patting the little
back and stroking the little head and saying, over and over,
“No, no, it shall not happen, it can’t happen, they won’t let it
happen, you can have all my aunt’s charms, I’'m not much of
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a fairy yet although my aunt says I will be, but you can have
my gift, it’s only baby-magic so it won’t last, and it isn’t very
useful anyway, I can talk to animals, sometimes it is a little
useful, and it is the only useful gift anyone has given you all
day, sometimes if someone has put a spell on you or on
something round you, if you have an animal you can ask, an-
imals aren’t so mixed up by magic as we are, it’s only baby-
magic, it’s only—but you’re only a baby yourself, oh, oh, it
cannot happen,” and she realised the tears were streaming
down her face and down the back of the princess’ neck,
which might be part of why the princess was crying so hard.
The sabre-bearer’s amulet thrummed against her breast like
the beating of many small heavy hammers, and as she rocked
the princess she saw that there were shreds of red and red-
purple and mauve and grey draped over her arms and strung
through her fingers like torn fabric she had clawed her way
through, and streamers of it hung as well from her hair and
tickled her face, but she had no hand free to brush them away.

There was an uproar round her, and to the extent that she
was thinking clearly about anything, she was expecting the
princess to be taken away from her at once; but what hap-
pened instead was someone’s arm round her waist, helping
her to her feet, hustling her, with the princess still in her
arms, down the back of the dais, and under the wreck of the
poles and the name-day hangings. Here there was a little cor-
ner of quiet, and the hustling stopped, and Katriona found
herself looking down into the face of the small drab person
who had carried the princess and stood behind the queen, and
her face, too, was streaked with tears.

“My dear, do you have any idea what you have done? I
would thank you for it, only I doubt that you do know.”

Katriona balanced the princess awkwardly so that she
could sweep the worst of the flapping, confusing streamers
out of her face with one hand; she might have thought to of-
fer the princess to the small person, but she did not, and the
small person did not offer to take her. The small person did,
as the amulet was revealed from behind the now only whim-
pering baby, reach out and touch it delicately with one finger.
“Well. That explains one thing.”
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Katriona found herself smiling, the desperate smile of
someone who has no idea what is going on, is frightened, and
wishes to please or at least to placate. The small person’s
eyes rose from the amulet to Katriona’s face, and she smiled
back, but it was a gentle and understanding smile. “You are
still only a child yourself. My poor dear. ... Oh, I do not
know what to do!” The small person’s face lost its smile as if
it would never find it again, and she pressed a hand briefly
over her eyes, and a few tears crept out from under her palm.
Speaking as if to herself, she said, “What I told the queen is
only the truth—I"m too bound up in this family—over many
years and three generations of kings and queens I have sunk
my power deep here, too deep to be got back. . . . There were
to have been one-and-twenty gifts, and only twenty were
given when Pernicia appeared—Oh yes,” she said, speaking
directly to Katriona again, “yes, I know who she is; but I did
not know she was so powerful. I hoped, as one always does
hope until catastrophe strikes, that it would not come. I
hoped that the years had worn her out, the years since our last
queen. ..

“Listen. There is no time. I will try to see to it that no one
remembers you. Take the princess and go—take her and go.
That is her only chance—because by the time it is quiet
enough that one might be able to think, it will be too late. I
will give you a charm so that you can escape the royal city
unseen; then you are on your own. I dare not let you carry
any smell of me or my magic beyond the walls of the city—
ah! I dare not so much as kiss her good-bye; I dare not touch
her again, now that you have taken her—Do not tell me
where you are going, do not say it aloud in this place, in this
air, that Pernicia so recently disturbed for her own ends. The
fewer traces you leave the more easily I can erase them.”

“I—but—" began Katriona, appalled, but unconsciously
easing the princess against her till she fit comfortably against
her own breast and shoulder. The princess had one small fist
wrapped in the neckline of Katriona’s dress, and was begin-
ning to experiment with pulling her hair with the other one.

“Yes, I know,” said the small drab fairy. “I’'m sorry. But
you will do it, will you not? I cannot force you any more than
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I can keep her safe myself. But it is truly the princess’ only
hope. Take her home with you. Raise her as if she were your
own.”

“Raise her? But what—"

“You will hear from me later. I will find you when I can—
when I dare. It may not be for some time. Pernicia is . . . we
must find out everything about her, and this will not be easy.
Listen to this—memorise it—anyone coming from me will
tell it to you, and that is how you will know who they are.
Words are the only token we can risk. And—and—a poem is
the most I can give her, my dear, my only darling!” The
fairy’s voice faltered, but then went on firmly: *“ ‘Small spi-
der weave on a silver sleeve/Oh weave your grey web nearer./
From a golden crown let your silk hang down/ For lost, lost,
lost is the wearer.” ”

“ . ..1s the wearer, ” repeated Katriona obediently. “But
what will you tell the poor queen?”

But she never knew the answer, for as she raised her head
from the effort of memorisation—her mind felt like a field of
rabbits bolting in panic from the sight of the hunter—to look
again at the small person who had just destroyed her life and
given her some other, far more dangerous life for which she
was totally unprepared, she found herself on the outskirts of
the royal city, in a small stand of oak trees. It was near sunset,
and the princess was asleep on her shoulder.



CHAPTER

=

Small spider weave . . .” Katriona murmured; by the sun, the
small fairy had recited the poem for her to learn several hours
ago. She gave a hitch upward with the arm that bore the
weight of the sleeping princess; babies always weighed more
than you thought they would. And . . . she would be carrying
this one for a long time.

She sat down. She had to sit down. If Pernicia herself had
appeared in that little grove and ordered her to hand the
princess over, Katriona would still have sat down. She tried
to arrange the princess on her knee, but sleeping babies are
intransigently floppy, and Katriona, while she had had a good
bit of experience with babies, was not at her best, and her
hands were shaking. The princess lay like a little crushed par-
cel, snoring faintly.

Katriona tried to take stock. Most of her few possessions
were back in the little cubby at the pub with no chance of re-
claiming them. She would have to hope that no conclusions
were drawn about their abandonment. She was wearing her
charm-skirt (now tucked tactfully under her ordinary skirt, so
that she didn’t look such a bumpkin), and her few remaining
ha’pennies, her small folding knife, and her flint and tinder
were in her pocket with Barder’s egret. She was wearing her
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best clothes, which she had been a little ashamed of as not at
all best enough for a princess’ name-day, but their lackluster
appearance now would be useful, when she had no others,
and they were, furthermore, both comfortable and durable.
Better yet was the fact that she was wearing her cloak, not
because she had thought she would need it, but because it
was the newest thing she owned; she would miss her blanket
at night, but at least with the cloak they wouldn’t freeze.
Nearer home even in midsummer there was no guarantee of
warm nights. She unwound the scarf that went round her
neck, crossed her breast, and tied at her waist; it was not ideal
for the purpose, but she could use it for a baby-sling.

Then she lifted her outer skirt and detached one of the
charms, the one that made the wearer look too poor and ordi-
nary to be worth a passing glance. She hoped that all her
charms would include a baby that she carried—not a contin-
gency she had thought to verify with her aunt beforehand—
but this one she tucked down inside the princess’ clothing. It
had been made up with robbers and thugs in mind; she hoped
it would include royal messengers desperately searching for
some sign of the missing princess and her kidnapper. It was
the best she could do.

She unwrapped, and snipped off, the long ribbons of gold
and lavender, and the pink rosettes, that the princess was
wearing; even her smallclothes were so white as to be daz-
zling, and far too finely made to be anything other than what
they were, clothing for a princess on her name-day. Well,
there was nothing to be done about that; she didn’t have a
charm for producing baby clothes out of oak leaves; and after
a few days they would be as grimy as she could wish—rather
more grimy than she could wish—and she wasn’t planning
on letting anyone near enough to examine the quality of the
stitching. After a moment’s hesitation she stuffed the bright
ribbons into another pocket in her petticoat. She didn’t want
to leave them to be found, and she had no good way of dis-
posing of them; furthermore she had some unhappy sense
that they might be the only symbols of her heritage the poor
little princess had remaining to her.
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Lastly she tucked the sabre-bearer’s amulet under her
dress, wondering what the small person—she didn’t even
know her name—had meant by “That explains one thing.”
Did the small person know the sabre-bearer, and his tendency
to befriend undistinguished strangers with gifts of great
magic? Or was she only referring to the fact that the amulet
had let Katriona cross the barrier Pernicia had not been able
to break? At least the weight and throb of it were gone; it
rested lightly against her, almost too lightly, as if the string
that held it together were all it was made of, and the queerly
translucent stones were mist or imagining.

Then she stood up and started walking. She did not know
what else to do. The sun told her which way to walk; she was
going home.

There were, that evening, surprisingly few people on the
roads, and those there were seemed absorbed in their own
concerns. There was an air of tension everywhere, but Katri-
ona was not sure if this might merely be the tension she car-
ried with her. Her legs were used to heavy loads, but she was
accustomed to panniers or backpacks to carry them; after a
few hours of carrying the princess her shoulders and arms
were tired, and her back sore. She would get used to it; she
had to.

When a flying wedge of horsemen wearing the royal livery
shot past her—the bugler giving warning for everyone to fall
out of the way—it was all Katriona could do not to shriek out
loud; and she wasn’t at all sure that what she wanted to shriek
wasn’t, “Here, I've got her! It’s all a terrible mistake! Please,
take her back to her poor parents!” But she didn’t; and no one
looked twice at the young woman with the anguished face
carrying the sleeping baby in a sling.

As twilight deepened into night and Katriona trudged on,
she thought, I must have milk for her. I dare not ask to buy
milk while we are still so close to the city because I do not
want anyone to wonder why I am carrying an unweaned baby
not my own; but . . .

Perhaps it was some lingering effect of the small fairy’s
charm; perhaps it was merely Katriona’s own dogged deter-
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mination. But she did not stop that night, and the princess
never woke. Katriona knew she should wonder if the princess
were sick; but she was too grateful for the respite. Once they
were out into wilder country it would be easier.

It was easier, but it was not easy. At the end of that first cen-
turies-long night, Katriona struggled into a bit of hedgerow
with a shaggy bank that hid them from the road, and fell into
an exhausted sleep. She was awoken too few hours later by a
thin, miserable, hungry wail from the princess, who was sop-
ping and dirty besides. Katriona dealt with the more immedi-
ately disagreeable problem with a few strips hacked from her
petticoat, and then, since she couldn’t spare anything poten-
tially reusable, rolled up the smelly, disgusting mess of the
princess’ underclothes, wrapped it in another strip torn from
her petticoat, and tucked it grimly into the sling under the
baby. The princess, still fretful, found motion distracting, and
only whinged and grizzled as Katriona staggered down to the
road again and set off, looking sharply round her for any sign
of water.

There was a stream, fortunately, not far away, and she
fought her way upstream through low-hanging shrubs till
they were a little out of sight of the high road, drank deeply
herself, splashed her face savagely in an attempt to wake her-
self up, laid the princess’ discarded nappy in the stream and
put a stone on it to soak, and set about trying to persuade the
princess to drink a little water. It wasn’t food any more than it
was for Katriona, but neither of them had had even water
since midday the day before, and breakfast was still some-
where in the future.

She contrived a twist out of another bit of her petticoat—it
was disappearing fast, and she needed its pockets—which
the princess seized on with no hesitation and sucked eagerly
till she discovered it wasn’t what she wanted, whereupon she
spat it out and began to scream with real rage, turning red
with effort and throwing herself round.

“Oh, magic and glory, what do I do now?” said Katriona
aloud, beginning to panic; but her ear registered certain little
rustlings in the bushes and forced her mind to take note.
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Good morning, sir; she said, because the old dog-fox was
watching her and the princess with interest.

Hungry baby, he said, surprising her; foxes generally
wanted to talk about butterflies and grass and weather for a
long time while they sized you up—if they would talk to you
at all. Even in that country foxes didn’t much like having hu-
man beings who could talk to them—and even in that coun-
try those who could were rare enough—and were not
inclined to be helpful to any fairy. Katriona was already a lit-
tle surprised that this one had brought himself to her attention
in the first place; but she was always polite to animals, and a
fox might know where the nearest field with calved cows in it
was. Yes, she said sadly, and I have no milk.

Not your baby, said the fox.

No, she began, and then said firmly, I am not her mother,
but she is mine to care for.

Foxes have a sense of humour, and she felt this one ex-
pressing his, since she manifestly was not taking good care
of the princess at present. She looked at him, scowling, re-
minding herself that she still had a favour to ask him.

Wife had pups, fifteen days ago, said the dog-fox.

Katriona managed not to say, Well how nice for you both,
but she thought the fox could guess what she hadn’t said, and
if foxes laughed, he would have laughed louder. She had
picked the princess up, and was trying to cradle her, but the
princess wasn’t having any of it: she wanted breakfast—she
wanted yesterday’s tea and supper—and she wanted them
now. Tiny fists can hurt quite a lot when they hit you in the
face. Katriona lowered her to her lap, and hung on. Maybe
she would wear out soon.

Wife has milk, said the fox.

Katriona’s head shot up and she stared at him. He was
crouched on the bank above her, his red coat perfectly cam-
ouflaged by the last winter’s leaves still caught in the
hedgerow, below this year’s green. She was so startled she
forgot to be polite. Why do you want to help us? she said.

Not foxy, to help human? said the fox, smiling a fox smile.
No. Like babies. Even human babies. Yours makes too much
noise.
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Katriona knew what he was saying; noise in the wild was
dangerous—and he didn’t know the half of it. I don’t know
how to make her quiet. She’s angry because she’s hungry.

The fox jumped down from the bank and put his nose to
the princess’ screwed-up, beetroot-coloured, shrieking face,
and stoically withstood two bashes from those heavy little
fists before she registered the arrival of another presence. Ka-
triona held her breath. The princess opened her eyes, and her
shrieks fell off into more hesitant wails. She grasped one of
the fox’s ears and pulled. He flinched, but put his tongue out
and licked her, and she laughed. It was rather a hoarse laugh,
but it was a laugh.

Quickly now, he said, withdrew his head (giving it a shake,
as if to resettle his ears, and his nose, where the princess had
struck him), and trotted off, upstream. The princess gave an-
other cry at her new toy being so abruptly withdrawn, but her
tantrum had worn her out, and on a too-long empty stomach
she didn’t have the strength to start in again. Almost as sud-
denly as blowing out a candle she fell asleep again, although
she grizzled in her sleep, and her little face was frowning, her
mouth set and the corners turned emphatically down, in the
unequivocal way of unhappy babies.

Katriona snatched up the nappies from the water, and held
them at arm’s length while they streamed—at least the run-
ning water had cleaned them fairly well—supporting the
baby sling with the other arm. She ached all over, and was
herself dizzy with hunger, and her held-out arm kept drop-
ping involuntarily to her side, wetting her skirt and that ankle
and foot. The foot began to squelch in its shoe.

Katriona expected an argument from the fox’s wife, but
she followed him out of their den almost as soon as the fox
had gone in, with motherliness radiating off her like heat
from a fire. She licked the princess’ face, and the princess
woke, and obligingly pulled her ears, but she was weeping
before she was properly awake, a thin, despairing wail, and it
hurt Katriona’s heart to hear her.

Put her down beside me, said the vixen. Lay her as if she
were—a puppy. She’s too big for me to move. I'll do the rest.

And she did. Katriona wondered if the fox cubs whim-
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pered for their breakfast that day, for the princess emptied the
contents of several nipples before she fell asleep again, this
time smiling and rosy. Thank you, said Katriona. Thank you,
thank you. Can I . . . she hesitated. Is there anything at all I can
do for you? I—I’'m not a real fairy. I can’t do much. I'm sorry.

What’s your name? said the dog-fox.

Katriona, Katriona said in surprise.

Well, Katriona, said the dog-fox, if a fox ever calls you Ka-
triona, you must come to its rescue. Will you do that?

Yes, said Katriona, and felt the fox’s sense of humour
again, although it had a bitter edge. Yes, said the dog-fox.
believe you. I had been watching you some time before 1
spoke, this morning, and I might not have let you know I was
there.

Sleep here now, said the vixen, as Katriona wearily began
shrugging herself back into the sling. We’ll keep watch. I can
give her one more meal before you set out again. But only
one. Or my babies will howl. Fox cubs didn’t howl, but Katri-
ona acknowledged the joke. She fell asleep so quickly she
cracked her head against the ground lying down.

She opened her eyes to the sound of delighted infant laugh-
ter: the princess was playing catch with the dog-fox’s tail.
The rest of him was lying just out of her reach—she couldn’t
quite roll over yet, although she was trying—and he tickled
her face with his brush, and then flicked it away as she
grabbed for it. She thought this was a delicious game, and
waved and kicked, and sneezed. Katriona couldn’t see any
obvious tufts of fur gone, and she rather thought the old fox
was having a good time. Fleas, she thought. Never mind. I
will find some wild garlic for the fleas.

The thought of wild garlic made her stomach give a sud-
den shriek of its own, almost as loud as the princess’ as she
once again missed her grab, and equally suddenly Katriona
realised she was smelling food. Fox dens do tend to be a bit
redolent of past fox dinners, but this was . . . she sat up and
turned round and saw a meat pie lying on a bit of bare earth
near her. It looked as if it had had a rather hard journey, but it
was indubitably a meat pie.
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The dog-fox said, It’s for you. Sorry about the teethmarks.
I was in a bit of a hurry.

Katriona had eaten it all almost before the fox finished
speaking. She sighed. I can only thank you again, she said.
And again and again.

I could grow accustomed to being thanked, said the fox,
half joking and half serious; thanks as humans understood
them were not usual in animal cultures. (Nor were apologies.
The fox’s pride had evidently been offended by an insuffi-
ciently clever snatch at the stolen meat pie. Pride was very
important. It was one of the things that kept you alive.) I feel
you are hiding from your own kind for a good reason, said
the fox after a pause. It was the princess’ name-day yester-
day, and at midday the sky darkened, and the wind smelled
wrong, and later on the king’s horsemen galloped down the
roads with angry, frightened faces. And then you came.

Yes, said Katriona, and the fox asked no more; secrets were
another of the things that kept you alive. Katriona could hear
muffled squeaks and rustles from inside the den; presumably
the vixen was feeding her own children.

I thank you for your thanks, the dog-fox said at last, almost
primly, and she had impulsively half reached out to touch
him, a caress or a hug, before she remembered what brutal
bad manners that would be, and flinched back. The fox was
looking at her thoughtfully. Like this, he said, rolled to his
feet, walked over to her, and laid his long narrow furry cheek
briefly against her wide smooth round one.
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There were fleas, but the wild garlic helped, and the reek of
it kept certain other inevitable odours a little at bay. And she
began to think that one or two of the fairy godmothers’ gifts
that she had missed while her hands were over her ears must
have been about good nature, because the princess was aston-
ishingly good-natured during their long difficult journey; the
tantrum she had their first morning was the only tantrum she
ever had. Maybe it’s something in the milk, Katriona thought
a little wildly, for the princess drank not only fox’s milk, and
goat’s, and cow’s and ewe’s and mare’s and a variety of do-
mestic cats’ and dogs’ (mostly sheepdogs’ and collies’), but
also doe’s, badger’s, otter’s, polecat’s, pine marten’s, wolf’s,
Iynx’s, wildcat’s, and bear’s (some of these more tactically
difficult to achieve than others). She knew, although she had
not been told, that some kind of word had gone out among
the animals that there was a baby walking west and north in
the arms of a fairy woman not her mother, who couldn’t do
much fairy work but could talk to animals—she hoped they
said she was polite—and she often found when she huddled
down by a farmyard at evening or very early morning (one of
the extraordinary adaptations the princess had made without
fuss was to the necessary regime of only two meals a day)
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and asked, Goat, goat, can you spare me any milk? the
goat—or whatever milking mother was on offer—was half
expecting her, and could often tell her where to look for the
princess’ next meal as well.

Katriona preferred the bigger farms, when she was lucky
enough to find a farm she thought she could risk approaching
(hedgerow or haystack near the field with the animals she
wanted in it; farmhouse far from the farmyard) because the
princess, especially since she only had the chance to slake it
twice a day, had a mighty appetite, and a small householder
would miss what she took. A few times Katriona left one of
her last ha’pennies on a doorstep, or tied up in the farmer’s
kerchief hung over his pitchfork, or by the sink in the dairy
for the farmwife to find. This was the sort of thing that hap-
pened in this country, but then the ha’pennies left were usu-
ally silver, or sometimes, if someone was very lucky,
something called fairy metal, though no one (including
fairies) knew where it came from, iridescent in sunlight, and
strangely warm in the hand even in winter. Katriona’s
ha’pennies were just the ordinary copper ones struck by the
king’s mint; but then you never got to spend the iridescent
ones. They became family heirlooms. Which was all very
well after the day you had to go hungry because someone
had pinched your milk. (The story that went with the fairy-
metal coins was that the animals milked better and the crops
grew better and the human farmer and farm family were
healthier for the whole season after. She couldn’t do anything
about that, either. All she could do was leave a plain dull
ha’penny.)

But often enough there was no farm, or there was a too-
populous village too near even a good large spread-out farm,
or something else was wrong, often nothing Katriona could
even describe, only a prickle between her shoulder blades
that made her clutch the princess more closely and keep on.

And then she had to listen for the sound of wild animals
talking among themselves, which was as difficult as picking
out a fox’s red coat among last year’s beech leaves, and for
similar reasons. And then, having managed to orient herself
to a sound not made by wind or water or will-o’-the-wisp
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(wills-0’-the-wisp in that country could be quite noisy, if
dancing lights and minor visions weren’t alluring enough and
the wisps were beginning to feel frustrated), she had to try to
move in that direction, till she could say, Pardon me, gentle
persons, I have a favour to ask, before they disappeared be-
cause a human was approaching them. Not always, even
then, would they wait for her, but usually they did: the word
had gone out.

She wished she could ask why there had been that word:
there weren’t any stories that weren’t obviously nursery tales
about animals organising to feed an orphaned baby. Did the
animals know that this baby was the princess? Was that part
of the word that was passed among them? No one had ever
asked who the baby was, but then animals wouldn’t. The
baby was the baby and the mother was the mother, even
when she wasn’t. (The dog-fox had been rude in suggesting
the princess was not Katriona’s baby, but foxes are brash
creatures, and gratuitously inquisitive. Katriona couldn’t
imagine any animal but a fox—except, possibly, a few of the
cheekier birds—remarking as he had remarked on the
princess’ name-day.) Animals always wanted to know—their
lives too often depended on it—but they rarely asked ques-
tions. You weren’t supposed to have to ask questions; lan-
guage was a weak and unreliable means of taking in
information, and many wild animals dispensed with it; your
ears and nose and eyes were much preferable.

And because the animals did not question her, she could
not ask them: Why are you doing this for us?

There were stories that didn’t sound like nursery tales,
about companies of leopards and lynxes and dragons and
wolves that had fought at the sides of various kings and
queens many years ago; but maybe those were merely nurs-
ery tales for grown-ups. History was as unreliable as almost
everything else that was influenced by magic in this coun-
try—which was nearly everything—and those stories could
have been true or they could have not been true. Did the ani-
mals know about Pernicia?

But Katriona did have to go in search of animals to help
her; they might expect her, they might wait for her, but they
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rarely came to meet her. She had had no warning, one
evening, and was beginning to feel some anxiety that she had
gone so far into a plausible-looking wood without hearing
any animal speech, when a hummock of darkness had risen
in front of her in the twilight and shadows, and become a
bear. She had gripped the princess so tightly she gave a little
squeak and then began to cry, and even after the bear had ad-
dressed them in a voice as kind and loving as Katriona’s
aunt’s, saying, I have milk for your baby, Katriona had not
been able to make any reply for at least a minute. The steady
yellow eyes of wolves appearing out of the darkness between
blink and blink was nothing compared to the revelation of the
bear.

The bear sat down, quietly, and crossed her immense, dag-
ger-clawed paws over her broad breast, and waited for Katri-
ona to recover herself. Not wishing to appear rude, but still
struck dumb, Katriona took a wavering step forward; and
then the princess, who had stopped crying, gave one of her
delicious, crowing chirrups, and held out her arms—to the
bear.

There was this also to say about the bear: She was big
enough, presumably, to spare milk for a human baby without
much shortage to her own. It had taken most of a riverbank of
otters to feed the princess, another evening, though the otters
had seemed to think it all a great joke. The nursing mothers
had hung round talking among themselves about the adventure
of feeding a human baby while one after another had her turn
with the princess, and before each had slid silently back into
the river to return to her own territory and her own children.
That had been a long night, because many of the otters were
coming from a considerable distance, and the princess’ dinner
had a number of hiatuses, or perhaps merely courses—with
which she put up with her usual good humour.

The princess was undoubtedly thriving. She wasn’t very
clean, but she was bright-eyed—and alarmingly cheerful—
and apparently robustly healthy. And energetically putting on
weight. Katriona’s mind and eye noted this with satisfaction;
her back and shoulders were less pleased.

It took them three and a half months to return to Foggy
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Bottom. Katriona had decided that she had best travel mostly
at night, and off the main road; and with the (increasing) bur-
den of the princess as well, she did not move very quickly.
She began to feel as if the journey were her entire life, and
that she would never come to the end of it; she felt that way
particularly at the end of every night’s walk, because she was
always tired and hungry, and worried whether this would be
the night that their luck ran out, and she would find no milk
for the princess. There was always a slightly dreamlike qual-
ity to talking to animals, both because it happened in your
head, like you might make up imaginary conversations with
people, and because the way animals’ minds worked was so
different from the way human minds worked. The disorient-
ing quality of beast-talking was that much more bewildering
when you were tired.

Katriona was also always short on sleep because she woke
often every day, thinking she heard the sound of Pernicia’s
creatures creeping near them (and what would they be? Dark
and scaly, with poisoned spines? Slithery and slimy, with too
many legs? Or more beautiful than anything kind and good,
with eyes that killed you quicker than basilisks? Would it be
worse if Katriona could talk to them, too? Or maybe she
didn’t use creatures at all; maybe Katriona would wake up
drowning in a swamp or having been turned into a giant hog-
weed or a troll. Or—worst thought of all—possibly Pernicia
would come herself, in person; Katriona often saw her, tall,
deadly, stooping down to seize them both . . .). Or at least the
king’s hunters.

Why hadn’t the royal magicians found them? A really
good magician could find anything that was lost by looking
into the palm of the hand he usually carried his wand in; even
a not very good magician ought to be able to find something
large and important and specific, like a baby princess, with a
few drops of farseeing and a bowl of water. If the small per-
son, the fairy who had given Katriona both the princess and a
poem, was powerful enough to keep them invisible to the
best searchers in the realm, why wasn’t she powerful enough
to protect the princess at home where she belonged?

Or could the sabre-bearer’s amulet be hiding them?



54 Robin McKinley

Katriona couldn’t bear to think about any of it too closely.

She often thought of trying to find a robin who could get a
message to her aunt—robins always seemed to have family
in areas you wanted to get a message to or from—but she
couldn’t think of anything to say that wasn’t more dangerous
than remaining silent and continuing to trust to luck. It was
bad enough she was leaving a trail of stolen milk between the
royal city and the Gig. Perhaps their luck was merely that
magicians scorned talking to animals; animal thoughts
weren’t nearly orderly enough to suit magicians, and were al-
ways full of large untidy preoccupations, like sex and death
and the next meal.

She had seen no one in the royal livery in weeks. She often
had to follow the main road for a little while, because it was
the only way through; and sometimes they had to sleep near
it because she was too tired to look for better shelter, and then
she would be awakened by the sounds that travellers made,
and peer through leaves or shrubbery to see them, half hop-
ing she would overhear some conversation about the missing
princess, about the ten-foot giant who had snatched her out
of her cradle at the name-day and been seen striding south
with her, which was where the king’s trackers were concen-
trating their efforts. She hoped it was a good thing, to see no
one in the king’s livery.

She was always hungry. She was often too tired to forage
for herself properly after she’d found milk for the princess,
and she was desperately weary of the sort of things you could
scrounge in wild land in summer, and eat raw; only a few
times, when it had been raining and they were both wet and
cold, did she risk a fire (one of her aunt’s charms persuaded
wet wood to burn, although the wetter the wood, the sooner
the charm wore out. Her aunt sold many of these charms in
the fenny Gig) and then only if she could find a place far
enough from the road and with the wind in the right direc-
tion. Once or twice the ha’pennies she left in dairies were for
cheeses she’d stolen; but the only milk she was willing to
drink was goats’ and cows’ and ewes’, although it was some-
times offered elsewhere (including by the bear). She was
tired of sitting on the ground; and even with a no-rocks
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charm, there was an infinity of difference between sleeping
on the ground and on the oldest, roughest, lumpiest, and
most-in-need-of-restuffing mattress, made by human hands,
and sheltered by four walls and a roof—and furnished with
blankets and pillows. (They never slept in trees. Katriona
didn’t want to find out the hard way that that particular charm
would not include a baby she carried.)

She was also, of course, very, very tired of the princess,
but the first time she had leant over her to pick her up for
their evening’s walk, seen her eyes focus gravely on the face
above her, and then, after a thoughtful moment, watched her
face break out into a smile as bright as daylight—a smile just
for her, Katriona, as clear as if the princess had called her by
name—she had to admit she was also rather terrifyingly fond
of her. Even if she did weigh too much. And always needed
changing. I didn’t have to rush up to the cradle and start bab-
bling to her like a loony, Katriona thought testily; nobody
forced me. I just did. But if T hadn’t, who would have her
now? The small fairy would have found someone else . ..
wouldn’t she? She would have found someone better . ..
wouldn’t she?

What had she told the poor king and queen?

The last thing before Katriona fell asleep every morning,
she recited to herself the verse the small fairy had taught her.
She often fell asleep murmuring, weave your grey web
nearer. ... And woke up murmuring, lost, lost, lost is the
wearer. ... “Your golden crown is certainly lost,” she said
under her breath one evening, dunking the grubby baby in a
shallow pond, fairly warm after the sun had been on it all af-
ternoon. The grubby baby laughed, and pulled up a handful
of bottom-of-shallow-pond mud and decomposing slime, and
rubbed it into her hair. This was excellent fun, so she pulled
up another. “Oh, you’re a lot of help, you are,” said Katriona,
making a dive at her with a reasonably clean piece of flannel,
and rubbing her face. The princess put up with this indignity
stoically. “Sometimes I think I miss soap even more than
bread. But, you know, we’ll be home soon.” She paused, and
the baby, catching her mood, also paused, and looked at her
anxiously. “Home for you, too,” Katriona said, catching one
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of the muddy hands and applying her flannel to it. “Home for
you, t00.”

It rained steadily the last day and a half to Foggy Bottom.
Katriona used the weather as an excuse not to stop either. She
had run out of ha’pennies a sennight ago—despite how fru-
gally she had hoarded them—and was hungrier than ever;
and she was too tired to do anything but stay on the main cart
track into the Gig when the dawn came. It had been empty all
night, and she managed to get off the road before any of the
other occasional travellers saw her during the day.

Her aunt would know how to tell everyone that Katriona
had come back from the princess’ name-day with a baby of a
suspicious age (she assumed that the news of the princess’
disappearance would have flown round the country as
quickly as the news of her birth had); although could anyone
entertain so ludicrous a notion as that someone like Katriona
had successfully kidnapped the princess? If the princess had
disappeared on account of the threat from Pernicia, it was be-
cause she had been hurried off to some royal stronghold
where the most powerful magicians, the wisest fairies,
cleverest scouts, and sharpest troops could keep her safe.

When Katriona felt she couldn’t walk any farther, she
stopped and sat down under a tree for a few minutes, and
leant against it, and fell into a kind of semi-conscious
drowse; and as soon as she could struggle to her feet again
she did so. The princess, for the first time, was not feeling
well, and wasn’t hungry, but was restless and whimpery, and
Katriona was therefore even more anxious to get her home to
her aunt. Oh, Aunt, she thought. You won’t believe how much
I have to tell you. . ..

The rain and wind among the leaves made enough of a din
on the second evening that she couldn’t hear her own foot-
steps, although she could feel the mud sucking at her feet,
trying to pull her shoes off, trying to unbalance her till she
fell down. She often stumbled. She kept the edge of her cloak
pulled over the feverish baby, for it was wool, and warm even
as wet as it was; but, being wool, it also became heavier and
heavier as it grew wetter and wetter. Katriona sneezed. It’s
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summer, she thought drearily; I shouldn’t have a head-cold in
high summer.

She knew all the back ways in and out of Foggy Bottom,
but she was too tired to choose; she took the first turning off
the main road that would lead her to her aunt’s house—to her
house. If she met anyone she knew, she didn’t know what she
would say, with the baby in her arms. She didn’t know, and
she was too tired to care. She was home at last. She was
nearly home at last.

Her aunt had the door open, and was looking out. “Oh, Ka-
triona,” she breathed, and embraced her before she was over
the threshold, and in spite of the rain—and the baby. She
made room for the baby in her hug as she might have made
room for any other impediment. Katriona sneezed again.

“I’ll give you something for that,” said her aunt, and pulled
her filthy wet cloak off her, and drew her to the fire; and Ka-
triona felt the fingers at the back of her neck, untying the
ragged scarf that had valiantly withstood its unsuitable occu-
pation as baby-sling for so long, and still her aunt asked no
question and made no exclamation. As the sling came loose,
and Katriona settled the princess in her lap in the way she
had settled her in her lap any number of times over the last
three and a half months (but in a chair! said a small internal
voice refusing to be daunted by head-colds and exhaustion.
In a chair! In a chair you will be able to sit in again tomor-
row, and the day after that!), she reached up and grasped her
aunt’s hand—her aunt was occupied drawing the little table
and another chair to the fire.

“Aunt,” said Katriona, and her voice shook a little.
“Aunt—this is the princess. They—they gave her to me.”
And then all the last three and a half months rose up together
and fell on her, and she put her free arm on the table and leant
her head against it and cried and cried and cried and cried,
and she only stopped at last because the princess started cry-
ing, too. When Katriona had reassured her and the princess
had fallen into a heavy doze (drooling fondly down Katri-
ona’s neck), Katriona told her aunt everything she could re-
member about the name-day, about Pernicia, about the small
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drably dressed fairy and the verse she had taught her, about
the king and queen, about the sabre-bearer and his amulet,
about the gold and white and lavender streamers with the
pink and white rosettes, which were still, ruinously wrinkled,
in the bottom of one of her pockets, and how she hadn’t been
able to bear to throw them away. About how she had been
afraid to send any message to her aunt. And about how it was
that while Katriona had often gone hungry, the princess had
always had her milk.

Her aunt listened to everything, occasionally patting Katri-
ona’s hand, and apparently not noticing the increasing reek
of wet unwashed person and wet unwashed baby that rose
from Katriona and the princess as the fire warmed them and
the rain came off them as steam. Katriona was still talking,
hoarsely, when she fell asleep.

When she woke up, she was both clean and in bed. In her
own bed. In any bed. For a moment she thought she had
dreamed; and she struggled not to wake up . .. no. She felt
her way down to the foot of her bed and looked over the rim
of the loft and saw the cradle by the fire. There had never
been a cradle by the fire since Katriona could remember; and
she could see her aunt’s foot rocking it gently. Most of her
aunt was hidden behind the back of her chair; but she must
have heard her niece stir, because she put her head round the
chair and saw her sitting up and looking down.

“How are you feeling?” said her aunt.

“Good,” said Katriona, after a moment, in surprise. “Better
than I've felt since—since the name-day. Aunt, I’ve had a
bath.”

Her aunt smiled. “Only as much as I could arrange. You
can have a proper bath later; there’s only so much you can do
with an unconscious, snoring body, even with cooperative
water. And I had to save some of my energy for persuading
the ladder to carry you up to the loft. But I thought you’d be
more comfortable, clean and in your own bed. How’s the
cold?”

“Gone, I think.” She stood up, waveringly. “I’m so hungry
I can’t think.”



SPINDLE’S END 59

“Don’t think, eat,” said her aunt. “We’ll think together
later.”

There was bread and chutney and a salad of greens and
new potatoes on the table, and Katriona ate it all. Only then
did she approach the cradle.

She knelt beside it. The princess, also looking very clean,
was asleep. For the first time Katriona really noticed that her
hair was blond and curly, her skin pale but rosy; and she
looked lovingly at the long silken eyelashes lying sweetly
against the little satin cheek. “Aunt,” she said softly, “I don’t
even know what to call her. Her name is Casta Albinia Alle-
gra Dove Minerva Fidelia Aletta Blythe Domnia Delicia Au-
relia Grace Isabel Griselda Gwyneth Pearl Ruby Coral Lily
Iris Briar-Rose. I've been calling her baby, or—when we
were far enough away from everyone—princess, because I
didn’t want—I didn’t want her to forget, I know that’s silly
when she’s only a baby, but—and besides, you can’t call a
princess by name, can you?”

“Briar-Rose,” said her aunt. “Rose. Rosie. Rosie is a good
name for a little village maiden. We’ll call her Rosie.”






Part Two
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CHAPTER

6

The next time a royal herald appeared in Foggy Bottom,
shortly after the arrival of Aunt’s second niece, Rosie, it was
a far more subdued and apprehensive occasion. The villages
of the Gig had heard of the events of the princess’ name-day
from the returning attendees—fortunately no one asked Ka-
triona why it had taken her better than twice as long to make
the journey home as it had the journey away—and had
looked at their spinning wheels and hand spindles in alarm
and dismay. Every home in the Gig had at least one tool for
spinning; the weavers in Smoke River paid real coin for good
thread, and Lord Prendergast, as well as most of the local
smallholders, raised sheep.

The herald brought instructions that no spindle, iron or
wood, should have a point on it thinner than the forefinger of
a three-month-old baby—which had been the age of the
princess on her name-day—and the herald here brandished a
wooden peg that looked unsettlingly like a baby’s forefinger.
Katriona shivered, and needlessly rearranged the contentedly
sleeping princess in her new baby-sling. The princess gave a
little moan of objection and lapsed back into unconscious-
ness.

Aunt had said firmly that the entire village was ordered to
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attend the herald’s announcement, and that the entire village
had to be there—including Katriona and Rosie.

“I’ll carry her, if you wish, but be there you both must be.”
She looked into Katriona’s drawn, unhappy face and said,
“My dear, think about it. No sane grown-up would leave a
baby home alone, and the one thing we absolutely cannot do
is call attention to ourselves by staying away. There is noth-
ing about Rosie to suggest she is anything but our Rosie.”

Katriona took comfort in the presence of several other
women clutching babies of various ages and looking fright-
ened—and in the reassuringly large and solid proximity of
Barder, who had worked his way through the crowd to stand
next to her for the herald’s proclamation. This herald, too,
was gone the next day, but there was no celebration in the
pub the previous evening.

The herald had brought other news: that the king and
queen were offering a fantastic reward for any news of Perni-
cia, of her whereabouts, her situation, her plans, her pow-
ers—anything—any news at all. Squadrons of the king’s
armies and parties of the king’s magicians were still scouring
the countryside for any trace of her; but so far as the herald,
and Aunt’s robins, knew, they had found nothing.

Nor had anyone else. No one had come forward to claim a
portion of the king’s reward. No one was able to say anything
about where she had been before the name-day, nor where
she was and what she was doing now. No one. Not one of all
the court fairies and magicians, who were among the most
powerful in that country; not one of the magisterial seniors at
the Academy, not one of the dangerously wayward fairies of
the wild lands who could see through stone and talk to fire-
wyrms and hear the stars singing.

Pernicia, people murmured. Wasn’t that the name of—?
There were tales that people’s grandparents and great-grand-
parents had told them, that they had had from their grandpar-
ents and great-grandparents. The story was of a wicked fairy
with a name like Pernicia, who had sworn revenge on the
queen of their country, many generations ago, a queen who
had been unusually clear-sighted and unshakable by any
magical means, even for a queen. Pernicia—if that had been
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her name—had said to her, “It is true, you have defeated me
for now; but one day I will throw your heirs” heir down, and
shatter your country with the shock, till no stone stands on
any other stone that human hand set together, and the animals
flee underground to the deepest roots of the mountains, and
the birds will not sit in the trees, and the trees themselves
bear no leaves and no fruit.”

And the wicked fairy—whose name might have been some-
thing like Pernicia—went away into some wilderness where
no one could find her, for she set magical guardians around it,
so that the wilderness appeared even wilder than it was, and
people stayed away without knowing why they stayed away.
And—the stories said—she set herself to learning how to live
past the usual span of human years, so she might have her re-
venge in the time that suited her best, and that she should be
there in the full strength of her pride and malice to enjoy it.
Perhaps she was powerful enough, and wicked enough, to
have learnt it; for it was said that if you were powerful enough,
and wicked enough, there was a way.

But that country was full of magical wildernesses where
no one went; and even if you did go there—even if you were
a very clever fairy or a very wise magician—you were very
unlikely to see or to find everything that was there.

And that country was full of tales of fairies and magicians
and magic. Many of them were just tales.

But Katriona remembered the small fairy saying to her: Oh
yes, I know who she is; but I did not know she was so power-
ful. I hoped, as one always does hope until catastrophe
strikes, that it would not come. I hoped that the years had
worn her out, the years since our last queen.

If the tale about a wicked fairy with a name like Pernicia
was more than just a tale, and if that Pernicia had returned
from her long exile, then the country was in the gravest dan-
ger it had been in since the plague of fire-wyrms had set upon
it from the north. Pernicia had nearly defeated the queen she
had faced long ago, and if the queen had been merely an or-
dinary queen, she would have defeated her. And if Pernicia
had learnt the secret of long life, she would have spent the
years while she waited for her opportunity learning new
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wickedness, and nursing her hatred. King Harald had thrown
the fire-wyrms back, but the Gig’s terrain still showed the scars
of the conflict in high tors and sudden valleys where the bat-
tles had been fought, and the fire-wyrms had melted the land-
scape in fury when the magician-wrought armour of Harald’s
regiments withstood them. What might Pernicia do that
would batter and buckle the entire country?

The princess must be kept safe, not only for her own sake,
but for the sake of the country. Even the king’s conniving
cousins, who had gone home in disgust upon the birth of the
princess, showed no signs of wishing to return to the court
now that she had disappeared. The princess yet lived; Perni-
cia’s own disappearance proved that. But the princess must
be kept safe—wherever the king and queen had her hidden.
The heralds had no news about that; but then the people did
not expect it. It was not a thing to speak aloud, with Pernicia
listening.

Everyone all over the country went home after hearing the
heralds’ announcement, and at once knocked the pointed
ends off their spindles and threw them on the fire, or bashed
them with mallets and gave them to their local smiths who
threw them on the hotter smithy fires; and then they looked
sadly at the mutilated spindles. Weavers temporarily found
their thread supplies short, while spinners adapted to shorter
and thicker spindles. Later on spinners and toolmakers began
to develop new spindles and new ways to cast their thread on
and off them; over time, in a mixture of anger and fear and
resentment, and a fuzzy but sincere desire to show support
for their royal family, a new art form was born: spindle ends.

At first these were only rough shapings of the beheaded
ends, merely to make them look less wrong. Spindles became
readily detachable from wheels and handles, so that one
shape or another could be tried and fiddled with and remade
and tried again. Iron spindles were discarded altogether.
Spindles and spindle ends became objects interesting in their
own right; people argued as passionately over which woods
made the best spindle ends as they did over which made the
best bows and hafts.

Over more time—and obstinacy—the new spindle ends
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became not merely necessary adaptations of an old system,
but the way things were: and the offhand whittling of them
became both elaborate and beautiful. A spindle was now a
rounded, palm-sized end tapering to a slim graceful rod no
thinner than a three-month-old baby’s forefinger. Little loops
began to appear on spindle posts, where out-of-use spindles
were dropped, point down; doorways and chimneypieces
sprouted similar loops for hand spindles. Spinners grew
much more organised about finishing off, so that their spindle
ends were free for display when not in active use; the broad
blunt ends of wheel spindles, in particular, were intricately
carved.

Eventually, in later generations, a hand-carved spindle end
was a favourite wedding gift, believed to confer good luck
and healthy children on the bride and groom; and especially
fine examples of the spindle-carving art were highly prized
heirlooms. In neighbouring countries, people who saw the
spindle ends that people of this country began carrying with
them for luck adapted their own spinning wheels so that they
too could use their neighbours’ beautiful spindle ends, and
spindle ends became one of this country’s most sought-after
exports. No one outside seemed able to learn the knack, al-
though many tried; but in areas that had never seen a carved
spindle end they still picked up the phrase, used of someone
or something the speaker treasured: “sound as a good spin-
dle’s end.”

But that was much later. While Aunt threw her spindle point
into the fire, and prodded it into the heart of the flames, Ka-
triona took off the amulet she was still wearing hidden under
her clothing, and held it between her two hands. The dis-
turbed fire flared up and the hot red light fell across the
amulet, and it flared, too, and Katriona almost dropped it, as
if it were a chain of embers and would burn her. She remem-
bered the sense of it pulsing between her fingers on the
princess’ name-day; it had lain quietly since then, till this
moment. The fire-coloured light flickered in the same rhythm
as the vibration against her fingers, and the amulet sparkled
along its whole length, even where the shadow of her fingers
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fell across it. “I think,” she said slowly, “I think I will not
wear you any more.”

She raised her head and saw Aunt looking at her, the poker
still in her hand. “T’1l give you something to wrap it in,” said
Aunt, and Katriona knew she meant something that would
disguise it from magic-seeing eyes. There was a little iron
cup that stood on its own three tiny legs, like a miniature
cauldron, in a niche high in the stone chimney. It had held
other small magics safe from prying eyes, but it was empty
now. Katriona pulled a stool in front of the hearth and stood
on it so she could reach the niche and the cup. The cloth Aunt
handed her was white, and when Katriona laid the amulet on
it, she half expected the whiteness to blacken and char; but it
did not. She folded the cloth round it carefully, and curled her
thin package twice around the inside of the cup, till it lay flat.

“Should I lid it with iron, too?” said Katriona.

Aunt thought. “No,” she said after a moment. “I don’t
think there’ll be enough leak to notice, not in this house. Let
the poor thing breathe. Something like that—Ilikely it’ll be
happier if it can keep its eye on us, t00.”

“On Rosie,” said Katriona.

The local chief priest came calling to inquire self-impor-
tantly about Rosie’s name-day and dedication. Aunt was
ready for him, and polite to him, neither of which was true of
Katriona, till Aunt sent her on an imaginary errand to rid her-
self of the distracting series of muffled objections, which
were Katriona’s only contribution to the conversation, stiff as
it was already. Part of the vehemence of her feeling was
based on the fact that the Gig’s chief priest was a pompous
ass (the Gig was too obscure to have its own bishop), al-
though the sleekest and most worldly-wise priest, of which
the chief priest of the Gig was neither, was never perfectly at
ease with the meekest and least active professional fairy—of
which Aunt was neither.

It was not an easy vocation, being a priest in that country,
where magic was vibrantly everywhere, maddening and un-
quenchable, and the gods were assumed to be a kind of su-
per-fairy except that you never saw them nor were offered
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any concrete proof of what the priests claimed they had done
for you. Possibly because of the rampaging dailiness of the
magic of that country, its natives could rarely be persuaded to
spend any serious time or thought on questions of how the
world began or what it was for, or why people were people
instead of stick insects or pondweed, or any of the other stan-
dard varieties of religious inquiry. For the ethics restraining
you from bashing your neighbour and stealing his land or his
money or his daughter there were centuries of instilled belief
that these were bad things to do, and a strong government
that, for as many centuries, had agreed. And for ecstatic vi-
sions there was the illegal eating of fish.

Aunt’s theory about priests was that religion had emi-
grated from some other, less magical country, and its mis-
sionaries, while of good stout disbeliever-thumping stock,
had never really adapted to the peculiar conditions of this
country, and therefore, while they had managed to rig a sort
of clumsy administrative scaffolding, it had never, so to
speak, had its walls and roof put on, and developed a vernac-
ular architecture. The priests had gained some ground, over
the generations, with certain cabals of magicians; but priests
and fairies remained like oil and water.

Katriona returned from her errand to find Aunt alone,
amusing Rosie by swinging on its thin coloured string the
tiny god-charm the priest had blessed her with. Rosie sat on
the floor and made snatches at it (falling over at intervals).
“Fairy godparents might have been quite a good notion to-
ward a truce between us,” Aunt said thoughtfully. “It’s a pity
the possible precedent was such a disaster.”

“He just wants the money!” Katriona said, outraged that
Aunt had agreed to a second (abbreviated) name-day for
Rosie—as if her first one had not been more than enough for
anyone.

Aunt sighed. The priest was not a pleasant companion, and
talking to him had given her a headache. “Yes, of course he
does, but he’ll use it to buy food and firewood for those who
need it. Don’t worry; I’ve already explained that my sister
had Rosie dedicated before she died; she won’t have the
words spoken over her again.” (You wanted to be careful
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about the super-fairies, just in case their magic was anything
like the usual stuff, where doing the same spell twice could
create serious havoc.) “But I couldn’t afford to insist against
it—what if he tried to trace my supposed sister’s supposed
priest to make sure the ceremony was done? Priests have
more contacts than robins.” Katriona subsided, but with an ill
grace.

Foggy Bottom’s priestling earned his title—and a certain
grudging respect, even from Katriona—by nursing the sick
and the indigent, but he was afraid of Aunt, as if religion and
magic might ricochet off each other to the harm of innocent
bystanders. While he was ready to do his duty by all his
parishioners, even to the extent of rubbing the dedication
herbs and oils into the potentially combustible foreheads of
babies related to Aunt by blood, he was certainly not going to
go out of his way to pursue her about it. After his chief’s
visit, he was only too visibly relieved to be let off the actual
rite, and accepted the promised fee for adding Rosie to Foggy
Bottom’s church registry with a hand that shook only a little.

Rosie, who had to be present for this transaction, smiled at
him benevolently, and would have pulled his priest’s plait,
except that he flicked it out of her way in time, and proffered
the string of his hood as substitute. She pulled with glee and
made happy little chirps at each tug. “She sounds like one of
your robins,” said the priest, thinking that she was a difficult
baby not to like, whomever she might be related to.

“Not when she wants something and thinks it’s not coming
fast enough,” said Aunt drily.

Rosie grew up square and strong and stubborn and inquisi-
tive, with a limitlessness of both energy and persistence that
meant she was a great trial to Aunt and Katriona while she
was still young enough to require constant watching. “Mind
you,” said Aunt, “little children are like this”—Aunt was the
eldest of eleven and spoke from long experience—but I’ve
never seen one that was Rosie’s equal for sheer pigheaded-
ness. With all due respect to pigs.”

Katriona sighed. She wanted children of her own (even if it
turned out that Aunt was right and she was wrong, and she
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was a real fairy herself), but the experience of raising Rosie
was making her feel that perhaps she wanted fewer than she
had previously imagined. Even when Aunt had one or two
small boarders to stay, as she often did, till their baby-magic
ran its course and they were safe to return to their families,
Rosie was deflected from her purposes not a whit by prog-
nosticating furniture, clothing that giggled and ran away
when you tried to put it on, nor a ravening panther just out-
side the door apparently waiting to swallow the first person it
saw. (It was something like a panther; manifestations of
baby-magic are only as good as the imagination of the child,
and this one’s understanding of natural history was not so
great as his desire for mayhem.)

This was convenient in one way, as a more nervous and de-
pendent child would have been made miserable by baby-
magic jokes and ruses; but Katriona sometimes thought it
might have been worth it. Katriona had been officially sworn
and contracted as Aunt’s apprentice shortly after Rosie had
come to live with them, which in theory meant that Katriona
could be sent instead of Aunt to attend to any fairy task Aunt
thought her capable of; but in fact Katriona found learning
basic fairy craft something of a struggle, despite her zealous
dedication. At first the only clear manifestation of her apti-
tude for any magic at all was her ability to throw (so to
speak) cold water on the various conflagrations of baby-
magic, and there was no plan or subtlety to that; it was just a
reflex, like grabbing the milk jug before Rosie knocked it
over or a boarder turned it into a wasps’ nest. The early years
of her apprenticeship felt like a kind of frantic juggling act,
and the only real difference between handling magic and
handling Rosie, she thought despairingly, was that there was
no malice in Rosie.

Rosie hated her curly golden hair. When she was old
enough to hold minimal conversations, the itsy-bitsy-cutesy-
coo sort of grown-ups would pull the soft ringlets gently and
tell her what a pretty little girl she was. She would stare at
this sort of grown-up and say, “I am not pretty. I am intelli-
gent. And brave.” The grown-ups usually thought this was
darling, which only made her angry, perhaps partly because
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she was speaking the truth, although it was tricky to differen-
tiate between “brave” and “foolhardy” at three or four years
old. (Fortunately her faith in grown-ups other than Aunt and
Katriona was founded on people like Barder. Barder had a
ritual of picking her up, saying “Oof,” followed by, “So,
you’re a strapping lass. Are you going to grow up to be a
blacksmith like Narl or a wheelwright like me?” and tossing
her in the air. She adored Barder from the beginning, and was
magnanimous about the fact that as the years passed he threw
her less and less high.) But aside from her hair, she was not
pretty—all those fairy godmothers giving her lips like cher-
ries and teeth like pearls and skin like silk and they forgot to
make her pretty, thought Katriona—and she was intelligent.

She was intelligent enough, for example, to grasp that
Aunt’s prized scissors (the only pair in the village) were a
much more precise cutting tool than a knife—neither of
which, in theory, she was allowed access to. She nonetheless
came indoors for tea one day with her hair lopped off to
about half a hand’s breadth all over her head. It stood out like
the corolla of a ragged sunflower. Aunt and Katriona were
initially so stunned that Rosie had time to put the scissors
carefully back where they belonged, with an easy familiarity
that proved she’d done it often before.

But the uproar this caused was nothing compared with the
uproar when Katriona noticed she had also cut her eyelashes.
Various negotiations (including, finally, such desperate meas-
ures as “‘supposing you ever want to eat again”) eventually
produced the grudging promise that, in return for Katriona
keeping her hair cut short, she would leave her eyelashes
alone.

Short hair rather suited Rosie. The bones of her square lit-
tle face stood out with a clarity that seemed to reflect (or
warn of) her personality. And without the distracting curls,
Katriona found herself noticing more often the expressions
flashing over that small candid face. ... When she was
watching Rosie with only half her attention she was often
startled into full heed by a turn of Rosie’s head, a look in her
eye, a tip of her chin, underscored, perhaps, by a gesture of
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her hand, a drop of one shoulder, a playful leap: and Katriona
was reminded briefly but intensely of a fox, a badger, a wild-
cat, a doe. Not any fox or badger or wildcat or doe. Rosie had
a humorous, wily, shrewd look Katriona remembered from a
particularly kind and clever nanny goat they had met on their
journey, and an earnest, ardent look that came from a sheep-
dog. Even Rosie’s curious ability to mimic Aunt’s robins—to
the extent that the robins themselves went off into gales of
good-natured robin-laughter about the nearness of her near
misses—began to seem a little ominous. What, thought Ka-
triona, did our princess drink in with the milk?

She refused to think about what she had said over the cra-
dle during the wreck of the name-day: . .. you can have my
gift, itisn’t very useful, I can talk to animals . . . She had only
been speaking to say something, to drive away the sound of
the words Pernicia had spoken; what she said hadn’t meant
anything, any more than any words she or anyone else might
have said could have driven off Pernicia’s curse.

She mentioned the question of the milk quietly to Aunt one
evening, and Aunt looked at Rosie for a while, her fingers,
and foot on the treadle, continuing unfalteringly their busi-
ness of spinning. Rosie was trying to feed her unwanted sup-
per porridge to the left-hand fire-dog, which was her favourite.
Katriona couldn’t herself see the difference, but, knowing
Narl, who had made the pair, there was one. Both bore hound
faces, with flying-back ears lying along their necks as from a
rush of wind, and open-mouthed, eager expressions. Rosie was
murmuring to her friend; the only clear phrase, often repeated,
was “It’s good for you.” Katriona, watching, saw the dog-as-
pect of Rosie more clearly than usual in the moving fire-shad-
ows. There was that sheepdog, but there had been other
sheepdogs; there had also been that gaunt, intense, solemn
hound not unlike what must have been in Narl’s mind when
he made the fire-dogs; and a large, slow, thoughtful, heavy-
coated dog rather like a small bear.

“I can’t see it,” said Aunt, later, when Rosie was in bed,
“which is not to say it isn’t there. I don’t know, my dear.
She’s happy, she’s healthy, she’s growing . . . she is certainly
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growing . .. and we love her.” Katriona could hear the tiny
waver in Aunt’s voice as she said “we love her,” because they
did—and she was the princess.

Small spider weave, thought Katriona. And a poem is the
most I can give her, my dear, my only darling! When will she
send word?

“It will have to be enough,” said Aunt.

Mostly it was enough, except for the dreams when an as-
sortment of terrifyingly grand or villainous-looking persons
turned up on their threshold, quoting the rhyme, and demand-
ing the princess’ return. Katriona was grateful that Rosie got
into life so enthusiastically; this made her seem, to Katriona,
like a real member of the village. But then what did Katriona
know of princesses? Maybe they were all like real members
of villages, except that they were princesses.

That was the year Rosie was four. It was a few weeks after
Rosie cut her hair that something more disturbing happened.



CHAPTER

7

After the princess’ calamitous name-day four years ago,
there had been a great upheaval at the palace, and the wife’s
cousin’s sister-in-law of Aunt’s robin friend found that she no
longer lived outside the queen’s quarters. And then, because
the queen no longer had her chambers there, the robin found
that the garden that was her territory and her delight was
changed, in a robin’s opinion, very much to its detriment; and
so she and her young family moved house.

Indeed, they left the palace grounds altogether. There was
a thick new sadness that hung round the royal residence, and
this being the country it was, it was a chalky sort of sadness,
and the air was dusty grey with it, and birds preferred to nest
elsewhere. Aunt and Katriona found themselves, for the first
time in Katriona’s memory, depending on Cairngorm’s pub
for news of the royal family.

There they heard, a month or two after the visit from the
second herald, that the queen and princess, immediately after
the terrible name-day, had been smuggled away from the
court in the royal city to a stronghold called Fordingbridge in
the western mountains, and that three-quarters of the royal
magicians and the two finest regiments of the army had gone
with them. It was a good sign, everyone said, that the king
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and queen felt secure enough in their provisions for their
daughter’s protection to let it be known where she was held.
The king had stayed in the royal city, where he could best
rule his country; but he visited his family often. Sometimes
the queen returned with him to the city for a little while, for
her new sorrow and dignity made her husband’s people love
her more than they had when she had merely been a good lis-
tener to boring speeches; and they begged to see her. She was
known not to be in the best of health, but everyone but Katri-
ona and Aunt believed that she had her little daughter under
her care.

Although there was a hiatus in Aunt’s private sources of
information, the animal kingdom was, in fact, keenly inter-
ested in what was happening to the royal family. There had
been robins, and sparrows, and starlings, and rabbits, and
mice, and beetles, and many other easily overlooked crea-
tures, who had seen Pernicia’s appearance at the princess’
name-day, and they didn’t have to understand human lan-
guage to recognise very bad news for everybody when they
saw it. The dog-fox Katriona first met had reached his own
conclusions independently but most of the other animals that
helped her and the princess on their long journey knew per-
fectly well whom they were helping and, even if they didn’t
know the human tale of the old enmity between Pernicia and
a queen of long ago, why. Secrets were something animals
were naturally good at (something humans had had to give
up when they became humans, like a decent sense of smell).
The fox was ashamed of himself later (as much as foxes are
ever ashamed), when he heard the full story. He had known
he was talking out of turn.

The princess’ flight across the country was well concealed
in the minds and memories of the animals before Katriona,
wet and sneezing, arrived at Aunt’s door with a baby in a
sling. Even the robins had refrained, with heroic, unrobinlike
discretion, from telling Aunt why Katriona was so long on
the way, although they had kept her informed of her niece’s
curiously slow progress—and it had been obvious enough to
Aunt from the explosive air of repressed excitement that
some considerable mystery was involved.
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Robins’ endless discussion of infractions of their territorial
boundaries are chiefly an excuse to exchange news and gos-
sip. The communication line broken by the robins moving
out of the palace garden was rearranged and reconnected. Via
an uncle’s third cousin twice removed, one of Aunt’s robins,
too young to have been involved in the baby princess’ hairs-
breadth escape, innocently brought the news, shortly after
Rosie first learned to walk, that there was something very
odd about the way the stronghold where the princess was
now living felt, and that when the king and queen returned
there after some time away, even the thought of seeing their
daughter again seemed unable to lift their spirits, and they
rode through the fortress gate as bow-shouldered as they had
ridden out.

The thought of the queen, in particular, hurt Katriona so
badly she began to talk to her in her head. The king at least
had his ruling to get on with; the queen was only his consort,
when it came down to it, a foreigner in her husband’s coun-
try, there to be his wife—and to bear and raise his children.

At first the things she thought of to say to the queen were
no more than a kind of mental pushing-away of discomfort;
she said them in the same crisp, no-nonsense way that one
might say a charm to a water nymph of uncertain temper
known to reside there before crossing her stream; you do it,
and you go on. But that didn’t work for long, and as Rosie
grew older, and there were more things to tell, Katriona be-
gan to organise little stories about her, about how clever and
charming and infuriating and darling she was, stories to give
a mother’s love somewhere to go, somewhere to live, some-
thing to do besides endlessly grieve. . . .

Katriona fell into the habit of doing this at night, in bed, as
she felt sleep creeping near her, because it comforted her to
pretend to comfort the queen; and she had, over the years,
built up a fantasy of the queen, whom she remembered a lit-
tle from the fateful name-day, although she had not been any-
thing like close enough to see that she had eyes just like
Rosie’s (although her eyelashes were not so long), and her
nose had a tiny bump in it, and there was a small mole low on
her left cheek, which was how she saw her now.
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She imagined a bedroom for her, too, because she imag-
ined the queen falling asleep as she was, and Katriona’s
drowsy words slipping into her mind in that cloudy gap be-
tween waking and sleep. The bedroom was not large, but it
was tall and light, with big windows that would make it very
bright by day, when the curtains were drawn back; even late
at night, the few dim lamps that stood in niches between the
windows lit up the whitewashed walls and the white hang-
ings round the queen’s bed. It was never fully dark in the
queen’s bedroom; whether that was the queen’s choice or that
of those who guarded her, Katriona had never decided. It was
a surprisingly small and bare room for a queen, but Katriona
thought that must be her own inability to imagine what a
queen might have in her bedroom. It was just as small and
bare when it was sometimes some other room, whitewashed
still, and lit by small lamps in niches, but with small, high,
barred windows, as if the queen were in some fastness, pre-
tending to keep her daughter company.

Katriona snuggled down in her own bed, looking, behind
her shut eyes, at the queen lying on her pillow, her long hair
in a single plait and the neck of her nightgown as white and
plain as her bed hangings. Rosie was very busy watching
the dragonflies today, Katriona told the queen. She loved the
colours of them, and the darting way they moved, and the
way they can stop in the air, as if they were looking back at
you. I was glad of the excuse to do no more, for a moment,
than stand there with her and watch dragonflies, too, as if 1
were another child.

The queen had been smiling about Rosie and the dragon-
flies, but as Katriona said I was glad of the excuse to do no
more than stand there with her, her face crumpled, and tears
crept out from under her closed eyelids. “Oh, Queen,” said
Katriona in distress, and, in her mind, reached out to brush
the tears away—and the queen opened her eyes, sat up in
bed, and grasped Katriona’s hand.

Katriona felt the queen’s hand on hers, felt the strength of
it, the reality of it—her own fingers a little pinched together,
the queen’s fingers across the back of her hand, and the bar of
her thumb across Katriona’s palm.
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Katriona gave a little throttled squeak; she would have
liked to say something, something like, Oh, help, what have I
done? but her voice wouldn’t come. The queen seized her
other hand and leaned forward to look into her face, and
whispered, “I know you. I have seen you many nights since I
lost my daughter, and you have told me of her. Sigil told me
how she sent my daughter away to save her, and I remember
Pernicia’s face and I know Sigil was right; but oh—I miss my
child so much! I feel as if the very strength of my longing for
her must make me guilty of risking her life. I have thought—
feared—believed I only dreamed you, for how could it be
otherwise: My longing would have created you, if you had
not come.

“Tell me you are real. I dare not ask nor hear your name,
nor where you live, nor how you come here. But tell me,
while my waking eyes are on you, and I can feel your blood
beating under my fingers, that you are real, that it is you who
have my daughter, that the stories you tell of her are true sto-
ries—for by them I know that you love her—that it is for love
of her that you have the pity to come to me. Speak—you
must speak—but keep your voice low, for my waiting-
women are always near, because I do not sleep well, not any
night since I lost my daughter. Speak words that I can re-
member—then it will be worth it to me to have lost you,
too—for after this you cannot come again.”

Katriona made a great effort, for however it was that she
sat on the queen’s bed, she was also lying in her own bed
many leagues distant. Her heart was beating too fast, and she
was having trouble breathing, as if her body were suddenly
too big for her heart and lungs, and the pressure of the cover-
let on the queen’s bed against the backs of her legs made her
feel queasy. She spoke as if each word were a new thing that
had to be created out of chaos: “I—I took her away with me,
your daughter, on her name-day. It was I. I am real. I took her
home. I have her still, I and my aunt. We love her. The stories
you have heard me tell over the last four years are true sto-
ries. She is as safe with us as ... as ordinariness can make
her. We will not give her up. .. .”

And then the queen, and the queen’s bedchamber, were
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gone, and she was gasping like a wood-spirit whose tree has
just been cut down; and Aunt’s arms were round her. When
her breath steadied, Aunt said, “I want you thoroughly awake
before you try again to sleep. Come downstairs; I will make
up the fire and brew you a tisane.”

Katriona came, shivering with shock, her head still pound-
ing and her breast aching, as if she had had to hold her breath
for a long time. She sat in her usual chair, with her head flung
back, and her eyes were drawn to the niche where the little
iron cauldron stood; and it seemed to glow red in the near-
darkness, though it might only have been the firelight, which
Aunt had stirred again to brightness. Katriona lowered her
head, to watch Aunt move around, choosing a few leaves
from a little basket and a drop from a little bottle, adding wa-
ter from the big kettle that always sat over the fire; and she
saw that Aunt looked grim and haggard.

When she handed Katriona the cup, Katriona drank it im-
mediately, although it burned her mouth; but her head felt
clearer. “I am sorry,” she said. “T didn’t know .. .” But then
she thought of the queen’s grief, and she said, “I didn’t know.
But I am not sure I am sorry.”

Aunt was staring into the reviving flames. “I had no idea
your magic was so strong yet,” she said. “I knew—I knew
since they brought you to me—such a little thing you were,
small for your age, and being shaken to bits by what was in
you. That is, if you want to know, why I wrestled you away
from your other aunts and uncles, who wished to reclaim you
after—after the fits stopped. I knew what was in you would
come out for good or ill; and I wished it to be for good.” She
smiled a little. “I might have tried anyway, because I loved
you, but I would have feared I was only being selfish.”

Katriona’s eyes filled with tears. “Aunt . . . my magic isn’t
really coming in. I have wanted you to be right, that I am a
fairy like you—how I have wanted it—" The tears over-
flowed and fell down Katriona’s face. “But you are wasting
your time, teaching me things, and you should have a real ap-
prentice, not a . . . not because I am your niece. The magic
... I do feel it, sometimes. But it just drains through me—it
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doesn’t stay. I can’t even talk to animals as I used to—you
know that—maybe I did give it away, somehow, on that aw-
ful name-day—I'm glad it lasted long enough to get us
home. It’s almost gone now, except for cats, and a fox, once
or twice. I've thought that if a familiar found me . . . or like
your robins . . . but no one has, and doesn’t that mean . . . for
the rest, it’s just a great dark emptiness with a few broken
scraps I can use when I can find them. The things you teach
me are still all easy, Aunt; you don’t know yet that I can’t go
on; and I haven’t had the courage to tell you.”

“My darling, I am the one to apologise. I have wondered
what your magic has been doing with itself, because I have
felt its presence; but I have also known it was not available to
you somehow. I thought only to leave you alone a little
longer, not to press you, as one does not ask much work out
of a child who has outgrown its strength. I had no idea. . ..
My fault. I should have been more suspicious. Kat, the things
I teach you are not all easy.

“What you describe is how it happens to everyone: magic
does slide through you, and disappear, and come back later
looking like something else. And I’'m sorry to tell you this,
but where your magic lives will always be a great dark space
with scraps you fumble for. You must learn to sniff them out
in the dark.

“As for your beast-speech, I always suspected it was a
form of baby-magic; not all baby-magic is chaotic, nor lasts
only a few months or a year or two. That yours was both co-
herent and long-lasting—have I ever told you about my
baby-magic?—told me again that I was right about you. But
you became an adult, willy-nilly, when you broke through
the boundary to rescue the princess, and so your baby-magic
left you. It means nothing that you do not yet have your fa-
miliar; Cresitanova, one of the greatest fairies this country
has ever had, did not find hers till she was forty-five.

“Tonight—this is a tremendous magic you’ve done. It is no
wonder there has been so little for us to work with here. For
this was not the first time you have talked with the queen, is
it?”
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Katriona shook her head miserably. “Almost from the be-
ginning—more often later. But I thought I was just making it
up. I thought I was just making it up. ...”

Aunt said, “It was generously meant, and where magic is
concerned, well-intentioned mistakes are slightly less likely
to catch you out later on. Did you tell her your name?”

“No. She told me not to, nor where I came from; and she
said I must not come again.”

Aunt, for the first time, relaxed a little. “That was wise of
her—wiser than you could expect of a mother speaking to a
stranger who has her child. Did you tell her Rosie lived with
two fairies?”

“No. But she’ll have to know there was magic involved,
won’t she?”

“It is not the queen we must worry about, but Pernicia. But
Pernicia may underestimate the queen, and, should she come
to learn of the magic that sat on the queen’s bed tonight, she
may guess it was some phantasm drawn up by some royal
magician, to soothe the queen’s fears. After all, it had no
name and no home. It is for this we will hope.”

They did not know what Pernicia learnt or guessed of that
night, but it was barely six weeks later when the news
reached Foggy Bottom that someone or something had bro-
ken into the deep place in the western mountains, and that
while the princess had been successfully defended and taken
unharmed away, Fordingbridge was understood to be no
longer secure or securable.

“And,” said Shon, the carter from Turanga, the nearest city
outside the Gig, “they’re not telling us where they’re keeping
her, this time. They’re equipping and fortifying several
strongholds, and they’ll defend ’em all, and maybe they’ll
keep her at one or maybe they’ll move her round from one to
another in secret—or maybe they’ll have other ones no one
knows about and keep her there. They’re a-hiring more sol-
diers, and several of the biggest Academicians have left the
Academy to work for the king, and they all figure it’s all go-
ing to be worth it to ’em, dividing up their brains and muscle
like that”—because foremost in everyone’s minds was the
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fact that this first stronghold had been held by the the two
best regiments of the army and the majority of the court ma-
gicians, and that this had not been enough.

There was an interested murmur among the listeners—
Shon’s appearance in the village always drew a few people,
hopeful of news, to the pub—but it was Cairngorm’s voice
Katriona heard clearly: “She’s safe now,” Cairngorm re-
peated, loyal subject of their majesties and mother of two
daughters. “She is safe now.”

“Yes,” said Shon positively. “The magicians saw what was
coming, and the soldiers got her away. She’s fine.”

This was said over the head of Rosie, who was making her
determined way through furniture- and people-legs toward
Cairngorm’s big ginger cat, Corso, who, eyes half shut and
watchful, permitted her approach. Katriona had come in for a
jug of the pub’s excellent cider. Flora had drawn it for her,
and now, trying not to clutch it as if it were a baby in danger
of kidnapping, Katriona gave Rosie a minute to say hello be-
fore she went after her. She felt at such a moment even say-
ing Rosie’s name aloud would draw the wrong sort of
attention to her. (Rosie squatted down with her knees under
her chin, peering, but courteously sidelong, into Corso’s face.
Corso turned his head just enough to make it easy for her but
not too easy. Katriona had noticed before that Rosie, unlike
most small children, did not make the mistake of trying to
fondle an animal when it had given no indication of any de-
sire to be fondled by a small child. It seemed to Katriona
ironic that Rosie apparently had a better grasp of animal eti-
quette than human.)

Flora, who had taken Katriona’s silence as politeness,
laughed, as her friend sidled out of the door with the jug in
one hand and a smaller, stickier hand in the other. “You're
acting as if they could be interrupted,” she said. “You could
beat them all over the head with a stick, yelling ‘fire!” and
they wouldn’t turn a hair. This is news, Kat. Don’t you un-
derstand about news?”

“It’s just so awful for the king and queen,” muttered Katri-
ona. “T keep thinking, if it were my—I used to dream about
the queen, sometimes.”
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Flora sobered. “Yes, you’re right. But the princess is alive
and well and safe, Kat. Remember that. The queen is proba-
bly giving her an amazing high tea right now—has done
every day since they escaped—just in relief that everything
came out all right. All the jam scones she can eat, and three
kinds of cake.”

“Yes, probably,” said Katriona.

Spear, returning from outdoor dog business, paused beside
them and deigned to bow his head to be kissed on the nose:
Rosie was only just tall enough. Still clinging to one of
Spear’s ears with her free hand, she said alertly, “Cake?”

“We’re going home to tea now,” Katriona told her.

“We’re going to have cake,” said Rosie. “Like the
princess.”

“You tell ’em,” said Flora.

Rosie, sensing Katriona’s mood (and with a mind to the
possibility of cake), permitted her hand to be held for quite
three minutes after they had left the pub. Once they were off
the short village main street Katriona allowed her to drag
herself free and run off to speak to a small huddle of village
sheep, which had wandered to this edge of the common. Ka-
triona could see a small boy with a stick who, she suspected,
was fast asleep, but the sheepdog with him was awake and
aware. Several of the sheep left their grazing long enough to
butt gently against Rosie; some faces she petted, also gently,
and some backs she scratched (her small arm disappearing
nearly to the shoulder in the soon-for-shearing wool), as if
she knew which each sheep would like best; and none of
them baaed or stamped or defiantly urinated in the way of
sheep wishing to see off an intruder. “Come on then,” Katri-
ona said, when Rosie had greeted all the sheep in the little
group surrounding her. “Don’t you want your tea?”’

“Cake!” said Rosie happily, and came. “Don’t frown,” she
said, looking up. “We can have a picnic, and pretend we’re
the king and the queen and the princess. You can be the
princess. /’m going to be the king.”

She is as safe with us as ordinariness can make her. What
a pathetic defence!



CHAPTER

3

Katriona had always worried that some one of the fairy gifts
she hadn’t heard was a crucial one, and some day it would
expose Rosie for what she was and that would be that: and
that night, after Rosie was asleep (full of gingerbread, which
she had accepted as a reasonable substitute for cake), she
blurted this out to Aunt.

Aunt answered so quickly Katriona knew she had thought
of this herself. “It is unlikely that any of the wishes you did
not hear were substantially unlike those you did. But I think
you should also have a little more faith in our Rosie. Look at
how many of the wishes she has vitiated merely by being her-
self. Since she seems unable to carry a tune, the undoubted
sweetness of her singing voice is irrelevant; that roar that
serves her for a laugh might be bell-like if one could find a
bell suitable for comparison purposes. What would it be
made of, one wonders? Most of the village children before
they’re her age are already trying to learn the round dances
on the feast days; you know Rosie’s views on dancing.”

(“Stupid,” were Rosie’s views, and, if not bound by potent
promises, she would disappear into the shadows at the edge
of the feast-day bonfire, looking for better sport.)

“I feel certain she’ll feel the same about flute playing. We
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can omit teaching her to embroider or to—to spin, which
omission will please her; we will ask Barder to teach her to
whittle instead, in a few more years. There are no golden
ringlets, although I admit the eyelashes are a little conspicu-
ous. That astonishing skin of hers only makes her moods
transparent—which you have to admit is useful, although she
will dislike it very much when she is older—and with that
complexion I think she’d have the lips anyway. The teeth, I
feel, are rather attractive.”

Aunt was right, except perhaps about the teeth, which
glowed in the dark very slightly; but by the time Rosie had a
husband, who was likely to be the only other person in a po-
sition to notice, presumably she would be a princess again,
and the teeth could be explained.

Aunt’s robins had, of course, had their own version of the
events at Fordingbridge, and their own guesses about what
had caused them. (Most of the Gig fairies, whether they had
animal familiars or not, consulted Aunt about what her robins
had told her. Aunt said that this was only because her robins
were more comprehensible than most, but Katriona thought
it was that Aunt was the best translator.) Any animal with a
fairy to talk to would bring her at once any apparent news of
the princess who still lived with the king and queen, and any
animal’s news of that princess would be passed on till it
reached an animal with a fairy to tell it to. Part of the secret of
the princess’ whereabouts (among those who knew and those
who guessed something was up besides the strongholds and
the magicians and the regiments) was that that tale of that
other princess should continue to be believed. And further-
more, wherever the princess was, Pernicia was a problem be-
longing to the human world, and the humans were expected
to sort it out.

But there never was any news of Pernicia. There was not
even any news definitely of her in the tale of the breaking of
Fordingbridge, just a horrid, murky, muzzy sense of bad
magic. Many of the birds who had been close to Fording-
bridge when it had happened—whatever, precisely, it was
that had happened—were moulting out of season. (Nurgle’s
fish said that the water round Fordingbridge now tasted very
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nasty, and everything that lived underwater had left the area.
Nurgle’s fish was the worst-kept secret in Foggy Bottom, al-
though, strictly speaking, the laws against contact with fish
didn’t specifically mention friendship.) What had Pernicia
learnt during her self-imposed exile, that she could hide her-
self so completely when all the countryside was roused and
looking for her?

Aunt and Katriona had celebrated Rosie’s birthday the day
after the princess’ birthday from the first. This had been Ka-
triona’s idea, saying that it was one more detail making Rosie
Rosie and not the princess; but both Katriona and her aunt
knew that what it was they were celebrating was coming
through one more of the princess’ birthdays safely. Although
Aunt had made a point of telling her niece-apprentice that
Pernicia’s additional last-minute spite—that the spell could
kill the princess at any time that Pernicia chose—was almost
certainly untrue.

“Almost?” said Katriona; but Aunt ignored her, carrying
on in her dry, teachery voice, as if what she said was in the
same category as the proportions of paregoric.

“She would have set it up for a birthday, because some-
one’s birthday is always when they are most susceptible to
magic, good or bad—a name-day is quite good too, but a
birthday is best. If she said she’d set it up for the one-and-
twentieth, then she almost certainly did—"

“Almost,” muttered Katriona.

“Especially because she had obviously set it up to connect
somehow with the well-meant gifts already given, and that
would be enough complexity to have to deal with on the day.
Saying it aloud like that, however, especially with an audi-
ence, will have helped to settle it into place. Magic likes be-
ing announced. Of course that will also have given it added
strength. .. .”

During the latter half of the year that Katriona had once sat
on the foot of the queen’s bed and told her about her daugh-
ter, the queen was seen even less than she had been since her
daughter disappeared. Everyone said that it was on account
of the shock of discovering that Fordingbridge was penetra-
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ble, the shock of the possibility that even the king’s best
stronghold and best troops and best magicians—and fairies,
although guardianship was not, generally speaking, consid-
ered the less biddable fairy magic’s forte—were not enough
to protect the princess against Pernicia. That it had, perhaps,
only been luck that they had brought her away safely this
time.

But ten months and eighteen days from the night Katriona
had sat on the queen’s bed, a royal herald on a tired horse
trotted into Foggy Bottom and announced that the queen had
given birth to twin sons five weeks before.

“It’s getting to be a habit with her, not letting on what’s
coming, ain’t it?” said Grey, but Cairngorm said swiftly,
“Can you blame her? She’d been fifteen years having the
first, and look what happened.”

“Yes, but that was the first, and a girl,” said Bol, the bar-
man.

“Lay your odds they’ll have a private name-day, and no
one will know about it till it’s over,” said Gash eagerly, but
there were no takers. Gash was right. Four months afterward,
Shon came with the news that the two little princes were
called Colin and Terberus; and that there had been so few
people invited to the very private name-day that the bishop
had been insulted.

There were no fairy godparents for the little princes.

The queen had a third son the year Rosie was eight, and her
brothers were three. The baby was named Osmer, and this
time just enough people were invited to the name-day to sat-
isfy the bishop. Colin and Terberus were there, and everyone
spoke of what beautiful manners they had, and what quiet,
self-possessed children they were, even at three and a half.
Katriona looked at Rosie and shook her head. “You
aren’t—er—doing anything, are you?” she said to her aunt.
Aunt had, she knew, cast a glamour over Rosie’s arrival, so
that everyone remembered Aunt going off to fetch Rosie
about a week after Katriona’s return from the princess’ name-
day. (“I have to,” she had said. “I wish I didn’t. I will make it
as small and confusing a glamour as possible.” When Katri-
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ona’s magic had strengthened she had looked into this, and
was impressed by her aunt’s creative imagination. The glam-
our that obscured Rosie’s arrival was so entangled in a ficti-
tious bardic tale-spinning competition in Smoke River that
what little of it you could make out, which wasn’t much,
seemed only to be one of the tales, about as likely as any of
the rest, which included large silver carriages with long stiff
wings that flew through the air like birds, long-distance
speaking devices involving no magic, and a family of fire-
wyrms asking the king for a permanent peace, and offering to
live in the palace cellars and replace the central heating. The
tale did not say what happened to all the human loggers and
colliers and stokers this would put out of a job.)

Aunt shook her head. “No. Rosie’s—er—strength of char-
acter is nothing to do with me. It’s interesting, though. I
wouldn’t have expected it from that family. I thought they
were bred for amenableness as much as for lack of magic.”

They were outdoors, in the garden, setting out seedlings,
Aunt’s weather-guesser having promised faithfully that there
would be no late frosts that spring. The cottage they lived in
was a brisk quarter-hour’s walk from the village, on its own
little track just before the fork in the road that led, to the
right, to Lord Prendergast’s great spooky house Woodwold,
and to the left, to Smoke River. It had its own garden, conve-
niently, rather than rights to one of the bits of common land
beyond the cluster of village houses and outbuildings and
barns. Aunt had done Lord Prendergast some particular
favour, long ago, and permanent tenancy of this cottage, for
so long as she wanted it, had been the reward.

That it had been this reward rather than some other may
have been because Lord Prendergast, thoughtful liege lord
that he was, knew that people generally preferred to have
powerful fairies at a little distance. Neighbours of a profes-
sionally practising fairy have more than a usually severe dust
problem, and their dja vines, supposing they have dja vines,
grow about a league a year in all directions, and require se-
vere and frequent pruning; and a well-grown dja vine has
spines on it that make the thorns of a briar rose look like
they’re not trying. Fairies’ residences also attract odd bits of
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weather—small wind-spouts and dust storms, funny-
coloured fogs, and minor plagues of enchanted or half-en-
chanted creatures, drawn by the magic pulsing under their
own skins, and who can behave in ways very disconcerting to
ordinary people, who furthermore cannot disenchant them or
make them go away. Of course the fairy can and does, in the
interests of good relations, but it may not be quite soon
enough for the neighbours.

“They can’t—er—what do you mean, bred for amenable-
ness?” Katriona said, her mind suddenly filled with a vision
of councillors bent over parchment sheets of genealogies,
like Lord Prendergast deciding which mares were worthy of
his celebrated stallions’ efforts. ““You can’t—you can’t meas-
ure for amenableness, like you can for—"

“Height and weight and magic?” said Aunt. “True. But
show me a committee of councillors anywhere who would
choose a self-reliant, strong-willed spouse for their reigning
monarch over a mild, biddable one, should the choice exist. I
wonder if perhaps we got more in our queen than we re-
alised.”

Thinking about the queen always made Katriona irritable
and unhappy. She began banging seedlings into the row she
was creating so that the soil stood up in ridges round each
tiny, startled-looking plant, and miniature battles seemed to
have been fought between these redoubts. “Twenty-one of
them!” Katriona burst out suddenly. “One-and-twenty of the
most powerful and important fairies in the country! They
could have made her invulnerable to curses! They could have
made her invisible to anyone who wished her harm! They
could have—they could—and they gave her golden hair!”

Aunt made no answer. They could hear Rosie singing—
tunelessly—to herself, or possibly to Poppy and Fiend, their
cows, pastured on the far side of the cottage. Fiend used to
belong to Grey, but Grey had grown tired of calling Aunt, or,
later, Katriona, out to his farm to re-spell her to be a nice cow
and let down her milk and not knock milkmaids and farmers
and buckets and stools over like spillikins. On a day that Ka-
triona had had Rosie with her, and Grey had been a little long
in pouring out his woes, possibly because Katriona had heard
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them less often than Aunt, when the two of them had gone at
last into the barnyard they found six-year-old Rosie pulling
mightily with both hands on one teat—she having first
arranged Fiend over a convenient bucket, which was too
heavy for her to move far—and producing a thin but re-
spectable stream of milk.

Grey lost his temper and told Katriona to take the wretched
cow home with her. Fortunately the cottage had a dairy and a
larder; even magic would have had difficulty keeping up with
Fiend when she was in a positive frame of mind. (Grey had
softened enough to have her put to his bull, and to take in her
daughters.) Meanwhile she was still called Fiend, because
Rosie, under the impression that a fiend was a sort of flower,
thought it was a pretty name.

Aunt and Katriona kept a few chickens, but the only other
domestic animal they had—if either “domestic” or “had” was
applicable—was Flinx, their not-a-house-cat. He was
presently a fat tortoiseshell puddle sprawled in the sunlight a
few rows over. Since he was only crushing a few nonessential
greens, which would regrow anyway, they let him be.

Cats were often familiars to workers of magic because to
anyone used to wrestling with self-willed, wayward, devious
magic—which was what all magic was—it was rather sooth-
ing to have all the same qualities wrapped up in a small,
furry, generally attractive bundle that looked more or less the
same from day to day and might, if it were in a good mood,
sit on your knee and purr. Magic never sat on anybody’s knee
and purred. Cats were the easiest of the beasts for humans to
talk to, if you could call it talking, and most fairies could
carry on some kind of colloquy with a cat. But conversations
with cats were always more or less riddle games, and if you
were getting the answer too quickly, the cat merely changed
the ground on you. Katriona’s theory was that cats were one
of the few members of the animal kingdom who had a strong
artistic sense, and that aggravated chaos was the chief feline
art form, but she had never coaxed a straight enough answer
out of a cat to be sure. It was the sort of thing a cat would like
a human to think, particularly if it weren’t true.

A few months before the birth of the princess, Katriona
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had woken before dawn on a sleety winter day to the sound
of a kitten acknowledging to the world it was about to leave
that it was dying, and had gone outdoors to rescue it. That
was Flinx. Flinx had never decided if as a result he adored
Katriona without qualification, or resented her for having
heard him yielding up his final dignity that way and inter-
rupted by saving him. He was never very far away from her
when she was near the cottage or in the village (and he had
been deeply offended by her five-month absence six years
ago), but he wasn’t a house cat, nor was he going to be mixed
up with anything that might disrupt the regularity of his
meals. The word fairies had just now caught his ear and he
was ready to withdraw smoothly if the conversation was
about to turn magical. He knew a few of the human words
that applied to his least favourite subject, but what he knew
better was the spiky, bristly, meditation-disturbing feeling
that the results of those human words gave off. He had never
understood why any cat would stoop to being a familiar.

The sun was warm and the smell of spring was sweet on
the air (they were upwind of the muck heap which, even with
magic to muffle it, was still discernibly what it was) and
Rosie was, for yet a few more minutes or weeks or years,
safe. Katriona had decided that Aunt was going to let her out-
burst on the subject of fairy godparents pass as needing no re-
sponse. Aunt often did on outbursts concerning Rosie. But
now Aunt said: “Magic gifts are tricky. You stay connected
with any magic you’ve ever performed.” That’s why no sensi-
ble person will have anything to do with bad magic, added
Katriona silently, knowing that they were both thinking about
Pernicia. “Furthermore, magic needs something to grip onto.
It would find precious little purchase on any of the royals. If
you want to give someone a piece of strong magic when they
have no magic themselves, usually you invest a thing, like
giving a spell-wrought sword to the fellow you want to win
the battle.” Aunt paused and looked a little wry. “Well, you’d
wind your spell into the jewel on its hilt, perhaps. Evil magic
will bind to cold iron better than good, but even so ...’
Aunt’s voice trailed away, and Katriona knew they were both
thinking of Pernicia again.
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“Choosing a spindle was just . .. just showing off.”” Aunt
spoke with a kind of forced resolve. The very antitheticalness
of magic and cold iron meant that on the rare occasions when
the two were successfully bound the weapon produced—
since the only occasions anyone knew of had produced
weapons—was almost inconceivably powerful.

There was another, longer pause, and then Aunt continued:
“Babies are malleable as clay, and even foresight is almost
useless till a child is at least a few years old.” Katriona
brought her mind back with an effort from the implications
of Pernicia’s choice of a spindle to contain her curse to the
question of the fairy godmothers’ gifts. “No one wants to—to
suggest anything that might bind a baby from growing into
who she was meant to be.

“Your one-and-twenty godparents also had to come up
with their gifts knowing there were twenty others doing the
same. Some of the silliest gifts, you may be sure, were last-
minute changes when what the poor fairy had planned was
given by someone else first. It would have been impolite to
ask anyone what they were giving the princess before they
gave it, and last-minute changes are never satisfactory. That
may be why some of the wishes seem to be going—er—a lit-
tle wrong. Although given wishes stay given.”

Given wishes stay given, thought Katriona. She remem-
bered the queen’s fairy, Sigil, saying, My dear, do you have
any idea what you have done? But it was only baby-magic,
Katriona pleaded in her mind. There was nothing there to
give: clouds and confusion. She has no magic, and magic
needs something to grip onto, just as Aunt said. Rosie just
likes animals. That’s all.

Magic makes any keeper of it more perceptible to any
other keeper. Magic perceptions are a little different from the
usual five senses most humans use to perceive the world
around them. Magic is more likely to tell the perceiver who
your parents are than what colour your hair is.

Pernicia knows about the royal family. She would never
look for anyone bearing magic.

“‘The fairest lady I ever did see,’” sang Rosie. “‘Her
golden crown she gave to me. . . " Her voice both sweet and

s
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flat made a faintly eerie sound through the soft hush of wind
in the trees that stood behind their house. The sharper sounds
of birdsong might have been the harmony, if Rosie had been
singing in tune. Katriona knew the ballad: the lady was giv-
ing her crown away in preparation for drowning herself, be-
cause her father was forcing her to marry a man she hated.
The lady was a princess. Barder probably wouldn’t have
taught her the end of it, Katriona thought, but I don’t think I
can tell him not to teach her songs about princesses who
come to a bad end. I'll teach her “The Fox Went Out on a
Chilly Night” Why can’t she just sing nonsense like other
children?

The usual thing with fairies was that when they first began
speaking in whole sentences that followed one from another
in a way that grown-ups could sometimes understand, they
spent a few months doing baby-magic, and if a nonmagical
family were so unfortunate as to find their little one turning
the cooking pots into elephants and making the time in that
house never bedtime, they had to find a fairy to take it till the
worst was over. (One of the many curiosities about this situa-
tion was that while grown-up practising fairies were almost
all women, baby-magic was about equally distributed be-
tween little boys and little girls. Magicians, who themselves
almost never suffered baby-magic although magicianry ran
in families just as fairyhood did, had done complicated stud-
ies of this phenomenon but had reached no useful conclu-
sions.) Sometimes a general sort of containment charm
would do, but most often a three- or four-year-old fairy
needed a grown-up fairy to prevent it from doing itself (or the
unmagical members of its family) any actual harm. Aunt and
Katriona were the fairies of choice for this task all over the
Gig (somewhat to their dismay; a lot of other things don’t get
done when one is minding small children).

But Aunt had never lost her ascendency over even the
severest attack of baby-magic, which had sometimes hap-
pened elsewhere. The pub gossips still told the story of Hav-
eral, who hadn’t practised in thirty years by the time Rosie
was born, who lost control over a young fairy named Gobar.
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Gobar had turned herself into a giant stremcopus, which is a
sort of tree-shaped creature that eats people, and Haveral into
a small spotted terrier with only one ear. The first anyone
knew about this was the stremcopus (which, fortunately,
showed no sign of eating anyone) marching through Smoke
River on its long rooty feet, roaring in a highly unstremco-
pus-like way, and waving its long branchy arms (most strem-
copuses have at least six). Panting behind it came a small
spotted terrier with only one ear, far too out of breath from
trying to keep a pace more suited to eight-foot legs than
eight-inch ones, to speak any counter-charms. As the ill-as-
sorted pair disappeared down the road toward Foggy Bottom
and Woodwold, another fairy blinked a few times and said
wonderingly, “That was Haveral.” “The stremcopus?” “No,
of course not—the terrier.” Versions differed, but it took Hav-
eral several days, or possibly a week, to turn Gobar back into
a small girl again, by which time they had passed through all
the Gig’s towns several times.

When Rosie had begun speaking in paragraphs everyone
but Aunt and Katriona waited for some spectacular outbreak
of baby-magic. None occurred. The villagers teased Katriona
and her aunt about it, but teased them rather crossly, because
they felt cheated of some good and deserved entertainment.
Even with two experienced fairies watching her like hawks,
Rosie, knowing Rosie, should have been able to get off at
least one marvel before they bagged her. There were bets on
it, and the odds were on Rosie. The two fairies smiled at any-
one who brought the subject of Rosie’s likely fairyhood up,
Aunt placidly, Katriona nervously, because Katriona sus-
pected Rosie was up to almost anything, even magic, even
though she didn’t have any.

Aunt was never forthcoming about her family but she let it
be understood that the sister who was Rosie’s mother had had
no magic herself, and had married a man from an entirely
magicless family, and that everyone’s interest was misplaced.
(Aunt wasn’t from the Gig. The story was that there had been
a terrible row with her parents when the young Sophronia
had decided to apprentice herself to a professional fairy; she
had been expected to satisfy herself with descaling kettles,
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and to get on with ordinary life. No one knew if the story was
true, although Katriona knew that the reason she herself had
come to Aunt was that she had been thrown into so severe an
irruption of baby-magic as a result of the shock of her par-
ents’ death that all the local fairies working together had been
unable to cope with her, and had informed the reluctant fam-
ily that someone of her own blood had the best chance of do-
ing so.)

Many of the village households contained a minor, non-
professional fairy who could tend the family water vessels
and mild outbreaks of baby-magic in little fairies no more
powerful than they were themselves; but it seemed to Foggy
Bottom a bit rich that a family which had produced Aunt and
Katriona could also have produced a little thug like Rosie if
she wasn’t a fairy, too. But Rosie did no baby-magic.

The nearest she came to it was befriending Narl, the vil-
lage smith. Narl was odd even as smiths went, and most
smiths were odd.

In a country as magic-ridden as that one, you had to be a
particular kind of very tough egg to choose to go into smith-
ery. Fairies could and did, of course, live with and handle
cold iron every day, but no fairy would choose to be a smith.
(It was suggested that the reason so many fairies burnt them-
selves on kettles they were clearing was because those kettles
were so often made of iron, and contact with iron made
fairies absentminded.) It was not only that even a drop of
fairy blood in a smith could cripple him with rheumatism
while he was still young; magic hated cold iron, and tended
to hang around smithies for a chance to make trouble, which,
though only rarely successful, made the atmosphere round a
forge rather thick. Fairies who visited forges almost always
found themselves flapping their hands sharply in front of
their faces as if troubled by midges, and even ordinary people
sometimes batted away invisible specks that weren’t there.
(Since Rosie’s conversation was vigorously illustrated with
hand gestures, in and out of the smith’s yard, it was impossi-
ble to say if she was waving at invisible specks or not.)

There was another more intriguing bit of folklore that said
that truth was truth in a smith’s yard, but this had not been
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very rigorously tested, at least not for many years. There was
an ancient story of the king, sixteen or eighteen generations
ago, dragging his rival to a smith’s yard to demonstrate that
he was the true heir and the other an impostor, but the story
didn’t say what the demonstration had consisted of. And
there was a tradition of moving deadlocked legal struggles to
a smith’s yard for the truth to be discovered that way; but this
was not at all popular with the smith whose yard it was, since
legal truths have a way of emerging with excrutiating slow-
ness.

There was a more dubious bit of folklore concerning fairy
smiths, but this was so manifestly nonsense that even chil-
dren soon grew out of asking for tales of them, although the
tales were good exciting ones full of adventures.

Smiths were also the only men who were not expected to
keep themselves clean shaven. This wasn’t precisely a law, as
no contact with fish was a law, but it was rather more than a
fashion, as it was rather more than a fashion to shave out-
doors on the street (this was less strictly observed during
hard winters), where anyone watching (although no one did,
because it was something that happened every day) could see
that proper sharpened steel was being used. If a man habitu-
ally shaved indoors and in private, there might be a story that
went round that he was a fairy, and using copper, in case of
accidents; and there was just that unease about strange or un-
admitted fairy powers that this would not be well thought of.
Fairies were fine, more or less, and you wouldn’t get through
life in this country without their help; but you wanted to
know when one was around. Wild magic and a bad heart, af-
ter all, had produced Pernicia.

A boy’s first shave was an important rite of adulthood be-
cause it said that he put his baby-magic, if any, behind him
permanently; and a man with a beard was as good as saying
he was a fairy. Men with beards could expect to be asked for
fairy aid, and to rouse anger if it were withheld, as if the man
had lied or cheated. If you had a beard, you were a fairy—or
a smith. And if you were a smith you wore an iron chain
round your neck any time you were away from your own vil-
lage, so that people recognised you.
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But Narl was clean shaven. His nickname—never repeated
in his hearing—was Ironface, because his expression rarely
varied, and he never spoke more than he had to.

He was also notoriously resistant to children. This was
hard luck on the young of Foggy Bottom, who would have
hung round the forge to talk to the horses, if they could have.
Rosie’s befriending him was more like real magic than baby-
magic, and the more inexplicable for that. Especially since
Rosie was generally talking nineteen to the dozen when Aunt
or Katriona, having mislaid her, knew to try the forge first,
and came to rescue her—or rather, him. Katriona, red faced,
tried to apologise, the first time.

“Don’t,” he said. “She’s welcome here.” There was a
pause. Katriona could think of no suitable reply to this
wholly uncharacteristic remark, and then Narl added, “I like
her talk.”

Katriona closed her hanging jaw with a snap, swallowed
hard, said, “Oh—well—thank you,” and took Rosie (still
talking) away with her. “He didn’t at all look like he was en-
joying her company,” she said to Aunt later. “Of course he
never does look like he’s enjoying anything. Or not enjoying
anything, for that matter. But when he turns to you, with that
great black apron and all that black hair, for a moment it’s a
shock, as if he’s a bit of his own work come to life. You
would think a small child would be afraid of him.”

“Not Rosie,” said Aunt.

“No,” agreed Katriona, half proud and half perplexed.
“Not Rosie.” The soft thump of Aunt’s treadle continued
undisturbed for several minutes and then Katriona said, “You
know—about truth in a smith’s yard. You don’t think—"

“No,” said Aunt. “I think she is probably safer with Narl
than anywhere else. If it had occurred to me that such a friend-
ship were possible, I would probably have tried to help it hap-
pen—which almost certainly would have been a mistake.”

Katriona gave a muffled laugh; it was hard to imagine any-
one influencing Narl to do anything, even Aunt. And Rosie
herself was about as influenceable as the waxing and waning
of the moon.

After that first time, while Rosie was not exactly encour-
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aged to run off and pester the smith, Katriona didn’t immedi-
ately go after her when she headed purposefully in that direc-
tion. But, after a good deal of wrestling with her conscience,
she went to their priestling, the one who had written Rosie
onto the Foggy Bottom register, and paid him to pray for her
safety while in the smith’s yard: that she would not cut or
bruise herself on cold iron, nor burn herself on hot, nor stand
in just the wrong place when the fire, unbearably goaded by
mischief-seeking magic, suddenly flared; nor any of the other
things that can happen to a child in the way of grown-ups’
work. Katriona would have preferred a nice straightforward
charm, but nice straightforward charms rarely worked in a
smith’s yard. Any fairy who discovered how to build a charm
that would reliably pump a smith’s bellows, for example,
would be set up for life; every smith in the country would
want one. No one had. A priest’s prayers were better than
nothing, and infinitely preferable to trying to dissuade Rosie
from doing something she wanted to do. Prohibition was al-
ways a last resort in dealing with Rosie. Furthermore, Katri-
ona had come to like the Foggy Bottom priest, because he
was so obviously fond of Rosie; and the fact that she liked
him, too, sweetened Katriona’s attitude still more, although
the truth was that Rosie liked almost everybody.

The betting on Rosie’s baby-magic was eventually wound
up, to the great grief and frustration of everyone involved,
and villagers found other things to gossip about. But what
few people realised for some time was that Rosie really was
talking to animals. And that they were really talking back.

She had begun chattering to them as soon as she began
talking, but she was a friendly little thing, and there were
more animals than people round Aunt’s cottage, with the for-
est on one side and some of Lord Prendergast’s fields on the
other. Although she spoke to animals no differently than she
spoke to people, this was the sort of thing many children did,
and if it was more marked in Rosie than in most children,
there were many things about Rosie that were more marked
than in most children.

Rosie, as she grew older, more and more evidently waited
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for the animals she addressed to answer her—her face, with
its transparent complexion, told any watcher that she be-
lieved they did answer her. The oddest thing, however, to the
villagers” minds, was that she slowly stopped speaking hu-
man language to animals. She would be found sitting or
standing near Corso or Spear (the pub’s tall majestic
wolfhound and best peacekeeper) or any of her other many
animal friends, often both silent and not doing anything.
Everyone knew Rosie never spent any time silent and not do-
ing anything.

Katriona came to fetch Rosie away from Narl’s one after-
noon and discovered her looking into the eyes of a sweating,
shivering colt, whose nose rested in her cupped hands. Katri-
ona could see her fingers gently stroking the little knob under
its chin. Narl squatted beside her, his empty hands dangling
between his knees, his head level with hers, looking into the
colt’s face as intently as she was.

Rosie let out her breath in a long sigh, sounding very much
like a horse herself, with a whuffle on the end of it; and as she
moved, she moved as a horse moves, and bowed her head as
a horse bows its head, for all that she had only two legs and a
short human neck. The colt turned its head, and tentatively
reached its nose toward Narl, who turned his own face to lay
his cheek against its cheek. “I’ve told him you’re nice,” said
Rosie. “It’s because you’re clean shaven, you see. He’s not
going to stand around on three legs and let a clean shaven
man do weird human things to his feet. Clean shaven men
yell at you and yank your girth up too tight and flop onto
your back as if they think they don’t weigh anything, and jab
you in the belly with their feet.”

“He’s not getting that handling from Pren’s folk,” mur-
mured Narl, while the colt investigated his face with its lips.
Its ears were easing, and beginning to prick forward.

“No, but he did at his first place,” said Rosie, “and their
blacksmith had a beard. Oh, hello, Kat. You’ll be all right
now,” she said, as if to both Narl and the colt, and turned to
Katriona. “I hope it’s teatime,” she said. “I’m hungry.”



CHAPTER

9

... And it was nothing to Narl. They were just having a con-
versation. Aunt, it was baby-magic! And her family has no
magic! I don’t understand!”

“Nor do 1,” said Aunt, “but this has been going on under
our noses for some time—probably from the beginning.
Have you really not let yourself see?”

Katriona’s eyes went involuntarily to the spinning wheel
against the wall, with its blunt spindle. Barder had long ago
made them a spindle end shaped like a little grinning gar-
goyle with wide-open and slightly popping eyes. It had a
quite incredible number of teeth, but looking at it you had the
impression it was a sort of watchdog, loyally protecting
hearth and home. Katriona had laughed out loud with delight
when Barder first handed it to her; since the little ashwood
egret (which she wore round her neck on a bit of ribbon),
Barder had been carving spoon and knife handles, but this
was far more ambitious. Rosie had still been a baby, not quite
crawling, in little danger yet of spindles and spindle ends.
“It’s lovely!” Katriona said.

“I’ve been practising,” Barder said, obviously pleased.
Barder’s usual chair at their hearthside had a bit of rag hung
over the back, to be unfolded and put on the floor under him
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the moment his pocket-knife appeared, to catch the shavings.
“And Narl’s been showing me some stuff about faces. I could
see this little fellow staring out at me as soon as I picked up
the wood burl.”

She had stood, still smiling, turning it over and over in her
hands; the spindle, the business end, was as sleek as the coat
of a well-bred horse, and her fingers lingered over it appre-
ciatively; the little face at the opposite end was so bright and
alive it was hard not to expect it to blink and say something.
“Thank you. [—I’ve been wondering if I could go on having
a spinning wheel in the house.”

Barder had glanced down at Rosie, who had, in the myste-
rious way of sitting up, not-quite-crawling babies, managed
to move herself half across the long room to attach herself to
his trouser leg. “Aaaah!” she said, which meant, “Pick me up
and throw me in the air, please.”

“I know,” he had said, stooping to oblige. “That’s why I
made it. Half the farmers round here wouldn’t know how to
pay you if they couldn’t give you fleece to spin.”

Katriona now stood up restlessly and went over to run a
finger down the gargoyle’s small lumpy nose. This was a
kind of semi-conscious good-luck charm for her, and the gar-
goyle’s nose was shiny with stroking. She was aware that as
the years passed it was slowly accreting all those bodiless
wishes into a real charm, the way enough deposited silt will
eventually become a peninsula, but she doubted it would
keep Pernicia away.

Rosie’s eleventh birthday was coming up soon. Katriona
rubbed the gargoyle’s nose harder. Magic makes any keeper
of it more perceptible to any other keeper. No one looking for
a member of the royal family would look for someone who
bore magic. It isn’t magic because it can’t be. Eleven: they
were over halfway to one-and-twenty.

When the rest of Foggy Bottom caught on to the fact that
Rosie really did have beast-speech (Narl had known from the
beginning, but of course hadn’t said anything about it), they
enjoyed it very much. It was not as good as baby-magic—for
one thing it was useful, which baby-magic rarely was—but it
was something at last, something to make jokes about, and
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making jokes about your fairies is one of the ways ordinary
people live with the magic they have to live with, and both
the ordinary people and the fairies know it.

It distressed Katriona, because Rosie wasn’t a fairy, and
she shouldn’t be treated like one; it wasn’t fair. It wasn’t her
fault she lived with two fairies. Ordinary people didn’t need
to defend themselves against her by making jokes that turned
her into something other than themselves. Well, thought Ka-
triona, flinching away from the reality of Rosie’s ordinari-
ness, she isn’t a fairy. Even the fact that her beast-speech
proved to everyone’s satisfaction that she was exactly who
Aunt and Katriona claimed she was, because beast-speech
was uncommon even among fairies and two unrelated exam-
ples of it in the same village were impossible, wasn’t enough
to comfort her.

But the recognition of Rosie’s beast-speech also reawak-
ened some old gossip from eleven years ago.

Ordinary people sometimes have a funny reaction to glam-
ours, like the glamour Aunt had thrown over Rosie’s arrival
in Foggy Bottom, a persistent, fidgety feeling that something
wasn’t quite right. In this case it had produced a rumour that
Rosie was Katriona’s daughter.

The question Katriona had really feared was not whether
Rosie was her daughter—which she would have denied very
convincingly—but whether she was her cousin. Barder, who
was the only person Katriona felt had the right to ask, had
never asked, and the rumour had died a natural death years
ago—so Katriona assumed. Eleven years later she would
have had to make an effort to remember that it had ever ex-
isted at all.

She and Rosie were crossing the square from the forge to
the pub, toward their road home again, late one afternoon. It
was drizzling rain, and Katriona was tired. Since she had
stopped visiting the queen, the strength of her magic had
come into her with a thunderous crash, like swallowing an
anvil. The dark empty confusing place where she went for
scraps of magic she could use was no longer empty, but find-
ing what she needed was perhaps more difficult than ever—
in the first place because she knew it was probably there if
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she looked long enough, and second because it was like try-
ing to locate one particular pebble in a boulder field, with a
great storm wind rolling everything about, including you.
Aunt said it eventually got easier. Katriona hoped so. She had
performed a tricky exorcism that day—if they’d known how
tricky, Aunt would have come with her—ridding a field of an
old battle which had suddenly woken up again, and the reper-
formance of which was scaring Matthew’s sheep.

It was Barder’s half day today, and he usually came out to
the cottage for the evening, and she was almost too tired to
enjoy his company. A cup of tea will help, she thought. It
might have been any voice she heard, or perhaps it was a
voice that had made itself out of the air of Foggy Bottom and
what some people said out of her hearing. As they passed the
pub, Katriona waving briefly without looking up, the voice
was saying, “. .. should have married her eleven years ago,
or no reason to marry her at all.”

In the first shock she thought she might have imagined it,
but she hadn’t imagined it, because there was Barder sud-
denly beside her, and she could see in his face that he had
heard the voice, too. She saw that he was angry, and for all
that she had known and loved him for most of her life, she
did not dare ask why. The three of them walked to the cottage
together, Rosie chattering about birds and horses and earth-
worms, and the other two silent, although Barder usually
talked easily to Rosie, and as if nothing she said surprised
him (like that earthworms have no eyes but see the earth they
creep through in beautiful visions, like the sort of visions
people hope to have from eating fish). Aunt met them at the
garden gate, looked into their faces, and told Rosie to go feed
the cows and chickens. Rosie usually did this anyway, but
she paused a moment, looking at the other three, knowing
that she was about to miss something she would be interested
in, and knowing also that it wouldn’t happen if she hung
around. She went off at a dragging, un-Rosie-like pace, her
shoulders hunched and her head down.

“I don’t understand,” said Barder, as soon as the cottage
door closed behind them. “It seems to me just meanness, and
Foggy Bottom isn’t usually mean without cause. I would
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have knocked that useless blockhead down”—by which Ka-
triona guessed he had recognised the voice or the speaker—
“but I thought you would not like it. Dear heart, I know you
are not Rosie’s mother. I remember the skinny little stick you
were when you left for the princess’ name-day, and you were
the same skinny little stick when you came back with that
enormous bundle of half-grown baby.” He did not at first no-
tice how still Aunt and Katriona became at his words. “I can’t
say I wouldn’t have cared if you’d had a baby who—who
wasn’t mine; I would have cared a great deal. But—I would
have asked—if I hadn’t known she couldn’t be.”

“Aunt went to fetch her after I came back,” Katriona said
faintly.

Barder stared. “But—no she didn’t—I saw you. You
looked like you’d been dragged backwards through every
hedge and spinney between here and the royal city. I heard
you sneeze. I was coming back from Treelight, the short way,
across Lord Pren’s fields. It’s not exactly the short way. [—
I’m afraid I had a habit of finding an excuse to walk past your
cottage while you were away, just to look, even though I
knew I’d hear as soon as you got back. I saw the light when
Aunt opened the door.”

Aunt said sharply, “Did you tell anyone what you’d seen?”’

Barder shook his head, slowly, bewilderedly. “No. My
aunt—my mother’s sister—was ill; that’s why I’d been in
Treelight. It was my half day. They only wanted to hear about
her, at home, and by the next day I thought, what is there to
tell? Kat’s had a rough journey; let her recover in peace.
We’ll all hear about it soon enough. I waited till I'd seen Kat
in town again, and then I came to see you, and there was
Rosie. And then there was this story about how Aunt had
gone to fetch her. I just thought people were remembering
wrong—we were all mostly thinking about the princess then,
and about Pernicia—it wasn’t worth arguing about. Perhaps
it was fairy business; you don’t argue about fairy business.
But you would remember. . . .” He looked at the two of them,
and his gaze settled on Aunt, and Katriona could see him
working it out. Stop! she wanted to shout. Don’t think about
it!
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“You laid it on us,” he said to Aunt. “But why?”” He smiled.
“Anyone would think you’d stolen the princess.”

The gargoyle spindle end blazed with sudden light, and
three of Aunt’s little bottles fell over—ping, ping—and the
third one dropped off its shelf and shattered on the hearth. A
sharp green smell invaded the room, and then all three of
them were in a wild landscape, surrounded by irregular ranks
of tall, wry, standing stones, bent and distorted in strange
postures. Among the stones was a low, scrubby, creeping
growth whose tiny pointed leaves gave off the harsh smell of
Aunt’s little bottle.

It was twilight, almost dark. To one side of them at a little
distance trees began to mingle with the standing stones till—
in the dimness they could not be sure—it seemed that the
boles moved together into the darkness of a forest. There was
a horrible feeling of unfriendly eyes watching. Opposite this
wood, if it was a wood, on their other side, the standing
stones and the low creeper grew sparser till the rough land
was bare; but far away there was a tall bulk on the horizon,
tall but narrow for its height—some immense standing
stone? Or some bleak fortress built by human hands?

The sun had gone behind it, whatever it was, and the sky
was still purple in the memory of the sunset, the sky and the
castle. It was a castle. The castle, indeed, as Katriona stared
at it, seemed to send up streaks of purple from its base, as she
had once seen a cloak do. . . .

“No,” she said, and, somehow, she did not know how,
flung herself and her two companions back into the cottage,
where the fire still burnt on the hearth, and the gargoyle still
gleamed honey-golden, as if it were a faceted gemstone in-
stead of wood, and a light shone through it, and a dark sticky
puddle, purple in the firelight, lay on the floor, glittering with
shards of broken glass. Aunt was already picking up the ash
bucket and throwing spadefuls on the puddle; by the time Ka-
triona remembered to breathe, the green smell was almost
gone, smothered in a fug of cold ash. Katriona coughed.

“P—" began Katriona.

“Don’t say her name,” said Aunt, and Katriona saw that
Aunt’s hands were shaking. Aunt turned her head as if look-
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ing for something and unable to remember where it was; she
laid down the bucket and shovel and put her hands to her
forehead as if her head ached. Katriona heard Barder sit
heavily down; his chair legs bucked briefly against the floor.
But she was already pulling the stool near the chimney and
groping for the little iron cauldron that sat in a niche high up
on its face. She felt its presence before her fingers found it,
turning the cauldron on its side so it spilled into her hand.
She climbed down, holding it still wrapped in its cloth, and
then unrolled it and flung it quickly round the gargoyle’s
thick little neck, above the loop on the spinning wheel the
spindle went through.

The translucent beads of the sabre-bearer’s amulet
gleamed like the gargoyle’s face, only a creamy, swirly
white, like fresh milk with the cream still on it, instead of the
yellowy-coppery glow of wood; they swung gently against
the frame of the spinning wheel. The cottage and the three
people in it jolted back into normality, like the end of an
earthquake, or the sudden departure of fever.

Aunt dropped her hands and Barder sat up. Katriona went
behind Barder’s chair and bent over him, wrapping her arms
round his chest and putting her cheek to his; he crossed his
own arms the better to seize hers, and pressed her to him. Af-
ter a moment she kissed his cheek, and he released her; and
then the three of them sat down near enough to each other
that they could hold one another’s hands.

“Thank the fates Rosie was outdoors,” said Aunt.

“Then it’s—true,” said Barder.

“I’m afraid so,” said Katriona. “But I didn’t steal her; she
was—er—agiven to me.”

Barder nodded as if this were a perfectly reasonable expla-
nation.

There was a little silence, and then Katriona said, “Is it be-
cause Barder saw me that the glamour didn’t work, Aunt? Do
we have to worry about anyone else who might have seen
me? I had thought no one had seen me—but I was so tired by
then—"

“Don’t blame yourself,” said Aunt. “You did extraordinar-
ily well. And I don’t think that’s why it didn’t work. I'm
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afraid glamours work best where there are fewest connec-
tions—and Barder cared far too much. I imagine Flora
might have a little difficulty deciding when Rosie arrived,
too, if she had any reason to think about it, but she doesn’t.
Barder, I'm sorry. This really isn’t the sort of thing that hap-
pens just because you’re—er—a little fond of someone
who’s a fairy.”

“I’'m not just a little fond of her,” said Barder in a voice
that was very nearly normal. “Do you know—what happened
just now, or don’t you want me to ask?”

Aunt and Katriona exchanged a look. Aunt said, “No, I
don’t know. But I won’t uncork bdeth juice in this cottage
again.”

“Bdeth juice?” said Katriona slowly. “But bdeth grows
quite near here—where the Gig runs into the wasteland
where no one lives.”

“Yes,” said Aunt.

There was another little silence.

“Something was watching us from the wood,” said Katri-
ona.

“I don’t think they saw us,” said Aunt. “I think—I hope—
they will not have seen us. I think I did that much. But that
was all I could do. And they would have figured us out soon
enough if you hadn’t brought us away so quickly.

“Barder—you must have some protection, before you
leave us tonight. I'm not sure ... I could simply make you
forget, I think. That’s perhaps safest, and you’ll sleep better.”

“I—1I"d rather not forget,” said Barder. “If you don’t mind.
And—Rosie matters to me, too. What—whoever she is.”

Katriona said suddenly: “Touch your gargoyle’s nose. The
one you made for a spindle’s end.”

Barder had his back to the spinning wheel. He looked at
Katriona in surprise, but he turned slowly round and saw the
shining gargoyle and its necklace, which looked like woven
fog strung with will-o’-the-wisp. “The fates of my ances-
tors,” he said in wonder, but he stood up and moved toward it,
holding out his hand. He hesitated just before his fingers
touched the gargoyle’s nose, but he leaned forward—for a
moment his entire body lit up with the soft eerie light of the
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amulet; and Katriona caught her breath, thinking that she’d
never realised how beautiful he was.

And then the light went out, and the gargoyle was just a
spindle’s end, with a nose shiny from rubbing, and the amulet
was just an odd piece of jewelry; and the outside door banged
open, and Rosie said plaintively, “Are you through talking
yet? I've been as long as I can, and I'm hungry.”

Five weeks after that the king’s fortress of Flury was broken
into, and the regiment which guarded it was found asleep at
their posts, fallen any way across their spears and their
swords; and their horses were asleep, and the horse flies on
the horses were asleep, and, deeper inside, the magicians
were asleep, and the fairies were asleep, and everyone else,
from the courtiers to the kitchen maids, were asleep, too.

The carters who were bringing their weekly waggon loads
of fresh food ran away in terror, and Shon had spoken to one
of those carters, because Flury was not so very far from Tu-
ranga. “He says the same thing happened at Fordingbridge—
everyone was found asleep—only it was a relieving regiment
as found ’em, and that’s why the story didn’t come out, as it
has this time. He says the sleep’s a bad one, and everyone
wakes up from nightmares, and some of ’em were sick, and
some of ’em are still sick—especially the magicians.”

“What about the princess?”” said Cairngorm.

“The princess had been taken away a fortnight earlier,
while the king was there to go with her, which must be nicer
for her—she must hardly ever see her mum any more, the
queen mostly stays in the royal city with the little boys,” said
Shon. “T’ve heard a rumour they smuggle her back to the city
sometimes. . ..”

“I hope so,” said Cairngorm.

“Yuh,” said Shon, childless himself and not very inter-
ested. “There’s different stories about why the princess got
shifted early this time. Some say the royal magicians set up
a—a random pattern spell about when to move her, and some
say some fairy seer got her knickers in a twist and insisted
she be moved early. It don’t matter which—just that she
wasn’t there.”
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“They’ll beat Pernicia yet,” said Dessy, Flora’s younger
sister.

“Love, we hope so,” said Cairngorm. “But we won’t know
till the day after the princess’ one-and-twentieth birthday, and
that’s some years off yet.”

The single sentence every one of the princess’ people re-
membered best about the curse Pernicia had laid upon her
was My disposition of her future may happen at any time.

Meanwhile Rosie went on talking to animals. Since most
of the people who had much to do with her liked her, and be-
cause Narl seemed to take her seriously, and because she was
Aunt’s niece and Katriona’s cousin, the jokes made of it were
rarely unkind. But because she would tell people about it,
certainly if they asked, and sometimes if they didn’t (“Dessy,
it’s no use flirting with that young thatcher from Waybreak,
he won’t have anything to do with you because he’s afraid of
your mother; his pony says s0”), people heard a fair amount
about it.

Occasionally the information was useful: she told Aunt
that the reason why Jad, the baker’s dog, was getting so thin
was because the baker’s hob didn’t much like milk, but did
like the table scraps that went into Jad’s bowl. The hob was
getting fat, because Jad was a big dog, and Jad was getting
thin, because the hob’s bowl of milk was small. “I’ll see to
that hob,” said Aunt. “Poor Jad.”

But it was evident that Rosie’s range of acquaintance
among the animal kingdom was not merely broad but volu-
ble. People listened, and some smiled, and some asked ques-
tions—and the answers to some of those questions brought
more fleeces to the cottage, and other trade goods, much to
Rosie’s astonishment and Katriona’s bemused and secret de-
light. And some shook their heads. Especially fairies. This
wasn’t how talking to animals went. Except that it did, with
Rosie. Katriona thought again of all the milk Rosie had
drunk on her way between her old life and her new one, and
wondered how Rosie might have grown up if she had drunk
only magician-inspected, fairy-purified, royal domestic ani-
mal milk, once she had been weaned from her mother’s
breast. Perhaps the royal family’s amenableness was more an
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inherited willingness to adapt to circumstance—and Rosie’s
circumstances were unusual. Katriona’s own beast-speech
had never been as fluent and comprehensive as Rosie’s; Ka-
triona might have given her something on her name-day, but
it hadn’t been a transfer of her own beast-speech, like a par-
cel changing hands.

There was an unusual silence (even allowing for Rosie’s
absence; she had special dispensation to stay late at the
smith’s that afternoon, and chat up some of Lord Pren’s
young stock) by Aunt’s fireside after the news about Flury.

“I wish the queen’s fairy—Sigil-—would send us some
word,” said Katriona.

Aunt laid the charm she was mending in her lap. “She
would if she could.”

“I know,” said Katriona. “That’s what I mean.”

They looked at each other, and each saw reflected in the
other’s eyes a tall castle standing alone in a barren landscape,
with a smoky purple sky behind it.
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As the years passed and, it seemed, the king’s folk must
have searched every handsbreadth of the king’s land, and the
royal magicians had searched every thought’s-breadth of
every dimension over and under the king’s lands (by the time
Rosie was thirteen, divisions of the royal cavalry accompany-
ing royal magicians had swept through the Gig four times;
but if they found anything mysterious at the edge of the wild
lands where the bdeth grew, they gave no sign), and the royal
fairies had touched or tasted or listened to every wisp of wild
magic that sprang from the king’s lands, and there was still
no news of Pernicia—no sign, no trace, no trail, no clue—an-
other sort of story began to be told. No one could say where
the first of these stories had come from, but that its purpose
was to rally morale was perfectly clear.

The reports all agreed that the princes were growing up into
fine boys, but they had an elder sister who was supposed to be
queen, and no one was going to forget this: not their parents,
not their country, nor even themselves, who had, it seemed,
never met her: the magicians had declared that it would be too
dangerous. When the Princes Colin and Terberus made their
first little public speeches on their eighth birthday, both of
them mentioned her, and their hope that they would meet her
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soon. Everyone found this very moving, especially when Ter-
berus had added suddenly, in his own voice, to what had obvi-
ously been a prepared speech, “I would like a sister.” His
people wanted his sister, too, and watching the little princes
grow up and become young men who could give speeches
only made that longing more acute.

And, if there is a powerful and wicked fairy somewhere
around, you want to know where she is so you can stay out of
her way. The possibility that she might jump out at you from
any shadow is very unsettling.

So it was said that the princess had been turned into a lark
or a peacock (or, blasphemously, a fish), so that she would
have no finger to prick; that it had not been the real princess
at the name-day, but only a magical doll, so the curse had not
in fact been laid on the princess at all, and while the king and
queen were keeping her tucked away somewhere while Per-
nicia was still at large, there wasn’t really that much Pernicia
could do to her but what she could do to anyone . .. which
was likely to be nasty enough, and the king was very sensibly
determined to drive her out of hiding and out of his country.
There was even a story that Pernicia had been captured, but
that this news was not allowed out because the king would
not be satisfied till every one of her spies and helpers had
been found and identified. Few people found this story very
comforting: the idea of Pernicia no longer at liberty was out-
weighed by the idea that one’s own friends and neighbours
might be infiltrated by her confederates.

Almost everyone’s favourite story was of the party
planned for the princess’ twenty-first birthday, which would
beggar the descriptive abilities of all the bards in the country.
The stories of the party grew more fantastic with every
telling, and, of course, they all had blissfully happy endings.

These stories of the princess’ prospective one-and-twenti-
eth birthday party made Aunt snappish. “They’re worse than
castles in the air,” she said to Katriona one afternoon after
Gismo, one of Shon’s alternate drivers, had been giving fan-
tasy free rein at the pub about the latest schemes for wonders.
“Or rather, they are castles in the air, and made out of big
heavy stones that are going to fall on all our heads and squash
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us flat.” Katriona let the confused provenance of this
metaphor pass in silence.

The door crashed open, and a little gust of rain and Rosie
walked in. Rosie was humming. Since her hums were all
more or less tuneless, you never knew which song she had in
mind if she didn’t say any of the words. She looked at Aunt’s
and Katriona’s faces and said, “What’s wrong?” Katriona
smiled at her, feeling at once better and worse for the sight of
her, thinking, not for the first time, of what the king and
queen had lost—not just their daughter, but Rosie.

“We were talking about the princess,” said Aunt.

“Oh,” said Rosie. She had some fellow feeling for the
princess, since they were the same age, and she had grown up
with the mystery of what had become of her, and of the
grown-ups’ interest in any tale purporting to have news of
her.

Rosie had a notion that the only way grown-ups knew to
protect you was to lock you up somehow—even protective
spells usually had a locking-up quality about them, like the
anti-drowning-in-a-bog one Aunt had laid on Rosie about
eight months ago, after what Rosie still insisted indignantly
was nothing like a near miss, and which simply prevented
Rosie from walking in certain directions in certain places, al-
though there were quite a few certain places round the damp
and fenny Foggy Bottom. (There were serious disadvantages
to being a fairy’s niece. The bog spell took more upkeep than
ordinary families could afford. Aunt had at least let the ut-
terly humiliating spell that prevented her from being sat on
by large animals lapse a couple of years ago; of course within
a day or two a horse she was holding for Narl had stood on
her foot, but he was the sort of horse who if he hadn’t been
able to stand on your foot would have bitten you instead, so
she supposed it didn’t count. Besides, it had happened at the
forge, where even Aunt’s charms became wandery and con-
fused. She hadn’t mentioned the episode at home.)

Suggestions about the princess’ whereabouts nearly al-
ways included some reference to a fortress or stronghold, so
Rosie always imagined the princess surrounded by a lot of
stonework. At first she had seen her in a tiny tower room, but
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then she thought no, she’s a princess, she can have a large
room—and lots and lots of grim-visaged guards armed to the
teeth with an assortment of deadly and terrifying weapons
Rosie had never seen and could only pretend to imagine. It
sounded like a pretty miserable life and Rosie felt sorry for
her.

“Why don’t we look for her?” said Rosie. “She could live
with us. Aunt, you’re the cleverest fairy in the Gig. Even
Narl says so, and he’s not trying to get a spell for free. If you
found her, no one would know where she’d gone, and so
she’d be safe. She could have some fun here. I could show
her where all the bogs are.” Rosie had not come indoors in
the best of tempers, as she had forgotten which way she had
been headed till she found herself reheaded home, briskly
carried by insurrectionist feet. The ballad she’d been hum-
ming as she came through the door—another one Barder had
taught her—had a pleasingly bloodthirsty chorus which
suited her mood: “ ‘I lighted down my sword to draw, and
hacked him into pieces sma’, and hacked him into pieces
sma’ ... ” Maybe she could be the princess’ guard.

There was a little silence. “That’s an interesting thought,
dear,” said Aunt, “but I'm afraid you have a rather inflated
idea of my skills.”

Katriona, fascinated, said, “What would we tell everyone
about where she came from?”

Rosie shrugged. She had lived as long as she could re-
member with Aunt and Katriona; they seemed a fine sort of
family to her. The only question she had yet been moved to
ask about her parents was how tall they had been, as it was
plain she was going to be taller than either Aunt or Katriona.
(Her outlandish colouring, in mostly dark- or mouse-
coloured Foggy Bottom, had been explained by a tow-headed
father from the south.) “That Aunt has another niece, and us
another cousin, of course.”

“Of course,” said Aunt. “How sensible you are, Rosie.
What a pity we are unlikely ever to have reason to make use
of your suggestion.”

Rosie looked at her suspiciously—"sensible” was not a
word she was accustomed to hearing applied to herself—but
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Aunt only gave her her usual serene smile, her temper quite
recovered from Gismo’s foolishness, as she went on with her
spinning, the shiny nose of the gargoyle making a tiny bright
blur as the spindle went round and round and round.

Sarkon, Barder’s master, died as winter was closing in, on
one of the shortest days of the year, when the cloud cover
was so low and heavy the lamps in Cairngorm’s pub had
burned since morning. His pyre was lit the next day, and only
Barder and Joeb, his Second Apprentice, asked for his ashes,
for his wife had died years before, and they had no family.
Because there was no one else, Barder and Joeb agreed to
hold the three months’ mourning.

Cairngorm and Aunt and the wainwright’s sister,
Hroslinga—the wheelwright and the wainwright shared a
yard across the square from the blacksmith—helped as they
could. Mourning should not be borne by two young men
alone, and this was just the sort of situation likeliest to bring
the Gig’s chief priest down upon Barder and Joeb and Foggy
Bottom generally, with orations about proper respect and rev-
erence and the importance of upheld tradition. Barder looked
tired and preoccupied all that winter, and only twice came out
to Aunt’s cottage, where he promptly fell asleep in his chair.

Katriona already wondered, fearfully, if they hadn’t been
seeing less of him since the evening he had made the joke
about Rosie being the princess; if he hadn’t needed more of
his half days to do something else in; if he wasn’t less likely
to stop for a moment if Katriona met him in town. There had
never been, in the years they’d known each other, any spe-
cific words between them; neither of them could afford to get
married and they both knew it, although Katriona had long
believed he would have spoken if he could. He had made her
the egret she still wore round her neck, and only she and Aunt
and Rosie had spoons and knives with Barder-carved han-
dles; but she couldn’t help remembering that Barder had
lately spent his spare time carving spindle ends, and that
these were sent away for sale outside the Gig. Not that they
needed another spindle end, she told herself, fiercely petting
the gargoyle’s nose.
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Flora had told her comfortingly that Barder’s mother had
been heard on a number of occasions complaining about his
attachment to “that fairy,” saying that there wasn’t any fairy
blood in their family (which was manifestly untrue, since
Barder’s aunt in Treelight descaled half the village’s kettles
although she didn’t otherwise practise) and that Barder him-
self had walked into the middle of one of her perorations at
the pub one day and told her bluntly, if unfilially, to be either
quiet or civil.

When Barder had befriended Rosie, Katriona had thought
(pleased and gratified) that he did so initially for her, Katri-
ona’s, sake, but in the shadow cast by Sarkon’s illness and
death she began to wonder if he had befriended them both out
of a more generally philanthropic feeling that they needed
friends. Even the story of his confrontation with his mother
could be read as natural chivalry.

On a day early the following spring, Katriona sniffed the
air, looked at the clouds, consulted the weather-guesser, and
decided that the rat-gnomes in Truga’s henhouse could wait
another day. She swept the floor as a sop to her conscience,
finagling the chalky detritus of magic out of the corners with
a few scouring charms, and then went out to dig in the gar-
den. Aunt had gone to Crossroad Hill to meet Torg and
Aileena, the chief fairies of Treelight and Moonshadow;
Rosie was, as usual, with Narl.

She hummed while she dug and weeded—her own hum-
ming, she thought, under Rosie’s influence, was much less
melodic than it used to be—and thought about nothing in
particular. She was still thinking about nothing in particular
(except perhaps how it was that weeds grow so much more
quickly than anything you’ve planted) when a human-shaped
shadow fell across her. But when she looked up and saw
Barder, looking uncommonly tidy and even more uncom-
monly nervous, she could not help her heart giving a great,
voice-throttling leap, and tears prickling at the corners of her
eyes.

She stood up, and went toward him, and then realised her
hands were filthy. She raised them, and looked at them in as-
tonishment and dismay, as if she had never seen filthy hands
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before in her life, beginning to turn away to go toward the
water butt where she could wash them . . . but he reached for
her just before she moved, and seized her by the wrist.

They stood like that, their two arms extended almost full
length between them, him leaning toward her, she half turned
away to go to the water butt, but having turned her head back
to look at him when he touched her—and their faces told
each other all they needed to know, for he didn’t seem able to
talk either. They moved toward each other, she uncertainly,
still not quite believing he had come to her after all, and he
stepping forward eagerly. He kissed her, and she curled up
her dirty hands so she could put her arms round his neck
without spoiling his best collar.

“I would have sent for you if you hadn’t come soon,” said
Aunt, returning an hour later. Barder and Katriona were
kneeling side by side, companionably weeding; he had taken
off his good coat and collar and rolled up his sleeves, but was
ruining the knees of his good trousers. (Weeding had the at-
traction of novelty for Barder, besides the fact that he would
have done anything Katriona asked after the important ques-
tion had been answered the right way, first in silence and then
in words. Weeding was one of those fairy eccentricities; no
one else did it; but fairies were always up to strange things,
and no one would want to take the chance that their balms,
tonics and potions might be denatured by undesirable prox-
imities in the fairy’s garden.)

Barder laughed, but Katriona said, “You wouldn’t.”

“Perhaps 1 wouldn’t’ve, but I would have thought of it. I
have thought of it,” her aunt replied, not the least discom-
posed.

“And you didn’t know,” said Katriona. “You didn’t know.”

“If you mean my magic didn’t tell me, it didn’t need to,”
said her aunt. “The entire village has been waiting. Possibly
the entire Gig.” Barder was growing as famous for the things
he could do with wood, other than wheels, as Narl had been
for some time for the things he could do with cold iron, be-
sides buckles and horseshoes and ploughshares. The progress
of such a prominent figure’s romance was, of course, inter-
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esting. And everyone—except Katriona—had known per-
fectly well why Barder had been so absorbed recently in sell-
ing as many spindle ends for as high a price as possible;
Sarkon’s was a good house, but rather in need of the sort of
repairs one wanted to have made before one brought one’s
new bride to it. Katriona now made a strangled noise, and
Barder’s ears, more visible than usual from the severity with
which he had tied his hair back, were bright red. “I shall miss
you, Kat,” Aunt added, a little wistfully.

“Oh, but you’re coming too!” said Katriona, climbing to
her feet and taking her aunt’s hands without, this time, con-
sidering the condition of her own. “We’ve just been talking
about it. Lord Pren has agreed that Barder should have the
house and yard and be called Master, since he is First Ap-
prentice, and even Lord Pren knows that all the really inter-
esting stuff Sarkon has been doing for years is really
Barder—"

Barder made protesting noises.

“—And you know the house is big enough—big enough
and to spare—and there is even a shed for the cows and
chickens. You must come. What would we do about Rosie?”

Barder said shyly, “I’ve known all along that I could never
have Kat if I didn’t want you and Rosie, too. You can put in a
garden like this one—in rows, and weeded. Joeb and I will
break up the ground for you before you come, and put up the
fence to keep the chickens out. Or in.”

“You know you’ve been saying it’s not good for Rosie to
live outside the village with only two fairies, and it’s more
important as she gets older,” said Katriona. “And I’ll be very
careful about the binding spells round the yard—you know
I’'m good at those. Our neighbours will barely know we’re
there.”

“Hroslinga has a dja vine,” said Aunt mildly.

“Oh—well—T’1l think of something,” said Katriona. “Oh,
Aunt ...

Aunt had a preoccupied look. “I knew Rosie couldn’t go
far from you, Kat—nor, I think, from Narl—but I was think-
ing of the house that Med left—"

“Because it’s haunted,” said Katriona, “with a particularly
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unpleasant mould spirit, who turns everything squashy and
green, and moans all night.”

“I could probably turn it out, you know,” said Aunt.

“Is it—is it very distasteful to you, the thought of living in
the wheelwright’s house?” said Barder sadly.

“Aunt!” said Katriona.

“Oh my dear—my dears,” said Aunt, “I will gladly accept
your invitation to live in the wheelwright’s house, if you are
sure that you would like it.” She looked at them and smiled,
and then said with suspicious briskness, “I am going to make
tea,” but Katriona saw the tears in her eyes as she turned
away.

“Then all that’s left is to explain it to Rosie,” said Katri-
ona.

“Won’t Rosie like the idea of living closer to Narl?” said
Barder. “If Narl can stand it.”

“Yes, she will, but she has a lot of—friends in the forest,”
said Katriona. Barder knew, of course, about Rosie talking to
animals, but as he had watched her grow up thinking of her as
Aunt’s niece and Katriona’s cousin, he had never found it
surprising; and he had tried to put his memory of a certain
evening some months back as far out of his ordinary daily
thoughts as possible, to keep it safe and secret. He shook his
head now, as the old view of Rosie collided with newer
knowledge, and Katriona, guessing to what—or whom—the
headshake referred, looked at him worriedly.

He saw the worry and, in his turn, guessed what it was
about. “Don’t fret,” he said. “I took you for the good times
and the bad ones in my mind years ago—and I've always
known you were a fairy, even when you still thought you
weren’t. The rest of it doesn’t matter.” He paused. “I took
you, and gave you me back—even if you didn’t know it.
What’s happened to you has happened to me, too—even if 1
didn’t know it.”

Katriona put her forehead on his shoulder and sighed.
Small spider weave, she thought. I wish it were as simple as
that none of us speak aloud what we know. She still often heard
the queen’s voice in her mind: I miss my child so much. . . .
Tell me you are real. But she rarely remembered the small
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fairy’s And a poem is all I can give her, my dear, my only dar-
ling!

But at least I know one more thing—important thing—
than I did this morning, thought Katriona. She smiled against
Barder’s shoulder, and raised her face to be kissed.

Rosie, to her dismay, found that she didn’t know what she
thought about the news that Katriona and Barder were to be
married, and that they were all moving into town to live in
the wheelwright’s house with Barder and Joeb, who wished
to stay on. That Katriona and Barder would marry she knew
as well as everyone in the village (except Katriona) had
known since Sarkon died; but she suddenly realised, now that
the change was upon her, that she had never thought about
what would happen afterward.

I have been thinking like a child, she said to herself, in dis-
may and shame. She wanted to have thought about it before,
so she would have those thoughts to help her know how to
feel. Not knowing what she thought made her feel lost; and
feeling lost made her feel suddenly as if she were somebody
else, and that feeling set up echoes, deep down inside herself,
and these scared her. These echoes told her that she really
wasn’t Rosie: and that she had never been. She was someone
else; she had always been someone else. Someone who
didn’t belong to Aunt and Katriona, to Foggy Bottom. Who
the someone else was the echoes didn’t say. They only took
things away—comfort, peace, security—they didn’t give her
anything to replace them. Almost she thought she could hear
some strange voice saying some strange name, her name, her
real name. She put her fingers in her ears, but it was not that
kind of hearing.

For the first time in her life she woke up in the bed she’d
slept in every night since she was old enough to sleep in a bed
without rolling out, and didn’t know where she was. She lay
awake, listening to Katriona and Aunt breathing in their
sleep—Katriona deep and low, Aunt with a little rustling
noise—and didn’t recognise them either; and she knew the
noises of their sleeping and the shadowy shape of their bodies
in their blankets as well as she knew anything, as well as she
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knew the shape of her own hand, her own name . . . but the
shadows told her her name was not hers, and the shape of her
hand was changing. She was fifteen, and she had grown four
inches in the last year, and her body was evolving from square
to lanky, and even her fingers were suddenly longer, the
knuckles knobby, instead of dimpled like a child’s.

She lay in the dark and listened, and heard the faint mum-
bles of the house mice, telling each other that Flinx was only
just outside, and that one of the shutters was unlatched. She
felt an owl wing silently overhead, its head full of wordless
thoughts of dinner, loud enough nonetheless for Rosie to hear
through rafters and deep thatch. And she heard other things,
voiceless, thoughtless things: she heard the necklace that Ka-
triona prized so highly sitting in its niche; she heard the gar-
goyle spindle end sitting in the wooden ring where it hung
when the wheel stood idle, and they said to her: Sleep, sleep,
we will watch, and watch over you. And then Rosie knew she
was dreaming, and fell asleep smiling.

She didn’t mention her confusion of feeling to Katriona
and Aunt, partly fearing it might hurt them, especially Katri-
ona, and partly fearing one of Aunt’s foul-tasting tonics, but
both Katriona and Aunt noticed. Katriona worried, because
Katriona always worried, but also because she knew that
what had started it was the news that they were all to move
into the village and live with Barder; but Aunt said that Rosie
was growing so fast she probably didn’t know backwards
from sideways while the rest of her tried to catch up.

She grew another inch in the ten weeks between Barder’s
formal visit to the cottage and the wedding, and Aunt basted
another strip of material round the hem of the dress Rosie
was wearing so that it still came to her ankles the way it was
supposed to—and so that the scruffy third-hand boots that
were the only shoes that fit her didn’t show any more than
they had to.

Rosie was unusually docile, which was convenient, but
Katriona thought she would rather have had her banging
doors and shouting that she didn’t want to live in a town with
everybody else’s smoke and cooking smells and the dust
from the road complicating the always complicated house-
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keeping in a fairy’s home. But she didn’t. She didn’t even
protest wearing a skirt to the wedding, and she hated dresses
almost as much as she hated her hair; she’d worn trousers
since she could walk.

The best Katriona could think of to do was to ask Narl to
keep an eye on her.

Katriona was well-versed in Narl’s grunts by this time, and
the grunt that answered this request told her that Narl had
also noticed the change in Rosie, and had been thinking
about it himself. Rosie came home a day or two after this and
told them, looking and sounding more like herself than she
had in several weeks, that Narl had begun to teach her horse
doctoring.

Girls were less often apprenticed than boys, and no one ex-
pected Rosie to need apprenticing away from home, since
sooner or later she would turn out to be a fairy, and mean-
while there was always work for another pair of hands. Narl
had had temporary apprentices occasionally—not the usual
sort, for which he said, when pressed, that he had no time, but
men (female smiths were rarer than male fairies) who already
knew their business and were interested in learning to do
fancy work, like Aunt’s fire-dogs and Lord Prendergast’s
gates. But while Narl did a fair amount of horse doctoring, as
all smiths did, and was good at it, as many smiths were not,
he had never offered to teach anyone what he knew. Till
Rosie.

Their unlikely alliance had intrigued the villagers for years,
and the information that Narl was now teaching her horse
doctoring only heightened this interest. Dessy, who was
something of a romantic, once said to Flora that if you ever
saw them talking to each other, Narl looked younger than
usual (although no one knew how old he was), and Rosie
looked older. Flora knew what she meant—it was something
about the way they looked at each other, as if they were not
merely friends but old friends, partners, peers. But Dessy’s
tendency to daydream was a nuisance round the pub when
there was always too much to be done, and so Flora said
quellingly, “Talk to each other? You’re thinking of somebody
else. Rosie talks enough for six, and Narl doesn’t talk at all.”
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It was also an odd thing that a smith should be teaching a
future fairy a smith’s pragmatic horse-leech skills because
the reason smiths were popular as horse doctors was because
most horses didn’t respond well to magic—you laid a gen-
tling charm over a skittish colt and he left off shying at leaves
and rabbits and shadows and threw a proper tantrum about
the charm. Blowing the fumes of mashed vizo root up his
nostrils was easier, and more likely to work. Foggy Bottom,
which by this time was rather accustomed to being frustrated
by both Narl and Rosie, decided that the facts were merely
that Narl and Rosie were odd, and let them get on with it. But
Katriona wondered, grateful as she was for Narl’s meddling,
if Narl had any particular reason to believe that Rosie was not
going to grow up to be a fairy.

By the day of the wedding Rosie was enough of her old
self to protest violently having flowers stuck in her hair. Aunt
had the argument with her about it. Katriona was elsewhere,
with Flora, twittering over the food, and worrying that there
wasn’t going to be enough (there was enough to feed every-
one in the Gig three times over, as Flora was endeavouring to
point out).

“I haven’t got enough hair to stick flowers in anyway!”
said Rosie passionately. This was perhaps not absolutely
true; it was a little longer than it had been after her first self-
inflicted haircut at the age of four. But not much. When she
was excited about something, and had been running her
hands through it, it was still short enough to stand out like a
fuzzy halo. It was still markedly curly, too, but too short to
twist itself into ringlets, as anyone could see it longed to do.

Aunt considered for a moment and said, “I’ll make a bar-
gain with you. You should wear a proper helmet of flowers
remember Soora at Garly’s wedding last year?—but I'll
weave you just a little, er, crown of them,” thinking, this is
just what I need, another last-minute job, I wish I had six
hands, “will that do?”

Rosie, no fool, knowing she was being got round—and
that Aunt had more than enough to do already—thought of
Katriona, who probably would like her attendant to be wear-
ing flowers in her hair. She remembered Soora’s headdress;
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she had looked like a walking shrubbery, and Rosie had
wanted to laugh. “Um.” For Katriona, she reminded herself.
“Um. I'1l finish the gate ribbons for you.”

Aunt sighed. “Thank you.” Wedding gate ribbons were, in
most parts of that country, a decorative detail only, but the
Gig still took them seriously, possibly because the Gig, by its
climate, was plagued by fog-sprites, which gate ribbons suc-
cessfully confused. More solid spirits of mischief had to be
kept out of important rites by brush and branches.

The crown suited Rosie—and crown it was. Katriona, hav-
ing permitted herself to be reassured by the several tonnes of
food distributed on tables both inside and outside the pub
(the weather having been declared secure, without magical
interference, by both Aunt and the weather-guesser), would
have said she was wholly preoccupied with the immediate
prospect of being wed to Barder. But she was struck by the
sight of Rosie in her little crown of flowers, patched-on hem-
line, old boots and all. There was a dignity about her Katri-
ona had not seen before, which was, although Katriona didn’t
know it, a combination of the newness of her increasing
height and her first glimpse into the darker depths of what it
means to be human, plus a resolution to bear herself well for
the wedding of the person she loved best in the world,
which—though she appreciated that Aunt had done her tact-
ful best—included not snatching the stupid circlet off her
head and stamping on it. This last was what was making her
stand up quite so straight and proud. It looked like poise.

Rosie had her own room at the wheelwright’s. At the cottage
they had all slept upstairs at one end of the long cottage attic,
while various stores, both magical and ordinary, took up the
rest of the space, hanging from the roof, or neatly stacked
and packaged on shelves and piled in corners. It was rather
exciting to have a room of your own. But what did you do
with it?

It was a small room, tucked in a corner of the ell that thrust
out toward the common land that backed the village, and
looking out over the shed that contained a bemused Poppy, a
wary Fiend, and ten chickens in a sulk. Their sensibilities had
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been outraged by the move, and they were refusing to lay.
Where Rosie knelt by her window she could see Flinx lying
on the shed roof, a blobby sort of shadow against the flat
darkness of the roof. She hadn’t been sure that Flinx would
come with them into town, although she had long ago figured
out that any important situation containing Katriona would
have Flinx somewhere lurking on the edges and pretending to
be thinking about something else.

At present Flinx, having (briefly) met the wainwright’s
dog, Zogdob, was showing a preference for high places.
There were several of the town cats with him on the roof, all
of whom had attended the wedding, with unusual decorous-
ness for cats, but then they were all fond of Katriona. (Cats
hung round temples and priests’ houses unless the priests
positively drove them away. The priests’ religion rather ap-
pealed to cats; they borrowed bits of it to work into their
ideas of augury and metaphysics.) They were discussing the
wedding in a desultory and solipsistic manner, but Rosie had
the feeling that some of the sillier remarks were being made
for her benefit, so she stopped listening.

She turned round and sat on the floor, leaning her shoul-
ders against the sill, looking at her new room. All those
freshly whitewashed walls seemed to expect something, like
a waiting audience expects something, unlike the dark rough
planking of the cottage attic (which you never got very near
anyway because of the steep pitch of the roof), and Rosie had
little personal gear to occupy space. She wondered who Lord
Pren would give their cottage to. Who would sleep in that
loft, cook over that fire? How long would it take them to
learn the trick of making the pot hook swing smoothly when
it had a laden pot on it, without spraying the floor and the
shins of the unhappy server with boiling soup or scalding
stew? Even Aunt hadn’t come up with a charm for it. “Iron
against iron is too difficult,” she said. “If it were a matter of
life and death I’d work something out, but it isn’t.”

After Rosie had been introduced to her glistening, expec-
tant room she had briefly considered claiming to be afraid of
the dark so she didn’t have to face occupying it alone, but she
knew no one would believe her—and after the silent echoes
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of the last few weeks which told her she wasn’t who she’d al-
ways believed she was she didn’t have the heart for deliberate
impersonation. Besides, it wasn’t exactly that she wanted to
share a room with Aunt; she was just worried about how
everything was changing.

Poppy had said comfortably that it would all turn out for
the best, but Poppy usually said that about everything, and
she was also heavily in calf which always made her senti-
mental. Fiend, also in calf, was less sanguine; but she was at
her most pessimistic when she had a baby due, believing that
wolves would be conjured out of the air by the effort of her
labour. The chickens only said that the dust was all wrong
and the bugs were all wrong and the shape of their coop was
all wrong and how could any human think they could lay un-
der these conditions?

Rosie turned round again, and looked back at the night.
Even the sky looked different from her new window, al-
though (she supposed) it was the same sky. The other cats
had left, and Flinx had moved a little nearer the window of
the bedroom Katriona now shared with Barder. The moon
was full tonight—it was supposed to be good luck to marry
during a full moon—and the sky was bright with stars. The
usual Gig ground mist hadn’t risen above the first storey
where Rosie leaned her elbows on her windowsill.

All three of the humans from the cottage, Aunt, Katriona,
and Rosie, were sleeping in the wheelwright’s house for the
first time tonight—all three of them, who were now four be-
cause of Barder (five really, for Joeb had another little room
in the corner between the house and the shop), and she
guessed they would soon be more than that, because Barder
and Katriona would have children. And there was a baby-
magic boarder coming tomorrow; Aunt had been holding her
family’s frail control over her together with a series of
charms, but had promised to take her in the moment the wed-
ding was over. It was late, and Rosie was exhausted, but she
wasn’t ready to lie down and sleep, and risk waking up and
not knowing where she was, now that she was somewhere
she didn’t know.

She wondered if she would like living in town. The air
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smelled so different here; the fields and woods and garden
and animal smells she was used to were still there, but so
were the chimney and cooking smells of houses other than
their own, the slight whiff of lime that told of rigorously
clean priveys (the village council were adamant about this),
the drift of strange and varied stable smells from the animal
pens, and the dust and dung smells of the road. She could
even hear a murmur of people talking, and there was a burst
of not-so-distant laughter, where a few people who had out-
stayed the wedding party were still at the pub.

Feeling misplaced and astray had become familiar in the
last ten weeks. At least this strangeness seemed friendly. She
began telling over in her head some of the latest of Narl’s
teachings as something to ground herself with. This was only
partially successful, since few of his recipes were exact; you
added enough staggleroot to make the paste stick together,
for example, except that the berries’ stickiness varied from
year to year on account of the weather, and if you added too
many then when the paste dried on the horse’s leg it wouldn’t
come off.

She knew it couldn’t be accidental that Narl had chosen
just now to start teaching her, and she only hoped he meant it,
that it wasn’t a sort of toy to distract a bewildered child. Even
as she thought this she realised how offensive such a sugges-
tion would be to Narl, and she almost laughed, but laughing
was too difficult just now. Laughter would rattle her bones
apart.

Maybe she’d ask Aunt for a few bunches of dried herbs to
hang in her bedroom—they’d make a nice smell, and would
dim the awful whiteness of the walls. Barder had white-
washed the bedrooms himself, to make them light and cheer-
ful; she couldn’t say she preferred gloom. She’d get used to
the sounds and smells, and a room of her own. She looked
round the room once more, and pulled the shutters closed,
ready to go to bed. At least it was her own bed, carted in from
the cottage, and her own clothes hanging on pegs by the door.
She might have had a candle, but if this was to be her room,
she wanted to know her way in the dark.
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Roosie had an additional reason for being doubtful about the
move to town. While Barder was offering them their own
house, his shop shared a courtyard with the wainwright, and
the wainwright had a niece, Peony. Rosie had thought after
Flinx’s dramatic meeting with Zogdob, you 're the lucky one,
you're allowed to run away.

Peony was nearly the same age as Rosie, and an only child
in a house of adults not her parents, for she lived with her
aunt and uncle. But there the similarity between them ended.
Peony had long golden curls—although of a softer shade
than Rosie’s short defiant hair—and limpid blue eyes that
smiled even when her face was solemn. Grown-ups had
never patronised her; she was too graceful and too self-pos-
sessed, even as a baby, and as she grew older she was too
sweet-natured. Condescension would have slid right off her,
like snow on a warm roof. She was rarely disobedient, and
when she was, it was generally to do with her lingering to
give delight or some more practical aid by her presence,
when her aunt and uncle expected her to perform some er-
rand quickly.

She could sew, cook, and clean; she wrote a good clear
hand and did sums accurately. She could carry a tune, she
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could dance, and play upon what variety of musical instru-
ments the village offered. She was also beautiful. (She had
long curling golden eyelashes, although not so long as
Rosie’s.) It was all too much. Rosie had thought so for years,
and avoided her.

Nonetheless, they met up occasionally. The village was
too small for everyone not to know each other, and further-
more, Peony was only seven months older than Rosie, and
most grown-ups seemed to think that accidents of chronol-
ogy should oblige children to get along. Rosie was too good-
natured herself to hate anyone without serious cause, but in
Peony’s case she had considered it. Rosie had heard rather
too much about Peony’s manifold perfections from the vil-
lage folk, especially after some one or another of Rosie’s
more tactless imbroglios. It was all the harder for poor Rosie
because she and Peony were the only girls of their age in
Foggy Bottom; everyone else was several years older or
younger.

Rosie’s good nature had been sorely tested when that par-
ticular implication of Barder’s suit sank in. Since all three
grown-ups, Aunt, Katriona, and Barder himself, were watch-
ing her anxiously, they saw her start, and heard her grunt, as
if from a physical blow, a few moments after the initial an-
nouncement. What they did not know was that the grunt was
a valiantly suppressed “Next door to Peony? I’d rather live in
Med’s old house, with the mould spirit. Maybe Lord Pren’s
new tenant will need a cowherd.”

She’d managed to elude Peony during the busy weeks
leading up to the wedding although Peony had often been un-
derfoot, brightly offering to do anything she could do to help,
and saying disgusting things to Rosie like, “Oh, I do hope we
can be sisters.” Rosie had been able to pretend she hadn’t
heard. She wouldn’t be able to go on ignoring her now that
she actually lived here.

But the confrontation didn’t go as Rosie expected, al-
though it had begun as unpromisingly as she could have de-
sired. Everyone had slept late the day after the wedding
(Rosie had staggered out to feed the cows and the chickens
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and then gone back to bed) and it was midmorning before
Rosie ventured into the forecourt. She had been driven there
by Aunt, who recognised Rosie’s lurking about the kitchen
for what it was, and knew that Peony was outside doing her
own hopeful lurking. “My dear,” said Aunt, with a sympathy
Rosie couldn’t help but hear, “you are going to have to come
to some kind of terms with her. I know she is—she is not at
all like you. But she is probably not all bad, even if she is a
paragon.”

Peony, of course, stopped whatever she had been doing,
and came up to Rosie with her best, most winning smile, and
said, “Well, now that all the fuss is over, perhaps we can be-
gin to know each other.”

Rosie, looking for allies, had glanced around hopefully for
Zogdob, but Zogdob was curled up at the very back of the
courtyard, pretending to be asleep. “Um,” said Rosie unen-
couragingly, standing like a soldier on parade, back stiff and
eyes straight ahead. She stood up as much as she could
around Peony, because standing she was half a head taller
than the older girl.

“You know,” said Peony thoughtfully, looking up at Rosie,
“you have the longest eyelashes I have ever seen—"

“Get dead,”’ said Rosie furiously, abandoning her imitation
of a statue: “T hate my eyelashes.”

Peony stared at her with her mouth open, and then she
burst out laughing. She put her hand on Rosie’s arm, and to
Rosie’s own astonishment she did not resent the touch; she
heard in Peony’s laughter that Peony was as worried about
her new neighbour as Rosie was about being her neighbour,
and that Peony had been sure she would say the wrong thing
to Rosie, and it was a great relief to have done so and got it
over with. Rosie began to laugh, too.

Her chest felt tight from weeks of work and change and
fear and resentment and hope, and the first laugh hurt; but
then she pulled in a great deep breath that filled her right up,
and she laughed with Peony till they both had to sit down,
right where they were, in the middle of the forecourt, and Pe-
ony’s uncle, Crantab, had to shout at them to move out of the
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way. When they finished laughing they were on their way to
being not just friends, but the dearest of friends, the sort of
friends whose lives are shaped by the friendship.

Aunt and Katriona’s baby-magic boarders rose to an all-time
high of seven within a month after the wedding and Peony’s
suddenly ubiquitous presence in their household was seized
on with a slightly desperate gratitude—even two full-grown
fairies at the height of their powers might blanch at the
prospect of seven baby-magic boarders at the same time, and
their other work did not ease off just because their home life
was in an uproar.

Peony was (of course) good with small children, delighted
to be of service, and happy to wear a charm that Katriona
made her so that she could help maintain some semblance of
order. Even if the charm did make everything she ate while
she was wearing it taste like sheep’s brains. She mentioned
this, after about a fortnight, humbly, to Katriona, who said,
“Oh, fates, I'm sorry, that happens sometimes.” She made a
new one, and watched Peony closely at their next noon meal,
but Peony wouldn’t catch her eye, busying herself with pre-
venting Mona from scaring Tibby into bursting into tears by
making goblin faces (complete with warty green skin and
fangs) at her. When Tibby wept, the tears turned into all sorts
of interesting things, most of which would make Tibby cry
even harder.

The next midday Katriona drew Peony out into the court-
yard, pulled the charm off over her head, and handed her a
basket. “Go have your meal with Rosie at the forge.”

Peony blushed. “The new charm is better, really. It almost
makes me like sheep’s brains.”

Katriona laughed. “I can cope alone for an hour. Go on or
I’1l put wings on your heels and fly you there.”

Nearly three months after Peony began taking her noon
meal at the forge, Rosie was returning home after a long day:
determining whether Grey’s wheelhorse’s lameness behind
was caused by sore back muscles (I dunno, said Kindeye, the
horse: It’s me ankle what hurts, but it—it do echo a bit, now
you ask me) or a mild-mannered riding horse’s head shaking
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by a tooth abscess (My head buzzes, I don’t like it, make it
stop, said Yora distressfully) or if a mare visiting Lord Pren’s
stud wouldn’t come into season because she didn’t like the
stallion her owner wanted her bred to (Hmph was all she
would say to Rosie about it).

She found Katriona turning the several hundred spiders
mobbing the kitchen ceiling back into the grains of barley
they had been before Mona turned them into spiders. Katri-
ona was returning them to their original shape very neatly, in
clusters, so that they fell into the basin she was holding under
them, taptaptaptap. Peony, for once looking a little tousled
and harried, was sitting at the table mending knees in very
short trousers. When the ceiling was spider-free (nearly:
“Oops!” said Katriona at one point. “Sorry, I didn’t realise
you were a real one”), Katriona put the basin of barley on the
table and sighed.

“Peony, love, you need some fresh air. Our little horrors
are all asleep—or if they aren’t I’'m going to blow sleep-
smoke over them, and professional scruples can go hang for
one evening—Rosie, why don’t you take Peony for a walk?”

They wandered down the road, away from the square, to-
ward the crossroads where you had to choose either Wood-
wold or Smoke River. It was a hazy, damp night, and you
could almost hear the fog-sprites giggling. It would rain by
morning. Peony put her arm through Rosie’s and sighed.

“You're in our house more than you’re in your own,” said
Rosie, a little jealously.

Peony smiled. “I'm useful there.”

“You’re useful everywhere,” said Rosie feelingly but with-
out animosity. “Don’t your uncle and aunt miss you?”’

Peony was silent, and Rosie felt a sudden pang of doubt.
“Peony?”

Peony sighed. “I’m so tired, I can’t ... Haven’t you ever
noticed the difference between your house and mine?”

“Yours is cleaner,” Rosie said promptly. Rosie was very
popular with Peony’s aunt and uncle, because she had taken
on the exasperating and painful job of bashing and lopping
their suddenly riotous dja vine into some kind of order. This
was an almost weekly job, and Rosie felt she now knew how
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warriors riding into battle against fire-wyrms must feel. Dja
vines did not, it was true, breathe fire, but their temperament
and their teeth were similar. Peony’s aunt, Hroslinga, made a
point of inviting Rosie in after each of these hazardous un-
dertakings, and pressing samples of the baker’s best cakes on
her. Hroslinga was an earnest, anxious, fidgety woman who
kept her house extravagantly clean (thanks to one of Katri-
ona’s charms, any venturesome magic dust fell off at the
front step, although this did mean the front step required a
good deal of sweeping) and did beautiful sewing; Rosie was
unable to carry much conversation on either of these sub-
jects, but liked the cakes.

Peony gave a sort of half laugh, half cough. “Yes, it is
cleaner. And quieter. And . . . my aunt and uncle took me in
when my parents died; they’re brother and sister, you know
that, don’t you? And my mother’s only relatives, and my fa-
ther was from the south.” Rosie knew all this. “It never oc-
curred to them to . . . escape the responsibility; they’re good
people. They’ve raised me kindly and treat me well.”

“They should!” said Rosie, unable to remain silent.

“Ye-es. I suppose. And I'm useful to them, so it’s not as
bad as it might be—"

“Oh, Peony,” said Rosie sadly.

Peony said drearily, “They don’t love me. Not the way
Aunt and Katriona and Barder love you.”

There was a little silence, and then Rosie said, “I love
you.”

Peony made the little half-laugh half-cough noise again,
and in something more like her usual voice said: “Well, I told
you we would be sisters, didn’t I? Oh, Rosie, I was terrified
of you! You’re as tall as a man, and as strong, from all that
time at the forge, and you were Narl’s friend! Everybody is a
little afraid of Narl! And your aunt and your cousin are the
two best fairies in the Gig, and you talk to animals better than
any fairy anyone has ever heard of. You were going to despise
me, I knew it!”

“I wouldn’t have dared. The whole village thinks you’re
perfect.”

“Yes,” said Peony, all the energy draining away from her
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again, and in that soft monosyllable Rosie heard what her
friend was trying to tell her, and her heart ached.

“There’ll be supper by the time we get back,” said Rosie,
and Peony nodded. They returned to the wrights’ yard in si-
lence, but Rosie had Peony firmly by the hand, and Peony did
not resist when Rosie drew her indoors. A delicious steamy
smell of meat and greens and boiled oats met them, and Ka-
triona’s voice.

“I’ve never seen anything like it. In the first place, seven of
the little monsters at the same time? And this—er—Ilively
with it? There isn’t that much magic in Foggy Bottom—in
the Gig—and Dackwith’s family, you know, has never had
any magic in it ever, not even a third cousin who could clear
a kettle. And usually—you know how it goes—all you have
to do is herd them, like a sheepdog with sheep. Kids are usu-
ally pretty willing to be herded, underneath the tricks; as of-
ten as not they’re scared to death by what they can do and
really want you to stop them even if they can’t help trying to
do it anyway. Not this lot. Some days I've actually thought
they were going to get away from me—Iike today, right, Pe-
ony?” She was ladling as she spoke, and Rosie and Peony sat
down next to Joeb and Barder, Peony’s eyes lingering briefly
on her charm, now hanging harmlessly on the wall, above
Aunt’s spinning wheel. The little gargoyle face grinned as if
it understood the joke.

Joeb sneezed. No one—including Joeb—had known he
was allergic to magic dust till Aunt and Katriona had moved
in. Aunt was providing him with free anti-dust charms, since
it was her and Katriona’s fault that the wheelwright’s house
was suddenly much fuller of dust than it had been, but find-
ing precisely the right strength and proportions was proving
difficult. Joeb was perfectly good-humoured about it, and
they would get the charm right eventually. (Neither Aunt nor
Katriona could think of anything to do about Barder’s
mother’s habit of running a finger over some surface, when-
ever she came to visit, and then inspecting the inevitably
dirty tip of it with the expression of a woman who has just
found a toad in her soup.)

“And it’s not only the children, is it, Aunt?” said Katriona.
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“I was rite-keeping Shon’s new wheelhorse, and of course
he’s risking it by waiting till he can come to Foggy Bottom to
have a new animal rited, but the worst has never happened
yet, has it? But this time I could feel the—the texture of the
keeping trying to twist out of my hands. I’ve never seen nor
felt anything like that either.”

There was a silence, but Aunt was frowning.

Joeb said hesitantly, “Er—there’s a tale—a fairy tale—"
And sneezed, harder this time.

“Ward and keep you,” said Katriona quickly. You could
lose all kinds of important bits if you sneezed too hard and
one shot out, and there was something waiting to steal it. Not
that she or Aunt couldn’t get it back, but it was better not to
lose it in the first place. “Yes?” she said. ““You mean that
might apply here?”

“Well, it might,” said Joeb cautiously; he was still a little in
awe of his master’s new family. “It’s just that sometimes
when a fairy marries, there’s more magic around for a little
while after.”

Aunt said, “Yes, [ know that one. It’s supposed to be one of
the reasons fairies marry less often than the rest of you. I
think the tale came after the fact, but never mind.”

“It’s true then?” said Katriona.

“Perhaps,” Aunt said neutrally. “Church ceremonies trou-
ble the connection between the magical and the ordinary. A
fairy in the middle of an important one could draw a kind of
magical attention to it that pulls the balance out for a little
while.”

“Draw . .. attention?” said Katriona; and Rosie looked up
from her plate, wondering why Katriona’s voice had gone so
odd.

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” said Aunt, still neutral. “It’s
only a little extra baby-magic—seven of them together are
very likely to have had some cumulative potency as well—
and Shon may have waited longer than usual.” But Aunt’s
and Katriona’s eyes turned to Rosie, and then, after a mo-
ment, Barder looked at her, too, thoughtfully.

“Don’t look at me!” said Rosie. “It’s nothing to do with
me! All T did was stand around wearing that silly crown of
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flowers and being taller than everyone except Barder! I only
talk to animals! I’'m not a fairy!”

Three days after that conversation Rosie woke up in the mid-
dle of the night to a crash that shook the house. She lay for a
moment trying to catch her breath, because she felt as if she
personally had been thrown to the ground and the breath
knocked out of her, though she was still in her bed. Her head
swam. But as soon as she could she levered herself out of bed
to look for the others. She still did not know the house well
enough to walk through it confidently in the dark, and she felt
her way down the stairs, toward the wavering light she could
now see round the frame of the not-quite-closed kitchen door.

She pushed the door open with an effort and found Aunt
bent over the fire, which should have been banked and dark at
this time of night, rapidly throwing some reeking herb onto
the flames, while Katriona knelt by the hearth muttering
rhythmically, in what Rosie recognised as a spell-chant; but
she had never heard her speak so quickly and desperately be-
fore. There were little flickering shadows on the walls, like
robins’ shadows, although Rosie could not see the robins
themselves.

“Kat—" she said; but her voice was a croak; the pressure
on her chest she had felt upstairs had returned. She thought
she heard Katriona falter at the sound of her voice; but by
then Rosie was sinking to her knees, her vision slowly cloud-
ing over: I’'m fainting, she thought; I've never fainted before;
how very odd this feels; I feel as if [ am no longer quite here.
There were strong streaks of colour across her vision—purp-
ley grey, like a malevolent fog. And then she felt something
round her neck, and it burned, it was burning her, no, it was
burning the queer oily cloud she seemed to be suspended in,
and then she felt a hand grasping her upper arm so hard it
hurt, and she was back in the kitchen again—of course she
had never left it—only she was lying on the floor, and it was
Katriona’s hand on her arm, and Katriona was kneeling be-
side her.

“Rosie?” said Katriona.

Rosie sat up cautiously. She could breathe again, but there
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was still a hot, almost-burning sensation round her neck and
across her upper chest, as if she were wearing a fiery neck-
lace; she put her hand up to it and found a little bit of charred
string, which came apart in her hand. She looked at it, com-
pletely bewildered; the fragments smudged across her fingers
and fell to her lap. “Oh, Kat,” she said, “I’m sorry; I've ru-
ined your magic for you, haven’t I? I didn’t know you ever
did—did things—in the middle of the night like this. I woke
up—there was this awful crash—and I couldn’t breathe for a
moment.”

“It’s not your fault,” said Katriona; there was a lit candle at
her elbow, and the hollows of her eyes looked huge. “If—if it
was disturbing you, you were right to come and tell us. It’s a
very good thing you came down. Rosie, if anything like that
ever happens again, come and tell us at once. Do you hear
me? Promise. Promise that you’ll find Aunt or me immedi-
ately.”

“Yes—yes, I promise,” said Rosie, looking at her wonder-
ingly. “Was—was it just me? Not Barder or Joeb or the lit-
tles?”

“Yes, it was just you,” whispered Katriona, and she let go
of Rosie’s arm and sat down with a bump. “Different peo-
ple—react differently. Like Joeb and dust. It’s not your
fault.”

Rosie looked across the kitchen to where Aunt was still
standing by the fire; but the herbs she threw in now she threw
in pinches, not handfuls, and the tension had gone out of her.
She looked at Rosie and smiled. “Go back to bed, dear heart.
It’s over now. Kat, you go to bed too. I can finish here. It’s
over.”

The baby-magic wore off at last, and Katriona’s seven little
monsters were sent home, Tibby and Dackwith and Mona
looking rather dazed, as if they couldn’t quite remember
what had been happening for the last four months. The
weather was peculiar for the rest of that year (much to the
farmers’ dismay), with hailstorms in summer and warm
heavy rain after the winter solstice when there should have
been hard frosts and fairy rimes which might tell fairy seers
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something about the year to come. Katriona and Aunt were
kept busier than usual disentangling sprite and spirit mis-
chief, and even the good-natured domestic hobs and brown-
ies showed a tendency to curdle milk and sour beer and throw
shoes left out to be cleaned in the dung heap. But the year
turned, and became another year, and things settled down to
their usual level of business.

Katriona and Barder’s first baby was born eighteen months
after the wedding, shortly after Rosie turned sixteen. Rosie
was steeling herself to feel superfluous and misplaced (she
had spoken to Peony about this, but no one else), and the af-
ternoon Katriona’s pains started and the midwife was put on
alert, there being nothing at the forge that couldn’t wait,
Rosie went out for a long walk in the forest. She gave herself
a very earnest talking-to, only half listening to all the birds
and beasts giving her kindly messages for the mother-to-
be—or at least only half listening till Fwab turned up. Fwab
was a chaffinch who felt that his second-most-important role
in life (the first being to raise as many little chaffinches as
possible) was to educate the strange human who talked to an-
imals.

He flew down and landed on Rosie’s head, and gave her
scalp several sharp pecks. “Ow!” said Rosie crossly, and
brushed him away. He fluttered just out of reach and sat down
on her head once again. Pay attention! he said, peck. Babies
are important! Peck. Babies are the most important! Peck.

All right, said Rosie. I hear you. Go away.

You humans live too long; that’s your problem, said Fwab,
but he spread his wings and flew off.

It had already been arranged that Rosie should sleep with
Peony if Katriona was still having her baby overnight; but
that night Rosie couldn’t sleep. The houses were close
enough together that she could hear the bustle from the other
side of the courtyard, and see the glow of the light cast from
the upstairs window. Besides, she could hear the mice chat-
ting away about it. Mice are terribly chatty. They will chat
about anything, and if there is nothing to chat about, they will
chat about having nothing to chat about. Compared with
mice, robins are reserved. Rosie felt that if mice did less
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chatting they would be supper for cats and owls less often,
but this was not her concern. The most important rule of the
beast world was: You do not interfere.

So she lay next to Peony the night Katriona’s first baby
was born and listened to the mice, and so of course she knew
when the baby’s head was seen, and when the rest of him fol-
lowed, and she wondered if Katriona had thought about the
mice, and if she hadn’t sent Rosie any farther away because it
was all right with her that Rosie should know from them
what was going on, or that there was nowhere else to send
her . . . or that Katriona had forgotten about Rosie in the ex-
citement of the baby. She remembered the dark wakeful
nights in the cottage loft before the wedding, when she had
listened to the echoes telling her she was not who she be-
lieved she was. She wished she had the gargoyle spindle end
with her, tucked under her pillow; she had thought of asking
if she could take it with her, but it seemed too childish, and
she was too old to be childish. She had given up being child-
ish during those last weeks at the cottage.

She was already tiptoeing round Peony’s room and picking
up her clothes when she heard the first faint cry. She dressed
slowly and carefully in the gentle darkness, as if she were
preparing to meet a stranger she needed to make a good im-
pression on. She stepped into the hallway, but then halfway
down the stairs she stopped, and wasn’t sure if she could go
any farther. She put her hand against the wall, and finally
went on, but as if this were an unknown staircase, and there
might be ogres at the bottom.

She met the midwife, wrapping her cloak round her for her
homeward journey, crossing the forecourt; Arnisa smiled at
her, and patted her arm. “A fine big boy,” she said. Rosie
went in the kitchen door and exchanged a long look with
Flinx, who was guarding the door from the kitchen to the rest
of the house and, for once, failing to present himself as ut-
terly indifferent to circumstances. She went slowly upstairs
to Barder and Katriona’s bedroom, making a wide circle
round a bundle of stained bedding and soiled straw standing
by the door.

“Come in,” said Aunt’s voice. “I thought you wouldn’t be
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asleep.”

“I knew the mice would tell you,” said Katriona faintly, as
Rosie timidly pushed the door open. “Come see.” Katriona
looked exhausted, but her face had been washed and her hair
combed. The bedclothes still smelled of the herbs in the linen
cupboard, but there was another, stronger smell in the room.
Barder stood up from Katriona’s side and came toward
Rosie, offering her the little bundle he carried. It took her a
moment to realise that he was expecting her to take it in her
arms, and not just peer at the little red squinched-up face at
one end of it. “This is Jem,” said Barder. “He’s your—I'm
not sure what the name of it is, but he’s your family.”



CHAPTER

12

Rosie wasn’t so sure about babies, whatever Fwab said, but
she didn’t feel superfluous and displaced so much as sud-
denly one of the grown-ups who were all in this mess to-
gether. The empty, lost feeling that had troubled her before
Katriona’s wedding had been mostly filled up or pushed
aside by her new life and new responsibilities—but Jem
squashed the remains of it flat. Jem took up as much time as
there was time. “Is it because he’s a fairy?” said Rosie, baf-
fled, to Aunt.

“No, dear, it’s just because he’s a baby,” said Aunt, refrain-
ing, with heroic self-control, from remarking that Rosie had
been a baby just like him (if not more so) not so very long
ago. When Rosie was eighteen and Jem was two, and walk-
ing, and beginning to talk, and while he was a total little pest
(thought Rosie) he was also almost recognisable as a future
human being, Katriona had Gilly, and it started all over
again.

One evening when Rosie was walking Gilly, who was going
through an unfortunate phase when she would only consent to
sleep if she was in some grown-up’s arms and that grown-up
was walking the floor with her, Rosie thought: We haven’t
heard any rumours about Pernicia in . .. in ... since the wed-
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ding. Shon doesn’t tell us stories about the king’s magicians
any more—and we haven’t seen some poor cavalry lieutenant
through here on a wild-goose chase in a long time. Rosie
looked into Gilly’s little sleeping face—she had gone all limp
and squashy, like bread dough that has absorbed too much wa-
ter—and tried to be pleased. But Rosie at eighteen was too old
to believe that something out of sight was something safe; and
from nowhere a cold tendril of fear touched her.

“Thank you, love,” said Katriona, coming through the door
yawning from her nap; “T’1l take her now.”

“Kat—" said Rosie, handing the baby over delicately, but
not so delicately that she didn’t grizzle and threaten to wake
up and cry properly, “Kat, we haven’t heard about Pernicia in
years. Even Gismo doesn’t have any stories about anybody
but the three princes any more.”

“No,” said Katriona, beginning to walk round the kitchen
as Rosie had walked. The kitchen was their biggest room,
and well laid out for walking, with the long table down its
centre and the spinning wheel in the corner by the door. “No,
we haven’t.” Her eyes went to a little three-legged iron pot
that now held a roll of charm string. Rosie had never found
out what had happened to Katriona’s necklace; only that its
loss had distressed her greatly.

“But what about the poor princess?” said Rosie.

“I don’t know,” said Katriona, looking back at Rosie, and
Rosie saw that she was sad and frightened and worried, and
Rosie thought, how like Kat, to love someone she’s never met
because she has a curse hanging over her and it must be re-
ally awful for her. Poor princess. I wish I could tell her she
has someone like Kat on her side. I hope the royal fairies are
nice to her, but they can’t be half as nice as Kat. “Maybe Per-
nicia’s given up,” she suggested, “and the princess will go
home tomorrow.”

Katriona tried to smile. “I wish.” She went on, quietly, not
to disturb the baby, but as if she had thought about it a long
time: “Curses tend to wear out, of course; but she’d know
that. She’d have set up something to bind over the passage of
time before she came to the name-day. Sometimes crossing
the threshold from child to adult may break even a powerful
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curse, as it did for Lord Curran many years ago’—Rosie
nodded; Barder had taught her the ballad about it—“we
hoped . .. but she must have found a way round that too.
Aunt has always said it’s been the twenty-first birthday from
the beginning; the rest is just cruelty, as if the curse weren’t
cruel enough. . . .”

“Maybe ... maybe it is only cruelty,” said Rosie hesi-
tantly. “Maybe it is only that one birthday. Maybe the
princess could go home tomorrow. Till the night before her
twenty-first birthday.”

“No,” said Katriona. She was frowning slightly, and her
eyes were focussed on something Rosie couldn’t see—some-
thing that Rosie wouldn’t have been able to see even if she’d
turned round and looked. “No. Sig—the queen’s fairy would
know if it were safe.” She blinked, and now she was looking
at a spider letting itself down cautiously from a ceiling beam.
Rosie looked at the spider, too. It swung back and forth inde-
cisively, gleaming a tiny chitinous gleam in the lamplight,
and then ran back up its invisible thread, and disappeared
into the shadows.

Katriona rearranged Gilly slightly. “I’'m only half awake,
Rosie, don’t listen to me maunder on.”

“I wish I knew the princess would win out in the end,” said
Rosie.

“So do 1,” said Katriona.

By then Rosie was very absorbed with her work as a horse
doctor—and occasionally cow, sheep, pig, goat, dog, bird, cat,
and almost anything else that wasn’t human doctor. Aunt and
Katriona had tried to tease her about all the business she was
taking away from them, but she was so distressed by this they
stopped. (Barder still occasionally told her that she should
stay home more and whittle spindle ends, but since this was
usually a lead-in to his showing her another deft little trick
with knife and wood, she allowed this.) Often enough the an-
swer to some ailment came from a joint consultation. Most
animals, for example (unlike most humans), knew when they
were being haunted; this saved diagnosis time, because Rosie
could relay the information. But Rosie couldn’t do anything
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about an earth sprite causing mud fever or a water imp caus-
ing rain scald, although once, on an occasion of the former,
she discovered half by accident that the earth sprite was in a
temper because all his best tunnels had been knocked
through and redug by a mole, and managed to talk the mole
into moving its efforts to the other side of the field.

She had seen the two grooms in Lord Pren’s livery arrive at
the wrights’ yard across the square from the smith’s one
morning, and had guessed they were calling for Aunt and Ka-
triona, and was a little intrigued at what sort of thing Lord
Pren would feel required both of them; but when she saw
Aunt coming across the square toward the smith’s yard with
the two grooms following, leading their horses, her heart
sank, because she was afraid she was going to be asked to
baby-sit.

“They want me?” she said.

“You,” said Aunt, smiling.

“Told you,” said Narl, through a mouthful of nails. “Been
waiting till you turn eighteen.” Eighteen was the official age
when you could declare you weren’t an apprentice any more,
or at least that you could begin to take on work of your own,
even if you stayed with your master, and if he or she did not
object to it.

Rosie, for once speechless, climbed up behind the second
groom, and juddered back to Woodwold at a cracking trot.
She didn’t much like riding horses; it seemed rude. Pardon
me, she said to the horse. My pleasure, replied the horse, who
fancied himself quite sophisticated in the customs of hu-
mans.

She had been to Woodwold before. Lord Pren invited the
entire Gig to dinner on certain feast days every year (and the
town councillors sat at the Prendergasts’ own table), and then
the park all round the vast conglomeration of buildings and
towers and corners and crannies that was Woodwold was
covered with stalls selling sweetmeats and charms and rib-
bons and weaving and toys and spindle ends (Barder’s had
fetched the best price now for several years, but Rosie’s were
beginning to come close), and there were always bards and
mastersingers, and dancing, especially as the sun went down
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and the beer, ale and cider consumption went up. Even then,
with hundreds of people around, you could feel the great bulk
of Woodwold watching you, but Woodwold was the only re-
ally big building anywhere in the Gig and the only one there-
fore that most Gig citizens had ever seen; and while there
were tales about Woodwold, well, there would be. It would
be very disappointing if your lord didn’t have tales spun
round him and his family and his holdings; and the Prender-
gasts themselves had all been so tediously normal and solid
and responsible for so many generations it was a good thing
that Woodwold existed to give the bards something to work
with. But if it loomed over you, well, presumably all large
buildings loomed; they couldn’t help it; and the watchfulness
of it was probably just a surfeit of bards’ tales (and possibly
of beer).

But Rosie felt differently about Woodwold when she
started coming out alone with Narl as part of her apprentice-
ship.

After the fork in the road out of Foggy Bottom the way
broadened from a carriage width to twice that, and just be-
fore you got to the big gates it went twice its double width to
a great round space like a courtyard, except there was noth-
ing there but the gates and the stone wall, twelve foot high,
stretching out on either side farther than your eyes could see.
The gates themselves were twice as tall as the tallest carriage
and wrought with an intricacy Rosie found amazing. (The
Gig, and many of the Prendergasts’ outside visitors, said of
them that they were so beautiful they might have been magic,
if magic could ever have stuck to cold iron, or a blacksmith
work it.) When you crossed the invisible line from outside
Woodwold’s grounds to inside your stomach gave a tiny
lurch as if you’d been briefly turned upside down and then
right side up again, and your horse’s hoofs and cart wheels,
or even your own feet, threw up surprising clouds of dust,
just for a few steps. (Lady Prendergast always ordered long
chains of dust-laying spells before the feast days, which were
draped gracefully over the open gates.)

Then the drive went on and on and on, because the park
went on and on and on, and there were beautiful trees and
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small russet-coloured deer nothing like the large ordinary
deer in the Gig forests (including the fact that they were half
tame and looked forward to the days after the open feast
days, when there were always excellent gleanings to be had
round where the food stalls had stood) and sudden vistas with
queer little buildings or statues at the ends of them. About the
time you decided you’d wandered into some kind of enchant-
ment and were beginning to wonder if you could get out
again, there were the stables, on the outskirts of Woodwold.

Woodwold always seemed to stand against the sun
whichever way you were facing as you looked at it, and
wherever the sun was in the sky. It was built of both stone and
wood, and both had darkened over the centuries and, seem-
ingly, grown into each other, till it was impossible to tell
where one left off and the other began. If you tried to analyse
it, it was a very uneven house, with a wing here and an out-
building there, an extra storey in this bit but not in that, six
windows on this side of this door but seven on the other. But
its impression was nonetheless of great centredness, of some
profound organising spirit or principle that informed it from
the least and lowest scullery to the tip of the tallest tower,
where the Prendergasts’ standard flew.

Which is to say it felt alive. Or at least it felt alive to Rosie.
She always half expected it to talk to her—she could half feel
the sense, whatever it was, she used to talk to animals, strain-
ing for some contact with it. The stone wall was the bound-
ary; she would have known where she was as soon as she
passed the gates if she’d come blindfolded. She would have
felt Woodwold’s presence.

It seemed bigger that day, without Narl. Narl was a greater
neutraliser of unknown potencies even than Aunt.

She felt she was lucky, that first time by herself. Gorse,
Lord Pren’s favourite stallion, was off his feed. They treat me
like a parade saddle, Gorse told her. To be polished and pol-
ished and polished, and then hung on a hook until there’s a
parade. Gorse was sixteen and a half hands tall and as golden
as late-afternoon sunlight; just standing near him made you
feel prouder and nobler.

Your manners are too good, said Rosie. If you'd bite peo-
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ple occasionally, and throw tantrums, they’d get the idea.

Gorse bowed his head so he could look into her face—if
Gorse had a fault, it was that his sense of humour was a little
stately—and she could look in his. The resigned sadness in
his dark eye made her brusquer than she would have been if
she’d remembered whom she was talking to, and that her fu-
ture might depend on what she said next. “Take him hunt-
ing,” Rosie said aloud. “Let him get sweaty and dirty and
tired and frightened. He’s gone all hollow inside; he needs
something to do.”

“He—he is put to the finest mares in the country,” said the
Master of the Horse, rattled and anxious. He thought of being
angry, but the look on the horse’s face—and on Rosie’s—
stopped him.

Rosie gave a little jerk of laughter. “That isn’t what you
do,” she said. “Is it?” She liked Lord Pren’s Master of the
Horse, and, more important, he liked her. He’d always been
very polite to her when she had been there with Narl, and
even contracted apprentices, which she was not, were not
necessarily treated with much regard. She now looked the
Master full in the face, saw him take in what she had said,
and then a reluctant smile relaxed his expression. “You're
every bit as blunt as Narl,” he said. “He seems to have trained
you thoroughly. Very well, I shall tell Lord Prendergast that
he should take the most valuable horse in his stables out
hunting. There’s a boar hunt soon, for the rogue that has been
tearing up Mistweir; will that do?”

Woodwold’s Master of the Horse began calling her “my
Rosie” when talking about her to other horsefolk, and
seemed to look on her as something between a protégeé and
a daughter. But her particular gift was not merely that she
could talk to the horses, but hear and be heard by them. She
was called out one day when Fast, a big blood-bay racer, had
developed his dislike of moving shadows to a point when he
would throw himself over backward rather than leave his
stall—and then take his stall to bits because he felt restless
and shut in.

You self-absorbed brat, she said, flinging his stall door
open. You try one of your melodramas on me and I'll hit you
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over the head with a plank. What is it you think you want? To
be king of the world? That would get boring too, you know,
making decisions about who’s right and who’s wrong when
your citizens disagree, and trying to figure out who's plotting
against you and what to do about it. Get it through your thick
head that there are other creatures here who are just as impor-
tant as you are, whatever you may think, and start behaving
like it, or I'll tell the huntsman to turn you into a hearth rug.

Fast, who had reared up as soon as the door opened,
dropped back to earth again looking rather dazed. Rosie felt a
very little bit guilty, because he was very young, and very,
very fast, and his grooms and riders had all been taught to
treat his every whim with great deference. It was not entirely
his fault that he’d started stirring things up because he could.
But he still had to be made to stop. Lord Pren would neither
have a dangerous horse in his stables, nor sell a brute on.
Rosie told herself she was saving Fast’s life, crossed her
arms, and scowled at him ferociously.

She could feel him thinking, but he gave her no words. Af-
ter about a minute of tumultuous silence he bowed his neck
and made small humble chewing noises, like a distressed
foal. Rosie unfolded her arms and reached to rub his fore-
head. Want to go for a walk? she said. It’s a lovely afternoon.

She told Narl about the confrontation with Fast while she
watched him working on the new good-luck medallion to
hang behind the bar at the pub. They’d had a silver one that
had belonged to Cairngorm’s grandmother, but it had ex-
ploded, a few weeks ago, which had unnerved everyone very
much, especially Cairngorm, who didn’t think she had any
enemies that either disliked her that much or could afford to
do anything so histrionic about it. But she decided to take no
chances, and ordered its replacement in cold iron. Barder had
lately been teaching Narl fancy knot-work, and the medallion
looked like a great weave of black rope.

Rosie had taken Fast for his walk down the drive to the
gates, and had stood staring at them for several minutes while
Fast browsed for more interesting grasses than grew in
Woodwold’s flawlessly kept paddocks. At a distance you saw
uprights with three crosspieces near the top and three more at
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the bottom, but when you stood close and peered, the frame-
work disappeared in a seethe of plants and animals, all
wound and folded together like a heap of sleeping puppies,
so that lions’ faces emerged from twists of clematis vines, a
leaping hare arched its belly over a curl of snake, and pansies
and roses grew like a mane down the backbone of a bear. She
had reawoken to her surroundings when Fast came up behind
her and nibbled at the nape of her neck.

“Narl . ..” she began, and he glanced up at her, and she
thought, you wretch, you’ve already decided not to answer
whatever it is I ask. “Is it true Lord Pren brought you here to
make those gates?”

“No,” said Narl, and returned to his medallion. Rosie
sighed, and headed for home, to weed the herb garden.

She was still thinking about Woodwold when Aunt called
her in to help get tea ready. She couldn’t quite bring herself
to say “I keep waiting for it to speak to me” so instead she
said, “There’s a funny . . . almost . . . smell to the place,” she
said. “Isn’t there? Of course they’ve got some kind of barrier
up at the gate, and the jolt of crossing it almost makes me
think I’m smelling hot mead or cellar mould or something.
But after you’re well inside . . . it gets more distinct, not less,
except that you can’t think of anything it smells like. It’s not
even really a smell . . . I think.”

Aunt looked at her with interest. “No, you’re right. But it’s
as much like a smell as it is like anything else, and you might
as well call it that. I wouldn’t have expected you to pick it up.
You have absorbed more living with Katriona and me than I
thought.”

“You mean it’s a magic smell?” said Rosie, wrinkling her
nose; but that may have been from the proximity of Jem, who
had been outdoors rolling in something noxious, probably
from watching Zogdob do it first. Flinx, following Rosie in
from the garden, had already approached Jem in apparent
disbelief, stuck out first his whiskers and then his tail, and
stalked majestically from the room.

“Not exactly,” said Aunt, “but it’s a smell that is produced
by the fact of having magic around.”

Rosie laughed. “A typical fairy answer. Even if I had turned
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out a fairy, I would never have got my mind round it. You’d’ve
had to make a charm for me—Ilike Snick carrying a bit of
hawthorn and rowan when he plays cards—or I’d’ve gone on
doing a kind of horrible baby-magic till I died of old age.”

Aunt got the look on her face that meant she was thinking
about something else, and even if you asked her what it was
she wouldn’t tell you. “Not necessarily. Magic usually flows
to the shape of its vessel. If you would be so kind as to divest
that child of his clothing, I will upend him in the bath. In his
present condition he will put us all off our tea.”

When the initial force of Jem’s protest was spent, and he
had declared his intention to be a fish, in the hopes of getting
a reaction for having used a bad word (disappointed, he be-
gan to splash water on the floor), Rosie said thoughtfully,
“But I still don’t understand. The Prendergasts aren’t fairies
or magicians. They barely have baby-magic—that really fine
walking forest a few years ago was the butler’s son, wasn’t
it? I remember you making that enormous charm so he could
stay home. They don’t even keep fairies of their own—which
is why they’re always asking for you and Kat. So what is
the—the smell?”

Aunt finished scrubbing Jem’s hair and dipped some water
over his head. “It’s the house itself,” she said briefly. “You’ve
heard the stories.”

This was not the answer Rosie wanted. The idea that
something so powerful slept so lightly under the surface of
the ordinary world—magic-pocked and -dishevelled as the
ordinary world was—that even an ordinary person who hap-
pened to live with two fairies might notice its presence, made
her very uneasy. Never mind that it always seemed to be on
the brink of talking to her.

Aunt, looking at her, guessed some of this. “Think of it as
a kind of watchdog,” she said. “Think of Spear.”

Rosie’s mobile face immediately relaxed as visions of
large, turreted watchdogs marched solemnly across her inner
eye. She had taken her first steps clinging to Spear’s tail,
while Flora and Katriona washed platters and mugs and
talked. While his dark coat was now almost white with age he
was still the terror of rowdy drunks all over the Gig.
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W hat began with a minor charm gone slightly awry had set
a pleasant precedent. Most noontimes Peony still came to the
smith’s yard with her and Rosie’s meal hot from the fire at
home or from the big communal oven between the pub and
the baker’s, and she and Rosie and Narl ate together, or rather
Peony and Rosie ate together and talked (Peony was more
sympathetic toward some of Lord Pren’s spoilt beauties than
Rosie was) while Narl wandered round the forge examining
whatever he was doing or was planning to do today or this
sennight or next year. Narl thought sitting down to eat was a
waste of time (and hot food in the middle of a working day
nearly indecent).

One day Peony was describing the collar she was embroi-
dering for Dessy to wear at Flora’s wedding, and broke off
and began to laugh. “Rosie, your face. You would rather be
bent into a curve, fried in the fire, and nailed to the bottom of
some horse’s foot than pick up a needle, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes,” said Rosie. Rosie had been taught basic hemming
and mending from Aunt and Katriona, hated it, and while she
was far too honest to try to get out of it by doing it badly, did
it naturally so badly that she got out of it anyway.
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“The problem is only that you’ve never learnt to like sewing.
Embroidery is the way to do that,” said Peony.

Rosie periodically fell into moods of gloom because she
felt she was so little help to Aunt and Katriona, who would
probably rather have had her time and a clever pair of hands
than the coins Woodwold’s Master of the Horse gave her, and
so she was willing (if reluctantly) to think that possibly
needlework could help make up for her other failings. So, that
evening, while they were alone in Rosie’s kitchen, Peony
brought out a few coloured threads and a bit of stiff cloth,
thoughtfully chose a nice serene blue to begin with, and
showed her friend two or three basic stitches.

But Rosie’s fingers, once the needle and cloth had been
turned over to them for practise, as if they each had minds of
their own and been perfectly drilled in teamwork since birth,
started flying across the little stretch of linen, dipping the
needle in and out and producing, as if from out of the air, the
most wonderful landscape of bright flowers and butterflies.

Rosie’s fingers came to the end of the bit of material and
turned it ninety degrees to begin the next row; but the rest of
Rosie jerked violently back, like a person on a runaway horse
might pull on the reins, and the little square of cloth fell to
the floor, needle and thread trailing behind it. Rosie tucked
her hands under her arms and sat, trembling and shoulders
hunched, in her chair, while Peony bent down and picked up
the scrap of cloth, and stretched it gently between her hands.

“But Rosie, it’s beautiful,” she said. “When did you learn
to embroider like this? I thought you told me you didn’t
know how.”

“I don’t know how,” said Rosie in a muffled tone.

“Well, it doesn’t matter,” said Peony, meaning to be sooth-
ing. “You do know how, and this is one of the prettiest bits of
work I can remember seeing—far beyond anything I can do.
I don’t even understand one or two of the stitches you’ve
used. Your work will be in terrific demand the moment I
show this to anyone—"

“You can’t,” said Rosie, making half a snatch at it where
Peony was holding it up, and pulling her hand back at the last
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moment as if she were unwilling to touch it. “You’re not al-
lowed to show it to anyone. I forbid it.”

“But—" said poor Peony, bewildered. “But—aren’t you
going to do more? Don’t you understand how good you are?”

“I’'m not good at it!” shouted Rosie. “I don’t know what
happened! It’s got nothing to do with me! Don’t you dare tell
anyone! I am never going to touch another needle as long as I
live!” And she burst into tears and rushed out of the room,
narrowly avoiding bumping into Aunt, who had come to see
what the commotion was about.

In a little while Rosie, with her head under her pillow, felt, by
the gentle flexing of the floorboards communicated through
her bed frame, someone come into her room. A familiar hand
touched her shoulder, and a familiar weight sat on the edge of
her bed. Rosie, without taking her head from under the pil-
low, reached out one of her dangerous, traitorous hands, and
grasped Katriona’s hand.

Katriona could feel the fingers still trembling, and her pro-
fessional fairy’s mind noted the signs of aftershock. An old
enchantment suddenly brought into use often made its sub-
ject tremble uncontrollably; it was another example of the
force of Rosie’s personality and will that she had managed to
raise the latch on a door, thunder upstairs, put a pillow over
her head, and reach out to cling to Katriona’s hand as if that
clasp was all that was saving her from falling into a chasm.

An old enchantment suddenly brought into use also left a
trail in the air, like smoke from a fire, for anyone to see, if
they were looking. No Gig fairy would think twice about it,
coming from this house, any more than any passer-by would
think twice about ordinary smoke from a house chimney.
Aunt was, even now, hastily lighting a larger magical fire to
obscure the faint trace of the accident that had befallen Rosie.

Just as their own relative poverty protected Rosie from
learning how well she might make sweetmeats, so her
loathing for needlework would, Aunt and Katriona had al-
lowed themselves to think, protect her from her gift for em-
broidery. Who could have anticipated a loving, patient and
domestic friend like Peony for Rosie? Katriona sighed.
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Would Peony want to show Rosie how to dance and play the
flute next? They couldn’t risk putting the tiniest charm
against it on Peony; it would be impossible to make such a
charm invisible without making its unseen presence even
more obtrusive in other ways.

Katriona thought of several occasions earlier in Rosie’s
life and thought, This is such a small mistake. Surely we’ll be
lucky this time. We must be.

Katriona stroked Rosie’s shoulder briefly with her free
hand and then pulled a little tuft of herbs tied together with
string out of her apron pocket. “This will help the shakes,”
she said to the head under the pillow. “If you will come out
from under there and sniff it.”

Rosie sat up and shed the pillow like a bear emerging from
hibernation. She clamped her shaking hands together on the
tuft that Katriona offered her, and sniffed. Her eyes were wet
and red. When she spoke her voice was not quite steady.
“There’s something wrong with me, isn’t there?” she said.
“There’s something I can’t quite remember about—about be-
fore I lived with you. I know I was too young to remember
anything, but I do. Well . . . it’s not exactly a memory. It’s just
... knowing that something doesn’t fit.”

She stopped, because she wasn’t going to tell Katriona
about the time just before the wedding, when Katriona had
been so happy, because it might take something away from
the memory of that happiness to know that Rosie hadn’t
been. “It never bothered me. But . .. that was an enchant-
ment, just now. Peony may not know it—she didn’t grow up
with two fairies—but I know it. Why did someone put a spell
on me? A spell to do embroidery? What am 1? What’s the rest
of the spell? Do you know?” What she wasn’t saying was:
Am I dangerous to you and Aunt, to Barder and Jem and
Gilly—and Peony? What do you know about what I can’t re-
member? Aunt always says that my mother had no magic and
my father’s entire family had never had any magic. Then why
enchant me?

What she wasn’t saying was: [ am your cousin and Aunt’s
niece, aren’t I?

Katriona was shaking her head, not because she wished to
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lie to Rosie any more explicitly than the last nineteen years
had been a kind of lying to her, but because she had no idea
what to say. If she had not been so preoccupied, she would
have heard the unspoken questions, and would have known
that a warm flood of reassurance would drown the awkward
ones most effectively; but she didn’t hear them.

Katriona still often dreamed of the princess’ name-day,
and about small spiders weaving grey webs on velvet sleeves,
and woke up suddenly as if she’d heard the words spoken
aloud, finding herself in her own bedroom with Barder’s
warm, gently snoring body lying comfortingly next to her.
She didn’t like remembering. She didn’t see it couldn’t mean
that Rosie would, one day, be taken away from them; and—
as Barder had said the night Jem was born—she didn’t know
what you called it, but they were her family. Rosie was theirs.
But since Katriona had married, and especially since she had
had children of her own, her dread of the memory of Rosie’s
origin became almost intolerable.

The three of them who knew never discussed it. Aunt and
Katriona were rarely alone together any more, but even when
they were, the subject of Rosie did not come up as it used to.
Rosie was an adult: she had her work and a life of her own.
Their old discussions of how to manage her were no longer
necessary; and what else there was to discuss . . . did not bear
discussion. Not with her twenty-first birthday now so near.
Barder never mentioned it, although, Katriona thought some-
times, watching him tease Rosie, or teach her a new ballad,
or a better way to arrive at the effect she wanted on some-
thing she was whittling, that he was restraining the same sort
of fierce possessiveness about her that Katriona herself felt:
Rosie was one of them. But as Rosie grew older, so grew
nearer that inevitable parting, a parting so profound Katriona
thought it would be like seeing her die. . . .

And what if they could not, finally, defeat Pernicia? They
had two years left: and still no word, no robin-borne whisper,
nothing, from Sigil. Only two years. Katriona plunged into
speech, to get away from that most appalling thought.

“I—we—it will only make things worse, to tell you now,”
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she said. “I’m sorry—darling, I’'m sorry—I’m not just being
mysterious, you do believe me, don’t you? We have been
waiting for—for a sign. I do not know why it is so long in
coming.”

There was a silence. Rosie was still sniffing, half tearily,
half dutifully, at the herbs in her hands. But her colour was
better, and her hands no longer shook. She heard in Katri-
ona’s voice that they had been waiting years. Nineteen years?
You are so helpless when things happen to you when you
were a baby. You can’t even remember what they were. You
can only sort of half guess they were there. . . . She thought
of the echoes in the darkness, before the wedding, before
Jem’s birth, telling her that she was not who she believed her-
self to be, that she did not belong to these people she loved.
“The Beast at least knew why he had been turned into a
beast,” she said finally, referring to a tale she had made
Barder tell her over and over when she was very small, and
Katriona, her nerves overstretched with sorrow and anxiety
and indecision, gave a shout of laughter.

Rosie smiled reluctantly. “If it weren’t fairy business, I'd
fight you about it,” she said. “But if I do, we’ll both get cross,
and then Aunt will have to make peace between us, and I still
won’t have learnt anything, so I won’t.” She handed the herb
bundle back to Katriona. “Thank you.”

She brooded. “This is the first time I can ever remember
wanting—ijust a little—to be a fairy. So I could know.”

“Darling, it doesn’t work like that,” Katriona said gently,
trying not to start laughing again, because she knew it would
hurt Rosie’s feelings, when the laughter would be at herself,
for her frustrated unknowing. Rosie was giving her a you’re-
just-saying-that-to-make-me-feel-better look, and Katriona
added truthfully, “T"m still waiting for my familiar animal to
find me, you know. I’'m a fairy, and I don’t know.”

Rosie, who could only, barely, with the greatest effort of
intellect, imagine what it was like for the rest of the human
world not to talk to animals, and couldn’t even begin to imag-
ine what it was like for Katriona to have had beast-speech
and lost it, gave a deep sigh, leaned forward, and kissed her
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on the cheek. “Thanks for the herbs. I have to go find Peony,
and apologise.”

Peony had been so distressed at causing her friend pain that
she barely heard the apology because she was so busy prof-
fering her own; and that was the end of it, except that she
tried never to mention embroidery in Rosie’s hearing again.
And when, months afterward, she had offered to teach Rosie
the steps of the commonest round dance that everyone (ex-
cept Rosie, Narl, and old Penfaron, who had a wooden leg)
danced on feast and festival days, and Aunt and Katriona
who, this time, were in the room when the offer was made,
said “No!” simultaneously and rather too loud, neither Peony
nor Rosie asked for any explanation.

About a week after Peony had showed Rosie a few basic
embroidery stitches, a hippogriff was seen flying over the
Gig. Hippogriffs were generally creatures of ill repute, unless
you were a magician, and it was bad news to have one in your
neighbourhood. It might mean that the wrong sort of magic
was about to follow it; and this one, certainly, seemed to be
looking for something. People grew alarmed, and there was a
run on aversion charms, which made you, more or less, de-
pending on how good the fairy who made them was at the
job, beneath the notice of any wandering magic looking for
someone to seize onto. Aunt’s and Katriona’s were very good
charms, and by the time the hippogriff had not been seen
again for a fortnight and people were beginning to hope the
Gig was to be spared after all, they had no more charms to
sell, and no chance of making more till winter, when the
deer’s-foot vine turned red and the salia berries yellow. In the
general unease it seemed surprising to no one that Aunt and
Katriona gave aversion charms to Rosie and Peony.

But the hippogriff did go away, and the only bad news the
Gig heard that winter was of an invasion of taralians, which
were large striped cats of fierce intelligence and fiercer ap-
petite (a full-grown taralian could eat a horse in one go) and
which the king himself had led the army against. The army
had been victorious, and the remaining taralians had been
driven back across the border into the wild wasteland of the
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south where they had come from, but the king had been
wounded, and while the wound was slight, he was slow to re-
cover his strength, and there were murmurs of a spell. Why
had the taralians come into human-settled areas in the first
place? They were savage on their own ground, but they rarely
left it, and the winter was not a hard one.

The king, it was said, had symptoms very like those of the
soldiers and courtiers who had been thrown down by the en-
chanted sleep at Fordingbridge and Flury: headaches, linger-
ing lethargy, inability to concentrate or to make decisions,
insomnia, nightmares. It was all the more disturbing not only
because he was the king, but because everyone knew this
king to be a robust, phlegmatic man who ruled thoughtfully
and kindly, and with a reassuring lack of imagination.

The danger to his daughter had sapped him at last, the
whispers went. Too much of the king’s resources have been
spent to protect her; were still being spent to protect her—
wherever she was. Too much more was spent looking for Per-
nicia: too much wasted. Pernicia had been not only wicked
and powerful but clever; twenty years of helpless fear had
worn the country down, the king most of all. When Pernicia
sprang her trap at last he and his magicians and his armies
would have no strength to resist her, and she would have not
only the princess, but the country—just as the old tales of her
had predicted. But she would not have done it this way if she
had been able to seize all at once, which meant she was not so
powerful as she pretended: let us, said these whispers, return
to normal now, when there is still a little time left. Who has
seen Pernicia since the name-day? She would not bide her
time so if there were a faster way. Perhaps the curse on the
princess is not what Pernicia declared it: it is, instead, that
those around her will fall ill of some mysterious illness that
bleeds off health and strength and will and courage. Bring
her home now—and let her pass the crown to Prince Colin,
whom the people know and love. Let them rally round him,
this last year before the princess’ twenty-first birthday, till
there is no trap for Pernicia to spring. The curse never was
that the princess should die of the prick of a spindle end; and
there are no such spindle ends left anywhere in the country.
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Let her come home. Let this farce be over with. Let us wel-
come the young king to be, and forget Pernicia. The curse on
the face of it is nonsense—has always been nonsense—and
we have been fools to believe it.

That is what she would want us to believe, said other whis-
pers. That is also why she waited so long, for our nerve to
break at the very last. Never has a queen of our country abdi-
cated. Wait till the princess’ one-and-twentieth birthdays; it is
only one more year now. Wait.

Spring in the Gig came that year with an unusual number of
daffodils opening as cabbages or hollyhocks, and most of the
lilacs were a rather distressing cerulean. The old cottage
where Aunt and Katriona and Rosie had once lived was so in-
fested by a species of bat, which not only left its droppings
about in the way that bats do but snored thunderously, that a
complete removal spell and purgation had to be done on it
over the course of several days while its current tenant stayed
at the pub and recovered her equanimity. The mould spirit in
Med’s old house was joined by several of its cousins who de-
cided the house wasn’t big enough for all of them, and began
to colonise the houses on either side, and were fearfully rude
to Katriona when she told them they either had to leave or
she’d dry them to thistledown and blow them away on the
wind. (After a few third cousins had bounced away as dande-
lion fluff, however, the rest decamped.) And the quantity of
magic dust, both the chalky kind and the almost invisible
twinkly kind, on the baskets of herbs Rosie brought to the
smith’s yard to be rendered into ointments and tonics for her
horses, was so excessive, that sometimes, when it leaped out
of the basket to run away, it took the herbs with it—much to
the delight of the village cats, most of whom took to hanging
round the forge more than the priestling’s house, and batting
at bits of nothing with their paws, which of course all cats did
anyway, but the habit was much more disconcerting in a
smith’s yard, which pleased the cats even more.

Most years there was a new sort of fever that emerged
from the Gig marshes as spring warmth awakened them from
their cold winter dreams, but this year’s were unusually
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widespread and persistent; Aunt’s robins told her that it af-
flicted many birds and beasts as well as the human denizens
of the Gig. Fwab and several other creatures both winged and
earthbound told Rosie that there were far too many migrants,
moving both in and out of the Gig, and that everyone was
edgy and anxious for no cause they could name. Except, of
course, that this was the beginning of the princess’ twenty-
first year, and that her twenty-first birthday was now less than
twelve months away.

There were more reports of disturbances in the rest of the
country than usual, too. Since things were always turning, or
pretending to turn, into other things, or behaving disconcert-
ingly, at least briefly, in that country, it was sometimes diffi-
cult to judge which reports needed investigating and which
could be left alone. A large family of gripples was unearthed
in Incorban, which explained why the civic water supply kept
turning purple and then failing; the purple colour had seemed
very alarming, and so the king had been applied to. “Oh,
gripples,” the mayor said, heaving a sigh of combined relief
and dismay; at least it was only gripples, but then gripples
were a terrific nuisance, and would be expensive to dislodge.

There was a sudden rash of sightings of merfolk in the
great inland lake called Gilamdra. A merperson’s touch is
poisonous, but merfolk are so beautiful there is almost al-
ways someone, most often someone young and romantic,
who will try it anyway. (Priests were curiously apt to this er-
ror. The priests—those that survived—insisted that they had
been trying to convert them.) It wasn’t just a question of stay-
ing away from the shore, however, because the merfolk sang,
especially the women, and their singing was as beautiful as
they were themselves, and as penetrating as a draught under
the door. The king sent a troupe of magicians to Gilamdra,
and the magicians hung an inaudibility veil round the lake,
which made the lap and splash of the water weirdly silent as
well, and created a kind of sticky boundary that birds flew
through with a jolt and a gluey pop and a squawk of protest.

Also in that last year before the princess’ twenty-first
birthday an unusually high percentage of the first- and sec-
ond-years at the Academy decided to return home and take
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up farming or politics; several of the oldest Academicians de-
cided to retire; and a number of village fairies had a change
of heart and became midwives or dairymaids or married the
fellows who’d told them they’d be happy to marry if they’d
give up this magic thing.

Narl was still Foggy Bottom’s official horse-leech but he
now would only say “Ask Rosie” any time his opinion was
sought. The occasions when this pronouncement brought a
desperate cry of Narl! from Rosie herself became fewer and
fewer, and one of the things that came to be said about her
was that at least she’d tell you what was going on and what
she was doing about it, which Narl never had. She went up to
Woodwold so frequently that spring that most of Lord Pren-
dergast’s folk knew her by sight, and often, when the Master
of the Horse was finished with her, she found the cowman or
the shepherd, with a client on a string, waiting for her. She
also spoke to the great bell-voiced hunting hounds, the swift
silent sighthounds bred, it was said, from the queen’s own
fleethounds, and sometimes a terrier enduring, in that well-
ordered estate, an insufficiency of frustrations to go terrier-
mad over. She spoke to curly, soft-eyed spaniels, and she
learnt to withstand the attentions of a particular spaniel
named Sunflower, who loved people, all people, so much,
she could not bear to miss any opportunity for hurling herself
upon them, and was so utterly beside herself with joy at find-
ing one that could talk to her that any attempt Rosie made to
try to persuade her that restraint was a virtue was lost in the
tumult. Sometimes Rosie spoke to lapdogs suffering from a
surfeit of tit-bits; she did not care much for most of these—
too many of them didn’t have the sense they were born
with—except for Lady Pren’s own hairy palm-sized mite,
Throstle. Throstle was a fides terrier, more commonly called
a teacup terrier. Teacup terriers were supposed to be small
enough to curl up in a teacup (they were also rather the
colour of tea leaves, and their rough coats had something of
the same texture), and were mostly to be found up a lady’s
sleeve or in her pocket, and were often rather crazed, for they
had a vague racial memory that they had once been bigger.
Throstle appeared to be totally unaware that he was too small
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to protect Lady Pren from anything larger than a medium-
sized beetle, and took his position very seriously.

Rosie spoke to the half-wild birds in the mews, who an-
swered in images as sharp as knives and flung as quickly as a
falcon seizing a smaller bird out of the air. They spoke of death
and of food, and of their handlers, whom they both hated and
loved, for they were only half wild, and they knew it.

And one spring day when the sky was so bright and hard
you felt you could rap on it with your knuckles and it would
sing like beaten metal (a very rare sort of day in the misty,
clammy Gig), she spoke for the first time to the great white
merrel, with its ten-foot wingspan, which lived in the rafters
of Woodwold’s Great Hall where it shone from the darkness
like a moon from a cloud; and it told her that the incompre-
hensible noise of banquets and their smothering smells, and
the cheeping and scurrying of servants, were a poor trade for
the freedom of its forest.

The Great Hall, even almost empty, as it was whenever
Rosie had occasion to be in it, seemed to her nearly over-
whelming. She did not come here often, and rarely lingered.
It was so tall that the ceiling was lost in shadows with the
shutters open and sunlight streaming in across the pale
scrubbed planking of the floor; and it was large enough that
you wouldn’t be able to recognise the face of someone half
its width away from you if the person were your dearest
friend. Lord Prendergast held his judicial sittings here with
an eye to intimidating miscreants.

Rosie thought she could have grown accustomed to the
mere size of it. But the loomingness of Woodwold was espe-
cially acute here, and it seemed to her there was a kind of
weight upon her as soon as she crossed its threshold, the
weight, perhaps, of the long years of its existence, for this
was the oldest part of Woodwold; but more, of its strange
half-waking awareness. The pressure eased when she went
farther in, to Lady Prendergast and her ladies’ rooms, to talk
to lapdogs and canaries, or downstairs to the kitchens to ne-
gotiate an invasion of squirrels. (Squirrels did not, in fact, ne-
gotiate. They believed that they were too quick and too clever
for anything ever to catch them, or to keep them away from
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anything they wanted, unless they were having a bad day, and
it was up to Rosie to convince them that “having a bad day”
is a flexible concept, especially if there were enough ferrets
and tunnel-hounds involved.)

I am sorry, Rosie said to the merrel. I do not think I can
ask them to give you your freedom.

I know you cannot, said the merrel. But you asked and I
have answered.

She asked, humbly, half expecting the creature to break its
chain and fall on her with its beak and talons in a fury of frus-
tration: Is there anything else I can do for you?

There was a silence like the pit of winter, and then, as if
from a very long way away, she heard a small voice like a
fledgling’s say wistfully, Will you come and talk to me again
some time?

Yes, said Rosie. Of course I will. I would be glad—hon-
oured—to do so.

She often thought of the imprisoned merrel, after that first
conversation. She decided that she could go on not knowing
what the spell on herself was, and why it was there, for as
long as it took Katriona’s sign to arrive. She thought of all the
things she had done in twenty years that had not brought it
on—whatever the spell was about. Enchanted embroidery,
although it had felt very nasty at the time, as if her hands no
longer belonged to her, was pretty negligible after all. Espe-
cially when you remembered the merrel.

She thought of the merrel stretching its wings, silently, in
the dark peak of Lord Prendergast’s Great Hall; she thought
of how carefully it moved among its cage of rafters, so that
the chain around its ankle did not clink; so carefully that any
of Lord Prendergast’s guests who did not know it was there
would never look up to find it. (The floor beneath it was
scrubbed twice a day; in moulting season it was swept three
times.) She thought of the story the huntsman told her, of
how it had been wounded—they guessed—by a dagger of
falling ice, in the mountains where the source of the River
Moan flowed, several days’ ride from Woodwold; and how
Lord Prendergast’s hunting party had found it, but that he had
stopped them from killing it. Even with a broken wing and
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half dead of starvation no one liked to approach it. The hunts-
man threw a net to tangle its feet, and Lord Pren himself had
hooded it with soft leather cut from his own hunting waist-
coat, and then had it bound and brought home, and its wing
set. But the wing had not healed as it should, and so it was
given the vaulted height of the Great Hall to live in, where no
one dared trouble it, and it was fed by a falconer with a very
long pole.

The merrel also knew its wing had not healed. But I could
reach a great height once more before it failed me, it said.
And from there I would fold my wings and plummet to the
earth as if a hare or a fawn had caught my eye; but it would
be myself I stooped toward. It would be a good flight and a
good death. And so I eat their dead things cut up on a pole,
dreaming of my last flight.



CHAPTER

14

That spring, too, Narl gained a new apprentice. Ordinarily
such an arrival would be the focus of conversation and spec-
ulation for weeks: not only had Narl accepted him, which
was unusual enough, but this one was a handsome young
man, and as clean shaven as Narl.

But the run of odd fevers round the Gig, especially in
Foggy Bottom, which neither Aunt’s herbs nor the priest’s ar-
cane mutterings seemed able to cure, nor even, much, to
ameliorate, distracted everybody; and those who were well
enough for gossip had no time for it. The fevers were not se-
vere, but their prevalency, lack of origin, and reluctance to
depart were disturbing enough to take the edge off any inter-
est in a good-looking, well-mannered young stranger.

Katriona had less to do with the sick that season than she
might have had some other year, because she had four little
wielders of baby-magic to look after, including their own
Gilly, who had been set off, early and spectacularly, by the
birth of her little brother, Gable. (Jem had recently slid
through his own incursion of baby-magic without much more
than the occasional manifestation of a black, red-eyed Thing
that crouched in corners breathing stertorously. Jem had in-
sisted that it was friendly, so they had left it alone, although
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everyone but Jem had circled its chosen corners somewhat
warily.) Gable, fortunately, was a placid baby, and never in-
terrupted his nursing while Katriona was frantically flicking
counter-spells with the arm not holding him.

Peony was constantly in demand either as a nurse or to
help keep order at the wheelwright’s, and she missed her
noontimes at the forge for some weeks. Rosie had told her of
the new apprentice’s arrival, his name, Rowland, and the fact
that he had no beard. But Rosie was not very interested in
him, and so Peony wasn’t either.

Till the first day Peony returned for her usual noontime at
the forge. Rosie, standing at the head of one of Lord Pren’s
horses, looked up just before Rowland’s and Peony’s eyes
met. “You’re here!” said Rosie. “I’m positively starving. Pe-
ony, meet Rowland. This one needs settling”—meaning the
horse—*before I want to leave him. Don’t eat everything.”

By the time Narl and Rosie had left their charge with a lit-
tle hay to keep him contented, Peony and Rowland had been
trying to start a conversation for some while. Rosie was
vaguely aware that her friend and the new apprentice were
behaving out of character; Peony could talk to anyone, and
Rowland had very pretty manners, much prettier than any
smith’s apprentice had any business having, which made him
even more conspicuous than he was already for being tall and
handsome and clean shaven. But here were these two social
adepts standing staring at one another, Rowland with a ham-
mer he kept passing from hand to hand, Peony clutching the
basket in front of her as if she were warding off demons with
it. Rosie was used to the effect Peony had on almost everyone
at first meeting, especially young men; but Peony never be-
haved like this.

Something stirred at the back of Rosie’s mind: surprise,
curiosity, wonder. Dismay. And something else. “Narl,” she
said quietly. “Look. What is the matter with them?”

Narl straightened up from the wash bucket, drying his
hands. He still had most of his attention on the horse they had
been shoeing; it was just the sort of brilliantly athletic maniac
Lord Pren’s youngest son favoured—and, furthermore, it had
terrible feet, with horn that wouldn’t hold a nail. However of-
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ten it came in to have a thrown shoe refitted, it would never
believe that this wasn’t the time that Narl was going to use
the red-hot tongs and pokers on it, and not merely on its
shoes. If he hadn’t had Rosie to help him—she had told him
she told the crazy ones stories, as you might do with a frac-
tious child at bedtime—he probably wouldn’t have been able
to shoe it at all, however much mashed viso root he used. It
looked half asleep now, musing over its hay with its ears flop-
ping like an old pony’s. He was half tempted to suggest that it
was clever enough to know a good thing when it heard it, and
merely liked Rosie’s stories, but he also knew this wasn’t
true; the white round its eye as he approached it and the way
it held the foot he was working on, told him better. It was al-
ways the crazy ones that hated being shod who most often
threw shoes.

He gave his apprentice and the wainwright’s niece a look
while he passed his towel to Rosie, but he was more inter-
ested in the problem of where to put nails in a hoof already
full of crumbling nail holes. His face was, as it usually was,
expressionless. But Rosie was watching him as she washed
her hands, and she had learnt to read his face in the years she
had been hanging round the forge to a degree that perhaps
Narl did not realise himself. And she saw awareness, or un-
derstanding, strike him as he looked, sharp as a knife, and
where the invisible blade wounded him there bled hope and
fear and longing—and something like resigned despair. This
was so unexpected she almost put her hand on his arm, al-
most said to him, What is it? Can I help? I would do anything
for you—when she realised, first, that he would not want her
to have seen what she had seen, and second, that what she
had barely stopped herself from saying was the truth.

She was wholly absorbed in giving her hands and forearms
the scrubbing of their lives when Narl turned back to her, and
she raised a carefully blank face to him. She could feel she
was blushing, but she had splashed cold water on her face,
too, which would do as an excuse. “They’ve just fallen in
love,” he said neutrally, and his face was again as calm and
unreadable as it usually was.

His face was so tranquil and his tone so mild that Rosie al-
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most believed she had imagined what she had seen. He was
Narl, and nothing ever disturbed him, nor distracted him long
from cold iron. She had drawn his attention away from its
usual paths, but only briefly; Narl was about to take his noon
meal standing up and looking at some half-finished project,
or studying bits of waste iron that would no longer be waste
when he was done with them.

But then the meaning of his words sank in. “They—?” she
said, bewildered. “But—"

“It happens that way sometimes,” said Narl. “Hard on
them both, for he’s promised elsewhere.”

“P-promised?” said Rosie. ““You mean, to wed?”

“Yes,” said Narl, and got one of those even-more-than-
usually-shut-in Narl looks on his face that meant he wouldn’t
say any more, and if Rosie had had her wits about her she
would have wondered why he’d said anything at all; it wasn’t
the sort of thing Narl usually volunteered.

“I—I must tell her,” she said, confused.

“You must not,” said Narl. “He’ll tell her. It’s their busi-
ness. Let them be. Rosie,” he said, as she turned away, staring
blindly into space, putting the towel down by feel and drop-
ping it instead onto the unswept courtyard earth. “Rosie.
She’s still your friend.”

And then he did put his hand on her arm, and she looked
down at it, the big brown hand with the work-blackened fin-
gers against her own sun-browned and -freckled skin. He re-
moved his hand, and she looked up at his face again, and
tried to smile, to nod. She thought she knew what she had
seen in his face when he had first looked at Rowland and Pe-
ony: he was in love with Peony himself.

And Rosie had just learnt she was in love with him.

She blundered away, toward Peony and Peony’s basket.
She had been hungry, only a very few minutes ago. She con-
centrated on remembering that she was hungry. [ am all right,
she said to herself. I am all right. This was not easy, for dis-
sembling was a skill foreign to her nature, but her wish not to
cause distress to her friends was as strong—stronger—than
her own distress.

They all got through the meal somehow, Peony, Rowland,
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and Rosie. Narl was invisible in the shadows under the
roofed end of the forge; Rosie’s eyes sought for him occa-
sionally, looking for the shadow that moved, from where they
sat in sunlight. The sunlight seemed unusually dazzling that
day, full of little twinkly bits that got in your eyes and made
you blink, or even made you flap your hand in front of your
face, as if they were something you could brush away. She
wondered how long ... she wondered if Narl had ever
thought of making his feelings known. Rosie thought she
knew the reason for his silence; Peony was not in love with
him, and Narl had none of the suitor about him to woo her.

None of the three ate much. Narl’s meal disappeared, but
whether he ate it or fed it to one of the town dogs, no one
knew but Narl.

“Narl said people do fall in love in an instant sometimes,”
said Rosie, her voice muffled, since she had her arms on the
table and her head in her arms. Katriona and Aunt were mak-
ing and binding charms together, and Rosie had just finished
whittling a top for Jem, who would have it in the morning.
Gable was asleep in the cradle Katriona rocked with one foot,
and Jem and Gilly and the small boarders were asleep up-
stairs, and in the kitchen they were waiting for Barder and
Joeb to come in to supper.

The shutters rattled. It was a cold summer, and there was a
searching, prying wind that sniggled round houses, under
closed doors, and down the backs of necks. The fog-sprites
were in an unusually bad mood, hanging so much dew on
spiderwebs that the webs broke, and making day-old bread
soggy rather than stale. Even the mice, whose households
were always plagued by draughts, complained of the cold.

“That’s true,” said Aunt. “I’ve never seen it happen, but it
does.”

“Nor have I seen it,” said Katriona, “but I've always won-
dered if there isn’t some fate in it. Not necessarily magic, like
that poor queen who fell in love with her husband’s best
knight, but fate, something that happens to you, like being
born one day rather than another in this village rather than
that one.”
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Rosie stood up and moved restlessly round the kitchen,
stopping at Aunt’s spinning wheel to rub the nose of the gar-
goyle on the spindle end. She’d picked the habit up from Ka-
triona so long ago she could remember steadying herself with
one hand on the frame of the wheel while she stretched to
reach the spindle end. The little face always seemed to grin a
fraction wider for a moment after you’d rubbed its nose.

“You aren’t in love with Rowland yourself, are you?” said
Katriona in a carefully bland tone—reasonably sure that the
answer was no, but sure as well that there was something fur-
ther troubling Rosie than Peony’s romance. One of the many
things Katriona had worried about as Rosie grew older was
the likelihood of her falling in love with somebody; Katriona
had known that she wanted Barder or no one by the time she
was twelve, and Flora had found her Gimmel at sixteen,
though it had taken them another ten years to be able to af-
ford to marry. Rosie had never shown any signs of falling in
love, although Katriona had lately wondered a little about
Woodwold’s Master of the Horse, and what on earth and un-
der sky she could say if he put his suit forward and Rosie was
inclined to listen; but it hadn’t happened, and ... the
princess’ one-and-twentieth birthday was eight months away.

A kind of numb, dislocated bewilderment had settled
down over Katriona with the turning of this last year toward
that birthday. She found herself remembering the events of
the year the princess was born with great—and obtrusive—
vividness: this was when they had heard of the princess’
birth, this is when the herald had come and made his an-
nouncement of the invitations to the name-day and she, Ka-
triona, had drawn the long lot. . . .

Three times in the last twenty years someone—some
magic—had almost found Rosie, and three times Aunt and
Katriona had deflected or confounded it. The fourth time had
brought, not a tale of another assault on another of the king’s
strongholds, but a hippogriff flying over the Gig; and while
the rest of the villagers relaxed as soon as there were no more
sightings of it, the Gig fairies could feel that it had left some-
thing behind. Something it had, presumably, come here to
leave. Something that might be causing the fevers and the
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weather . . . Small spider weave! thought Katriona angrily—
not for the first time. It is not the wearer who is lost! Why
have you never sent word! We are only two village fairies and
she is your princess!

Eight months.

“In love with Rowland 7" said Rosie with a little of her
usual force. “No. He’s nice enough, but he’s . . . he’s . .. oh,
he’s boring.” Her voice was plainly telling the truth, but her
thoughts were on something else, and she turned her lips in
and bit down on them, as if preventing herself from saying
anything further.

Barder came in just before the silence among the three
women became sticky, threw himself into a chair, and sighed.
“Joeb will be along as soon as he’s washed,” he said. “I’'m
sorry we’re late again. Every wheeled vehicle in the Gig
seems to be having the most extraordinary bad luck. Spokes
break, rims pop, axles crack—I don’t understand it. Crantab
says the same. He has a waggon in for repair now that looks
like it simply made up its mind to burst. We could both take
on new apprentices now—there’s plenty of work for them—
but this isn’t the way it should be, and it’s not the sort of work
you feel really happy doing. . . .”

His voice tailed away because the suspicion had to arise
that the unusual level of breakages was due to some kind of
magic, and cleaning up magical messes was not considered
wholesome or honest labour. “The only thing no one has
brought me for mending is a spindle’s end,” he said, trying to
make a joke of it. He looked at the two fairies. “Usually you
tell me when it’s something that concerns me or my work,”
he said.

Joeb entered at that moment, looked round, took the plate
Aunt offered him, but instead of sitting down as he usually
did, said hastily that there was something he wanted another
look at tonight, and went back outdoors. In the silence of the
kitchen they heard his footsteps retreating on the hard-
packed earth of the yard.

“Kat,” said Barder.

“We don’t know,” she said, but as if the words were wrung
out of her. “It feels like a searching spell. Something that
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knows it has been searching for the wrong thing for a long
time.” Too long a time, she thought. Searching spells don’t
last twenty years, but this one had. It was a gallimaufry, a
patchwork, a bristling, ragged confusion of the shreds of
many days, days stretching into years, worked and reworked
and turned back on themselves, the frayed ends teased out
and bound together again, every failure stitched into the body
of the thing, so that it would not be repeated, till at last it
would find what it wanted because there would be nowhere
else left to look. And it was almost undetectable; it was the
shaggy greyish fringe at the edge of your vision when you
had gone too long without sleep. It was—probably—a sense-
less series of fevers and breakages. Katriona couldn’t have
made such a spell. She didn’t know any fairy who could
have. It was so outlandish neither Katriona nor Aunt could
fully believe it existed; and they were the only two of the Gig
fairies who could so much as guess at it.

She is as safe as ordinariness can make her. Ordinariness
and beast-speech, that rare fairy talent.

Aunt said: “Your waggon probably did burst.”

Barder picked up the bread knife and examined it as if de-
ciding what it was for. “Do you know what it wants?” he
said.

“No,” said Katriona. “Yes,” said Aunt. “Sort of,” said Ka-
triona, speaking so nearly simultaneously that the four words
came out as a kind of burst: “Noyessortof.”

There was another pause, and Barder said slowly, “I see,”
and then the three of them exchanged a look so fraught with
unsaid understanding—a look that appeared to bind them not
merely all together but also to prevent their looking at some-
thing else—that Rosie began to pay attention.

She was aware that all had not been well in the Gig this
year. She knew about the fevers and the breakages, and the
steady high run on minor squaring charms, which kept ordi-
nary things what they were. It was only yesterday that Dessy,
having had the third mug in a row turn into a frog when she
tried to put beer in it, and despite her having murmured
“mug, stay mug” over each as she took it down from the
shelf, burst into tears and swore she was going to run away to
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Turanga and find a job in anything that wasn’t a pub. Rosie
had happened to enter the pub while Dessy was still weeping
and threatening to leave, and had got down on her hands and
knees to talk the beer-mug frogs out from under the bar,
where they were huddling, confused and frightened, and
longing for something, so far as Rosie could make out, that
seemed to be a sort of swamp made of beer and sausages.

But her real attention was elsewhere. She’d never before
had a problem she could neither forget nor do something
about. She wanted never to have seen that look on Narl’s
face; she wanted never to have found out what that look
meant to her. She wanted not to watch Peony moving through
elation and misery a dozen times a minute. She had wanted to
blame Rowland for everything, but found she couldn’t, be-
cause he was a friend. He was patient and thoughtful and
funny (in a way that as she’d gotten to know him better re-
minded her of Peony. It didn’t surprise her that they’d fallen
in love, but she wondered how they’d managed to do it in an
instant). He was interested in animals, not only the horses
and oxen a blacksmith shoes. He learnt the names of all the
village dogs, even the medium-sized hairy brownish ones
that all looked alike to most people, and he stopped to listen
to birdsong. And the cats liked him. They called him Sweet-
breath and Aroouua, which was a cat word indicating that
you had supple joints. They rarely said aroouua of human be-
ings. They called Narl Stone-Eye and Block.

He wasn’t really boring. She just wasn’t in love with him.

She’d been listening idly to the conversation, wrestling un-
willingly with her own thoughts, and she looked up just in
time to intercept the charged glance among the other three. If
I’d held a stick between them at that moment, she thought, it
would have sizzled.

Rosie said to Flinx, lying near the cradle so he could play
a kind of dicing with death between his tail and the cradle
rockers, You could tell us something, couldn’t you? You cats
know something’s up; even the priest’s cats are worried. She
couldn’t be sure, then, if he let his tail be pinched deliber-
ately, or whether, stiffening all over in outrage at Rosie’s
question—a cat does not submit to interrogation—he merely
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forgot, and left it in a dangerous location; but pinched it was,
and he bounded to his feet with a shriek and darted out of the
room. “Oh, Flinx,” sighed Katriona. “You could lie some-
where else.”

“That cat doesn’t come indoors to lie near the fire because
he’s getting old,” said Aunt. “He does it to prove that he
should never come indoors at all.” The conversation was
turned; but supper was a haunted meal that evening.

Like most lunches were at the forge now, Rosie thought the
next day: haunted. Rowland and Peony seemed hardly to talk
to each other, and when they did speak it was like Aunt and
Katriona and Barder last night; as if what they were really
saying was happening somewhere behind their words. Rosie
had begun to imagine—she hoped she was imagining—that
whatever irresistible force was drawing Rowland and Peony
together, there seemed to be another, nearly as powerful, that
was dragging them apart. Rosie half wanted to watch them,
and half wanted never to look at them at all. She developed
Narl’s habit of wandering round the forge staring at things,
although she was careful not to choose the same things to
stare at that Narl himself did.

She wondered why the air between Rowland and Peony
seemed to twinkle sometimes, and that when they were to-
gether they seemed more troubled by magic-midges than
people who weren’t fairies, sitting in a forge, ought to be; and
she pretended that her own skin didn’t seem to tingle and
buzz if she sat long near them. She had never paid much at-
tention to people in love before—except Katriona and
Barder, but they’d been in love since before she was born,
and presumably all the itchy unsettledness of it had worn out
by the time Aunt had fetched her home to live with her and
Kat. Maybe this is just what love—that first burst of mutual
love—was like. Magic did tend to be drawn to excitements
and upheavals. She thought of asking Aunt, but she didn’t
have the heart for it.

Of course the village found out about Rowland and Peony.
Peony’s beauty and sweetness had made her prospective
marriage the liveliest odds at the pub since Rosie’s disap-



178 Robin McKinley

pointing show of baby-magic, and far more heatedly con-
tested, since at least half the men (young and old, married and
unmarried) laying their wagers were in love with her them-
selves.

“So, Narl, are you ready to take on another man perma-
nently?” said Grey one day. Narl only grunted, but Grey
would have been astonished if he had answered so frivolous a
question. But Brinet, from whom Rowland rented a room and
in whose kitchen he had his breakfast, asked Rosie one day if
Peony’s aunt had started measuring the family wedding dress
against her niece’s figure; and Rosie, expressionless, grunted,
and walked away.

“Grunted at me just like Narl! Not a word! Not a nod or a
smile!” said Brinet, much offended, to Cairngorm, later that
day. “I don’t think working with a man like Narl is good for a
young woman, however clever she is with beasts!”

But Rosie felt herself to be at full stretch and had no slack
for dealing with busybodies. A few days after she had de-
clined to answer Brinet, she found Peony weeping into a pan
of potatoes she was peeling, and sat down and put an arm
round her. “I—I'm sorry,” said Peony. “It’s just—suddenly
too much.”

“Can’t you marry him then?” said Rosie, remembering
what Narl had said, and guessing what was suddenly too
much.

“No,” said Peony, and when the single syllable made her
tears stop Rosie knew how hopeless it was—knew, perhaps,
because of all the tears she herself had not shed into her own
pillow recently. “No. He’s pledged to—to someone else.
Someone he’s never met. She—she has a curse on her, and it
makes her very lonely and sad.”

Rosie’s heart sank. “It’s a family thing then?” What is a
blacksmith doing with the kind of family that pledges its sons
to other people’s daughters sight unseen? Especially daugh-
ters with curses on them? That explains his manners, of
course, if he comes from that kind of family, but then what is
he doing as a blacksmith? Because he is a blacksmith. Even I
can see he knows what he’s doing, and Narl would never



SPINDLE’S END 179

have taken him if he didn’t. Couldn’t he chuck it all over and
be a blacksmith?

Magic, thought Rosie, and frowned. Was this part of what
Aunt and Katriona were talking about the other night, when
Barder was trying to squeeze some answers out of them? But
if the searching spell wanted Rowland, wasn’t he right there?
Maybe not, surrounded by cold iron.

“Oh, Rosie,” said Peony, picking up a potato. “I hope you
never fall in love with the wrong man—the wrong man that
you know is the right man.

“It isn’t for much longer,” she added, after a pause. “He
must go home soon and—I-live up to his oath. They are to be
married shortly after her—her birthday, which is in spring,
when the crocuses come out. Like the princess, and you,
Rosie.”

Rosie grunted a Narl grunt. She was back that day from
Woodwold. Lord Prendergast’s hounds had broken away
from the huntsman, which had never happened before in any-
one’s memory, and Lord Pren had had to forbid the man to
quit his post, and set a spy on him that he couldn’t creep off
and disappear, so devastated was he. Rosie was called out to
talk to the dogs, who were all deeply ashamed by their igno-
ble behaviour, and grovelled abjectly to the huntsman, whom
they loved, at every opportunity.

I don’t know, said Huwreer, one of the oldest and wisest
hounds. I've never felt anything like it. It was like being six
months old again, but crazy. I've known crazy dogs. They
can’t learn and they don’t care they can’t learn, and that’s
worse, and if your huntsman doesn’t know his job, one crazy
dog can ruin the pack, because when we’re running—
Huwreer paused. Rosie knew what she meant. When a dog’s
brain is full of prey-smell there isn’t a lot of room for inde-
pendent thinking.

Storm coming, the merrel had said, sitting in the darkness
in the roof of Lord Prendergast’s Hall. Storm coming. The
weather, advancing toward autumn, was as restless and
volatile as Lord Pren’s youngest son’s horses; but bad
weather had never sent the dogs mad before.
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Rosie felt she was surrounded by bad weather—her own
and everyone else’s. Rain and wind hardly came into it. Row-
land couldn’t really have anything to do with the princess,
but it still seemed so very odd that her own private world
should be trying its best to crack up during this last, tense,
distracted year before the princess’ one-and-twentieth birth-
day. If this is what it felt like in the Gig, it must be really
dreadful where she was.

“I am thinking I will ask my aunt and uncle if I can go to
Smoke River for a season. Perhaps I can learn a spinning
charm.” Peony gave Rosie a thin, watery smile, like sun try-
ing to break through rain clouds. “You know it is a great frus-
tration to me that I spin poorly.”

Rosie did know. Peony was slow and clumsy about this as
she was slow and clumsy about almost nothing else. It was a
long-standing joke between them that Peony had been able to
spin perfectly well until Rosie moved next door. Rosie had
once offered to loan the gargoyle spindle end to Peony, ex-
plaining about the nose rubbing, but Peony declined, saying
seriously that if it were a charm, it belonged to their family,
and it would have its feelings hurt, or might go wrong, if
loaned outside.

“I’ll ask Barder to make you a spindle end as a coming-
home present,” said Rosie, stifling the urge to beg Peony not
to go away and leave her alone, alone with Narl at the forge
every day.

The sun broke through a little more credibly in Peony’s
smile this time. “I’d rather you made me one yourself,” she
said.



CHAPTER

15

Autumn was a season of storms, when the winds shouted bes-
tiaries and the genealogies of kings and queens under doorsills
and down chimneys, and chimney pots, after such storms, were
found to have taken up residence on other roofs of their own
choosing, and sometimes in trees, and several times at the bot-
tom of the town well, which they did not want to leave, saying
it was peaceful down there, the presiding element disinclined to
air-frenzies like wind, and that fish were pleasanter companions
than humans. There were too many storms, and people grew
weary of them, and the dull fevers of the spring and summer be-
came sticky, hacking coughs.

It had been raining off and on, cold, obdurate, needle-
tipped rain, with often a hard frost overnight, weeks of this,
till the ice got into the ground and discouraged the winter
crops from growing, and the tracks were sloppy and rutted
and treacherous, and the sky low and dark and menacing.
Foggy Bottom was less foggy than usual, for the nervy winds
that had blown all year were still blowing, in haphazard gusts
from all the points of the compass; the strange fevers that
troubled the Gig backed and blew and came and went like the
disagreeable winds; the fog-sprites huddled under people’s
eaves and shrieked like banshees, especially in the middle of
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the night; and none of the fairies’ weather-guessers worked.

And then the storm descended in a lash of sleet and hail.
Rosie was soaked to the skin running across the square from
the smith’s and home to supper. There were only four of them
that evening; Joeb was taking his day off at Grey’s farm
where he was courting the dairymaid in any and all weathers,
and Peony was with her aunt and uncle. Jem, Gilly, and
Gable were all asleep upstairs; Katriona’s last baby-magic
boarder had gone home three days ago. “We won’t hear if
anyone howls, in this wind,” said Katriona.

“Jem will come and tell us if anyone does,” replied Aunt.

They all listened, but for nothing they knew to expect, and
started in their chairs when an especially savage wind-fist
drove at the shutters. Rosie thought of Narl sitting over a
small solitary fire, and wondered if he ever wished for com-
pany. Katriona had occasionally inveigled him across the
square to supper; she said they owed the master of Rosie’s
livelihood something, and he had refused any other payment.
“She’s done me a favour,” was his only explanation. He
talked little more at the supper table than he did during the
day at the forge, but he wasn’t a difficult companion; and he
and Barder were old friends. Barder could translate Narl’s
grunts better than anyone else in the village, save Rosie. But
Narl had not come to supper in the last six months.

There was a bang on the kitchen door, the door to the yard.
It was so substantial and purposeful a bang that while every-
one wanted to assume it was only, once again, the wind, they
all knew it was not. They stopped listening for nothing and
instead wished for this something to go away. There was an-
other bang.

Barder sighed, because he had barely sat down to supper.

“Is it a bad break?” he asked resignedly—because it al-
ways was, at suppertime, and it would be, in this weather, or
whoever it was would have waited till morning. It might be
so bad a break there were horses to cut free; in which case
Rosie would have to come with him. . . . He spoke before he
had the door properly open. But the tone of his voice changed
the question on the last word, as he opened the door fully.

A tall dripping figure stepped inside, invisible within a sil-
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very cloak that glistened in many colours: This was finer
cloth than even Smoke River could make. Invisible, that is,
except for the bare feet. Rosie noticed the feet first—clean
and smooth, despite the weather and the roads—and the way
they seemed to feel the floor as a hand might feel a tool unfa-
miliar to it.

“Forgive me,” said Barder, embarrassed and stiff with it.
“Good evening to you. I am the wheelwright, as well as—
well, I fix most things made with wood. The wainwright
shares this yard with me, but the nearest carpenter is at Way-
break. When there is a knock on the door at this time of day
in bad weather, it is usually because there is something to be
mended.”

The head, hidden inside the deep hood, nodded. But as it
flung its sodden cloak back from its face, Katriona leaped to
her feet with a little, terrible cry. “It is too late!” she said.
“You cannot have her!” She moved sideways to stand behind
Rosie’s chair, and put her hands on Rosie’s shoulders, and
Rosie, bewildered, and frightened by the tone of Katriona’s
voice, could feel her hands trembling. There was a muscular
ripple across the feet, like a hand testing the heft of sword or
axe; Rosie found it difficult to raise her eyes to the face.

The wet figure shook its head, and raindrops flew; there
was a puddle forming on the floor. “You cannot deny what
she is, any more than I can deny that the last one-and-twenty
years have also made her yours.”

He turned to look at Barder, who had closed the door
against the storm but stood staring, with his hand on the latch,
at their unusual visitor. Under his cloak he wore clothing that
seemed to be made entirely of long ribbons of fabric cun-
ningly wrapped and tucked; and his hairless skin was the
colour of deep water in shade, a kind of dark silky iridescence
not unlike that of his cloak. His bald head gleamed like a
jewel. Strangest of all, by his side hung a long curved blade
like nothing the Gig had ever contained, fine metalwork
curling over the hilt and lettering in a strange language writ-
ten on the blade, for it wore no scabbard, picking up the light
as the man moved so that it seemed as if it moved of itself,
as if it shrugged its own skin free of the wet caress of the
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cloak. No one ever wore anything so obviously a weapon in
the Gig; even when the king’s cavalry rode through their
sabres were sheathed and hung like long thin luggage from
their saddles.

The stranger looked at Barder first, and when he was done
looking at Barder, he looked slowly round the rest of the
room as if he had every right to be there and to inspect it so
closely. If Rosie had not been frightened by his assurance—
and by the casualness with which he carried his long blade—
she would have been angry at his presumption. When his
eyes fell on her she was enough recovered from the shock of
his appearance—and Katriona’s reaction—to stare straight
back at him, but the protest she would have liked to utter re-
mained stuck in her throat.

He turned at last to Katriona, and Rosie, seated while the
two of them stood, could not decide if he raised his chin to
condescend to her or to recognise her as an equal. “Listen,”
he said to Katriona, and as he stretched out his hand toward
her a spider dropped down from nowhere, from some fold of
his glittering, ribbony sleeve. “These are the words you have
waited long to hear: ‘Small spider weave on a silver sleeve,
Oh weave your grey web nearer. From a golden crown let
your silk hang down, For lost, lost, lost is the wearer.””

The spider fell about halfway to the floor from the man’s
outstretched arm; hesitated, and ran back up its silk, disap-
pearing briefly there in the silvery folds, and then let itself
briskly down again. Now it had two streamers to work from;
busily it began to swing itself back and forth, spinning a web,
in the wheelwright’s kitchen in Foggy Bottom, hanging from
a stranger’s sleeve. But just as the web began to take shape—
it was a crazy-quilt web, each loop at variance with its neigh-
bours—the spider paused, as if dissatisfied, and ran round its
gossamer network, tweaking corners as if, from the spider’s
perspective, they would not lie straight, like a person making
a bed.

“I know who you are,” said Katriona, and the anger in her
voice was startling. “I know who you are. Is this—festival
trick—of yours intended to amaze the country folk? I think
we deserve better than your contempt.”
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The man said gently, “I did not know I carried a passenger
till just now, when I held out my arm.”

The spider rushed down to the bottom of its uncompleted
web, and appeared to hurl itself off the edge, like a child tak-
ing a running leap into a swimming hole. It touched the floor,
snapped itself free of its silken ladder as if impatiently, and
set off across the floor. Toward Rosie.

Oh dear, thought Rosie. Spiders like all insects were very
hard to talk to—with a slight exception for butterflies, who
were all crazy in an almost human way, especially the ones
who had spent most of their short lives enchanted. Talking to
them was like trying to walk on your hands, or say all your
words backwards, or kiss your elbow. In some cases it was
just about possible (Rosie could have something pretty
nearly resembling a conversation with a butterfly, if both she
and the butterfly were trying) but sometimes it wasn’t. Rosie
had never picked up much but an irregular clicking that she
guessed might be some sort of code, supposing she could fig-
ure it out, from any spider.

This one was clicking furiously as it came toward her
across the floor—a tiny smith’s hammer tapping away at an
even tinier bit of iron. Tickettytickettyticketty. She didn’t want
to bend over with Katriona’s hands still heavy on her shoul-
ders, so she sat quietly as the spider came up to her, made its
way over boot to trouser leg and up to lap, and crept to the
back of her hand. It was so light she could only feel it on her
by looking at it; then she could just sense the bend of a hair
as it trod upon her skin.

The clicking stopped abruptly. I'm sorry, she said to it. [
don’t understand. I can’t. . . er. .. hear you.

There was a pause. Then a click, a pause, another click, an-
other pause, a click, pause, click. Then a longer pause, and
repeated. Rosie realised on the third repeat that she could
hear differences in each of the four clicks; and so she strained
to listen. All ... will ... be ... well, said the spider, and
stroked the back of her hand with several feet; they felt like
eyelashes. There was something familiar about its voice—
except spiders don’t have voices—something familiar about
its words, no, its inflection, no, something that reminded her
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of something from a very long time ago, from those ancient
days before she lived with Aunt and Katriona. Something
about her parents? She had never wanted to know about her
parents, as if knowing, somehow, would make her belong
less to the family she loved.

But the people round her were talking. Katriona’s voice no
longer sounded angry, only tired and disheartened. “I have
nothing to return to you, for it burnt to black ash, and then
crumbled to dust so fine I could not hold it, although I tried,”
she said.

“Did it?” said their visitor, and they all saw that he was
shaken. “Did it? I had not realised she was so strong. When,
can you tell me when it happened?”

“Yes,” said Katriona. “Six years ago, in late summer, about
three and a half months after Barder and I were married.”

“Six years ago,” said the man, as if thinking aloud. “Yes, I
remember, it was a season of storms at Caerleon. We feared
then that she had drawn a true line on what she sought, for we
knew we had yielded more than we could afford. But when
nothing happened—when nothing seemed to happen—we
thought we had held after all. Well! Old Nagilbran would be
pleased to know what good use his amulet was put to; he was
inclined to think me frivolous.” And the man smiled a grim
smile that was not frivolous at all.

Why didn’t Katriona say, “What are you talking about?
What has another battle at another royal stronghold have to
do with us?” But she didn’t. She said, “I think it did more
than the work of that one night. Since then there have been
no more ... except ... I wish I had it now. You said you
would take it from me when I had no further use for it, but I
have use for it now, by reason of your coming”; and she
caught her breath on a sob, and her fingers dug painfully into
Rosie’s shoulders.

That the stranger was a fairy was as obvious as his bare
feet. Rosie had never met a magician—seeing an occasional
one riding with a company of king’s cavalry didn’t count as
meeting—but the wildness that hung round this man told her
he had never gone to the Academy, never spent long hours in-
doors memorising the pronouncements of his forebears,
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never earnestly debated the existence of fish. The room was
thick with the possibilities of his power. It fanned her face
like the heat of the fire; Rosie half believed she could reach
out and pluck a miracle from the air, and it would take defini-
tion and solidity from the mere shape of her hand reaching
for it. And yet she could read from the way he held himself,
as if she might read a horse or a hawk, that this man would
placate Katriona if he could; that for all he wore a sword and
stared round the room like a wealthy buyer at a fair, he came
as a friend—even as a supplicant.

What could anyone in the Gig—except possibly Lord
Prendergast—have to do with a man like this man? Rosie
glanced down at the back of her hand; the spider had disap-
peared.

He stood as if waiting or thinking; at last he said gently,
“You knew this day would come; I cannot help it, any more
than you, any more than she herself can.”

“I had no choice!” cried Katriona.

“You could have let her die,” said the man. “She would
have died by now, else. Several times over. Or worse than
died. Do you need me to tell you so?”

But Katriona had sunk down by Rosie’s chair, her hands
running down Rosie’s arm, and then she laid her head against
her hand resting on Rosie’s knee, and cried like a baby.
Rosie, not until that moment realising she could, leaned over
and picked up her cousin, her foster-sister, the only mother
she could remember, and pulled her into her lap, as if Katri-
ona were the child and Rosie the guardian, the protector, the
champion. Rosie put her arms round her, and swept the damp
hair off her forehead, and kissed her, and Katriona clung
round her neck and wept.

“Fox,” murmured the man. “Fox—badger—bear—otter.
Doe and cow, mare and goat, bitch and wolf and . . . You had
a journey, did you not, with the little one? Rosie, is that what
you call her? Rosie?”

Rosie surged to her feet, Katriona still in her arms, fury
giving her the necessary strength. “Stop it,” she said to the
strange man who had hurt Katriona and ruined their peace. “I
do not know what you are saying to Katriona, but I do not
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like it. I like it even less that you should talk about me as if |
am not here. Rosie is my name. And you have not yet told us
yours.”

Katriona made a tiny sound of embarrassment or thanks,
and Rosie bent and let her gently down, keeping her own
gaze fastened on the dark man. The rain had stopped, and the
wind. In the sudden silence, if the humans in the room had
not been so intent on each other, they might have noticed that
Flinx had crept into the kitchen, and the house mice had crept
in round him, as if they knew that for this evening of amaze-
ments they were safe from him. One of the kitchen shutters—
the one that never fit properly, and leaked when the wind was
from the west—rattled briefly and swung open, and Fwab
hopped in, followed by several robins and an owl. The door
to the courtyard opened silently, for Spear was clever with
latches, and he was followed by Zogdob and Ralf, the baker’s
half-grown puppy. Through the open door anyone who
looked might have seen several deer walking quickly into the
wrights’ yard, ears wide and alert; and a hump on a pile of
timber might have been discerned as a badger. Still slightly
too far away for human ears was the sound of galloping
hoofs; just audible, but not absolutely identifiable as anything
other than the wind, was the long ecstatic bay of a hunting
hound declaring that he had found his scent and was follow-
ing it.

The stranger murmured, “But they have never told her;
Sigil, they have never told her,” and many expressions ran
over his face like small sharp gusts of wind riffling the sur-
face of a pool: astonishment, dismay, disbelief, disapproval
darkening to condemnation; and the man stepped toward
Rosie and, to her utter horror, dropped on his knees in front
of her. From that position he gently drew up his beautiful and
dangerous blade and laid it across his hands, holding it up to-
ward her as if it were a gift. Rosie involuntarily put her hands
behind her back.

“It is your name, yes,” he said, looking up at her, the sheen
of his skin opalescent in the soft lamplight, the blade in his
hands bright as the moon. “But you, dear one, dearest one,
you are our princess, the princess we have striven so anx-
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iously to defend, Casta Albinia Allegra Dove Minerva Fidelia
Aletta Blythe Domnia Delicia Aurelia Grace Isabel Griselda
Gwyneth Pearl Ruby Coral Lily Iris Briar-Rose. And I am
your servant Ikor, among the least of your servants, but I was
to be your one-and-twentieth godparent, and so I was sent by
the queen’s fairy, Sigil, to find you, and to tell you that your
long concealment is at an end at last, and we must quickly
plan what to do; for she who cursed you seeks you even as |
have done—and she will—as I have done—find you, for we
can no longer stop her. We have tried, these twenty years, but
we have finally failed, and we know it. No fairy—no magi-
cian—should have been able to make a searching spell that
endured twenty years, but Pernicia did it. It is a great shaggy
thing by now, spiny as a holly tree with the errors of twenty
years’ looking; and we have teased and pestered and vexed it
as we could—the guarded fortresses were not our only means
of confusion—but it has gone on looking. When we found
that the spell had settled here, in the Gig—we knew what this
meant. And so the best we could do at the bitter end is hope
to find you first—only a minute first, an hour, a day—or three
months. I gladly offer my life to you, but that is not enough.”

Rosie heard what the man said, but she did not—could
not—would not—take it in. She seemed to be floating free
from her body; her body remained standing in the fire- and
lamp-lit kitchen, Katriona beside her and the rain-drenched
stranger kneeling at her feet; but she, Rosie, the real Rosie,
had gone away, gone away to a safe place where she couldn’t
be told horrible, frightening, devastating lies. Dreamily she
looked round her; it was a foggy place she stood in—even
foggier than Foggy Bottom—and at first she could see noth-
ing clearly. But she heard voices: animals, her animals, her
friends, talking, talking robin to fox and deer to badger and
otter to vole. They were all talking, talking to each other, us-
ing human kinds of words as the swiftest means of communi-
cation, all talking together, for tonight all defenses were
down:

You here!

Yes, and you!

And you and you!
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Why did you come?

And you?

It is in the air.

Yes, the air, and the water.

It fell with the rain.

I heard it in the wind.

1 felt it in my feet upon the earth.

Something coming.

Someone coming.

Some great thing happening.

We know of the princess.

We know of—her who cursed her.

We know that this thing is coming at last.

My grandmother told me it would come in my time.

My father told me. He remembered the day.

I remember the day.

The princess and the bad one.

But this thing—this happens here.

Here.

Near to us all.

I thought of Rosie.

We thought of Rosie.

Something about Rosie.

Rosie, our Rosie.

Our friend.

Our speaker-to-all.

So we came.

And L

And you.

And all of us.

But the princess!

She cannot be!

She talks to us!

She is the princess. The humans would not get this wrong.

The wet black man would not get this wrong. Can you not
smell it on him?

But here!

Her!

Rosie!
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Our Rosie the princess!

I knew there was something wrong about all those strong-
holds! Did you ever hear of anyone who got a smell of her?

But here, right here—

With us in the wet lands!

Wait’ll I tell the cousins!

The princess! She’s alive!

You know the stories, of how we all fed her as she fled
across country, away from the one who wished her ill—

We fed and hid her—

Fox and bear and badger and deer and cow and ewe and
goat and bitch and wolf bitch and cat and wildcat, we all fed
her—

The stories never said where she fled to!—this from a very
young and foolish rabbit, who was instantly pinned to the
ground by the weight of disapproval this thoughtless remark
brought him. Well, of course not, said a goose, and gave a
scornful hiss as she swayed past him and settled nearer the
door to the wheelwright’s, wriggling between two sheep and
a beaver.

The princess!

Our princess!

I should have brought her a gift—I know where there are
some apples—

—some sweet acorns—

—some beautiful roots—

—a squirrel that hasn’t been dead very long—

Rosie laughed, from wherever she was, in the rolling grey
fog, and the laughter stirred her from lethargy, and she
looked down. She seemed to be wearing a long dress made
out of something as grey as the fog, grey and twinkling, but
the fog only glittered in the corners of her eyes, whichever
way she looked, and the great sweep of skirt that fell round
her glittered and winked all over. She could feel the weight of
the dress, heavy as cold iron, which made her stiffen her back
against it to hold herself straight, like a horse in its first shoes
lifting its feet high in surprise.

She thought, this is the sort of dress a princess wears; but I
am not a princess. I left all that behind, back in the kitchen,
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with the man holding his sword and dripping water on the
floor. I left it behind. I am a horse-leech, and I wear trousers,
not heavy clumsy skirts.

She didn’t want to see the dress, and she put her hands
over her eyes; but the weight of it would not go away. She
dropped her arms again, already weary of the weight of the
sleeves. I left you behind, she said to the dress. I left you be-
hind. I am Rosie, niece and cousin to the two best fairies in
the Gig, I live in the wheelwright’s house, Barder’s, who is
my friend and my cousin’s husband; I am the friend also of
Peony and of—of Narl. I am a horse-leech.

In her mind she glanced once more at the wheelwright’s
kitchen, looked at the kneeling man with loathing, but then
she looked away from him, at Barder’s kind thoughtful face,
Aunt’s sharp clever one, and at last looked at Katriona, at the
tearstains still visible on her face, something like the well-
known look of love and anxiety there, but now harsh and
bleak and almost despairing. I left you behind, Rosie thought
wonderingly, and looked down once more at the dress she
was involuntarily wearing.

Something, some individual twinkle, moved as she looked,
and she reached out her hand, and the spider crept onto her
extended finger. All will be well, it said, and Rosie said to it, /
know your voice. I know you. Who are you?

The spider didn’t answer.

Rosie closed her eyes and took a deep breath, and ducked
out of the cold heavy dress and slipped back into her body,
still standing in the wheelwright’s kitchen, and instantly she
felt the warmth of the fire at her back, and the poised, tin-
gling tension in the room. The animals were still talking:

But—the princess—here—that means—

Yes.

Yes.

But if Rosie is anyone’s princess, she is our princess, and
we will keep her.

We will keep her safe.

Let the humans do what they can.

Against the bad one.

And they will. For she is theirs, too.



SPINDLE’S END 193

But we will do that which has also to be done.

As soon as we find out what it is.

We will find out.

Yes.

Ours, sighed many voices.

Ours to keep.

Rosie’s eyes were still closed, and among the animals’
voices she heard another voice, and against Rosie’s closed
eyelids there seemed to be streaks of lavender and purple and
black forming patterns that made Rosie feel dizzy and sick;
and then there was another voice, a human voice, a voice that
spoke to her of her death and was glad of the prediction. /
have found you at last, it said. Found!

But then the voice changed, faltered, lost its malice, and
became familiar—familiar and loved and near at hand. It was
Katriona’s voice, and it was calling her name, the name she
knew, the only name she knew. Rosie. Rosie, Rosie. She
opened her eyes, having forgotten that they were shut. The
man, Ikor, no longer knelt at her feet, Katriona had her arm
round Rosie’s waist, and Aunt stood next to her and held a
cup out toward Rosie, saying, “Drink this. How steady is
your hand? Shall I help you?”

Rosie fumbled back a step, found her chair again, and sat
down. A dog head insinuated itself onto her knee—one of
Lord Pren’s tall sighthounds, she could almost remember his
name, yes, Hroc—and a half-grown puppy, far too large for
the job, plunged into her lap, Ralf. Several mice ran up her
trouser leg. Flinx, as if it were an accident, sat on one foot
(Rosie could feel him hooking his claws into her boot to stay
on), and Fwab perched on her head. She took the cup with
one hand and then decided to add the other hand to the other
side of it, but she drank without assistance, and as the tonic—
she recognised the smell from one of Aunt’s little bottles—
slid down her throat she thought of the terrible voice she had
just heard, and in her mind it infiltrated the name the man
Ikor had just spoken: Casta Albinia Allegra Dove Minerva
Fidelia Aletta Blythe Domnia Delicia Aurelia Grace Isabel
Griselda Gwyneth Pearl Ruby Lily Iris Briar-Rose. And,
looking into Katriona’s face, she understood that it was all
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true; and understood as well why she had not told her; and
bitterly resented it, almost hated her for it, almost hated Ka-
triona. And yet she also knew that she was grateful—humbly,
shamingly grateful—to have been just Rosie for almost one-
and-twenty years; and she felt that her gratitude was an obli-
gation as heavy as the truth, as heavy as the iron dress.

It’s true, murmured the animals.

It’s true.

She looked at the four human faces looking at her, and
stamped one leg, because the mice tickled; her other foot vi-
brated with Flinx’s purring. She couldn’t remember him ever
purring for her before. She stared at Ikor, leaning now against
one wall, an owl standing on a shelf just above him, shining
white as he shone black and silver, his hand on the hilt of his
great curved sword, compassion and wonder in his face.
What stories, she said to her friends, what stories about how
you all fed the baby princess? What stories about how she
fled across country after her name-day?

Stories, said a number of voices, and Rosie forced herself
to remember that animals do not tell stories as humans do.
Things told were how to build nests and line dens, how to es-
cape your enemies, how to find or catch your food, and how
to do these things while not attracting the wrong sort of at-
tention, which included all human attention. Why? said
Rosie. Why did you help her—them? Katriona had brought
her home—brought her here. Katriona had been the one from
Foggy Bottom who had gone to the princess’ name-day;
Rosie knew how every village, every town, had been allowed
to send one person. The others from the Gig—Osib from
Treelight, Gleer from Mistweir, Zan from Waybreak, Milly
from Smoke River—all of them were only too glad to tell
stories of their journey, of the name-day, in spite of what had
happened to the princess. Katriona never spoke of it at all; it
was Flora who had told her that Foggy Bottom’s representative
had been Katriona. Rosie, well acquainted with Katriona’s ten-
derheartedness and distress at the princess’ plight, had thought
she knew why she did not talk about her experience.

Why? she asked again. I do not understand. Why did all of
you help?
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There was a rustle of puzzlement through the animals, but
the puzzlement was at her for her question. At last the owl
said to her, We do not know why. It was the thing to do. The
bad one is bad; the sort of human-bad that . . . leaks, like an
old bole in the rain. Those of us who saw this knew this; it
was there. Our parents and grandparents, if they were there,
knew this. You humans use “we” and “all of you” differently.
We did not gather together. We gave the story of the bad hu-
man-gathering day to our neighbours, and our neighbours to
their neighbours, and they and we did what there was to do.
The story now is the way of things. It is done.

You are our princess, said other voices. It is now, not then.

Aunt. Of course Aunt knew; for Katriona would have
come home with the baby princess—with her, herself,
Rosie—and told her what had happened; and Katriona had
been barely more than a child herself, fifteen, five years
younger than Rosie was now. Barder—she could see that
Barder had known as well, and for a moment she had to
struggle to forgive the three of them for this, that Barder had
known, too, for he would not have learnt till later; they would
have told him over her, Rosie’s, head, her unknowing head.
Barder must have read something of this in her eyes, for he
gave her a funny, twisted little smile, weaker than usual, but
the familiar smile the two of them had exchanged many times
in the last years, as the two ordinary people in a house that
held two fairies, a smile of equal parts love and exasperation.

She was glad she was sitting down, for she could feel
tremendous forces shifting inside her, aligning this new, ap-
palling knowledge with everything she knew about herself,
and everything she didn’t know: with her memories of cut-
ting her hair when she was four, of falling into a bog when
she was ten, of looking into the darkness of the cottage loft
when she was fifteen, of finding out that she was in love with
Narl when she was twenty; of growing up talking to animals
as she talked to people, and not understanding for a surpris-
ingly long time that not everyone did this. She felt as if when
she stood up again this immense change would have ex-
pressed itself physically somehow; she would be taller or
shorter or have six fingers on each hand—as people with
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fairy blood occasionally did—but no, she was the princess,
and her family, her real family, had no magic in it.

And then her eyes filled with tears, and she threw herself
forward into Katriona’s arms (Ralf squeaked, but held his
place), Katriona, dearest cousin, sister, mother—and none of
these, for Rosie was a princess, the daughter of the king and
queen, and no blood at all to Katriona, to Aunt, to Jem and
Gilly and Gable, and the loss was suddenly more than she
could bear.

“Oh my dear, my dear,” she heard Katriona saying, “you
are still our own Rosie; never doubt it.”

She cried for what felt like a long time, till her eyes were
sandy and her mouth dry, and then she stopped. She wiped
her eyes (and Ralf’s back) with a towel that Aunt offered her,
and Spear and Hroc licked the bits she missed. When she
raised her face from the towel the first thing her eyes fell
upon was the little grinning gargoyle that Barder had carved.
She remembered the story of the blunted spindles, how the
lost princess had been cursed to prick her finger on a spin-
dle—an iron spindle, such as Rosie had never seen—on her
birthday, and die of it; and she remembered Katriona’s habit
of rubbing her finger down the gargoyle’s nose, for luck or
reassurance, and how she, Rosie, had picked the habit up
from her.

The room was very full of animals now: sheep and lambs;
a fawn, its mum with her head through the door; several more
cats—mostly on the table; rabbits and hares; a grizzled old
badger and a smallish young pig; a shiny black cock sitting
on the back of Barder’s empty chair, pretending to ignore the
glossy cock pheasant, whose tail was longer than his if not so
iridescent, on the back of Katriona’s. Birds perched almost
everywhere that would hold two clutching bird feet, includ-
ing the backs of the sheep. There were a few moles pretend-
ing to be small humped velvety shadows, and a stoat, looking
stubborn, as if his friends and family had tried to talk him out
of coming and he had come anyway. Lord Pren’s stallion,
Gorse, thrust his head through the window Fwab had opened,
and Rosie heard Fast whinnying behind him; and she could
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hear the teem and seethe of the courtyard, as more beasts
came, and more and more and more.

Water still dripped off the trees and trickled down the roof,
but the only other noise was what the animals made. Rosie
could hear the giggle of otters, and she heard the pattering
thoughts of goats and the more laborious ones of cows, and
not far away in the forest there was at least one bear. She
looked up as another shadow fell across the doorway, and
there was Peony, an expression of astonishment on her face,
and a half-grown fox cub in her arms.

Rosie stood up again, tucking Ralf under one arm; there
was now a sparrow sitting on one shoulder, and a grouse on
the other; one of the sparrow’s wings clapped against her ear
as it kept its balance; Ralf was under that arm. But it was
only the tiny prickle of Fwab’s claws against her scalp that
was making her eyes water. Two of the mice she had shaken
out of her trouser leg had scampered up the outside, and dove
into a pocket just before her standing would have shaken
them loose a second time. Rosie ran her free hand through
her short hair in her old familiar gesture—Fwab, very used to
it, hopping in the air just long enough for it to sweep under
him—but this time, to those looking on, the resulting fuzzy
nimbus looked less like a sunflower and more like a soldier
having just removed a battle helmet. Her voice was perfectly
steady:

“We haven’t much time to decide what we will say, for
Lord Prendergast’s people will be close behind Gorse and
Fast, and the village will be close behind them, as soon as
they look out their doors for a breath of air before bed this
evening and see the menagerie at the wrights’. My one-and-
twentieth birthday is upon us—that is what you are here to
say, is it not, Ikor?—and my final doom comes with it, for
good or ill. What is it that we must do?”






Part Four

P






CHAPTER

16

Again Rosie found herself standing at the strange window
of a strange new bedroom, staring out into darkness and a se-
ries of roofs, and wondering what was to become of her. But
this bedroom was still strange to her after three months,
whereas the wheelwright’s house had been home in three
weeks.

The window she stood at now was high up, much higher
than any village house, higher indeed than any tree Rosie had
ever climbed. Nor were the roofs she looked out on the
friendly, ordinary muddle of sheds and outbuildings suitable
to a house that had belonged to several generations of village
craftspeople, and some rather untidy common land beyond,
but a long rolling sea of wings and stableblocks and armories
and chapels and bakehouses and dairies and servants’ quar-
ters, and still more walls and roofs that she had no names for,
surrounded by beautifully kept parkland and pasture and gar-
dens and poultry runs.

She was at Woodwold.

She wished for a cat to be lying nearby, flicking its tail in
the starlight and muttering indecipherably. But the tower
room—chosen by Lord Prendergast and approved by Ikor—
was very high indeed, and the confusion of roofs alarming,
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even for a cat that liked climbing. It was always quiet up here,
but tonight not only did no owls hoot, no horses whinny from
the stables, no dogs bark in the grounds: the mice behind the
wainscoting and the pigeons under the elegant lacery of the
overhanging roof were silent.

Waiting.

Tomorrow was the princess’ twenty-first birthday. There
was to be a grand ball, the grandest ball anyone had ever seen
or heard of, and Rosie, as if from exile or through a wasting
illness, remembered the old stories of what the princess’
twenty-first birthday ball would be.

The courtiers, including (so far) forty-four magicians and
twenty-six fairies, had been arriving for the last two months.
Ikor, the queen’s fairy’s special emissary, greeted them, and
told them what they needed to know; and if any of them
doubted him (as the magicians surely did, on principle), none
of them challenged him. For the story—the story that was
given out by Ikor—was that it had been the queen’s fairy,
Sigil, who had saved the princess on her name-day, and who
had repulsed Pernicia and devised the princess’ sanctuary.
(As a result, fairies all over the country were being treated
with a reverence they were quite unaccustomed to, and which
the more practical among them found rather a nuisance.)

Sigil herself had not only refused to come forward and be
made a proper fuss over; she faded to a vague colourless
presence at the queen’s elbow no one was absolutely sure, a
moment later, that they had seen at all. But the other
courtiers, grand and strange, poured into the Gig, complain-
ing about the roads, speaking with the accent of the royal
city; and with them they brought exquisite gifts, for the Pren-
dergasts, and for the princess.

The king and queen and their three sons had set out for the
Gig as soon as possible after the announcement of the
princess’ whereabouts was made—an announcement that had
flown on spell-wings from the Gig to the royal city—but they
were taking a long passage through their country, meeting
their people, letting them see from the joy in their faces that
the news was true, and assuring them that they would take an
even longer passage back to the royal city, and introduce
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everyone who wanted to meet her to the princess, who would
be imprisoned no more.

There was no mention of the fact that Sigil had told the
king and queen that they must not arrive at Woodwold before
the very day of the ball.

There were people all over the country saying, Woodwold!
How very extraordinary! We never thought of Woodwold!
And others who said, Lord Prendergast is a deep one, keep-
ing to himself as he does; and yet the Prendergasts have al-
ways been like that, staying away from court to bury
themselves in their own lands, notoriously loyal when they
might have been kings and queens themselves, almost as if
fate were laying something up for the future.

The entire country felt as if it were on holiday, as if all the
feast days of the year—of the last one-and-twenty years—
were being rolled together to make one immense, joyous, ir-
resistible celebration. Because the princess’ ball was
Pernicia’s final rout—this too was explicit in the story Ikor
was telling. Pernicia had failed. She had had her twenty-one
years, and she had failed. They had kept their princess safe.
On her twenty-first birthday they would not be looking anx-
iously over their shoulders for black and purple shadows
where no honest shadows could lie; they would be celebrat-
ing the end of darkness.

For this was a part of the great magic Sigil and Ikor and
Aunt and Katriona had created. This was a part of their last,
desperate throw against the fate that had caged the princess
on her name-day: that the people should believe that Pernicia
had already lost, and that the princess’ birthday was a time of
rejoicing; that they might freely love their restored princess
so much that the love itself was protection and defence—and
that behind that defence other, secret defences could be de-
vised.

People forgot; it was in the nature of people to forget, to
blur boundaries, to retell stories to come out the way they
wanted them to come out, to remember things as how they
ought to be instead of how they were. And Aunt and Katriona
and Ikor and Sigil had arranged to help the people forget, to
remember just a little—just a crucially little—awry.
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Pernicia could not be defeated by any of the usual means
of straightforward feats of magic and of arms. And so they
had had to come up with an alternative.

It was a deceiving magic so vast that the four fairies
walked half in the spell-world all their waking hours, and
their dreams were troubled by it even when they slept, which
was little enough, and restlessly. Katriona felt as if she and
Aunt and Ikor and Sigil had unravelled themselves from their
human shapes and reknitted the thread into a world-shape:
the shape of a world where Pernicia had lost, and the one-
and-twentieth birthday of the once-cursed princess was a joy-
ful and carefree occasion, where the only concern would be
that you didn’t miss anything particularly good to eat, and
that you shouted loudly enough when the princess’ health
was drunk. She knew Aunt and Ikor felt the same by the ex-
pressions on their faces: the faces of people whose bodies
could barely hold their clothes out in the right dimensions of
height, width and depth, because there was so little of them
left, beyond the magic they maintained and endured.

She wondered, now that she felt a tattered, shambling
thing herself, if the tattered, shambling, persistent searching
spell had once been a human being. She and Aunt had not
seen it again since Ikor had arrived in Foggy Bottom. She did
not know if it had disintegrated, or gone home, or . . .

The conspirators all wondered why Pernicia remained
silent. Ikor had won their second-to-last throw—he had
found the princess before she did; but the news of the
princess’ discovery was not only no secret; it had caused a
tremendous thunderclap in all the ethereal layers, from the
darkest underground chambers of the gnomes and earth-
sprites and rock-witches to the high cold realms of the cloud-
swallowers and the star-dancers. Pernicia knew. Pernicia also
must know that some enchantment was making the people of
the country she planned to destroy believe that her design had
already foundered. But she was biding her time, as the last
days ran out before the princess’ one-and-twentieth birth-
day—when Pernicia would be at her strongest. The birthday,
and their final contest. And Katriona found herself
grotesquely grateful for her enemy’s silence, for she did not
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think the conspirators’ precarious delusion could have held
against even so much as one gust of Pernicia’s laughter, the
demon laughter that had pulled the banners down on the
princess’ name-day.

Katriona often thought she could not have done it at all
without Sigil. It was not just a matter of four of them instead
of three; it was the clear patient lines of the magic Sigil
worked, which never sagged nor snarled and were never
overwhelmed or confused. She never saw Sigil’s face, al-
though when she heard her voice, she sounded as nearby as if
she stood next to her, with her arm round her waist again, and
Katriona holding a baby princess. None of the three of them
in Foggy Bottom knew where Sigil was, not even Ikor; she
had not remained in the royal city, nor had she gone on the
royal progress with the king and the queen and the princes.
But the three other fairy conspirators often heard her voice,
and constantly felt her presence, and her strength, and her
love for the princess she had not seen in more than twenty
years.

Rosie rested her chin on her hands, listening to the waiting si-
lence. This is the only way, she told herself. We went over it
and over it and over it—Kat and Aunt both said Ikor was
right, it is the only way, and it gives us hope when there was
none: because Pernicia had not been baffled or defeated, and
all there really was to set against her, here at the final con-
frontation, was Rosie herself. Which was all there had been
twenty-one years ago; all that Katriona and Aunt and Sigil
and Ikor had been able to do was give her time to grow up.

It had been Ikor’s idea, of course. It took an outsider to see
it, to suggest it; Ikor, who had been chosen by Sigil not only
because he had been the twenty-first godparent and the be-
stower of the amulet, but also because he was the sort of per-
son who saw what there was to see and the sort of fairy to
shape it best to his purpose. Yet he had almost been undone
by the knowledge of Rosie’s beast-speech; “It cannot be,” he
said, over and over. “It cannot be.” This was the only time
during that long night that Katriona laughed. “But it is,” she
said. “Don’t you think—I have often thought—it is one of
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the things that has saved her this long? She has been as safe
as ordinariness could make her: ordinariness, and that she
talks to animals like a fairy. Better than a fairy.”

These had also been the only moments during that long
night that Ikor had lost his ascendancy over them, as he re-
peated, “It cannot be.” They were, for another little while, a
family, united against an invader. But Rosie could not hold to
that memory, not sitting in a tower room in Woodwold the
night before the princess’ birthday. What she remembered
was the look on Kat’s face when she agreed to Ikor’s plan.

Often in the last three months Rosie recalled the voice she
had heard the night of Ikor’s arrival: I have found you at last!
Found! That she had not heard it again gave her no comfort;
for she knew the truth behind the conspiracy. And tomorrow
was the princess’ birthday.

Rosie remembered the look on Peony’s face as she stood
in the doorway on that evening, the fox cub in her arms, con-
templating them all—the animals wrapped round and flow-
ing from the figure on the chair, the figure of Katriona’s
cousin and Aunt’s niece and Peony’s best friend, who had
just found out that she was a princess, a princess with a curse
on her.

Everyone had fallen silent, and looked at the newcomer,
framed by the wet twilight; there was a peevish mutter of
wind. The firelight touched her worried face with gold, and
set fire to her bright hair and the fox cub’s fur.

“I—I saw—from my window, and I came down. ... He
just—just jumped,” said Peony. The fox cub had turned over
on his back, the better to bat at one of Peony’s long ringlets,
fallen gracefully over her shoulder, with his forepaws, and
looked perfectly content and at ease. “I—I thought he must
have mistaken me for you, somehow, so I then had the excuse
of bringing him to you. Rosie, are you all right? You look
strange. Why are so many of your friends here? Is something
wrong?”’

“Mistaken you for her?” said Ikor. “Mistaken you for
her...”

Peony turned to look at him, astonished. “I am Ikor,” he
said, and bowed. He had not bowed before; he had spoken to



SPINDLE’S END 207

the others directly, and had knelt to his princess. But to Pe-
ony he bowed, a beautiful bow, no less graceful for the swing
of the curved blade at his side. That will be how courtiers
bow, thought Rosie, and, as Peony gave him a bemused little
curtsy in return, she thought, and Peony curtsies like a lady,
even if she’s the niece of the wainwright.

And then Ikor had said, gesturing with the hand that did
not rest on his sword hilt, “And this is Casta Albinia Allegra
Dove Minerva Fidelia Aletta Blythe Domnia Delicia Aurelia
Grace Isabel Griselda Gwyneth Pearl Ruby Coral Lily Iris
Briar-Rose . . . your princess.”

Peony had gone pink and then white, and Rosie, both at
the time and later in memory, had never understood why
there had never been the least flicker of disbelief in her face.
Peony heard and believed, and with a tiny “oh” she made her
way through the seethe of animals and dropped down at
Rosie’s side; but poor Rosie slid off her chair and sat on the
floor, her free hand clutching at Peony’s free hand—the fox
cub and Ralf showed signs of disagreeing with each other,
and had to be held back—saying, “Don’t kneel! Kind fates,
Peony, Peony, please don’t kneel!”

There was a clatter of hoofs outside, a heavy, purposeful
clatter of ridden horses, and voices. Rosie knew one of the
voices, one of the grooms from Woodwold. “They’ve come
for Gorse and Fast,” she said, and Ikor nodded, and the owl
that had been sitting on a shelf over his head stepped off it
onto his shoulder. Rosie could feel Ikor asking for volunteers
among the other birds—he didn’t exactly have beast-speech,
but he was getting his point across—and there was a general
rustle of reluctance among the smaller birds, and they were
all smaller than the owl. Fwab, you go, said Rosie. I'll watch
out for you.

Watch what out for me? said Fwab. From where you're
standing you can just about watch my tail feathers disap-
pearing down someone’s gullet. But he gave his wings a flap,
sat down again long enough to peck her scalp sharply for old
time’s sake, and flew to Ikor’s shoulder, stuffing himself as
well as he could under Ikor’s ear.

Truce, said Rosie to the owl.
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Truce, said the owl, amused. I would not have come here
were I looking for breakfast.

There was an inaudible mutter from Fwab, but he poked
his head a little farther out from under Ikor’s ear, so he could
get a good view of whatever was going to happen next.

The owl swivelled his head, and looked straight at Rosie
with his wild yellow eyes. I stay to do you honour, princess. [
sit on this man’s shoulder because he says this will help you.
You have a terrible enemy, princess. We feel her with this
man, though he comes for good.

“Forgive me, small one,” said Ikor, “but an owl is so im-
pressive,” and between his thumb and forefinger appeared a
small seed, which Fwab, after giving it a dubious look with
his left eye and a brighter one with his right, plucked up del-
icately and swallowed. He was just swallowing his second
seed when the groom Rosie knew appeared at the doorway,
shaking a dripping hat.

“His lordship’s compliments, but two of his lordship’s
horses have seen fit to bolt off here—Rosie, what on earth’s
up?”’ the groom added, gawping at the multitude; and then
Ikor moved so as to catch his eye. The owl was very impres-
sive, towering over him from its perch on his shoulder, the
crown of its head brushing the ceiling; its pale tawny-grey
colouring seemed meant to complement Ikor’s own. “Forgive
me,” said Ikor. “I fear it is my fault.” He said nothing more,
but the groom looked at the owl, and watched Fwab accept-
ing several more seeds from Ikor’s fingers, and assumed—
what Ikor meant him to assume.

Most of the rest of the mice had crawled up Rosie’s trouser
legs, and two or three down her waistcoat, now that she was
so conveniently sitting on the floor (and she had her arm so
firmly round Ralf’s neck). Flinx was still purring, now
pressed against Rosie’s side (having quelled Ralf with one
look), but there was another owl, two kestrels and a merlin,
and other cats; and mice were always happiest in the dark,
with a low ceiling. Rosie had to stifle a growing compulsion
to laugh, mostly at the terrifying absurdity of her situation,
but as if the small scritchiness of mouse feet and whiskers
were the last straw; and she clung to Peony’s hand (Peony,
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too, seemed to be having trouble with her breathing) and
gulped at the bubbles of laughter.

“Indeed I was on my way to—hmm-—ask an audience of
his lordship when I was—hmm-—when I chose to come here
first. Perhaps you would be so kind as to give him a message
that I will wait upon his convenience tomorrow morning?”’

The groom had slapped his wet hat on his head again to
answer this imposing stranger politely. A raindrop fell off the
brim and ran down his nose; he sniffed involuntarily. “What
name shall I say?”

“Ikor, Queen’s Messenger.”

Queen’s Messenger. The animals murmured among them-
selves, and Rosie felt it against her skin like a draught, rais-
ing gooseflesh. She swallowed another bubble of frightened
laughter, and hiccupped instead.

The groom’s glance brightened at once, and he gave a
crisp bow. “Sir,” he said, and then the other groom appeared
at his elbow and said aggrievedly, “They won’t budge. I've
got their bridles on and everything and they just clamp their
jaws and stand there.”

Rosie said hastily, Go on, my friends. I'll see you tomor-
row. I think.

But the horses did not move; Rosie heard the groom mut-
tering and wheedling. Gorse said, There is something very
wrong, Rosie, princess. We have tasted it on the air, long time
past, we have smelt it coming closer, looking, looking for
something, like a bully his lost whip, like a wolf his dinner,
not just looking but desiring, craving, must-having. Long be-
fore this short now, when this strange man comes, and says
that it is you it looks for, because of this thing you are, and it
will become the whip in the hand of the bully when it touches
you. We all fear this hand. We fear this man, who brings the
smell, and the desiring, with him, although it is not in him; he
carries it, like harness, and that which laid the harness on
him is not far behind him.

But you are ours, princess, you have been our friend, you
have been our friend since before you learnt to speak to us,
and—we may not like it, but we need human friends, because
we have human enemies whether we will or nay. Now we
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hear what this man says as his words strike you like blows
from a whip. You are the thing that brings the bully, the
wickedness, here, but so also are you the thing that will drive
this wickedness from our land. We understand this now, be-
yond his human words, for we have our own legends and our
own losses. This man, with his fear and his wounds where the
harness has rubbed him, cannot save you alone. We will not
give you up to him, to humans. That is why we are here—why
so many of us are here. We came before we heard what this
man told you; we heard a thing coming—a big thing and a
strong thing. And more of us come now that we hear the tale
he is telling. Do you not understand?

Rosie said bemusedly, Perhaps you understand better than
I do. Humans talk so much. We do not see or hear or taste or
feel or touch nearly so much as we talk. I am deaf and blind
and dull with it, I think.

The bigger the herd the safer, said Gorse. We do not wish
to go. Sip and Mally—those who carried the grooms here—
will join us if we ask them. I can call every horse from my
lord’s lands, if you ask. There is not just one owl or one hawk
in your big room—and they hunt alone—and there are mice
and rabbits and small birds, in spite of them, who come also
to you.

No, said Rosie. Go home. In this case the big herd only
makes us visible, and we do not want to be visible. Go home.
Please.

Gorse tossed his head in irritation, and Fast bit a piece off
the warped shutter and chewed it, clanking his bit and throw-
ing splintery foam. There was a yelp of protest from one of
the grooms. After a moment Gorse said, You are the princess.
We know what this means. You should have the biggest herd
of all.

Rosie said, I don’t want to be the princess, and she could
feel laughter and more tears both struggling to get out, and
she hiccupped again.

Gorse said gently, I did not want to be my lord’s best stal-
lion, to be led in front of men with cold eyes, to waste my time
indoors so that I do not ruin the gloss of my coat, to be put to
mares who do not know me nor I them. Fast did not wish to
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be able to run so that madmen would ask him to do it again
and again and again. We are what we are. Some day I will no
longer be able to mount the mares, and then I will have a lit-
tle green paddock of my own with a few of my old mares who
will no longer have foals, and I will stand in the sun till every
hair of my coat is burnt dull dun. Some day Fast will no
longer be able to run. We are what we are, princess.

Rosie said at random, because she did not want to listen to
what he was telling her, Horses do not speak as you are
speaking to me. You sound like the merrel.

Gorse said, We animals talk when we have need. This, now,
what is happening, this is need for all of us. You do not expect
a colt afraid of the blacksmith to tell you everything he
knows; what need have you of it? It is only one colt, one fear,
one blacksmith.

Rosie said slowly, Fwab told me once that we humans live
too long.

I do not know. Humans talk. It is the way humans are. Per-
haps the talking fills the years, perhaps the years stretch to
hold the talking. In winter I like the warmth of the barn hu-
mans have built us with some of the things they talk about,
and the sweet hay, and the corn. The merrel tells stories be-
cause it is alone and lonely, and talk is all it has left, talk and
memory. Come to me in my paddock, when I am old, and we
will talk.

I—said Rosie, but she had nothing to say.

Tell us again to go, and we will go, said Gorse. But re-
member who you are. And that if you have need of us, you
must ask.

I will remember, said Rosie. Her hiccups were gone. Go.
And I will come to you in your paddock, when you are old. We
will come through this time, because I want to see you sun-
burnt and dusty.

She stirred, and found Ikor watching her. “I believe your
horses will go with you now,” he said, and Rosie smiled
faintly as the grooms bowed to him respectfully and disap-
peared from the doorway. There was a subdued tap of hoofs,
and a faint smoky trail of disappointment from Fast, who had
hoped for action, hoped for an enemy to trample or to outrun.
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I'will remember what Gorse says, she said to his fading pres-
ence. Remember I am not old yet! Fast replied.

“Quickly now,” said Ikor. “Close the doors and windows!”

Rosie, looking round, realised that she had been half aware
that the beasts had been spreading through the house and
finding places to settle down, for the night, for the compan-
ionship, for the news, to be near her, and (in many cases) out
of sight of the villagers; and somehow Ikor had put this to
them as well, that there was some last virtue in secrecy till
they decided what they would do; this night, they were going
to decide. And so there was a kind of patchwork quilt or car-
pet or drugget of animals upstairs and down, several sheep
and a badger in Jem and Gilly and Gable’s room and a goat
and twin kids in Katriona and Barder’s with a few geese; a
small heifer and six otters, two hedgehogs and a dozen voles
in Rosie’s; a fawn and its mum at the top of the stairs, and a
stag, antlers conveniently shed only a few days before, at the
bottom, rabbits on the landing, and a small bear in the shed
with Poppy and Fiend and the chickens; and birds and mice
(including a few sleepy dormice tucked behind the shutters)
and cats and three dogs, several half-grown piglets, and a fox
cub in the kitchen. Most of the robins were in Aunt’s lap, and
Flinx was now in Katriona’s. The owl on Ikor’s shoulder had
returned to its shelf, but Fwab had half tucked his head under
his wing and was pretending to doze on Ikor’s shoulder, a
pretense belied by the quiver that went through him every
time Ikor gestured with the seed-producing hand.

They had talked all night. Rosie could remember how long
a night it had been, and yet how surprised she was when she
saw dawn leaking through the cracks in the shutters, as if
dawn was not going to come again until they had met Perni-
cia and defeated her, or she them. Rosie had to keep jerking
herself back from thinking it was all a long pitiless dream:
Ikor, the news he brought, the news that Pernicia was not
merely their country’s problem, like a drought or an invasion
of taralians, but their problem, ier problem, her own particu-
lar enemy who knew her name and sought her life—her, hers,
Rosie’s, because she was a princess and not Katriona’s
cousin and Aunt’s niece, which she could not forget, because
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Pernicia would not, and because she had promised Gorse she
would remember who she was.

Nor had she ever been surrounded by so many and differ-
ent animals all intent on the same business—her business—
before; and the churn and roil of remarks and opinions (and
requests for repeats of what had just been said: Rosie was by
far the best human translator, or conduit, and Aunt’s robins,
who were fluent with Aunt, tended all to talk at once) made
Rosie dizzy. And so she missed some of Ikor’s description of
the last year, of how everyone close to the king and queen
sensed that what they had been waiting for, and dreading, and
hoping to avert, had not been averted at all (unless they could
take some credit for the last twenty-one years) and was ap-
proaching the culmination it had always been moving to-
ward.

“The magicians and we fairies had it the strongest, of
course, but even the scullery maids and the stable lads could
feel it advancing, like a bad storm makes the hair on the back
of your neck prickle.

“And so we had to find you first, for if she met you,
touched you, grasped you, before we did—well—there
would have been nothing left we could have done to stop
her.”

Rosie remembered the voice in her head: Found! But she
did not want to tell anyone about it—especially not Ikor; and
she had a fuzzy sense that describing it aloud would make it
more real, and she did not want it to be real.

“You truly didn’t know where we were,” said Katriona.

“No,” said Ikor. “That was Sigil’s decision, although I
agreed with it. Knowing leaves marks, however faint. We
would have liked no marks at all, but Sigil had to speak to
you, and you had to take the princess away from the place
where . .. from the name-day. But at least those were the
faintest of traces, and we did what we could to confuse them.
If we had known in what direction to channel our thoughts—
or even what direction not to channel them—No. That would
have brought disaster, not safety. The royal magicians, of
course, did not agree, but they could do nothing about it.” He
made a faint dry huffing noise that was almost a laugh. “Sigil
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had made up her mind.” He paused and the humour left him.
“There has never been any consensus among us on whether
the curse could have been . . . brought off . . . early; Sigil and
I both believe that even if it could not, Pernicia would have
enjoyed . .. having the princess under her hand . .. before
she closed her fist.”

“How did you find us?” said Aunt.

“I followed the track my amulet had left, one-and-twenty
years ago. Oh yes, it was a very pale and faded track indeed!
But I could follow it, and perhaps, no one else could, since
Pernicia never found you. It was why I was chosen for the
journey, although”—there was another brief pause—*1
would have vied to be chosen anyway. But my . . . situation

. was also uniquely persuasive; the forgotten godparent
who had nonetheless inadvertently given . . . something.”

Rosie could feel his eyes on her, but she kept hers res-
olutely on the floor. She was still periodically shaken by deep
tremors, and had chosen to sit on the hearth, with her back to
the fire; her shirt was so hot that sometimes when she moved
and it touched her skin it burned, and she jerked where she
sat, but she did not move away. Some of the younger animals
were falling asleep. The fawn on the landing had stopped
saying But I don’t understand, and the kids in Katriona’s
bedroom had stopped saying But why would anyone want to
do that? and various other little ones had stopped saying But
that’s so mean. Why is she so mean? Ralf had curled up, nose
under tail, and gone to sleep in her lap; Peony sat next to her,
a little way along from the intensest heat of the fire, but they
were still holding hands. The fox cub, also asleep, had his
nose under Peony’s elbow, and his long fuzzy cub’s brush
drooped over her knees. Katriona kept glancing at them, as if
to reassure herself that they—or at least Rosie—was still there;
Rosie would meet her eyes when she felt her looking, but not
Ikor’s.

Her mind wandered again, thinking of the embroidery
spell. It would have been one of the gifts from her fairy god-
mothers, she thought. She remembered that there had been
fairy godmothers, and that Katriona had not thought highly
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of them, although she couldn’t remember ever having heard
what the gifts were. If they were things like embroidery, no
wonder Katriona hadn’t been very impressed. What else
could she do? Darn like the wind? Spin straw into gold? She
caught her breath suddenly: My awful, horrible hair.
Princess’ hair! Golden curls! I wonder—? She glanced side-
long at Peony’s long golden waves; yes, but they suit her, she
thought. She put one hand up to her head and gave her hated
hair a yank. It was quite firmly hers, whether it should have
been or not.
I wonder what Ikor would have given the prin—me?
“—when Rowland disappeared, that’s when we really be-
gan to worry,” Ikor was saying, and Rosie felt the shiver run
through Peony at his name. Rosie saw “Rowland” shape it-
self on her lips, but she did not speak aloud. What had a
blacksmith’s apprentice to do with anything—even a good
blacksmith’s apprentice? It couldn’t be the same Rowland.
Even a good blacksmith’s apprentice with a funny vow in his
family that would stop him marrying the girl he loved . . .
“Cold iron,” said Aunt thoughtfully. “I have thought there
was something odd about that boy, but I was so sure there
was nothing wrong with him I was willing to let it—and
him—be. There has been so much going on this year. . . .”
“Yes,” said Ikor. “Cold iron. We knew when he disap-
peared that he must have gone as a blacksmith—the irony of
it (if you will forgive the term) is that it had been my sugges-
tion that he take up smithing, because of the vow. He was of
apprenticeable age, and his father came to us for advice. You
know that every heir-prince of Erlion makes a vow on his
tenth birthday? Of course he knew the story of our princess,
but there was no guessing. ... The vows usually run along
the same lines, dedication to the princedom and to the realm,
and so on and on. It’s been more of a form than a vow for
generations—but the power’s still there, which is one of the
reasons that the Erlion princes are such good friends to our
monarchs. Young Rowland thought he would do something a
bit grand; although my impression of the boy was that he
wasn’t thinking about the grandness of it so much as of the
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poor lonely princess with no friends, and no one, presum-
ably, willing to marry her, which would be a terrible thing for
a future queen.

“Rowland shouted it right out at the ceremony. No one had
thought to ask him what he was going to say because they as-
sumed he would say what his father and his grandfather and
his great-grandfather had said. His poor father, when he came
to us, said that he had remembered to ask Rowland if he had
got the words of his vow by heart, and Rowland had said that
he did, but his father hadn’t asked what those words were: he
wanted Rowland to know that his father trusted him not to
make a mess of it. And there we were.

“So, since the Erlions always apprentice their children—
they think it builds character—I suggested that he learn to
work iron. By the time old Erlion got back to his palace,
there’d been a hippogriff seen, and he’d set out to us the day
after the ceremony which was, for a mercy, private, so at least
we managed to block up most of the gossip. He found a smith
to accept the boy at once; and fortunately Rowland took to
the work. All that iron was the best warding charm we could
have come up with, and—it left no track to follow. Including,
of course, for us, when he disappeared, most of a year ago.
Didn’t that cause an uproar! Maybe worse even than the cer-
emony of the heir’s vow. Because we all knew that the likeli-
hood was that wherever he thought he was going, and for
whatever reason, the power of the vow would pull him to the
princess.”

Peony was shivering uncontrollably now. Rosie, half stu-
pid with her own troubles and half grateful for the distraction
of someone whose troubles might be even more oppressive
than her own, put an arm round her. Ralf grunted and
stretched in his sleep, laying his head on the fox cub’s back
as if there had never been any thought of dispute between
them. The fox cub opened one eye and closed it again. Peony
put her face against Rosie’s shoulder, and Rosie felt a few
tears damp through the cloth to her skin.

“ .. so I wasn’t very surprised when I picked up Row-
land’s trace, too, the moment I reached Foggy Bottom. My
princess,” he said, turning to Rosie, and obviously having to
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make an effort not to drag her up off the low hearth or pros-
trate himself at her feet, “I suppose you have met Rowland?”

A brief desire to laugh washed through Rosie again, mak-
ing her feel rather sick. She had felt too many things in too
short a space of time. “I know him,” she said. “I suppose I
know him rather well, since I often work with him. I’m the
horse-leech here. The blacksmith, Narl, that Rowland has ap-
prenticed himself to, is—was also my master, and is one of
my best friends.”

Ikor looked at her, and Rosie could guess that he was try-
ing to decide how to phrase his next question. “Are you
aware of any—connection between you?”

Peony was holding herself so rigidly she felt like iron her-
self, except she was warm. Rosie tightened her arm round her
and said, firmly and truthfully, “No. —er—we have nothing
to say to each other. He likes—pays attention to animals, and
his manners are very nice. That’s all.” She tried to think of
something to say that would comfort Peony, but nothing
came to her. “He is very clever with iron. Narl enjoys teach-
ing him.”

“You need not marry him if you do not wish to,” said Ikor.
“We’ve studied that for the last eleven years and—with both
of you present and willing—we can dismantle the bond.”

“Well, isn’t that grand news,” spat Katriona. “Better than
strawberries in January. That’s the sort of announcement I
would expect out of a magician, not a fairy. Ikor, what are we
going to do now?”

There was a silence, and it grew upon Rosie that she knew
what Ikor was going to say, knew what was in Ikor’s mind,
what had been forming in his mind since Peony had first
looked through the door with the fox cub in her arms.

No, she thought. No. I'll run away first. If I run away, it—
they—she—will come after me, and it’ll leave everybody
else alone. But even as she thought this she knew it wasn’t
true. She knew it was not just the princess’ life—her life—at
stake. She’d known that when she was still just Rosie, village
horse-leech, who, when she thought of the princess, pitied
her, for carrying a doom that stretched over her entire coun-
try.
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Peony sat up, and released her grip on Rosie’s free hand.
“Yes,” she said. “Yes, of course I will.”

“You will what?”” said Ikor softly.

“Ikor—" began Rosie, furiously.

“Rosie, no,” said Peony. “It’s my idea. I don’t say he
wouldn’t have tried to give it to me if it weren’t, but he didn’t
have to.” She turned back to Ikor. “I’ll be your princess for
you. I'll be the princess everyone looks at while you and
Rosie do—do whatever it is you have to do. That’s what you
want to ask me, isn’t it? But you will have to teach me how. I
don’t know any more about being a princess than—than
Rosie does.”

“Peony—" began Rosie again.

Peony turned to her swiftly. “It’s all right,” she said, pat-
ting Rosie’s hand. “It’s all right.”

They looked into each other’s eyes for a moment. Peony’s
were blue and clear and steady, as they always were. Rosie
groped for some concept of how Peony could accept such a
burden. “Can you—can you do it for Rowland?” she said at
last.

“For your country and your queen,” said Ikor.

Peony gave a squeak, halfway between a laugh and the
sound someone makes when they’ve closed their fingers in a
door. “No, I can’t do it for Rowland, or—or for my country
and my—my queen. But I’ll do it for you, Rosie.”



CHAPTER

17

Ikor returned from his interview with the Gig’s lord, on the
day after his storm-escorted arrival in Foggy Bottom, with
the information that the princess and her lady would remove,
and welcome, to Woodwold, and the sooner the better; let us
say—tomorrow. Lord Prendergast was insisting on sending
his best travelling carriage.

The news went like wildfire round the Gig; Ikor made no
attempt to disguise himself, nor his presence at the wrights’
yard, nor the reason for it. “We have nothing to spare for such
minor glamours,” he said, grimly, when he set off the morn-
ing after his arrival for his appointment with Lord Prender-
gast. “It is better to say—what we are saying—at once.” And
so—according to the story that flew back to Cairngorm’s pub
faster than Ikor’s feet could bring him—when the Queen’s
Messenger had been formally announced at the door of
Woodwold’s Great Hall, he gave his business in a cool voice
that was nonetheless heard by everyone in the huge room: “I
come, Lord Prendergast, to crave the favour of your hospital-
ity for our princess, the king’s heir, who is free at last from
her long concealment.” In the hush that followed, Lord Pren-
dergast was the first to move, stepping forward to indicate to
the Messenger a smaller room where they could speak pri-
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vately. He had a dazed expression on his face, but his man-
ners, and his loyalty to the king and the king’s heir, were per-
fectly in place.

There was a crowd gathered round the wrights’ yard by the
time Ikor returned (having refused the lord’s carriage for him-
self), to congratulate, to stare, to wonder, to question. Barder
and Joeb and Cantrab were trying to get on with business,
though their hands were slow, and they shook their heads a
lot—not only in response to their neighbours’ remarks.

The women were in the wheelwright’s kitchen. Aunt was
spinning, soft thump thump thump and even softer whrrrrr,
as if it might have been any morning of any day. Katriona
was brewing a serenity-restoring tisane. Peony, her colour
very high, was trying to comfort her aunt, who was weeping,
Rosie thought, in bewilderment, because she didn’t know
what she should be doing; Rosie recognised this in another
because she felt that way herself, although she shed no tears.
But Rosie felt something beyond bewilderment: she felt
trapped. Trapped, suddenly, by the people she had known all
her life. But now they were the audience, and she—she and
Peony—were the spectacle.

Jem and Gilly were trying to play on the kitchen floor, but
their hearts weren’t in it. Gable, the most equable of babies,
was inclined to fuss; Rosie picked him up and began to play
pat-a-cake with him, less to soothe him than herself. She went
on playing pat-a-cake even as Ikor told them they were leav-
ing the next day; but still the message passed through her, and
she heard the mice in the walls taking it up, and a few minutes
later Zogdob howled, a long, despairing wail: only Rosie re-
ally understood about scratching a dog’s spine properly, and
she was going away. I wish I could howl, Rosie thought.

It was Peony who managed to laugh a little, to say “I don’t
know—I don’t know anything,” to kiss proffered cheeks and
squeeze proffered hands, when the princess and her lady
were briskly escorted from the smaller prison of the wrights’
yard into the travelling carriage that would take them to the
larger prison of Woodwold. Rosie stared round dumbly, reg-
istering both curiosity and a sort of shocked reverence—and,
on a few faces, pity—in those who had come to see them off;
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only Flora came boldly up to her and gave her an immense
hug and then a shake, murmuring, as if to a small child, “It’s
all right. Rosie, it’s all right,” and Rosie willed herself to
smile. Even Fwab, materialising from nowhere, pecking her
scalp and tweaking her ears, could rouse only a minimal
hand flap to dislodge him.

Rosie had never ridden in a carriage before; she didn’t like
it. It had a roof, and a closed door, and it was a prison, too,
and the wheels and the horses’” hoofs said gone gone gone
and lost lost lost. It was a low, foggy, overcast day, and cloud-
streamers drifted by the carriage window—1Lord Pren’s best
carriage had windows made of clear glass. Rosie tapped her
finger on it: it was cold and damp.

She was accustomed to the tiny, disturbing jolt as you
passed the iron gates into Woodwold’s lands, but it was much
stronger the day that the princess and her lady arrived, and
Peony, who only knew Woodwold from feast days, had a lit-
tle “Oh!” of vertigo startled out of her. Rosie thought she felt
Woodwold stir; and she felt it stir again, more urgently, when
they crossed the threshold of the Great Hall. Rosie, without
meaning to, in a gesture rather like rubbing the nose of the
gargoyle spindle end, or picking up a baby to play pat-a-cake
with, called out, Merrel?

Princess, it replied, in a way that gave and included the
name she thought of as her own, Rosie, and Woodwold,
somehow, heard it, took it in, grasped it or swallowed it. Felt
it. And responded. Prinnncessss, it said. Rooosie.

It was a hearing like no other Rosie had ever experienced,
as if trees and stones had spoken. For a moment she could not
move, as if, by hearing something speak that did not breathe
nor have voice nor move, she herself was robbed of all these
things; and another world blossomed round her, a world in
which a human could not live. But then the floor rippled under
her feet, a tiny ripple, no more than the lightest suggestion of
motion, and she staggered on her two human legs, and came
to herself again, and she looked round, and thought no one
had heard what she heard, nor, perhaps, felt what she had felt.

And then Lord Prendergast himself was coming toward
them, and she and Peony both swept into their best curtsies
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(Rosie’s much more like a bow with a little angular twitch of
skirts), and were horrified to find the lord’s hands on their
wrists, drawing them upright. “It is I who must bow to you,”
he said, and did so, and then he looked into their white faces
and said, both solemn and teasing, as if they were merely two
more of his daughters, “You must learn now, you know. It
will not do if you bow to your own courtiers.”

“Yes, my lord,” said Peony faintly, and then Lord Pren
turned to introduce them to his wife, seizing them again by
their wrists while she made her curtsy. But Rosie was preoc-
cupied with a deep, deep note, like the last resonance of a
drum, which you cannot hear, but only feel in your body,
which was Woodwold repeating, Rosie. Princess. The floor
shivered again, not quite imperceptibly.

“I apologise for the—er—floor,” said Lord Pren, looking
awkward for the first time. “This house has sheltered my
family for all the centuries it has stood here, and its loyalty is
perhaps—er—tangible. We do most sincerely welcome you
here, and we will do all in our power to make you comfort-
able, but—and—I suppose it has been over a hundred years
since we have greeted royalty in this Hall, and perhaps—er—
the house is remembering that you—er—merit a special re-
spect—greater than your humble servants the Prendergasts.
But—I have to say—Woodwold itself is a trifle—er—in-
scrutable—if that’s a word you can use on a—er—house.”

He fell silent, and they all heard the guest cups rattling on
the table, and Lady Pren made a graceful pounce at the wine
ewer, which was standing a little too near the edge. “Tt—er—
its reactions are not generally this pronounced,” he added,
frowning slightly, in puzzlement or wonder, and Rosie recol-
lected a favourite Gig rumour that the Prendergasts never
went to court because if they left Woodwold for any time
greater than the length of a hunting trip into the mountains
beyond the river, it would pull itself out of the ground and go
striding over the countryside after them. “But then perhaps it
has 