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This book is dedicated to all the kids who pretend they don’t listen, but really do. And to my wife Joan, who tells me that I have selective hearing
Book One: Fairy Tales for Young Children
A New Fairy Tale by Wynne Hudleston
The Pied Piper and the Storm Witch by Eliza Granville
The Dream Thief by Sam Bilodeau
The Power of Music by Harriet N. Darling
The Falling Star by Rachael Acks
The Tale of the Harvest Cricket by Sephone Zorro
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Gather ‘round children, and sit for a spell,
for I have a new fairy tale to tell.
The story takes place in an ocean, a tree,
or perhaps outer space, listen and see!
Yes, there are monsters, and witches, and bears—
things that will scare you right out of your chairs!
Dinosaurs, dragons, aliens from Pluto,
ninjas and werewolves wherever you go.
Vampires trying to steal your soul,
avatars under a demon’s control.
Star gates that take you to alternate worlds,
where galaxies roll out like flags unfurled.
Robots in battle and shape shifters, too;
keep on guard, whatever you do!
But don’t be too worried, for you will find
there’s always someone who’s brave and kind,
someone with principles, honest and true,
someone who’d give his life for you.
These heroes are mermaids, angels and elves,
girls and boys, just like yourselves.
Now get in your rockets and buckle up tight,
for this adventure is about to take flight!
Wynne Huddleston
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Aurora Rising
Aurora of the Sun
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Just past the birth of a new century filled with technological advancements, we look to the stars even as we remember dark ages. No other time in history has been marked by so diverse an interdisciplinary awareness. While our forefathers may have scratched out important documents with bird feathers dipped in ink, we can now save hundreds of thousands of such documents onto solid state hard drives, even carry libraries of them in our pockets.
As the world becomes more complex, the caveats become harder to decipher, yet evil motivations and the rewards of self-awareness still exist en force. We have laws to govern us, while science and religion work as guides. Still, we find ourselves on the occasional lonely path, face-to-face with the inexplicable. It is in these dark places that something as simple as a bedtime story can suddenly become our best friend. New Fairy Tales seeks to be that beloved companion to children looking into a kaleidoscope of surprises. These writers offer beautiful stories intended to illuminate human nature while gently guiding children away from danger. Many were written with the author’s own children in mind.
As editor of this collection, I send these beloved stories out into the world to meet with your child on the playground, in the mall, or anywhere that these words can inspire and guide. In an effort to reach children of various ages, these tales have been collected into two groups: those for younger children just beginning to venture into new territory, and those for older kids whose paths may now encounter broader ideas and more complex experiences.
It is the sincerest hope of all involved in the making of this book that these tales will gently but effectively steer children safely through even the darkest of today’s forests.
Linda Manning
Fairy Tales for Young Children
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by
Charles M. Saplak
Alyssa desired the sea.
Her father’s stone house was nestled in the cliffs overlooking a natural channel through the cold Norde Islands. She often wandered to shore and stared out, imagining that she could see the strip of rocky land which was Au-Chaud, the nearest island. Of course she couldn’t see it, for it was over two hundred miles away, but she often saw whales spouting, dolphins a-leaping, even the dignified wingtips of giant skates.
Wishes are, of course, the daily bread of childhood, but Alyssa wished so hard and for so long that Saint Maris, Demigod of the Waves, heard her wishing.
Saint Maris (who has six tentacles and wears a spiked spiral conch of pink and turquoise on his back) was taking a respite from his latest coral reef project and having a huff with Wedram, the Wind demigoddess, so he had time to grant Alyssa’s wish in an offhanded way.
She leaped from her niche in the cliffs as a thirteen year old girl, but landed in the waves as a dolphin.
* * *
Now this arrangement suited Alyssa just fine. As a dolphin she was able to swim the icy Polar Seas, the sun-drenched Equatorial Oceans, and all the world’s currents in between. She saw the great Coral Castles which surround the Lost Island of Damen-Sokh. She swam around the parapets and towers and carillons of the Sunken City of Orrannia. She swam in and out of the immense empty cage which had once held the monstrous Garakkh, imprisoned by Saint Maris and held in reserve, long since escaped.
Alyssa swam everywhere and saw everything, it seemed, and her days and nights were marked with the pure joy available only to dolphins. Then one fine spring day she was caught in a fisherman’s net and hauled from the water.
She had seen a school of porpoises swimming upward into a purse-seine. She tried to squeak out a warning but she couldn’t make them understand or even hear her from a position of safety, so she had to swim in after them. She turned most of them away, but one young porpoise couldn’t or wouldn’t hear her. Alyssa followed him up almost to the surface, calling frantically.
Then the seine collapsed around them and they were pulled into the open air.
From the deck of the stinking, rocking fishing boat Alyssa was grabbed and picked up by one of the crew.
“A fine dolphin for lunch, shipmates!” he called to those around him. Alyssa could understand his words, but of course she herself couldn’t make human speech.
Reflexively, she struggled and called shrilly. The crewman looked down, and their eyes met.
Had he been handsome, Alyssa probably would have felt nothing for him, but he wasn’t handsome in the least. As a man who loved the sea he’d sacrificed certain things to it. Thus, the fisherman’s face was leathery from the days and nights spent in the wind and rain. His eyes were narrowed and wrinkled from hard watches spent staring at the horizon. As a man of the sea he’d also had to sacrifice the smug, self-centered look that lubbers have, because having seen the sky wracked by immense storms and strange creatures washed up from the depths he’d had to come to grips with just how small and insignificant humans are, and he’d had to resign himself to the probability that the sea would claim his life someday.
All these things Alyssa read in his eyes. Perhaps when he looked back he saw some hint of her uniqueness, her intelligence, her humanity, or her association with Saint Maris.
For whatever reason, he showed her mercy. He threw her back to the sea, and he and the crew had the baby porpoise for lunch instead.
* * *
Now, freedom was a gift, but it was a bittersweet gift for Alyssa. For one thing, she knew that the fisherman felt sorry for her and that enraged her. For another, she now loved the fisherman (remember she was a teenaged girl when she became enchanted) and she knew she’d almost certainly never see him again, and if she did it would be as a dolphin, a form which for all its beauty and grace would never really interest the fisherman that much—at least not in that way.
Alyssa knew that she had one possible course of action.
She found Saint Maris working on the southern coast of the island of Mag-Kavone, where King Mawort had built a sea lane-controlling castle fortress on the cliffs overlooking the bay. Maris wanted the stone walls and cannons to tumble into the sea, so with three of his tentacles, he directed the waves to caress and chip and rub away the fortress’s foundations. With another tentacle, he played with a school of mirror fish.
“I want you to reverse my enchantment,” Alyssa said.
“No,” Saint Maris replied.
“I want to be a girl again.”
Saint Maris shook his great head. Starfish fell out of his kelpy hair and drifted to the sand below.
“To be enchanted once is a blessing, Alyssa. More than once is invariably a curse. And knowing humans, or sea denizens who had once been humans, it wouldn’t stop there. You’ll want a thousand enchantments in your life. You’ll have so much magic built up that your shadow will grow eyes and sing to you; the grass in your footsteps will blossom into rainbows of flowers. The answer is ‘no.’ ”
“Please, Saint Maris. If you restore me, you’ll restore a natural balance.”
Saint Maris cringed, scaring and scattering the mirror fish.
“Listen, dolphin. If you can perform—oh, we’ll say three—tasks for me, I’ll relent and grant you another enchantment. Maybe.”
Alyssa dashed and darted around Saint Maris in joy. “Thank you, thank you! And what is the first task?”
Saint Maris considered. “Mmmmm. You sure you don’t want to wait and rest up? Alright, then. Your first task is to . . . swim around the world in a day.”
Downcast, Alyssa swam away. Saint Maris seemed to have no interest whatsoever in granting another enchantment. She thought of the fisherman and his intelligent, perceptive eyes. Her own body, her snout and fins and tail, which had been so comfortable and so pleasurable for her earlier, now were like a prison.
Then she had an idea.
* * *
She swam up to the surface and put the morning sun on her right side. All morning long she swam, and in the afternoon and evening she kept the sun on her left. In this fashion she continued for days.
Soon she came to the Shadowed Sea where bearded, club-clutching Titans and Thunder Lizards and Eclipse Birds floated frozen in great blocks of ice. She felt fear, certainly, not just for the monstrosities which drifted in suspended animation near her, but also for the blocks of ice themselves which rubbed and scraped together. She knew that she could easily be crushed.
In time she came to an icy current where tiny shrimpies swam and drifted in a vortex of cold water.
“Why do you meet here?” she asked a nearby shrimpie.
It twitched its microscopic whiskers and said, “For here, the magnetic storm is fun and tingly, for this is the crown of the head of the world.”
Then it darted away, perhaps afraid of becoming Alyssa’s lunch.
Alyssa put the magnetic swirl on her left fin and swam around the north pole of the world. Once she had done that she put the swirl on her right fin and swam around it in the other direction.
That done, she made her way back to the warmer currents, and swam south looking for Saint Maris. She found him resting at the mouth of a river which ran from the Mountains of Lazullian, resting where the cool, fresh water met the salt, blowing bubbles at the silvery-red finger fish which were pushing their way upstream to spawn.
“I did it,” Alyssa told him.
“Did what, dolphin?” Saint Maris said, for it had been weeks. “Oh, it’s you. Now what was it you did?”
“You asked me to swim around the world in a day. In fact I went around it twice, at the North Pole, once in each direction. I crossed every single line of longitude.”
“Clever,” Saint Maris said.
“What’s the second task?” Alyssa asked.
“Oh, well,” Saint Maris said. “Now I’ve thought about this for a long time. I want you to . . . go up to the surface . . . go up to the sky . . . and bring back a piece of the sun.”
Alyssa swam away with no idea how she could do this, but she wasn’t as discouraged as she had been when told to swim around the world in a day. After all, Saint Maris wouldn’t be giving her impossible tasks, would he?
She also didn’t think much about the fisherman. Had someone asked her why she was spending so much time thinking about how to get to the sky and reach the sun, she would have mentioned the fisherman, but she wasn’t pining away for him. She was really too busy working on the problem at hand.
She asked the other sea creatures how to get into the sky.
Porpoises told her, “Like this,” and leaped from the water, but they always splashed back down in a few seconds. They didn’t understand what Alyssa knew, that the sun was far, far away.
Sharks told her, when they said anything at all, “Turn your back on us for a moment. We’ll see that you get to the sky.”
And one day, she spoke to a wrinkled ancient octopus who told her, “If you really want to get to the sky talk to those who do it. Go talk to the seagulls.”
She found some seagulls in a lagoon on the ragged coastline of Laku-Spithra. She swam up to talk to them about traveling through the sky to the sun, but they all flew away shrieking when she broke the surface.
“We are grateful,” called a tiny metallic voice.
“Who said that?” Alyssa asked.
“Down here. We are grateful.” It was a spider walking on the surface of the water. “They were making a meal of us.”
“You’re welcome,” Alyssa said. “But I really wanted to talk to them. I’m interested in going to the sky, but I guess that’s impossible.”
“The sky, eh? You’re right, dolphins don’t do that. We spiders do it, but dolphins just don’t.”
“You spiders go to the sky?”
“Sure. We float above the clouds some times. We can do anything. That’s the life of a spider—able to do so much, but loved only by those who like to eat us.”
The spider sighed, but then perked up. “Watch this.”
It dove beneath the surface, going far down into the lagoon. It carried an array of air bubbles with it. Alyssa followed it (gently, so as not to disturb) and saw it building a little bubble-home of air in a frond beneath the water.
The two met at the surface again, where the spider said, “I have an idea.”
* * *
By the next morning, it was finished. The spider and all of his community worked through the night to build a bubble-and-water-and-spider-silk replica of Alyssa. Alyssa had stayed up all night chasing away any seagulls or crabs or sliver fish which had dared to hungrily advance on the project’s workers.
The spider, covered in bubbles of air, swam to a position in front of Alyssa’s face.
“Don’t they sparkle?” the spider asked her. “Isn’t the light beautiful? Aren’t you sleepy? You must be exhausted, having stayed awake all night. Keep watching the bubbles, like millions of jewels. . . .”
Slowly, waking-Alyssa faded and dreaming-Alyssa took her place. Dreaming-Alyssa left the flesh and blood dolphin body and entered the spider-gossamer replica.
The morning sun peeped over the mountains by the shore of Laku-Spithra. As the water warmed in the lagoon the replica dolphin floated to the surface. It hung there for a moment, between two worlds, and then rose into the air. The dreaming dolphin drifted on the sea breeze, blew over the mountains, went into the clouds. She leaped through the clouds as if they were waves. Far, far, far up she went. Cold currents ran through the air like ghostly echoes of the deep undersea rivers.
Cities speckled the continents and islands like coral formations. Roads lined the face of the world like rock worms on an undersea shelf. The line between dawn and night was like a shadow of a whale on the floor of the sea.
Dreaming-Alyssa looked over and saw a spider, ancient of face, smiling with the horrible wisdom which mocks all non-spiders. It rode in a gondola of gossamer, buffeted on the winds.
“Aha-ho,” it said to her.
Dreaming- Alyssa looked up to the face of the sun. There was an idea there, and she told herself to be certain, certain, certain! To remember it upon awakening.
She then disintegrated in the sunlight.
* * *
With her remembered idea, she sought out Saint Maris. She found him measuring the rhythmic pulse of a hurricane from his spot deep beneath the tropical sea of Al-Hamazi. He was smiling.
Alyssa swam up to him. “I’ve been through the sky,” she said.
“Oh, you have, have you?” Saint Maris asked. A small octopus which had been nesting in his rocky brow got frightened and jetted away. “I’ll just see about that.”
Saint Maris stood perfectly still and shut his right eye. He fixed his left eye on Alyssa. Soon the eye began to glow with luminescence. A beam pierced the murky water and held Alyssa motionless. She felt as if he were looking into her very soul.
Finally, the beam died and Saint Maris opened his other eye. “So you have. And what of the other task? The piece of the sun?”
Meekly—for she hadn’t known that Saint Maris could do that—Alyssa swam forward and unwrapped something from her right fin.
The thing, a strip of dark green Sargasso grass, drifted and danced in the water before Saint Maris.
“Is this your piece of the sun?” he asked her.
“Please taste it,” she replied.
Saint Maris darted out a tentacle and whipped the grass into his mouth. He chewed for a moment, and nodded. “The green things. Of course. Green things know the language of the sun light; compose it into poems which everything else on the world can eat. That is a piece of the sun.”
Alyssa swam around the Sea demigod three times in joy.
“Now wait, dolphin. Contain yourself. There is a third task left—although I’m certain that you don’t want to go any farther.”
“But I do!”
“Are you certain? Even if it means risking your life?”
Alyssa hesitated for a moment—but only for a moment.
“I am certain,” she said.
“Very well,” said Saint Maris. “Swim to the area called the Speaking Poisoned Sea. Look for the Black Chimney. Follow it down to its source. Find the Undersea Furnace. There you’ll find the Garakkh; or, more likely, it will find you. Bring me one of its treasures. When you have done this I’ll grant the enchantment to change you back.”
Nodding, Alyssa swam away.
* * *
Within the oceans are many voices. There are the bubbly whispers of drowned sailors, the gossipy songs of undersea rivers, and the pious throbbing of whales.
And then, there is the Speaking Poisoned Sea.
Alyssa was still three days’ journey away when she first heard its ominous rumbling; two days’ journey away when she first smelled the sour currents; one full day’s journey away when she noticed that the sea appeared to be dead.
Not a shark, not a shell, not a shrimpie.
Alyssa found her imagination swimming with her, whispering that she may have died without knowing it, and might even now be a ghost swimming through the Great and Gloomy Sea.
Soon she saw the Black Chimney, a line of inky, sooty bubbles stretching from the floor of the ocean to the ceiling of the surface, disappearing out of sight in either direction.
Alyssa swam downward. It became very difficult, pushing farther and farther into the deep. The sea squeezed her like the closed fist of a giant. The water became colder, tolerable only because the Black Chimney was unnaturally hot.
She began to catch glimpses of the glow from the Undersea Furnace. She thought it might be her imagination, making her see things, but soon the scene resolved itself.
The Undersea Furnace was a hole in the ocean’s floor, through which could be seen a fire within the world. That fire was the only available light, as the sun had disappeared many hundreds of feet above. The Black Chimney boiled violently out of the Furnace, and its constant rumble was a melody played over the rhythmic praying of the quakes which shook the ocean floor and gave the Speaking Poisoned Sea its name.
The sea floor here was a landscape of nightmare. Molten lava had pushed out of the Furnace to form great pillows of rock, ropes of stone, spires and ghost castles of sculpted crags.
Spread out around the furnace were the creatures of nightmare. Immense tubeworms, blind white crabs, brittle stars linked to form intricate communities of constellations, giant clams encrusted with lichens which dated from the First Morning.
Every space of the sea floor which was not covered with some creature held some treasure, some sparkling manufactured object.
The very water here was black and swirled around in unnatural currents.
Alyssa swam over to the array of treasure and pondered what to take back to Saint Maris. She was torn between taking something easy to swim with, like one of the coins stamped with an ancient king’s profile, or something quite remarkable, like one of the great brass astrolabes.
As she pondered this, a golden cage drifted over her and clamped her to the floor of the ocean. She looked up and saw that the cage had been placed on her by an immense creature, greenish-black and scaled, so dark that it had hitherto seemed to blend into the substance of the water.
The creature had a body with four arms, two at each shoulder, each ending in a three-fingered claw. Its back was ridged with a series of armored plates which ran from the crown of its almost-humanoid head to the tail of its great bulk which disappeared out of sight in the darkness. Beneath the mass of the body was a tangle of both tentacles and segmented exoskeletal legs.
The creature’s face was dominated by a jutting beak, a lipless mouth through which jagged and pointed teeth shown. The sides of its head were adorned with sharp-edged fins.
Alyssa had never seen it before, but she recognized it immediately.
Garakkh.
* * *
“If I stay down here much longer I’ll drown,” Alyssa said, not knowing if the creature heard or understood her.
The Garakkh didn’t glance up. It simply sat with its face turned to the undersea furnace. It continuously plucked up some odd piece of treasure or another, some golden oil lamp or some brass ship’s bell, some bronze harpoon or some silver-framed watch glass, some telescope or some platinum coin. It would hold each piece up to its lidless, irisless eyes, then set it down again. Sometimes it would pick up the same piece twice, thrice, four, or five times in a row, then put it down or toss it to a different place in the heap, or even drop it into the Undersea Furnace. On those occasions the Furnace seemed to glow slightly brighter or rumble a little more loudly, as if some fiery Titan trapped below was pleased.
“So you will drown,” the Garakkh said, startling Alyssa. Its voice was stone against stone. “You came here to steal, did you not? And now your life will be stolen.”
The ocean was a mountain on top of Alyssa. She found herself unable to think of anything but fresh air.
“I didn’t come to steal. I came to retrieve treasures which belong to Saint Maris.”
Garakkh exhaled an inky cloud of bubbles. “That usurper? The demigods and demigoddesses are meddlers. For years Saint Maris has kept me in a cage to use me as a threat. Who was he to decide that demigods should have precedence over the afterthoughts of creation—balance keepers—such as me?”
Alyssa detected pain in the Garakkh’s voice, as well as anger.
“I didn’t expect to just take it from you. I expected you to give it to me in order to infuriate Saint Maris.”
The Garakkh put down the iron circumferometer it had been holding. “Just how would having some of my treasure infuriate that pompous old golliwog?”
Alyssa’s mind raced. “If a dolphin could come down here and take something away, and have such an easy time of it, and get something Saint Maris couldn’t have gotten . . .”
The Garakkh’s face constricted into something like a smile; by the light of the Undersea Furnace it looked like a stone idol.
“That would anger him! Of course there would have to be some risk on your part. . . . ”
“Well, of course, a small risk for certain . . .”
“Fine,” said the Garakkh. “I’ll ask you an impossible riddle. Should you come up with the answer, you can have anything you want out of my treasure. Should you fail, I’ll move your cage directly over the Undersea Furnace for a day, then you can take a place of honor in my bone collection.”
“Does it have to be an impossible riddle?”
“I’m quite hungry.”
Alyssa needed air, and a chance at an impossible task was better than no chance at all. “Ask away,” she said.
And this is what the Garakkh recited:
“A mother there is. There is a father, too. The mother never touches the father. The father makes the mother have trillions of children every day. As each child is born it sets out to travel toward the father. No child ever reaches the father, although most of them spend time where the father can see them. Eventually each child comes crying back to the mother. As each child arrives back with the mother, it becomes unborn. This goes on forever. Who is the mother, who is the father, and who are the children?”
As the Garakkh finished the question it trundled its great bulk over, grasped Alyssa’s cage, and started sliding it along the sea floor toward the Undersea Furnace.
“The oceans, the sun, and the water that falls as rain,” Alyssa said.
The Garakkh cleared some treasure out of its way. “Yes, yes, yes . . . wait!” It said. “No fish can know that! To understand rain you have to live and walk on land!”
“Just lift the cage, I’ll pick up my treasure and be on my way.”
The Garakkh lifted the cage, but clutched at Alyssa. She was expecting as much, and darted out with all her might, landing with a tchunk! against the chest bone of the Garakkh. The Garakkh recoiled and dropped the cage onto one of its own tentacles. Pained, it grimaced and backed over the Undersea Furnace.
Alyssa ran her snout through the wrist strap of a sextant, the sighting tube of which was engraved with a picture of Saint Maris. The clutching claws of the Garakkh created a miniature swirl behind Alyssa which buffeted her as she headed for the surface, but all it really did was speed her on her way.
* * *
Weeks later, Alyssa dropped the sextant into the lap of Saint Maris as he sat reviewing a parade of lobsters marching.
“Thank you,” Saint Maris said. “Is there a reason why you’re giving me this? Oh, don’t tell me that engraving is supposed to be me. I’ve never worn a beard or carried a trident in my life.”
“This is the third task, Saint Maris. This is from the treasure horde of the Garakkh.”
“The Garakkh, you say? Oh, it’s you, dolphin. So this is the third task. Is that how many we agreed upon, three?”
“Oh, yes, Saint Maris.”
“Very well . . . and you desired some enchantment . . . to be returned to human form.”
“Yes!”
“By the way, how is the Garakkh? Poor semi-natural thing, he bears so many grudges.”
“The enchantment, please!”
“Oh, fine. No second thoughts, no regrets? No desire to think it over?”
“I wish to be a woman again.”
“It is so.”
Alyssa swam to the surface as a dolphin, leaped into the air, fell upward as in a dream, landing cold and naked on the very cliffs near her father’s stone house overlooking the sea. She made her way back, clad herself as best she could with all the clothes she could find which weren’t too small, and greeted her very surprised father when he returned home from a walk.
* * *
Alyssa lived the rest of her life in that very house, burying her father some decades later. Those people who knew her, or knew of her, ignored her mostly, never bothering to piece together the story of the girl who “ran” away then returned, never bothering to compare gossipy notes about the woman who often made off-handed remarks about Maris or Wedram or porpoise’s poetry, the woman who listened to men folk’s ridiculous tales of the fiery-eyed Garakkh without laughing, the woman who sometimes walked the docks and quays of the village looking at the faces of the seafarers.
There were occasional odd rumors of left-over enchantments, such as that her shadow sometimes exhibited eyes and spoke, or that her footprints occasionally blossomed with out-of-season flowers.
Since the people who knew Alyssa gave her privacy (whether out of respect, fear, or compassion), no one was around to notice one last odd incident near the end of her life.
She was walking near the piers one overcast day when she almost passed a weathered Master Mariner, one who’d worked his way up through the ranks as deckhand, then striker, then mate.
She stopped and turned to look at him, and he did the same for her, and the two were held there for a moment, balanced like wind and wave, fire and water. They both smiled slightly, before they each continued on. If something passed between them in that glance—desire, obligation, kindness, inspiration, or recognition—it was something which required no words.
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The Pied Piper and the Storm Witch
by
Eliza Granville
First, I must tell you that there was much more to the Pied Piper story than just that business in Hamelin. For a start, he was never dressed in red and yellow, but always in black and white. And he is divided the other way, too. The top half of his body is that of a compassionate old man, whilst the bottom half—well, let’s just say that his legs are covered with thick fur, and he needs no shoes upon his horny feet.
He is a musician. That much is true. But it is pan pipes, not a flute that he plays.
Oh, yes, he certainly did rid the town of its plague of rats, though he didn’t drown them, just as centuries before he charmed locusts out of Egypt. And a worm out of a certain apple long ages before that.
But as for stealing children . . . dear me, no, it didn’t happen as they said. You see the Pied Piper walks the world forever, round and round, looking and listening as he plays his pipes. You might think he was the wind, so quietly he plays. You might not have heard it at all for his music calls out to children, and not just any children, but to those that are sad at heart, unhappy, rejected, and all alone.
Now, one grey and rainy day he found himself passing through a country. And in that country was a city. And in that city was a street. And on that street was a large house with fine furnishings. And in that house a small attic tucked just under the roof. And in that attic lived a young girl whose mother had recently died and been replaced by a step-mother who was ugly and mean and spiteful, and who found fault with everything the girl did and said. On this particular day, the girl had been roughly bundled off to her attic, locked in and left alone without so much as a crust of bread or a cup of water. She sat at the window, weeping bitterly and wishing she had never been born.
It was then that she heard the sound of pan pipes.
Drying her eyes, she looked up and saw the Pied Piper dancing his way towards her over the shiny wet rooftops. He was wearing a cloak against the bad weather and in spite of the rain, it rustled like autumn leaves. As he came closer, she saw that it was made of pages of old fairy stories stitched carefully together.
The girl smiled because she recognised him, and when he held out his hand, she took it gladly and they danced away out of the rain to another place altogether. A wonderful, magical place where the tree trunks were chocolate and their leaves of angelica; where the flowers were made from spun sugar and brightly coloured marzipan; and even the pebbles along the path were crystallised fruit. It was a country where animals talked and princesses sang, where dragons belched fire and ogres roared, and princes were both poets and heroes in the same breath.
The girl was very happy there for a very long time. Nevertheless, the day finally came when she remembered her home, and her little bedroom, and the basket of new kittens by the fireside and she knew that it was time to go back.
Straightaway, she went to the Pied Piper who’d given her everything her heart desired until this day, and asked him to take her home. The Pied Piper sadly shook his head. He could not do that. He could do no more.
The girl begged and pleaded. She wept. But the Pied Piper could only repeat that he could help her no more. Her only hope was to make her way to the Storm Witch who lived in a tea cup right at the very edge of the world, and ask for her help. But, he warned her, not only is the way long and difficult, but the Storm Witch detests all children, and especially little girls.
The girl was very frightened, but she took a deep breath and started along the path that the Pied Piper pointed out to her. Soon the sun went behind a dark cloud. The soft grass disappeared. The trees and flowers and pebbles were no longer made of sweet things to eat, but of cardboard, and sand, and ashes. The animals no longer lingered to play but ran at her approach, and hid amongst the rocks.
On and on she went, until her feet were sore and she had a stitch in her side. At last she came to the very edge of the world. It was a cold bleak place with a shrill wind grizzling and nagging round her head. There was the grumble of distant thunder. Lightning snapped and crackled across the black clouds.
And there sat the Storm Witch in her teacup, muttering and gnashing her teeth.
The girl stayed well back and began to tremble, which is not surprising, for the Storm Witch was truly terrifying to look at. Her face was greenish-white and crawling with frogs and newts and slugs and snails. Her nails were a foot long and curled round into the palms of her hands. As for her hair, well, Heaven only knows what was living in it. The filthy stuff was yards long and tangled into a great dark mat that cascaded over the saucer.
The minute she saw the girl, she began to snarl and curse. “Go away! Get out of here, you idle pest, you lazy nuisance, you cheeky good-for-nothing trouble maker . . .”
There was a lot more like this, but worse. The girl was trembling from head to foot now, but she stayed quite still. And she waited.
At last, the Storm Witch ran out of breath and snapped: “You still here? Well? What do you want?”
The girl went a few small steps closer. “Send me home,” she demanded.
The witch threw back her head and cackled with laughter. “Why ever should I do that?”
The girl took another few steps towards her. “You must help me. I have no one else to turn to,” she said, in a much quieter voice.
“Who cares?” snapped the old hag. She had already gone back to twisting round and round in the teacup, muttering to herself and gnashing her teeth.
The girl summoned up all her remaining courage and went right up to the witch. “Please,” she whispered. “Please. I would do anything to be properly at home again.”
The Storm Witch looked hard at her. Then she heaved herself out of the teacup.
“Powerful as I am,” she said, and at this, the lightning crackled and rumbled more loudly than ever, “powerful as I am, I cannot do that for you. But if you could, just once, just for once in your miserable life, carry out three simple tasks without complaint, I will show you someone who can.”
The girl agreed.
The witch laughed long and hard at that. “Hmmm, we’ll see. First you must wash my face with water that has neither fallen from the sky nor been drawn from the stream. Then you must trim my nails without using metal. And finally, you must free my long, long hair of every last tangle without a comb. Now go away and leave me in peace.”
But the girl did not go away. She waited until daybreak then scooped up the morning dew and used that to wash the creatures from the witch’s face.
“Hmmm,” said the witch. “We’ll see. That was the easy part.”
Then the girl took a rough little stone and filed away the dreadful talons until they were smooth as silk.
“Hmmm,” muttered the witch. “We’ll see. That wasn’t so very difficult either.”
Then the girl began to untangle the witch’s hair. And, Oh! It took a long time. And, Oh! I can’t begin to tell you of the dreadful things that fell out. And I’m sure you wouldn’t want to know either. But finally, it was done.
“That feels better,” said the witch, tossing her hair in the wind and admiring her nails. “Yes, that certainly is an improvement.”
“Now,” cried the girl, “please show me the person who can help me get back home.”
The witch began to laugh again. It wasn’t a nice sound. She laughed and she laughed until tears ran down her newly clean cheeks. Then she reached inside her cloak and gave the girl a small round picture in a plain wooden frame.
“There’s the only person that can help you!” she cackled, and disappeared in a puff of black smoke.
The girl looked at the picture, and saw that it wasn’t a portrait at all. It was a looking-glass. “But it’s me,” she said. And immediately found herself sitting on her own little bed, in her own little room at the top of the house, in the street of the city where it always seemed to be raining. And very happy she was to be there, too.
But the looking-glass . . . Ah, the looking glass shattered into a thousand fragments, and they were not sharp and jagged as you would expect, but soft as white rose petals and bright as silver snowflakes. So she went to the window and blew them out into the air, so that other girls might also catch sight of themselves as they really were. And life was very much happier for ever afterwards.
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by
Sam Bilodeau
There once lived in Venice a man by the name of Caravaggio. He was one of the unhappiest men in the world, and the unhappiest man in Venice by quite a wide margin.
Caravaggio was small and dark and rat-like. He was without skills of any particular kind and had never been educated. He had no especial trade and did whatever small jobs he could find. For some years he had been working as a clerk to an undertaker.
He had no friends to speak of, nor family. The only person who spoke to him regularly was the undertaker, a foul old man who only gave him orders.
He had never been with a woman, though he had loved several, always in secret. None of them had given him more than the most passing of glances.
Caravaggio lived in a dark little attic room in a great gloomy house on a canal. He took all of his meals there, and the house’s cook was particularly partial to an especially loathsome cabbage soup.
Caravaggio had only one small pleasure in his miserable life and that was dreaming.
Oh, he had some nightmares like everyone else, and the occasional mystifying muddle that all dreamers experience now and again. But most of his dreams were lovely and full of light and happiness. Beautiful women at his beck and call, delicious meals served up three times a day, airy mansions all to himself.
He lived for the quiet night and his soft bed. He slept as long as he could and went to bed at an early hour. He wanted to spend as much time as possible in the Dream-World.
As time went on, and he grew unhappier and unhappier with his real life, he began to sleep longer and longer. Soon, he was only awake for a mere five or six hours a day.
The undertaker, of course, noticed the change, and berated Caravaggio for being incredibly lazy, but he took no notice. He was beginning to feel that the Dream-World was by far the more real of the two.
And then one day, while working in his tiny office in the undertaker’s house, Caravaggio overheard two men—mourners at a just-concluded funeral—speaking of a witch-woman who lived a few streets away.
“She sells the strangest and most abominable potions anyone’s ever heard of!” said one man.
“Indeed!” said the other. “She can turn men to toads and jelly to jam. She can conjure up dragons and tame lions! She can even make a fellow dream for the rest of his life—without waking!” Both men shuddered.
When Caravaggio heard this, he was greatly excited. Abandoning his work right then and there, he ran to the street and house that the two men had named.
It was a filthy hovel of a boarding-house, with laundry hanging out of the windows and dirty children on the doorstep. Caravaggio wound his way through dusty passages and up rickety staircases to the witch’s room.
He knocked, and the foul old hag opened the door. She was a truly loathsome creature, more animal than human, covered with warts and festering sores. She wore a grey cloak and spoke in a scratchy baritone.
“What do you want?” she croaked.
“I believe you are the witch who sells potions and magic?” said Caravaggio.
She inclined her head, displaying her greasy matted hair.
“I want a potion that will make me dream forever!” said Caravaggio.
The witch shook her head. “I can’t do that,” she said. “But if it’s dreams you want, you must go to the source.”
“What source?” asked Caravaggio, perplexed.
“Why, the Dream-World, of course!” said the hag. She shut her door abruptly, returning a moment later with a small vial clutched in her claw. It was filled with a shining green liquid.
“This philter will do it,” she said. “Drink it down before you sleep tonight and you’ll awaken in your Dream-Cave. The dreams of other men must sustain you, should you wish to take them, though no man ever has.”
Caravaggio didn’t understand all of this, but he wanted to find out what the witch was speaking of. He paid her all the money he had in his purse and ran home to his attic with the elixir in his pocket.
He hastily dressed in his pajamas and drank the bright-green liquid in one gulp. He hoped it wouldn’t make him violently ill.
He climbed into his bed and closed his eyes, willing sleep to come quickly. Since it was the middle of the day and he was greatly excited, it did not. It was some forty minutes before he slept at last.
When he awoke, he was no longer lying in his bed, but on the rough rock floor of a cave. He stood up and looked about him in astonishment.
He was in a small cave, just tall enough to stand up in and only nine or ten paces wide. The rock was a muddy brown in color. The only object in the room was a great stone container, something like an oversized bottle or vase.
Set against the back wall of the cave was a small pool. It contained not water, but a shimmering mass of strange, thick liquid. Every color was represented, from a deep, dark black, to a sparkling gold. Each mass of color was a separate dream, some wretched, some beautiful.
Caravaggio knew instinctively that this was his Dream-Pool. He picked up the stone bottle and dipped it into the pool. He scooped up a bright blue dream with ease. It separated itself willingly from the others. He brought the bottle to his nose and breathed it in.
It smelled of salt and sea and sweat. It was the dream he had had last Tuesday, of being on a sailing ship and fishing for mermaids with a silver hook.
He poured the dream back into the pool. Turning around, he saw that the cave had a small mouth through which he could detect sunlight. He came to the mouth and looked out.
What he saw was a vast ocean, larger than any that had ever existed on Earth. The water was a lustrous green. Sticking up out of it were huge brown mountains, conical in shape. Each mountain had ten or eleven Dream-Caves set into its side.
There were hundreds of thousands of mountains, probably millions. The Dream-Caves of every person in the world. Caravaggio saw mountains and Dream-Caves as far as his eyes could reach, but nothing else.
Enormous winged beasts, rather like prehistoric pterodactyls, but far larger, were circling the Dream-Sea without cease. Caravaggio had never seen such creatures in his life, yet they were strangely familiar, like the odd people and places in his nightly dreams. The whole Sea seemed like it was a bit of a dream itself (which, he supposed, it was).
One of the beasts flew up to the mouth of his Dream-Cave, making strange roars and bellows. There was a sort of crude saddle strapped on its back. Perhaps these monsters transported people to each other’s Dream-Caves.
Caravaggio took his stone urn and stepped down onto the creature’s back. He got himself as comfortable as possible, and it took off, winging its way through the unending mountains.
After a few moments, it slowed down and hovered in front of a Dream-Cave midway up one of the brown mountains. Caravaggio stepped into it with surprising ease.
This cave was almost exactly the same as his. A small Chinese man in silk pajamas was lying on the cave floor, snoring softly. A silver-colored dream revolved gently over his head.
Caravaggio went to the man’s Dream-Pool. He was surprised to see that the pool was almost entirely made up of gorgeous silver dreams with a blue or a gold one interspersed here and there.
This man probably had a very happy life and no need at all of so many fine dreams. Caravaggio, remembering the witch’s words, scooped a shiny silver dream into his stone container. He thought it was a wedding dream (was the man’s daughter getting married?) and a very fine one at that, replete with dancing and tearful toasts.
Caravaggio half-expected the Chinese man to wake up at the theft of his dream, but he did not. Caravaggio tiptoed out of the Dream-Cave and boarded the winged monster again.
The creature took him next to the Dream-Cave of a very fat woman with a great deal of very red hair. She had creamy, velvety-brown dreams, most of them involving chocolate. Caravaggio put one in his urn and moved on.
The people in the Dream-Caves were extremely varied in appearance and states of undress, but the caves and pools were all the same. Some people had more bad dreams than good or vice versa, while a very few had pools that were nearly empty. Perhaps these were the caves belonging to those miserable few who professed not to dream at all.
Caravaggio took no dark dreams and none of the merely average ones either. He took gold, silver, red and magenta dreams. He took Food Dreams, Love Dreams, Family Dreams, Funny Dreams and even a New Puppy Dream from a sleeping toddler.
He stole dreams for what felt like years. There was no end to the Dream-Caves and his monstrous mount invariably brought him to a new one each time.
After a very, very long time, Caravaggio’s stone urn filled up completely, until he couldn’t cram in even one more dream. He tried putting dreams in the pockets of his pajamas and even in his slippers, but they just evaporated into wisps of colored mist.
Finally, the winged creature brought Caravaggio back to his own Dream-Cave and then flapped away. How long had it been since they were here last? Months? Years?
Caravaggio lay down on the floor of the cave and breathed deeply from his urn. He had millions of dreams, enough to last him the rest of his life, and they were, every one of them, wonderful.
He looked up when he saw a shadow fall across the mouth of his cave. It was not a flying beast. It was a tall figure in black robes, a dark entity with two glowing eyes, but no face. Caravaggio knew, without knowing how he knew or where he’d gained the knowledge, that it was the Dream-Master.
“You have stolen, Caravaggio.” The voice was deep, and it echoed around the cave.
“I’m sorry!” said Caravaggio. “I only wanted an escape. I am so miserable; I merely wanted to dream forever.”
“You have taken dreams that were not yours,” said the Dream-Master, raising his black arm. “No human has ever done that before.”
Caravaggio trembled with fear. “Must I give them back?”
The Dream-Master paused briefly. “No,” he said. “You have taken them and you may have them. But there will be a heavy price. Do you accept it?”
“Anything!” said Caravaggio.
The Dream-Master made a strange motion with his huge hand.
Caravaggio felt himself drifting off to sleep despite his fear, his eyelids growing heavy, the Dream-Master nothing but a dark blob on the swirling horizon.
He slept and the dreams took over.
* * *
A few days later, Caravaggio’s landlord broke down his door. The maid reported that he had not taken his meals since last Friday, and the landlord thought that the man must have locked his door and took off before the month’s rent was due.
They found Caravaggio in bed, dead, his cheeks stained with tears of misery.
The expression on his cold face spoke of the most excruciating agony.
He had gotten all his dreams, an eternity’s worth of bliss. He had spent hundreds of years in the Dream-World, experiencing only the most acute pleasure, feeling all the happiness that it is possible for one man to feel.
The agony of waking a mere two days later in his shabby room had killed him where he lay.
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by
Harriet N. Darling
I reached for Mom’s hand as we entered the empty, echoing house where I used to live with both my parents. Now that Daddy was gone, the large house seemed abandoned and haunted, not like the warm, comfortable place it had been just a week ago. Mom closed the front door and eased her hand out of mine.
“JoAnne,” she said, her voice rough, “you go on upstairs and fix your hair. You’re thirteen now; you don’t need to look like a bag lady. I’ll wait for our guests in the living room. They should be here any minute now.”
“Mom, wait a minute. Aren’t you sorry Daddy’s gone?” I asked, standing on the bottom step.
“You didn’t cry at all during the service or at the cemetery.”
“Of course I’m sorry, JoAnne,” Mom snapped, turning away without a smile. “Don’t be silly. Now go on up and make yourself presentable.”
“But why didn’t you cry, if you’re sorry?” I didn’t bother to wipe my tears away. Mom was already in the living room and might not have heard the question, but I knew the answer. Mom wasn’t sorry—she was relieved. Though they’d been married for more than fifteen years, as far as I could tell they’d been unhappy my entire life.
My father had been my devoted coach since I first took up the harp when I was five. His coaching led to my current status as one of the leading junior harpists in the country. And now that awful disease, cancer, had taken him from me. What would I do without him? I wasn’t sure I even wanted to play the harp again. And even if I did, who could coach me like Daddy had? Who could help me keep on improving, as I’d have to do if I planned to join the symphony orchestra in five years?
I pulled a brush through my unruly hair and the tears started again. Daddy had been a wonderful father, especially considering how distant and remote Mom had become. Daddy had always got a kick out of taking me to the zoo or the children’s playhouse; he even enjoyed shopping with me when I needed new shoes or jeans. Mom was always too busy. But Daddy and I had had lots of fun together, going to the beach, or driving alone to concerts, or having picnics in the back yard. Mom only wanted to clean house and cook. She was pretty good about helping me with my homework, but even then she could become very impatient with me, where Daddy always had a kiss and a smile for me.
Finished with my hair, I glanced into the mirror. I looked as if I’d been crying for a week—which I had, but Mom would not be happy if her guests saw me like this. Maybe I’d sneak away and take a walk in my secret garden; they’d never miss me.
I drifted quietly down the stairs and through the house to the back door, adroitly avoiding the sympathetic neighbors and pitying cousins who stood around eating Mom’s baked goods.
* * *
Crossing the back yard quickly, I slipped through a small gate that led into the woods and my secret garden where flowers grew wild and the trees and bushes seemed like old friends. As I strolled among the flowers, thinking about times I’d come here in the past, I thought I heard harp music from far off. It wasn’t clear, but it somehow made me feel calmer. I wished I could hear it better—the tune was something I could swear I’d heard before.
Suddenly, the realization of Daddy’s death hit me again and I sank down on a large white rock for a while, just letting myself feel the pain. Something shiny caught my eye and, when I turned, I thought something slipped behind a tree. I stared for a while but saw nothing else, and then my eyes closed; I might have dozed off in the sunny warmth. But then I noticed a motion directly across from my rock. It was at the outer edge of a wide grassy circle, and a shaft of sunlight shone directly onto the grass. The sun sparkled in several places on the grassy spot, and then one of those sparkles rose into the air and drifted near me.
When it was about two feet away, I saw that the sparkles were on the hair, fingers and feet of a tiny fairy. Her dainty wings fluttered as the creature hung in the air, looking directly at me. I stared back boldly, wondering if I was hallucinating. The fairy was soon joined by three others, sparkling and fluttering like hummingbirds. I studied them; each fairy wore a tiny tiara on wavy pink hair, and a filmy gown and tiny high-heeled sandals that glittered with jewels. The gowns were pale green, blue, pink, or lavender, and were cut low on gently sloping bosoms. More jewels gleamed on their hands.
You must be JoAnne. This just came into my mind, unspoken. Not certain I’d really heard anything at all, I nodded slowly and said aloud, “Yes, my name is JoAnne. Are you fairies?”
We are what humans call fairies, yes, I thought I heard. The quartet fluttered closer to me, one at a time, and I could see their eyes. They were of varying shades of blue, and their features were very different from one another.
“Is this your garden?” I asked, ready to leave if they didn’t want me here. “I hope I’m not intruding.”
No, you do not intrude. You are in pain.
“Yes,” I admitted, and the tears began to fall again. “My father died, and we had his funeral this morning.”
Shall we take your pain away? The fairies fluttered together, holding hands and circling in the air in front of me.
“Oh, no,” I said. “I don’t think that would be right. I do miss my father and it hurts, but I have to feel the grief. He told me a long time ago, when my dog died, that grieving helps me to remember. I don’t want to forget my dad.”
You loved him very much. The fairies were no longer holding hands; they stared at me from two feet away.
“Yes, I did. He taught me to play the harp and helped me compose music for it. Now, I just don’t know what I’ll do. I don’t think I want to make music anymore.”
Would you like to come with us to the fairy realm? We can help you with the pain of your father’s death, and we can also help you to make music for your harp.
“Where is this fairy realm? I have to be back in the house before Mom’s guests leave.”
Come with us. The four fairies fluttered off ahead of me, and I found myself rising and walking behind them. They led me to another gate which they flew over. I opened the gate and followed. This was definitely not my secret garden. Were we even still on Earth?
The trees were gracefully shaped and velvety in texture, with straight branches and shiny, silvery leaves. The canopy of green and silver overhead rippled like a wave on the ocean, and the shafts of light shining through were soft. Beyond the slender tree trunks, I could see clearings lit seemingly by moonlight, where groups of fairies fluttered and sang wordlessly. They sounded very much like my harp, and left me feeling soothed and blessed.
Tiny flowers grew everywhere around me and seemed to sway, tinkling delicately with each subtle breeze. Not far away, dozens of colorful fairies flitted around the lovely garden. I began to forget my despair over Daddy’s death in the delight of this fairy garden. The air here was pure and clean. Unfamiliar strains of music drifted in the air, sweet melodies that cried out for a harp to play them.
My fairies urged me forward and drifted lightly onto my arm or shoulder now and then. They felt like wisps of moonlight, and the breeze from their wings brought soft scents of peppermint and roses. I was soon feeling light-headed, and collapsed under a tree to lie watching my four fairies dance all around my head. When I became aware again, I was in another place altogether, lying on a platform in the midst of a stadium. Fairies hovered over most of the seats in the large amphitheater, and my own four fairies drifted around me. One of them, whom I dubbed Blue because of her gown, had awakened me and now, in a voice that penetrated to the farthest seats, said, “We shall be addressed by His Honor, the Sidhe Judge of the Magic Realm.”
The fairies in the stadium applauded and cheered, and a white-robed creature stepped out onto a platform a few feet from me. This was not a fairy, but a bigger, more substantial figure that made me think of a leprechaun, though he wasn’t dressed in green and when he spoke, he didn’t have an Irish brogue.
I sat back and watched all this, feeling strange. I wondered what was going on; was I dreaming? Or maybe I’d gone crazy and this was all a hallucination. Had Daddy’s death driven me crazy? I started to slide down off the platform, but the fairy I thought of as Pink flew up beside me and pressed against my shoulder, implying that I must stay where I was.
The audience quieted. “Please give me your attention,” the judge said in a voice as loud as the fairy’s had been, and gestured to a previously hidden door near my platform.
This door opened and a huge knight, all in black armor, emerged and stood beside the Judge. He must be ten feet tall, I thought, astounded at the sight. He carried a lance and a shield in one hand, and a glittering sword in the other. A black steel helmet covered his entire face, with only a narrow slit for his eyes; a tall black plume rose from the top of the helmet, making him even taller. I took one look at his eyes, and shrank away from the dead black stones that stared back at me.
The Judge spoke again. “This is the Black Knave. He has crossed the Emptiness into the fairy realm from his own dreadful dominion. He has threatened to bring his soldiers through the Emptiness to kill or maim every fairy here, if you do not hand over your queen.”
There was a loud uproar of boos and stamping from the fairy audience, and then a buzz of whispers and angry chatter. I sneaked another look at the Knave who stood rigid, legs apart, looking as dangerous and evil as I imagined he was.
The Judge quieted the audience. “The Knave has demanded the fairy queen as a gift for his leader, the Malicious King, who lost their last war and is in deep despair. The King has threatened his own life, and the knave was sent to take the fairy queen to him to bring him out of his gloomy mood.”
The audience of fairies erupted again with boos and hisses, but the Judge quieted them once more.
I listened to this, feeling very sorry for the fairies as this Black Knave was truly terrifying. How would these remarkable, gentle fairies get out of this, I wondered. Will they just give in and hand over their queen? I was glad I didn’t have to make that decision.
The Judge spoke again. “I understand that you fairies will not give the Black Knave your queen, as she is most precious to you. And besides, she is very securely guarded and shielded.
“Therefore,” the Judge went on, turning to face the knave, “the fairies are forced to do combat with the knave to prevent him from returning here with his soldiers.”
The audience once again erupted in chatter that I was unable to understand, but the four fairies who brought me here huddled together as far away from the knave and from me as they could get. Their dainty wings were now drooping, and seemed somehow oilier and dirtier than before.
The Judge demanded quiet once again. “It is obvious that all the fairies together would be unable to have any effect on the Black Knave,” he said with a frown. “Therefore, they are granted leave by the Sidhe to name a Champion to do their battle for them.”
The fairies in the theater all yelled “Hooray!” at once as if they had rehearsed it, and I looked at my quartet of fairies again. They were all smiles and floated nearby, clapping; even their wings looked pleased and sparkling once again.
The Judge held up his hand for quiet. “If the Champion of the fairies is defeated by the Black Knave, your queen shall be turned over to him to take back to his dreadful dominion. But if the Champion defeats the Black Knave, the fairy realm will be safe once again as the knave shall be dead.”
When the audience’s cheers had faded a little, and mine with them, the four fairies flew back to surround me again. The Judge said, “The Champion selected by the fairies is here now.”
He turned to me! Me, JoAnne Marsh, a thirteen-year-old junior harpist! I admit I stared, mouth open and mind dazed. I first turned numb with shock, and then felt freezing cold, frightened, and finally furious.
“What are you talking about?” I shrieked. “I’m no soldier! I can’t be your Champion! There’s no way I can fight a battle for you, even if I knew how to fight. I’m just a child, and this is not my problem, anyway!” I’m ashamed to say I stamped my foot just then.
The Judge frowned and stood with folded arms, and the fairies fluttered, agitated, around my head, but I stubbornly refused to fight the knave.
Finally the Judge said quietly, “JoAnne, if you do not defeat the knave, the fairies shall lose their queen and their entire empire. In addition, if you refuse to enter into combat, you will never play your harp again as you shall never go home.”
Never go home! As I calmed myself the best I could, I began to see that there was no hope for me. It was fight, or let the Black Knave have the fairy queen. I was tempted to simply refuse since I had no hope of winning. But how could I refuse? I sighed, said a murmured goodbye to my Mom, and stepped down onto the grass at the center of the stadium.
The Black Knave towered, unwavering, before me, weapons raised and blocking out the sun with his bulk. I gazed up and up at his armored face, and was suddenly seeing horrifying visions of what he might do to me. I saw myself dead in a casket, like my father. I saw my dying body, pierced through the heart with that awful sword. Then I saw my mother, sobbing on her bed, entirely alone.
I turned angrily to the Judge and cried, “I have nothing to fight him with! Will you send me to fight an armed and dangerous foe with no defense? How is that fair?”
The Judge said, “Neither of you may use swords. You may not use guns, nor spears, nor daggers, nor even boxing gloves. You must use no weapons at all.”
No weapons! Then how could I possibly defeat a professional soldier like the Black Knave? I was only a junior harpist, with no fighting skills at all. I looked hopelessly at the four fairies who still accompanied me, and heard in my mind, We will help you all we can, JoAnne.
That was reassuring, I scoffed mentally. The Judge had said that all the fairies together couldn’t defeat the knave—that’s why they’d been given a champion. If all the fairies together couldn’t hurt him, how were four tiny fairies going to help me?
A tiny tinkle sounded in my ear and I heard, It is time, JoAnne. Then I saw the knave go down on one knee and begin to wave his arms around, muttering in some weird language, and I suddenly felt sick to my stomach. A door seemed to open in my mind and black fanged demons raced through it, yelling and thrashing about. Terrified that they were after me, I stepped backwards on the grassy spot and almost tripped, but the fairies buzzed around my head, beaming encouragement to me.
Following the demons through the door in my mind now came dozens of short troll-like beings dressed in white and smiling angelically. Holding sledge hammers, they scurried after the demons and swung their weapons left and right. Apparently, weapons were okay for magic spells. The demons dropped like flies, and I was back on the grassy spot staring at the knave, now sitting flat on the ground.
So that was it—this was to be a magical battle. I was slightly less discouraged, but still saw no way I could defeat the huge soldier. I had no magic. The Black Knave scrambled to his feet and sent more spells at me, terrifying and nauseating me, but not actually hurting me, which added to my courage. When he paused in this, I decided to try my own form of magic. I yelled, “What’s black and white, and read all over?”
The knave stopped short and tilted his head, as if thinking, and then reached toward me as if to pluck me off the grass. Backing up hastily, I yelled again, “What has four legs in the morning, two legs at noon and three legs at night?”
The knave shook his head sharply as if to remove something stuck to his helmet, and started forward again. I saw the door in my mind opening again, and this time something like a werewolf charged through, slobbering and growling. I cringed in terror, but the fairies told me, We’ll help you, JoAnne. Out of the door came a huge white python, at least sixteen feet long, which quickly wrapped the werewolf in its coils and soon suffocated it.
I came back to myself sitting on the grassy circle, and tried to think of other riddles I knew. They did seem to faze the knave a bit; maybe a puzzle would work, too. I stood again and thought about a Rubik’s Cube, which Daddy had been very good at, and found one sitting solidly in my hand. I tossed it to the knave, who immediately busied himself trying to solve it. He turned it in various combinations, but it wasn’t long before he tired of the puzzle and tossed it aside. He started towards me again.
“I challenge you to a dance-off!” I shouted, having no idea where that had come from. The Black Knave stopped, glared at me with his beady stone-like eyes, and started to move rhythmically. I realized just then that I’d been hearing soft dance music in my mind, and I began dancing to it, my movements fluid and graceful; I loved to dance. I saw the jerky, stumbling, march-like efforts of the knave, and knew this was a contest I could win easily. But as he danced, he was soon tossing spells at me again with both hands.
Now that I’d countered most of his spells with the help of the fairies, they bothered me much less. I held my ground and dodged his thrusts more and more expertly. Finally, the knave stood still and rumbled, “Methinks yon silly little damsel is out of her league. Give it up now and I shall not hurt you.”
I pressed my lips together thinly and stood foursquare facing him. “I think you’d best give up before I hurt you!”
I was afraid I had nothing left to do battle with, but determined not to let him win. The thought of my harp back home crossed my mind, and I wished I had it with me and could play it to calm myself. My four fairies smiled, drifted down to my feet and waved their tiny hands for a moment, and suddenly there was my harp, right in front of me, with a stool beside it.
I sank down on the stool, reached for the harp and plucked the strings. Immediately a bright, sparkling tone came from it. I proceeded to play three of my favorite chamber pieces from beginning to end. Wrapped up in the music, I was somehow totally uninterested in what was happening with the knave and the fairies.
When the third piece was done, I stood and looked around at my audience. All the fairies in the stadium seemed spellbound, and the Judge had a wide grin on his Irish-looking face. The knave, however, was crumpled on the ground, his armor jumbled around him.
“What happened?” I asked. My fairies fluttered down to sit or stand on my shoulders.
Your music was too much for him, JoAnne, I heard. He knew he could never overcome the effect of that music, and he simply gave up.
“Then I won?” I asked, astonished.
The Judge nodded at me and said, “Indeed. The fairy queen is safe now, as is her empire. And you, my dear, may return to your own realm whenever you please.”
* * *
As I crossed into my backyard woods, I thought about my experience with the Black Knave. It felt like it was essential not to let Daddy’s death stop me from continuing to play—it had been too important to him. My victory had taught me the power of music and, as a tribute to my father, I knew I would now put all my efforts into my harp. So, even though I knew I’d always miss my Dad, I’d be okay.
I opened the little gate into my yard, happier and better prepared to deal with the death of my father. Mom saw me and ran out to hug me. It seemed her icy reserve had begun to thaw.
When we reached one another, Mom held me tight and began to cry. “I’m so sorry, JoAnne,” she wept. “I’ve been very stupid. Your father and I argued over and over, years ago, about how hard he worked you. I wanted you to have a normal childhood, but he insisted you work on your music all the time. He refused to let you be a little girl. And he succeeded in coming between you and me.”
“It’s all right now, Mom,” I assured her as we hugged. I patted Mom’s back and tears of happiness flowed down my own cheeks. “I’m just happy to have you back.”
We headed back into the house together. “But where have you been?” she asked.
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