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the pixie
None of it would have happened if they hadn’t given the Pixie her wish and let her out of the castle for a day. She was about fifteen then, and terribly pretty in an elfin way. The lovely, impish look in her eyes had earned her nickname. There was a woman in there somewhere, set to emerge in a few years, but for the moment the Pixie was all girl. She appeared in the town and charmed the boots off the county folk within an hour or two. It was that charm, I suppose, which had gained her the unheard-of privilege of freedom. But alas, her personal appeal was quickly forgotten, buried under rumours that followed in her wake and left all the town buzzing. It is one of the glaring faults of humanity that it always finds gossip more interesting than truth.
Still, even our faults can sometimes lead to good. If it hadn’t been for the Pixie’s visit and the subsequent swirl of rumours, I might never have heard of the castle, or of the Giant in the woods who guarded it so fiercely.
I was a very young man in those days. I had left home three weeks earlier to make my way in the world, and had since discovered that one can sink to a level in life where a captivating aura lingers around words like “food” and “fireplace,” while the shine of “adventure” begins to tarnish noticeably. I had been wrestling with this truth for two days. A small part of me was still stubbornly clinging to romantic hopes for my life while the other part of me was looking for a job.
Ah, but I looked, and there she was—the Pixie, all but dancing through the market with a look in her eyes that suggested the prosaic little street was a river of delights and she was drinking it in. She caught my eye for a moment, and something in her face sparked at the sight of me. And then the whispers began.
“She comes from the castle,” said one.
“Must have escaped,” said another.
“She trembles for her life,” said an old, half-blind fellow. “Look how she peers every way. The Giant will be after her and bring trouble upon us all!”
The Pixie was hardly trembling, nor was she peering so much as she was taking everything in with a look of fascination and thinly-veiled mischief. But after all, there are few things more appealing to the romantic nature than a runaway maiden who is threatened by a giant. I listened to the rumours.
“Kidnapped as a baby, more than likely, just like the rest of them—poor, lovely things! They live in a castle out yonder, in the middle of a great forest. He keeps them there; he’ll let no one near them!”
“Many’s a young man has gone to their rescue, only to be torn to pieces by the Giant. A great, fierce beast is he. Big and black and strong as an ox.”
“Every year in the harvest moon he roams the countryside and takes to himself a new one. One more house left destitute, and one more prisoner for the castle.”
They were still talking when I stepped away from the rumour-mongers and began to walk through the market after the Pixie. She had turned aside into a bookseller’s stand, where she perused a little golden volume of oil paintings. She didn’t seem to notice the whispering around her, but she noticed when I approached. She half-closed the book and looked up at me with a dazzling smile.
Any notion of true love and romance I held vanished as soon as she smiled at me. I had seen that look on female faces before: on the faces of my sister and adoring young cousins. The Pixie was a child—a captivating, bewitching child, but not one to be fallen in love with for a few years yet.
Somehow her youth made me feel more confident, and I imagined that I looked to her as mysterious as she looked to me. “They say you’ve run away,” I said, as casually as if I’d asked about the book.
She laughed. “They would,” she said. “Nora says they’re all half-blind and very apt to jump to conclusions.”
I decided not to comment on the wisdom of Nora and turn the conversation in another direction. I was disappointed that she hadn’t run away. “Do you really live in a castle?”
“Oh yes,” she said, her green eyes twinkling. “In the greatest, finest, dearest castle in the world.”
The last adjective was disconcerting. I wondered if Nora had thought it up. I didn’t have the opportunity to ask, for the Pixie lifted a slender arm and pointed off in a direction beyond the town. “It’s that way,” she said. “Down the road three miles, and then through the woods. At night it shines in the moonlight. You can hardly miss it.”
“Shall I come and see you?” I asked.
“Oh yes,” she said, laughing again. “If you’re brave enough. You can join the Poet… only I think you’re not as silly as he is.” Her eyes lit up. “You can help the children build the boat. Do you know anything about carpentry?”
“But what about the Giant?” I asked. If the rumours were true, my sparkling young friend was inviting me to my death without so much as a warning. I was already planning to take my chances, but it would only be decent of her to feel sorry for me. “The terrible Giant in the woods. They say he has killed many a man for daring to approach your home.”
For an instant she looked puzzled, and then the lines of her forehead smoothed out and she gave the merriest laugh of all. Even as she laughed she began to move away from me. My feet seemed rooted to the spot.
“He is terrible enough if you cross him,” she said. “But he’s not exactly a giant. I think you must mean the Angel.”
A minute later she was gone. She had, I think, moved quickly in an unexpected direction and been lost in the crowd. But to me in that moment it seemed she had been spirited away by some magical spell. She left me determined. I would seek out the castle and face whatever creature haunted the woods around it.
the giant
“Lad,” said the village blacksmith the night I set out for the woods, “I think you a fool, though a brave one.”
I lifted my cudgel—a good, heavy piece of wood, gift from the blacksmith himself—in a salute and smiled broadly. The housewife’s stew was still warm in my belly, and it filled me with courage. The summer night air was warm and breezy, not in the least oppressive. I couldn’t have been afraid, there in the village street below the wainwright’s door—not if I had tried.
I remained confident even after I left the borders of the town and strode down the road in the moonlight. Not until the forest loomed up before me did I begin to quail, but I saw a path and took it. The woods were alive in the darkness. Creatures stirred beyond my vision. The trees grew taller and blacker and reached down with long branches. The forest seemed to be closing in around me. I gripped my cudgel all the tighter. So much did I concentrate on putting one foot in front of another that I forgot to take heed to the path, and before long I realized that I was lost.
Then I saw it. A distant glow through the trees. For a moment I thought the sun was rising. I must have been lost in the woods far longer than I had imagined—morning already! But no, I was mistaken. Now it seemed to me that I saw the light of a great pearl; or perhaps the moon had come to Earth. The moon… yes, now I remembered. The Pixie had told me that the castle shone in the moonlight. It was the castle walls, then, that glimmered before me. It could not be much farther.
I stepped forward with renewed vigour. In that instant a great wooden spear cut through the air just in front of me and lodged in the ground; its head buried deep and its thick oaken length trembling. I whirled around, brandishing my cudgel in the air.
I heard his voice—deep, fearsome, unearthly voice—before I saw him.
“Why have you come here?” he demanded.
I gathered my courage and answered, though my voice trembled. “I have come to seek the Giant in the darkwood,” I said.
Still he remained in the shadow of the trees, his form much like theirs—huge and solid, round like an oak. “To what purpose?” he asked, his voice so low it seemed to make the branches shake.
“To see for myself whether he be angel or demon,” I answered.
The Giant took a step nearer to me, and I saw him more clearly. He was a man, a great man, who dwarfed me as a mountain dwarfs a hill. His clothes were dark. I could not tell from them whether he was rich or poor. A black beard covered most of his face. I could see his eyes in the darkness: large eyes, dark and glowering.
“An angel?” the Giant rumbled. “And who, in your hearing, called me that?”
“A girl,” I said. I regained some confidence, and my voice did not shake so much now. “A girl in the village marketplace, not three days ago.”
The Giant began to move again. Tree branches cleared back from him as though they were blown by a strong wind. It was hard to follow him in the shadows, but he seemed to be circling me; assessing me.
“And if I be a demon?” the Giant asked. “What will you do?”
“I will seek to slay you,” I answered him, “and free the innocents you hold captive.”
“With a stick?” the Giant asked.
My eyes flickered away from the shadows, down to my cudgel. I had been gripping it so hard that my fingers ached.
“I will try,” I said.
For a moment the Giant said nothing, and I had the uncomfortable feeling that he was laughing at me. Then his voice boomed out again.
“And if I be an Angel?”
“Then,” I stammered, “then… I would hope to learn from you.”
His tone grew quieter. Sterner. “Are you lovesick? Are you here for the sake of the girl in the marketplace?”
“She is very young,” I said.
“You are not so much older,” he answered.
“I would help her, if she needs help,” I said. “But I have no other motive.”
“Then stay,” he said. “Stay in the woods. Do not come one step nearer to the castle, on pain of your life. Whatever comes your way in the night, do not allow yourself to be moved. I will send for you in the morning. If you are still here, we shall talk again.”
He did not wait for me to answer. More suddenly than any creature his size should be able to move, he was gone. I was left alone in the woods.
the darkwood
The Giant had not been gone ten minutes when a shadow fell across the moon. The wood was plunged into darkness so deep that it ceased to be mere darkness. It became a force, heavy and oppressive. The glow of the white castle walls disappeared entirely.
Behind me, something stirred.
I whirled around. Another sound—overhead now, snapping twigs and rustling in the dying leaves. My heart was in my throat as I spun again, trying to find the threat. A flap of wings—it flew away. A night bird. Nothing more. I stood staring up at the place where it had been, but still I could see nothing.
The fingers of fear began to curl around the back of my neck. Was something there? Moving? Waiting? I couldn’t see. The darkness was a fiend meant to keep me blind. This was no test of my resolve—it was a trap.
I saw something in the trees. Massive and silent. I saw the sword in his hand. The Giant himself had come to strike me down in the terrible darkness. With a yell, I leapt at him, swinging the cudgel with all my might. I would take him down at the knees, as I was not tall enough to deal a blow to his head.
The cudgel cracked in my hands. The noise of it resounded in the stillness. The sound of it echoed in my heart, along with the sound of my own voice, crying out in rage, in terror, in what I hoped was courage.
But there was nothing there. I had attacked a tree.
I couldn’t even laugh at myself. I backed away slowly from the trees, back into the clearing where the Giant had left me alone… but not alone. There were a thousand frights and specters in the woods. I knew I had made a fool of myself, but I was not humble enough to be freed by the knowledge. Shame only made my fear sharper.
Against every natural inclination, I forced myself to stay where I was. Slowly, I lowered myself to the ground, my back against a tree trunk I could not even see. I sat there, alone in the darkness, curled up with the splintered cudgel still held tightly in my hands. The Giant had left me only one command: stay where I was till morning. I meant to succeed.
I do not know how long I remained frozen there, every sound and movement putting me more on edge. After a time some small measure of light began to come back. The tangle of branches and leaves above me was outlined against the moon. Slowly I stretched out my legs again, laid the cudgel down by my side, and relaxed. My eyelids began to grow heavy.
I was nearly asleep when I saw a soft light coming toward me.
The light moved gracefully through the trees. As it came nearer I made out the form of a young woman in the center of it: lovely, carrying a lantern that made her golden hair and white dress glow. My heart pounded with new longing when I saw her. I struggled to my feet, shaking off the sleep that had settled over me.
She smiled as I stood, and held out her hand. “Come with me,” she said. Her tone was half command, half question.
“I will come,” I told her. The cudgel lay forgotten at my feet. I was bewitched.
I took a step toward her—and a voice rose up deep inside me and demanded to know where I was going.
I asked her the same question.
She turned and smiled again, a gentle, sweet smile. “To the castle, where my sisters and I are mistresses,” she said. “You must come and sleep in safety and comfort.”
My feet seemed suddenly rooted to the spot.
“I cannot follow you,” I said. “I will not move a step closer to the castle till morning.”
The look in her eyes was reproving as she regarded me. “You have already passed the test,” she told me. “You have withstood the darkness so completely that fear has fled, and you are free to come to our home.”
I shook my head, aware that I looked dirty and childish. “I will not,” I said.
Her eyes filled with sorrow. I could hardly bear to look at her. Had I allowed myself to gaze on her, I would have lost all resolve; for how could I resist? But I cast my eyes down and refused to look up again.
“Please,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. “Come and help us.”
Once more I shook my head. A moment later the light was gone. I looked up in surprise. The young woman had disappeared.
Hours or minutes or years later, I found myself lying on the ground, covered in dew and blinking in the light of the rising sun. I was still in the clearing where the Giant had left me.
I never knew how much of that night in the darkwood was real, and how much I had dreamed. I did not have time to speculate, for as I pushed myself up onto my knees in the morning light, I saw a small procession coming toward me from the castle.
the gaggle, the poet, and nora
I couldn’t immediately tell, upon seeing the procession, just what composed it. It was overwhelmingly pastel, energetic, and what is more, it was giggling. I do not just mean that the various parts of the procession were giggling. No, laughter to them was something done as a body. They had to come down a bit of a hill to reach me, and so I saw that they were smaller than I had first thought them. The procession was, in fact, made up of little girls. They wore pretty frocks, clean and starched, with white stockings and beautiful little buckled shoes, and their hair was long and tied back with ribbons. One of them, a very small child with yellow curls and serious eyes, held a long-suffering white goose in her arms. I was almost afraid she was going to offer it to me, but she did not. She just stood and looked at me while the others began their examination.
A trio of girls poked and pulled at one of my arms, and one grabbed my hand and looked it over. “He’ll do!” she said. “He’s made boats before, I’m sure!”
One dark-curled child beckoned to me with her finger. I leaned over so that I might look her in her blue eyes. “Have you built boats?” she asked.
“I haven’t,” I confessed. “But I have built bookcases.”
“We don’t need those,” she told me, sadness coming over her face.
“I can learn to build boats,” I told her, suddenly afraid lest the girls should find fault with me. “Indeed, I can learn very fast.”
The child before me smiled. Her face was radiant when she did. “I’m Izzy,” she told me.
“Certainly not,” I rejoined. “You must be Isabelle.”
She smiled even more. “Only the Poet calls me that.”
“You don’t mind if I do?” I asked.
She shook her head, dark curls bouncing around her shoulders. “I think it’s a beautiful name,” she said.
(Off to one side, the child with the goose was looking into the woods with her head cocked slightly. “Angel?” she said, but there was no answer.)
A younger child, probably four or five, tugged at Isabelle’s hand.“Izzy, Izzy,” she said. “Let’s go back! Nora said not to be long. And if we help with the laundry, we can build the boat.”
Accordingly, they started back at once, pulling, pushing, and sweeping me along with them. As we made our way up the hill, the Castle appeared before me in all its glory.
It was a great house, and very old, built of massive grey stones. In places it was nearly overgrown, but here, as we headed across the front lawn, everything was well-kept and beautiful. We passed beds full of flowers and stately old trees that made shady places especially for children to take shelter in on hot days. The front doors, I realized, were standing open, but the room beyond was in shadow. Before the doors, a great mess of contraptions and wash basins and lines had been set out, and females of various young ages were hard at work washing linens and hanging them up to dry. Multitudinous sheets already waved gently in the breeze, like sails over a sea of green grass. In the center of all the commotion, a young woman was bent over a washtub. She looked up as we approached and took everything in with one sweep of her eyes. I recognized the look on her face. It was no-nonsense, dreadfully grown-up, and more importantly to me, distinctly unwelcoming.
I did not have time to tangle with the owner of the imposing face, for a male voice suddenly called across the lawn, startling me. I turned and saw a slender man beckoning to me from behind a tree.
“Ho, you there!” he called. “Come and speak with me, good sir!”
There could be no doubt that he was addressing me. I was the only “sir” in the immediate area. I looked around to seek permission, but none of the gaggle protested. Half of them had already skipped away to other parts of the lawn, and some were playing hide-and-seek behind the laundry. The imposing face might have had something to say about it, but I quavered slightly at meeting her just then, so I made my way across the lawn to the willow where the man waited.
He was, as I said, a slender fellow. I’d no doubt I could have easily pounded him into the ground. My feeling of superiority deepened as he was slightly flushed and obviously uncomfortable with meeting me, even if he had initiated the meeting. He wore fine clothes, with billowy sleeves and a golden belt, and a small lute hung from his shoulder.
“Look here,” he said. “Did the Angel truly tell you you could stay here?”
“He did,” I said, though I wasn’t at all sure what the Angel had told me I could do.
“Oh dear,” the man said. “Do you mean to tell me that you… that you actually saw him?”
“Well, yes,” I answered. “It was dark, but I saw him. Have you never seen him?”
He shook his head mournfully. “Not in all the months I’ve been here. He watches me, but has never given me the honour of seeing him.” He looked up at me. I was rather taller than he was, and I felt that my shoulders were very broad. “Was he very fearsome?” he asked.
I lowered my voice. “Indeed,” I said. “He would terrify a lesser man.”
The man nodded again. Then he seemed to gather up his courage. He stood up to his full height and looked me in the eye. “Look here,” he said, “I don’t know why you’ve come, but if you’re after Illyrica, I shall fight you for her.”
I shook my head, trying not to laugh. “I am not, as you say, ‘after’ anyone.”
The man heaved a sigh. “Three passages of the moon I have been here this time—three months. I sing and I play—I woo her with all the gifts given me, with my pen itself, and with what does she reward me? A smile here, a token there… ah, but I would die for her smile.”
He was a ridiculous little man, and suddenly I knew he was the one the Pixie had called “the Poet.” But for all his woe and billowy sleeves, I thought I saw sincerity and a true heart in him. I placed my hand on his shoulder. “Be a man of honour,” I told him, “and I shall put in a word for you with Illyrica.”
He brightened immediately. “Oh, I say,” he said. “That’s very kind of you.”
Someone tugged on my hand. I looked down to see a small member of the gaggle. “Come,” she told me. “You must come and see Nora.”
I nodded my good-bye to the Poet, who seemed very much bettered by my promise to him, and followed the child back across the lawn where the laundry was still being done. This time the young woman was not bent over her tub. She was standing, very straight and tall and slender, and her arms were folded. She was looking right at me.
“I suppose you’re waiting for a welcome,” she said. The words were stern, but there was some good humour in them. “Don’t expect anything too grand. This may be a castle, but you’ll not be a lord in it.”
I recognized the tone at once. This was the Nora the Pixie had spoken of, who made condescending comments about townspeople.
As if to confirm my guess, a whirlwind of colour and loveliness appeared from behind a nearby sheet, and the Pixie let out a whoop of delight. “It’s you!” she said. “I knew it would be you. Nora, the boy from the market has come. Boy, this is Nora. She’s all of our mother, and sister, and best friend in the world.”
Nora’s eyes softened considerably when the Pixie appeared. She even managed a smile. The smile was not for me. I couldn’t imagine that she’d ever be my best friend, or sister or mother either. But I stepped forward, bowed, and said, “My name…”
The Pixie cut me off. “None of that,” she said. “No one brings outside names here. I name you Sparrowhawk, because you’re strong and you have very interesting eyes, and you’re looking for something.”
Nora’s eyes met mine in that moment. There was a question in them. A challenge. Almost a threat. She wanted to know what I was looking for. I cleared my throat, intending to find words to answer her question. To tell her that I had come in search of adventure, that I was a boy trying to make the journey to manhood, and that I thought I could make a name for myself here somehow. But the intensity of her look stole my ability to speak. I felt suddenly like a marauding weasel looking into the eyes of a she-wolf whose children I had threatened to disturb.
She looked away, hefted a pile of laundry in her arms, and thrust it at me. “Fold these,” she said.
So I did.
the manifold secrets of laundry
There are few things more damaging to a young man’s ego than to be told that he cannot fold a sheet properly to save his life. Nora told me so, without care for my pride, as she shook out the sheets I had just finished and refolded them, moving with an expert grace and speed that put me to shame. The Pixie laughed gaily when she heard it, also without regard to my feelings, and took my arm.
“Let him come with me, Nora,” she said. “He can help me hang the curtains.”
Following the Pixie into the castle with my arms full to the bursting with curtains, I found it in me to wonder how I, the wandering hero, came to be doing housework. The open doors led into a shallow room with a high ceiling and green rugs, from which various other doors concealed passages that led into other parts of the great stone house. I followed the Pixie through a door to the left, up a flight of stone steps along which open windows let in the breezy glory of the morning. I staggered slightly under my load but was careful not to let her see it, and all the while questions ran up and down staircases of their own in my head.
A girl of about twelve passed us on the steps, greeting the Pixie and favouring me with a stare. A few minutes later another skipped by, singing to herself. (I was quickly discovering just how many steps a castle can harbour, and how blithely a Pixie can charge up them without a thought for the weight of curtains—but I did not complain.) The appearance of the girls quickened my questions. Who were they? Where had they all come from? From the rumours of the townspeople I had expected to find the lot of them imprisoned against their wills and imperiled by some evil force, but from what I had seen they were menaced by nothing more frightening than Nora and her laundry tubs. Peril enough, I thought to myself as the Pixie called back that it was “just a little farther.” Yet there was still that terrifying figure in the woods. The memory of the Giant fell over me like a shadow. The stairs ended. The Pixie pushed a pair of doors open, and I found myself standing in a magnificent library with high, curtainless windows through which the sun was streaming gloriously.
The Pixie soon had me climbing a ladder beside the windows, dragging a heavy length of purple cloth up to the top rungs, where I balanced precariously while she ran nimbly up another ladder and fiddled with draping the curtains every which way. My perch afforded me a good look out the window. The library looked down on more lawns, rolling away from the castle in beautiful green patches criss-crossed with rose bushes and hedging. Beyond that the woods rose, menacing and dark.
Once more I felt that a shadow had fallen over me. The woods surrounded the castle completely, and somewhere in their dark fastness the Giant waited, coming upon unsuspecting travelers in the night. I didn’t know why he had let me through, but I was struck by how otherworldly this place was—how isolated, how full of mystery. I cast a sidelong glance at the Pixie, her face flushed and lovely as she leaned over the window, the sunlight catching in her hair and the warm colours of books framing her. She was a prisoner here. They all were, in some way I couldn’t understand.
A movement on the lawn caught my eye. It was the Poet, strolling along with his lute in his arms, strumming to himself. I gestured at him.
“Doesn’t he help with the laundry?” I asked.
“The Poet?” the Pixie said. “Oh, no.”
I managed a smile as the Pixie pulled a length of cloth from my hand, unsettling my balance in a way I didn’t like. “Seems a bit unfair,” I said.
“Not at all,” she answered with a twinkle in her eye. “The Poet is a genius. He… writes.”
She had finished with her end of the curtains, so she issued orders for my corner and I followed them. As I descended the ladder, I took in the long rows of musty old books and the paintings that hung here and there among them. The library had the feel of a room well-used and well-loved, but very old.
“Whose house is this?” I asked.
The Pixie gave me a strange look. “Ours,” she answered.
“It must have belonged to a very old family,” I said. “Some of these books look generations in age.”
“I suppose so,” the Pixie said.
I caught her eyes suddenly. “Where did you come from?” I demanded. My stomach twisted in a peculiar fashion as I asked it.
The Pixie looked at me for a long moment. I thought she seemed worried—as though we shouldn’t be talking about such things. “I don’t know,” she told me at last.
“Well, don’t you want to know?” I asked.
I had asked the wrong question. The Pixie turned on her heel and left the room. I remained, with an armload of curtains at my feet and a heart wracked by guilt. I had broken the Pixie’s merry exterior, and somehow I felt that I had done something terribly wrong.
Minutes later, one of the library doors opened and the Pixie reentered. Her expression was solemn, but she was not angry with me. She approached me slowly, almost reverently, holding a bit of cloth in her hand. She stopped a few feet away and held it out to me, the sun’s rays picking up bright strands of thread and making them shine.
I took it hesitantly. She was waiting, so I looked away from her face and down at the cloth in my hand. It was silk, its edges ragged as if it had been torn from a larger piece. Embroidered in delicate green and purple thread were the letters R.S. F.
“This is all I have from my old life,” the Pixie said. “I can remember nothing. So you tell me. Where did I come from?”
I wanted to answer her, but there was nothing I could say. She took the scrap of cloth back and laughed at me. “You look as though I’d just handed you a death warrant,” she said.
“Well…” I answered, “well, doesn’t it make you sad?”
The Pixie’s eyes were twinkling again. “No,” she said. “Not especially. But it gives me an air of mystery, which I like. And it’s more than most of the girls have. Come, Sparrowhawk. There are other windows to curtain. And many more steps to climb.”
I followed her out of the library with my arms full of drapery, glad that the conversation, for now at least, was over.
evening in the castle
I followed the Pixie around for nearly two and a half hours, hanging curtains in a vast multitude of rooms. By the end of it my arms and back ached and I was beginning to feel more and more likely to fall off a ladder in a moment of exhaustion and die. My eyes were tired from the sun’s pouring into them all morning. At home I had never given thought to the work our housekeepers did. I would have pooh-poohed the very idea that they might like a young man’s help. Now I was beginning to feel sorry for them.
Despite her prosaic occupation, the Pixie grew more mysterious to me by the minute. The scrap of cloth with its initials fascinated and haunted me. She might be royalty, kidnapped from her cradle so some despot could have her throne and left here to live in obscurity forever under the Giant’s dreadful eye. Or perhaps her mother had been a fugitive from a foreign land, and had given the Pixie the scrap of cloth to somehow lead her back home—or else the Giant had simply taken her from some happy cottage somewhere. The possibilities were endless, and the Pixie, with her radiant beauty and laughing eyes, seemed to fit every one perfectly.
And then there were the others: all the others. They seemed to come from every nook and cranny in the castle, their numbers growing all the time: forty or more of them, with Nora the oldest and unchallenged leader; the Pixie their muse; and Illyrica, whom I nearly knocked over by turning around quickly without realizing she was behind me, their pale and silent ghost. The three were the oldest of the Giant’s charges, and the little girls adored each of them in their own way.
The sun began at last to set behind the great trees. It cast rays of fairy light over the lawns and gardens. I had been huddled with the gaggle for some hours around a heap of lumber near a small creek that ran behind the house, trying to make sense of the piles of lumber and half-attempts at building which they called a boat. With the setting of the sun they began to tug at my hands, leading me out from the deep green shadows of willow and water back toward the house, whose white stone walls glowed with the pinks and purples of the sky, deepening in a velvet twilight.
We passed through the wooden doors, and music greeted my ears: the soft plucking of a lute, a serene, welcoming song that held in its notes the good-hearted dying of the day. I expected to see the Poet, but he was nowhere in sight. Rather, the Pixie was seated on a wooden bench in the flagstone entryway, the Poet’s lute cradled in her arms, smiling and greeting each of the children in turn with her eyes. She turned her eyes on me as well, but it was not with the same look of welcome. For once her look was inscrutable.
The doors to a large, soft room were thrown open, and into it the children pulled me. It was soft, I say, because it was furnished with hundreds of cushions and curtains, and deep rugs adorned the floor. Flames danced merrily in fireplaces at each end of the room, and the occupants of the house were already gathering around them; sitting in little circles, laughing and talking. At one end Illyrica sat with two little girls in her lap and one hanging around her neck, a look of contentment on her face. The girls chattered merrily to her, but not a word did she answer. Illyrica never did, for she was mute. She was a pale, ethereal beauty, with white-blonde curls that she tied at the nape of her neck and blue eyes that spoke more eloquently than voice ever could—but only rarely did they say anything. Illyrica kept her own counsel, even with her eyes. The one flaw in her beauty was a scar across her throat. Though no one ever told me so, I supposed it to be the cause of her silence.
Nora sat cross-legged at the other end of the room, surrounded by little girl-children who lay in every possible position on the cushions all round. A thick golden book lay open in her lap, and she was reading from it. Her voice was quiet yet commanding, and her audience was riveted. She looked a very different figure here than she had standing marshall over the laundry pots. Her face was rosy from the day’s work, and her eyes shone with deep delight—whether in the children or in the story, I could not tell.
Isabelle and the others who had brought me in let go of my hands and rushed to join their comrades around Nora. She looked up when they joined her. Something fell over her face when she saw me, and her voice faltered, but a moment later her shoulders were square and resolute and I was ignored as she continued to read. I was saved from awkwardness when the Pixie appeared behind me, the lute forgotten, and clapped her hands. The whole room surged to their feet at once, and the soft room was abandoned for the dining hall.
Fresh bread graced the supper table, with cherries from a nearby orchard and a great pot of hot chocolate. I filled up on it well enough. I might have wished for a leg of meat or a tankard of ale, but either would have seemed madly out of place in the great white house. When dinner had ended the whole tribe returned to the soft room. I followed them, to find that an enormous wooden chair had been brought out of hiding and placed in the center of the room. The children had arranged themselves all around it. The Giant sat there in the midst of them. Illyrica rested on the floor on one side of him with her head on his knee, and the Pixie sat on the other side. Nora stood behind the Giant with her eyes full.
I had not seen the Giant in the light before. I saw now that he was a very great man in stature, but only a man. His thick hair and beard, once coal black, were beginning to grey. He wore dark peasant clothes, and his massive hands were worn and wrinkled. He looked up and saw me. His eyes seemed to declare his pride in his little kingdom, and yet I thought I saw tears in them. The next instant he blinked, and the illusion was gone.
“Will you not stay with us this time, Angel?” the Pixie asked. Every child in the room leaned forward to catch his answer, but he shook his great shaggy head and looked at me again.
“No,” he said in a deep, gruff voice. “No, my girls, I have only come for that one there.”
He pointed a finger at me. Every head turned my way.
Every head but Nora’s. Her eyes were resolutely on the floor, and she would not look at me.
angel in the dark
I left the castle that night and went with the Giant deep into the woods. I did not know, when I turned my head to see the white stones disappearing behind the trees, that I would not enter the castle again for three months; nor would I speak to its inhabitants in all of that time.
I followed the Giant through the woods until we reached a moonlit clearing. He knew it intimately, for he stretched out his hand and brought forth a staff that had been leaning against a tree, invisible in the night. He tossed it to me. I caught it, surprised.
“You threatened me once with a stick,” he said. “So. Fight.”
I saw that he had another staff in his hands, held at ready. I tightened my grip on the staff, feeling its weight in my hand, watching the Giant. I knew that my smaller size could be a boon, for I had agility that the Giant did not have—and I was by far the younger man, and the quicker. I thought I saw my chance. I moved in to strike him. In the next instant I lay flat on my back, gasping for breath.
“On your feet,” the Giant commanded. “Again.”
I struggled to my feet, letting the sting of pain and pride give me strength. I crouched lower this time, circled him more warily. Again I moved; again he bested me with such speed that I had no time to see it coming.
We sparred that night until my body ran with sweat. Over and over he defeated me, until my limbs and back ached. I wondered if he had not brought me here to kill me after all—if he was not the villain I had first imagined him to be. Yet he did not seem interested in killing me. After an hour, when I once more lay on the ground with my chest heaving and my limbs crying out in protest, the Giant reached down his hand.
“Will you let me help you up, boy?” the Giant asked.
“I am not a boy,” I gasped.
“No,” the Giant said. “Only a mule is so stubborn that he will not be helped. Stand, then.”
I struggled to my feet. The world reeled around me as I did. I tried desperately to stay standing. The Giant’s gruff voice broke through the haze of my mind. I did not hear everything he said, but the word “drink” struck my ear.
“Yes,” I gasped. In a moment the rough skin of a drinking horn was thrust into my hand. I poured the cool water down my throat as greedily as any ill-trained child. But oh, my whole body thrilled to it!
The Giant stood and watched me. When I had finished, the world had stopped spinning quite so dizzily.
“Are you in pain, boy?” he asked.
“No,” I lied.
The Giant grunted. He thrust something into my hand—a spear. I could see its tip glinting in the moonlight.
“You’ll be hungry,” he said. “Feed yourself.”
He meant that I should hunt—in the middle of the night! I nearly laughed at the idea. “It is dark,” I said.
Somewhere in the trees, an owl hooted. “All the wisest hunt at night,” the Giant answered.
“You misunderstand me,” I said. “I cannot hunt now; I cannot see.”
“Only a fool trusts to his eyes,” the Giant said. “You remember that. The eyes can only show you the appearance of things. You will never understand anything until you learn to look past appearances.”
I was sure he was not really speaking of hunting, but his true meaning I could not get at. Not then.
I caught nothing that night, and the Giant did not share his catch with me. He might have, if my pride had not been stronger than my stomach. I rebuffed any compassionate gift he might have been tempted to bestow. Nor did I catch anything the next night, or for many nights thereafter. Thankfully, the Giant taught me the art of setting and checking traps; else I should have eaten nothing but berries and bark for months—and even these, I had to find myself. The Giant taught me always in the dark. My eyes grew more adept at seeing in shadow. I learned to recognize good food from bad by the smell and feel of it, to find my way by the bare outlines of branches and the patterns in what seemed like hopeless tangles of roots and moss, by the occasional glimpse of moon and stars. At long last I learned to throw a spear in the darkness and have it find its mark, and then I ate meat and was more glad of it than I could say. I thought my heart would swell to bursting as I sat by the fire and roasted that creature. I had done it. I had learned.
As my lessons lasted all through the night, I made myself a den under the roots of an ancient oak, where I slept in the earth’s darkness late into every morning. In the afternoon I would emerge, to spend my day as I liked. In the lazy days of summer I fished in the creeks that ran through the woods, and I roamed the forest paths for a few hours each afternoon, trying to match up the world I knew in darkness with the world I saw in light. I began after a while to understand the Giant’s words, or to think that I did. The world was deeper in the night. In the day I could convince myself that I saw everything there was to see, but darkness forced me to know the woods in greater measure.
I came to know the darkwood as though it was an extension of myself. To move as silently as a wolf in the trees. To pay attention to every sound and smell and movement. But as well as I knew the woods, the Giant knew them far better. Where he went in the day I did not know. His manner did not welcome questions. He came to me after dark every night, and we hunted together, or sparred as we had the first night, though he was gentler with me now. Toward dawn we would light a fire and sit by it, eating whatever we had caught that day. Often I saw by the light of the fire that there was blood beneath his fingernails and in the deep cracks of his hands, but I never asked about it. I grew to respect the Giant as I had never respected any man. He was wise in the way of the woods as no man I had ever imagined. His strength was enormous, yet he was quiet and gentle in it. His speech was gruff, yet there was more in what he said than I could easily understand.
Summer drew near its close, and the night air began to take an edge to itself. The Giant handed me a cloak of furs one night. I looked at him quizzically.
“It is yours,” he said.
“I did not work for it,” I said. “You have never given me anything I did not work for.”
The Giant looked at me for a long moment over the light of the bonfire. “A man must always use his hands in honest work when he has a need,” he said at last. “But he must also humble himself. If you cannot accept a gift from a friend, then you are still a fool.”
I did not say another word about it. That night I slept warmly, couched in my den with the thick fur all around me.
It was not long after that the Giant came to me earlier than usual, when the sun was only halfway down its descent. His staff was in his hands. With his head he gestured toward mine.
“Take it up, boy,” he said. “Show me what you have learned.”
I took up the staff, my heart pounding with strange eagerness. Never once had I beaten the Giant since that first night in the woods, but I had grown in strength and agility. The twilight played tricks with my eyes, but I knew it did the same to him. We circled each other warily. I moved in. The clearing echoed with the sound as wooden staff hit wooden staff. He struck, and I countered; I swung for him, and he jumped back. An instant later his staff swung into my back, and I fell to the ground, the wind knocked out of me. I struggled to breathe as I pushed myself up on the palms of my hands.
“What hurts, boy?” the Giant said.
I looked up at him, fire in my eyes. “I think you have bent my spine,” I told him.
He shook his head. To my surprise there was sorrow in his expression. “Better that your pride should hurt,” he said. “Let it hurt, boy; let it break. Pride is your greatest enemy.”
I saw my chance. The Giant was not paying attention as he usually did. I leapt to my feet, catching up my staff as I did so, and brought it sharply against the back of his knees. I stood straight even as he hit the ground. He looked up at me and grimaced. I could only look down at him, my hands gripping the staff, my chest heaving as I fought to regain control of my breath. I had imagined beating him a thousand times, but I felt no triumph now.
The Giant held out his hand. “Help me to my feet, boy,” he said. It was a moment before his words registered, and then I scrambled to catch hold of his hand and help him up.
On his feet again, the Giant laid his hand on my shoulder. I looked up at him, stilled by the gentleness in his eyes. “You have learned a great deal,” he said.
“I…” I stammered, trying to find my tongue. The Giant had not spoken so directly to me since I had come to the woods with him, and I was suddenly overwhelmed by a feeling of indebtedness. “I thank you, Angel.”
His hand tightened on my shoulder, and he smiled.
And then the moment was broken. He looked away suddenly, deep lines furrowing his brow. I started to ask him what was wrong, but he held a finger to his lips.
Faster and more silently than any man his size should have been able to move, he plunged into the forest. I followed him. He had not told me that I could not come, and I wanted to know what was happening. As I moved down the well-known paths in the footsteps of the Angel of the Woods, a chill came over me. Something was wrong. I could feel it in the air; sense it in the silence of the night-creatures.
There was an intruder in our world.
intruder
A bright moon shone overhead, illuminating silver pockets of darkness as we moved through the wood. We were on high ground, and the trees were sparser than in most places, but I did not fear that anyone would see us coming. The Giant wore dark clothes as he always did, and I had long since traded my traveler’s garb for furred buckskin. I was as grey and drab as an aging deer; and if I did not move with his grace, I had at least learned the deer’s trick of silence.
The Giant stopped abruptly at the edge of a low ridge overlooking a wide path. It was the road I had used when I first entered the wood, the remnant of what had once been a well-traveled drive. The forest had encroached much upon it, but it was still clearly distinguishable as a man-made path, and it led straight to the castle.
Something was coming down it, something too clumsy and careless to belong to the woods, though quiet enough for a man. I peered down into the gloom of the road, and then I saw him—a small, hunched man, who moved with many a furtive look in every direction, and clutched his cloak to him against the night air. By the moonlight I could see that his skin was sallow, and his hair was long and thinning on top. I supposed him to be a gypsy, and I did not like the look of him.
The Giant stepped down into the path without a word or sound of warning. The little man gave a cry of astonishment and threw up his arm as if to ward off a blow. The Giant simply stood in the path with his arms folded over his broad chest, glowering down upon the intruder.
“Why have you come here?” the Giant demanded.
The man bowed, his hands tucked inside the front of his cloak. His face was a mask of terror. “Please,” he said in a high-pitched, whining voice, “have mercy on me; have mercy, guardian of the woods…”
The Giant was unmoved. “State your business,” he said.
The man began to babble, something about being lost and a merchant seeking fortune, but I did not hear his words. My eyes were fixed on his cloak. I did not like the way he kept his hands hidden. There was something wrong in his whole manner, something… feigned. My time in the woods with the Giant had taught me to trust a great deal to instinct, to pay attention to what my other senses knew that my eyes did not. What warned me first I do not know, but I became suddenly aware that the man had a knife in his cloak, and that he was carefully sizing up the Giant to determine how he would aim before throwing it, deceitfully and skillfully.
I shouted as loudly as I could and leaped from the ridge. I slammed into the man, knocking him to the ground, and punched him as hard as I could in the face. He shrieked with terror the whole while, and I grabbed him around the throat. I felt the Giant’s hand on my shoulder, and turned to see him glaring at me.
“What are you thinking?” he asked.
In answer, I reached into the man’s cloak. My fingers closed around the hilt of a knife. I pulled it out and held it up to the Giant triumphantly. “He is a treacherous worm,” I said. “He would have thrown it in a moment.”
The Giant reached out slowly, and I handed the knife to him. My knees were still firmly planted in the dust on either side of the little man, and my hands were still around his throat, though loosely enough to let him breathe. The Giant examined the knife. He seemed shaken. I had never seen that look in his eyes. Itt frightened something deep inside of me, even as I felt wildly triumphant—I had saved the Angel of the Woods.
“Let him up,” the Giant said. His voice was deeper than usual. Whether anger or some other emotion deepened it, I did not know. For a moment I considered disobeying him. But another look at the cowering weasel beneath me, his face smeared with his own blood, subdued the fire in my veins. He was not worth bothering over. I stood, wiping my hands together in a vain effort to clean them of dust and blood.
The Giant glared down at the intruder. “Get up,” he said.
The little man scrambled to his feet, bowing and scraping and falling over himself as he backed away.
“Get out of my woods,” the Giant said. “Never return. Do you understand me?”
“Oh yes, master,” the man said, still bowing. “I understand.”
We stood together and watched him hurry away into the gloom of the night. When at last the Giant turned to go, I thought his shoulders seemed stooped. For a moment he seemed to be a very old man.
“It is time to go home,” he said. His voice was weary. I did not for a moment understand him. I thought he meant to return to whatever den he slept in—I never knew where it was—but as he continued down the road to the castle, understanding dawned.
“Do you mean that we’re to go back to the Castle? I asked.
He looked back at me and nodded.
I felt a moment of elation. Back to the castle, place of beautiful mysteries. Back in the company of this man who had taught me so much, in whose defense I had proved myself—to myself—a hero. But elation was dulled by the sting of regret. I stood still in the path and closed my eyes, taking in the sound and feel of the night woods. They had become a part of me. Without realizing it, I had almost thought to stay within them forever. Yet another emotion overtook me at the thought: a pang of loneliness. Of fear. No, I could not stay here. It had been too long since I had spent much time in human company.
I opened my eyes. The Giant had also stopped, not much ahead of me. His eyes were lifted to the treetops and the moonlit sky above them. He turned back and looked at me from beneath his great black brows.
“Winter is coming,” he said. “We will stay in the castle till spring.”
Without another word he started down the path again. All in a confusion I followed, driven on by excitement and the fear of loneliness even as a part of me stayed behind to haunt the forest forever.
the first winter
Snowflakes began to fall before we reached the castle, carried in on a deceptively light wind. They swirled around us in the darkness, catching the night lights like pieces of the moon. Heated by my victory, I now found myself fighting against the cold as the winter air blew against me and chilled the sweat on my body. I drew my fur cloak close as we stepped out from the trees. The grounds looked barren and desolate under the moonlight, and the castle sat white and ghostly amidst the falling snow.
It was late at night, and I wondered as we approached who would be awake to welcome us. I needn’t have wondered. Only minutes after the Angel’s knock the great wooden door swung open, and Nora stood in the torchlight. She wore a long white robe over her nightclothes, and her hair was down, falling to her waist. The torchlight made its golden waves deepen in colour. Perhaps it was the cold that heightened my senses, but I felt that I had never seen Nora before. The blue of her eyes, usually so sharp, was softened by a mix of concern and welcome—the welcome, I knew, was all for the Angel. Standing in the doorway Nora looked to me wondrous and magical, an ancient fairy queen still garbed in the beauty of youth, ushering us into her otherworldly castle. What happened to my heart in that moment is beyond my power to explain, even now.
She bid us enter in low tones, her torch casting strange shadows on the flagstones as she closed the door behind us. Her eyes swept over both of us, and she addressed herself to me while looking at the Angel.
“Your hands are bloody,” she said. “What happened?”
The Angel grunted as he removed his cloak and laid it on the bench. “An intruder,” he said. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”
Nora cast another glance at me, but apparently she was satisfied with the Angel’s answer. I was not. I waited for him to give some nod to what I had done for him, but he said nothing. He merely finished removing his outdoor clothing and looked at me with his dark eyes.
“Go off to bed, boy,” he said. “There is work to be done on the morrow.”
I had many things I wanted to say, but I bit the words back and turned to go. I had not ascended three steps when I was seized with a sudden desire to see Nora again, to talk to her, to make something of myself in her eyes. I turned back and peered through the crack of the door to the hall. The Giant was still there. Nora was with him. His great arms were folded gently around her shoulders, and her head rested on his chest—like a child in her father’s embrace. He was speaking to her, but his words were no more to me than a low rumble. Once again I turned and began the slow trudge up to my room.
I awoke late in the morning to the sound of running feet and chattering voices. Some of the gaggle had chosen the landing and stairs outside my door to set up a cascading doll village. The small window in my room revealed a dismal landscape, only half-visible through the slanting snow. The sky was slate grey and seemingly untinged by sunlight. Winter had come with missional passion and was saying its morning prayers upon us all, devoting itself to the task of burying the whole world under snow and wind and cloud.
I paced beneath my window for a little while, sitting down at last in a high-backed wooden chair facing into the room. I felt strangely disquieted. I had grown accustomed to my forest den, but I knew that even that had been swallowed and transformed by the storm. I was not eager to face the house or anyone in it.
I had not been sitting long before my stomach began to complain aloud of ill-treatment. I welcomed its discomfort at first as a general reflection of my mood, but hunger eventually got the better of me. I dressed and left the room, wading precariously through the gaggle and their dolls on my way to the kitchen. An iron pot sat simmering on the stove with the dregs of porridge left in it, growing stiff and yellow. The household, I gathered, had eaten. I helped myself to the porridge, bathing it in milk and brown sugar in an attempt to make the best of it, and ate by myself at the long wooden table with my feet propped impolitely up on the chair beside me.
Nora whisked into the kitchen when I was nearly finished my breakfast, arms full of firewood, her hair tied up in a bun. She dropped the firewood into the bin beside the stove, cranked open the iron door, and tossed in a couple of logs, jabbing the whole mess with an iron poker that made sparks fly. Finished, she straightened up, wiped her hands on her apron, and looked at me with something akin to amusement in her eyes.
“Spirit’s gone with the sun?” she asked. “The storm will end soon enough, believe me. And then there’ll be work for you, so be glad of your ease now.”
The fairy queen was gone, replaced by the brusque house mother I had never warmed to. I was in no mood for condescension, and I am ashamed to say that I nearly answered her back. But just then two very little girls burst through the kitchen door, bounding and bubbling with noise. The smallest one catapulted herself straight at Nora. Nora caught the little thing up in her strong arms and held her close. She smiled as the child shyly hid her face in her neck. The other child was tugging at her apron, so Nora lowered herself down and listened, her face patient and open, a smile still playing on her lips. She balanced on her heels while the little one snuggled closer.
For all that the wind howled outside, I thought that the heart of sunlight and fire-warmth had come into the kitchen and settled over Nora. No, she wasn’t a fairy queen… but for the first time in my life, I became aware that there was something deep inside woman that was more beautiful than magic could ever be. And, also for the first time in my life, I wondered how any young man could ever be hero enough to deserve to plumb the depths.
Nora was right. There was work to be done. When after three days the storm ceased and the sun came out, I found myself neverendingly patching this bit of roof against the melting snow, and plugging that hole or crack against the cold wind, or clearing this or that path of snow—four back-breaking feet of it in the drifts—so that the girls could get where they needed to go.
The sun had not been up one hour on that first day before Nora announced that my help was needed at the river. She dragged me out into the stinging cold of the morning, along with the Pixie and two of the older children, that I might shovel clear a large patch of ice. I then used the shovel to put a hole in the surface so the girls could gather water for the day in their metal buckets. And so little could I bear to be useless while they lugged pails of icy water back to the house, that I put down my shovel and used my back and arms to relieve the two older children of their burdens. The Pixie praised me for this in her laughing way, while Nora commented that once I had done this twice every day, I shouldn’t slop so much of the water on my legs—which would be better, both for the water and for my legs. It would be better also for the kitchen, which would soon begin to smell if my trousers needed to be hung over the stove to dry every morning. But I thought that her eyes were friendlier when she looked at me. The general unflappable calm about her was happy and not sullied by my presence.
When the storm had been relegated to the memory of a week or two, the winter quieted down for a time. Much of the snow melted off. I had no time to be glad of the respite, for as soon as the landscape was navigable, the Angel led an expedition to the western edge of the woods. Twelve of us went to work with a vengeance, chopping and hacking at the trees until we had enough firewood, I thought, to melt the mountaintops. That is, the Angel and I chopped and hacked. The rest of the delegation, led by a splendidly pink-cheeked Pixie in her fur-trimmed coat of royal blue, stripped the trees of their branches and twigs and carted the wood back to the castle. They sang while they worked, and threw an inordinate number of snowballs, until enough snow had trickled down the back of my coat to make me think that article of apparel practically worthless.
I inquired of the Pixie, on that first fine winter’s day, with the sun sparkling blindingly on the white lawns, whether the Poet’s genius also disqualified him from chopping wood. She seemed surprised at my question.
“The Poet is a creature of the summer,” she told me. “He is not here now.”
And indeed, I did not see him, not through all the long months of winter. His presence was now and then missed, especially as I sometimes wished for another of my sex to engage when Nora chased me out of the kitchen or the Pixie was particularly inexplicable, or when the giggling outside my door grew too much to bear and I stepped one too many times on the doll furniture strewn about the stairs and nearly broke my neck trying to get my balance again.
The Angel was there every day, a great dark presence in the house, magnificent in his usual silence. The children loved him and would climb all over him whenever he sat down, but though he listened to them prattle away at him for hours, he rarely had anything to say in return. They did not seem to mind. The love in his eyes, surrounded by deep creases of laughter and care, was enough of an answer for them.
furs
Upon a midwinter’s descent to the cellar, in search of a middling sack of cocoa, it occured to me that the castle’s stores were running low. The dried things hanging from the low ceiling were nearly depleted; the vegetables buried in underground nooks just as sparse; flour, sugar, and molasses all dwindling. Porridge there was in abundance, but even the children had begun to revolt against its frequent appearances.
I climbed the cramped stairway back up to the kitchen, intending to inform Nora of this alarming development, but I found that her omniscience had not failed her. Her head was bent over a list on the kitchen table, which she rapidly scratched at with a quill and ink, making calculations. The Angel and the Pixie stood on either side of her, now and again making some suggestion, all three frowning as only those who are trying to manipulate numbers do frown. Half a dozen pots simmered on the iron stove behind them, making the room uncomfortably warm.
“It will do,” Nora said at last, pushing herself back from the table. “If we sell them all, there is enough to tide us through the winter.”
The Pixie laughed. “Well, don’t be too optimistic about it,” she said. “It’s a splendid haul, Nora, and you know it.”
Nora looked at her friend placidly, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand and leaving a slight streak of ink across it. “It will do, as I said.”
“It will more than do,” the Pixie declared, looking down at the paper again. “Let me do the haggling, and we’ll make a Christmas of it. See if we don’t.”
I strode forward and laid the cocoa on the table, drawing attention from the three at last. “If there is haggling to be done,” I said, “leave it to me. I could haggle a man out of his only winter coat for less than he paid for it.”
The Pixie laughed. “But can you haggle him into one, and out of his money?” she asked.
“What are we selling? I asked, straining for a look at the paper. It was smudged and dirty, written upon in a broad hand that was difficult to make out, with Nora’s long narrow figures at the bottom.
The Angel answered me. “Furs,” he said.
Nora looked up at me. “Have you ever tried to sell anything?”
“I told you,” I said. “I’m an expert.”
“He’ll go with you,” the Angel decided. “He can be your protector.”
“And I’ll do all the real work,” the Pixie said. “You know I sell more than anyone else. And buy more, too.”
Nora’s face seemed to cloud a little. “I think you should stay home this year,” she said. “They’re getting to know you too well.”
“What if they do?” the Pixie asked. “I have been cooped up here all winter.”
“We all have,” Nora said. Her eyes flashed. Their obvious disagreement made me uncomfortable, especially as this hardly seemed like an isolated conversation.
The Pixie flushed and looked away. “I know you think I attract too much attention,” she said. “But I can’t help that. And I can’t stay here all winter, Nora; you know I can’t.”
In reply Nora simply looked at the Angel. His eyes were troubled as he regarded both of them. His answer was a long time in coming. He stood as he answered. “You will both go,” he said. He nodded in my direction. “And Hawk.”
Nora opened her mouth again. “I would rather not—” she began.
The Angel cut her off. “Go,” he said. “You’ll be needed.”
Nora did not look up. “Yes, sir,” she said.
The Angel left the kitchen. The Pixie followed, after a concerned glance at Nora.
I cleared my throat. “Surely it isn’t that—”
Nora stood abruptly. “Excuse me,” she said. She left me standing alone in the kitchen, sweating slightly in the heat of the overworked iron stove, and entirely at a loss for what to do with the cocoa.
* * *
I trekked out into the woods two days later, following the Angel’s footsteps through the snow. Together we journeyed deep into the forest’s embrace, down paths that had once been familiar but now were changed. Winter had entered the woods and made me once again a stranger in them. Beneath the cold and snow and deathly stillness, I knew that my woods still existed. My den was still under the roots of an old tree in another part of the forest. The birds and animals would return before long, or else they were still here—sleeping, waiting for spring to call them out again.
I did not like the change, and I said nothing as we walked. Snowflakes drifted lightly down around us. The Angel looked over his shoulder at me. He smiled slightly through his great dark beard.
“It has not changed,” he said. “The heart of the woods is the same in every season.”
“I am inclined to dislike the seasons,” I said. “They make a foreigner of me, and I was at home here.”
“Do you begrudge the woods their depth?” the Angel asked, looking ahead once again. His voice was clear in the still air. “Are you unhappy because there is more to them than you saw at first?”
I looked up toward the treetops. “I thought I knew them,” I said. “It only took months.”
“Here,” the Angel said, stopping abruptly before a tangle of small trees. Even without leaves, their small branches were laced so closely together as to make a nearly impenetrable screen. I stopped in confusion. We were in search of the Angel’s furhouse, and so I had expected to go to a part of the woods I had never visited before—after all, in my months in the woods I had never suspected the existence of such a place. But I had been here many times, or thought I had.
The Angel paid no mind to my confusion. He reached into the thicket and pulled a heavy door open. I could see it now: grey and low to the ground was a rough-hewn hut. It was dark within, and I followed the Angel down a set of steps to the sunken floor. The walls stretched up nine feet on either side; high enough for the Angel to stand at his full height and look comfortable. He lit a candle, and the flames flickered and danced on the colours and textures of the furs that hung on the walls: fox red and badger black, beaver brown and rabbit grey.
He looked at me with his eyes smiling. “When a thing is truly worth knowing,” he said, “you will find it takes a lifetime to know it.”
in the town
The Pixie, Nora, and I left the castle on a cold November morning, on a small horsecart heaped with furs. Nora relinquished the reins to me without too much trouble before we left. She nestled among the furs with the Pixie while I drove the cart over the frozen road through the woods. A thin layer of snow lay on the ground all around us, and the sun shone freely through the bare tree branches. I could see my breath in the air. With the leather reins in my hand and the rumble of the wheels on the earth, the clop of the shaggy pony’s hooves before me and the voices of Nora and the Pixie behind me, I thought it was a good morning to be alive.
The woods were still and barren, but somewhere in their midst the Giant walked again, haunting the landscape. He had taken to patrolling the woods as soon as the snow had melted enough to encourage travelers. He returned to the castle when the weather grew fiercest, and wandered the forest when it gentled, but he did not ask me to accompany him. I wondered why, but I did not ask.
We rode all morning, out from the woods and over the hills toward a town I had never seen. Nora directed me now and again, but she needn’t have. The pony knew where it wanted to go. We came at last over the crest of a high hill to see the town laid out before us, and both Nora and the Pixie climbed up from their places to lean over my shoulders and see the settlement that was at once familiar and foreign to them. I knew that they had been here before—Nora to trade and the Pixie to be curious and arouse curiosity—but their castle world was far removed from any such place. It was a large town, big enough to house both goodman and reprobate. The nobility of the province lived some way off, in a great house on lands far larger, if less wild and beautiful, than the lawns of the castle. The Pixie had learned as much by asking questions and by reading books in the library that gave some of the area’s history, and she was glad to share her knowledge with me.
The town, it seemed, was located at a crossroads between various larger settlements, and so it made a fair resting place for tinkers, vagabonds, circuses, and all manner of passers-through. Its central location ensured it was not cut off from the rest of the world when the cold weather came, and so the town had made a habit, owing both to its number of visitors and to its number of wintering merchants, of holding a market several times every month. It was a perfect place for the inhabitants of the castle to sell their wares. And so they had been doing, I gathered, for some years.
The wide main street of the town was already buzzing with activity as we made our furred way into the midst of the market. Nora soon spotted an open place, and we pulled into it. The girls jumped off the cart and pulled handmade wooden stands out from beneath it, which they had collapsed and tied onto the wagon with stout twine.
All around us the heady atmosphere of the town filled my senses. Coins and horse tack jangled, hooves and wheels stamped and creaked through the streets. Voices called from a thousand wooden cloaks and shawls and hoods and leather coats. I was overwhelmed by the sense of being out, of being among mankind again. Everything here seemed earthier, more real than anything at the castle. Here were men wearing muddy leather boots, with swords and tools strapped to their belts and worn gloves covering their hands. Here were voices of every pitch and tone, gruff and smooth, haughty and loud, shy and retiring, young and old. Here were hags and hagglers; wealthy men and beggars; voices raised in praise and in argument. I could smell beer and hot sausage, horse dung and rawhide. The air was vaporous with the breath of men and horses, and with smoke and steam from off the cooking fires where sausages, breads, and deep fried rolls of raisin dough filled the air with their scents.
I was intoxicated by it all. I heard voices raised in anger and suddenly my heart was pounding. All my old instincts were awake, and I longed to join the fight and exchange a few good-natured blows. The Pixie, too, watched the passing crowds with a kind of hunger in her eyes. Only Nora seemed unaffected. She worked to get the furs in good display, and then almost immediately she was taking and counting money for them, arguing price in low, gentle tones with an old woman who did not look as though she could have afforded a bundle of rags. The old woman left with a grey fox fur, and I wondered what Nora had accepted for it.
It was the shopowners’ attention Nora really wanted, and it wasn’t long before she had it. For all the dizzying humanity in the streets, not many paid us a second glance, and I soon felt useless. Our little corner was in capable hands. I wandered away into the crowd. Dimly I remembered the Giant’s intent that I play protector to my companions, and so I made a point of staying near enough to the cart that I would hear them if they called.
Among the tents and stands and pony carts that made up the market a few more permanent buildings stood. The busiest of these was a tavern. It had been months since I had last had a drop of beer to warm myself, and I wanted it now. I walked into a haze of pipe smoke and tobacco, through which men shouted and laughed, and someone in a back corner was singing, off-key and a little off-colour.
I knew very well how threadbare my pockets were and that a drink was never to be had for nothing. Still, I hoped to convince the tavern-keeper that I would pay for it, one way or another, on a better day.
A big burly man with a red beard squinted at me through the darkness and waved his hand. “Away with ye,” he said. “I’ve no time to trouble with penniless beggars.”
I drew myself up. “I am no beggar, sir,” I said. “I am the son of a nobleman.”
He looked at me out of a half-cocked eye, his lip partly pulled up from his teeth. “And I’m the son of the almighty khan,” he said. “Get off!”
There were men in the tavern attuned to his words. In minutes I was unceremoniously thrown back into the cold air. I half-landed, half-rolled in the street, near a narrow ditch where refuse and dirty, melted snow flowed together. A pair of rats skittered and fought over something old and once-edible near my head, uncaring that the boots of a hundred men trod all around them. As I raised myself to my knee, my eyes scanned the crowd—and zeroed in on a face I knew. A rat’s face.
The gypsy from the woods.
I had unfinished business with the rogue. I scrambled to my feet and shouted. “You there!”
He turned and saw me. His expression changed from its usual sly and cunning look to one so vile and condescending that I could not bear it. I threw myself at him and bowled him to the ground.
The Gypsy curled up and covered his head with his arms as I rained blows upon him, demanding apologies, explanations, some balm to my much wounded pride and pent up anger. He shrieked like the coward he was, and suddenly I felt hands on my arms and shoulders and waist, and I was being dragged away.
“Let me go!” I shouted, struggling against the hold of the townsmen. “The wretch! He is up to no good, I tell you! A murderer!”
I whirled around. A large black carriage blocked out the sky just behind me. Guards in purple livery stood sternly around it, and I saw that the men who now held me wore the same uniform. An imposing grey head, belonging to a woman of impossible age with a dragon’s mien and a sharp eye with which she now regarded me, leaned out of the window.
“On what grounds do you accuse him, young man?” the woman asked.
Her voice, her entire bearing, demanded that I answer. I wrenched my arms free of the guards and crossed them, meeting the woman’s glare with one of my one. “He tried to kill the Giant of the Woods,” I said.
lady brawnlyn
The woman stepped down from the carriage, imposing in her regality. Despite her evident age she stood straight and strong. She was taller than I, and I felt dirty and exposed before her eyes. She wore all black, from the covering of black lace on her head to the shoes on her feet. It was the traditional garb of a widow, but richly made and proudly worn. The guards stepped back and inclined their heads as her feet touched the ground, and she strode forward with her cane in her hand until she was close enough to tower over me.
“A great mystery,” she said. “You accuse this man—” she pointed to the gypsy, still lying on the ground, with the end of her silver-tipped cane—“of attempting to murder a man who is not here present. A man whose existence I have long been given to doubt. And who are you to make such wild claims? Defend yourself well, for all I can see is a troublemaking scrap of a boy.”
During this speech the gypsy raised himself from the ground, casting furtive, hopeful glances from the widow to myself and nervously wringing his hands. I could hardly bear it.
“I am the son of a nobleman,” I answered, and I gave the name of the province wherein my father’s estate lay. The guards looked at each other with a new air of respect for me, which I was gratified to notice. “I claim what I know to be true, for I was with the Giant when this creature attacked him, by stealth and artifice and without provocation.”
“Do you then know this man?” the widow asked. “This Giant of the Woods who gives so many cause to fear?”
“I do,” I answered. “He is a good man. I have trained with him, all this fall and winter.”
The widow nodded, the signs of thought playing across her face. Then she looked down at the gypsy, who cringed away from her. “You,” she barked. “Does this young man speak truth?”
“Please, your ladyship,” the gypsy answered. “I am a man who will defend myself when I am attacked, and the Giant did attack me without cause.”
The widow raised her eyebrow with disdain. “A man who will defend himself, indeed,” she said. “You are a coward. Only a moment ago you lay shrieking on the ground while this boy pummeled you. Every eye here saw it.”
The gypsy ducked his head as the guards and the gathering crowd tittered with laughter. His loathsome head turned crimson beneath his thinning hair.
“Your humiliation is punishment enough for cowardice,” the widow continued, “but you are here on charges far more serious. Guards!” She turned, calling several of her men to attention. “The law must inquire further into this matter,” she said. “Escort our friend to the gaol and tell the sheriff what has here transpired.”
“Yes, my lady,” the chief of the guards answered. Unceremoniously they hauled my opponent away. I watched him with go with mingled pleasure and disappointment, for now he was quite out of my hands.
“Now, young man,” the widow said, her attention fully back to me. “If you will be so kind as to help me back into my carriage, I would like a word with you.”
I stepped forward and offered her my hand, aware that I was being honoured. When she was seated comfortably again in her coach, she called me up after her.
I settled into the padded black seat opposite the widow, letting the opulence of the coach sink in and bring back memories of my old life. It seemed a lifetime ago that I had belonged to the world of nobility. I had never intended to leave it entirely—only to seek my own fortune, to make a name for myself, and to return home a great man. My adventures had thus far been very different than I had anticipated. Seated in the widow’s coach, surrounded by the scent and feel of riches, I suddenly felt closer to my goal than ever I had since I had first entered the woods.
“Do you know who I am?” the widow asked me.
I nodded, drawing on the history lesson the Pixie had given me. “I suppose you to be the Lady Brawnlyn,” I said, “mistress of a very great estate in these parts.”
She nodded. “You are correct in your suppositions. I am mistress of a very great estate indeed—this town and the towns outlying all belong to me. My late husband acquired great wealth and lands before he died. He ruled them well.” A shadow passed over her face. “Though there has been… some trouble in our borders.”
“I am sorry to hear it,” I said.
She smiled a thin-lipped smile. “You may perhaps be of help,” she said. “I have been in need of someone like you.”
I was surprised, and did not attempt to hide it. “If I can be of assistance to you, madam, by all means call upon me. I am surprised to hear that you have no one.”
“I am a wealthy woman,” she answered me, “but not in descendants, nor in trust. I have one daughter, no sons. I do not trust my guards. They are what they are… but I need something of better stock.”
“As I said,” I answered, “I will be of help in any way that I can.”
She smiled, the same joyless, no-nonsense smile. “I am glad to hear it,” she said. “I will see you in my house this day next week. I shall send a coach and four for you. Where do you live?”
I shifted my feet uncomfortably. “If you please, ma’am,” I said, “I would rather come on my own.”
She raised her eyebrows and nodded. “Very well. I will see you after the noon meal.”
With little more in the way of ceremony I was dismissed, and the Widow Brawnlyn rode away in a great clatter of dust and wheels. The townspeople parted before her. They paid her homage by doffing their caps and muttering to themselves.
I had by now been gone some time, and when I made my way back to the fur stand Nora greeted me with stormy eyes. “Where have you been?” she asked.
I bristled. “Things have happened,” I answered, intending to go into detail.
“Yes, they have,” Nora said. “For example? I have sold all my furs, without help. And the Pixie has disappeared. In all of your wanderings, you wouldn’t happen to have seen her?”
the widow’s commission
The Pixie saved me the need to answer by appearing at that very moment, wrapped in her dark winter cloak. With a nod to the two of us she began to take down the wooden stands Nora had used to display the furs.
Nora voice held a warning note. “Pixie…”
The Pixie looked up from her work. Her eyes were pleading. “I went to see a friend, Nora, that is all,” she said.
Nora sighed. Her face, like the Pixie’s, was full of emotion, but I could not read it. “Why should you defend yourself?” she asked at last.
Without another word she bent down beside the Pixie and got to work. Neither one of them was happy. The Pixie’s face was flushed, perhaps with shame, perhaps with the stubborn elation of having been out and free against everyone’s wishes to the contrary. I did not flatter myself that I knew her so well I could tell the difference.
The wooden stands were heavy, so I volunteered to tie them back on to the bottom of the wagon. Nora went to tend to the horse while I did so, and the Pixie bent down beside me.
“I saw it all,” she whispered. “What trouble are you in?”
I nearly hit my head on the bottom of the wagon, so surprised was I. The Pixie’s tone was stern and not a little threatening. I had never pegged her for a blackmailer, but I knew now that my secret might very well cost me. And secret it was. Until that moment I did not know it, but I did not want anyone from the castle—Nora, or the Giant especially—to know what had happened, or what had come of it.
I peered out from under the wagon at the Pixie’s exquisite face, shadowed by her cloak and the mischief that hung axe-like over my head. “No trouble at all,” I rasped, trying to whisper and not doing terribly well at it. “Everything has been nicely settled.”
The Pixie raised an eyebrow and whispered back, “That woman was the Widow Brawnlyn. A noblewoman!”
I grew annoyed. “And I am a nobleman’s son.”
The Pixie leaned a little closer and lowered her voice even more. “The Angel won’t care much about that.”
Nora rounded the wagon at that moment and I banged my head on the side of wagon as I clambered to my feet. I shot the Pixie a warning look. She replied by folding her arms and smiling smugly. I thanked my lucky stars that she was standing behind Nora, where the expression on her face couldn’t be seen by anyone but me.
As we were ready to go, I headed back to the front of the wagon. Somehow Nora made it there before me and snatched up the reins. “I’ll drive,” she said. There was enough question in her voice to flatter me a little… she was asking. I nodded and climbed into the back, made far more unwelcoming by the absence of furs to cushion its wooden sides. The Pixie climbed in after me and leaned against the opposite side of the cart as Nora clucked to the pony with a snap of the reins. We started down the road, through the town and back toward the castle.
“Not a word,” I hissed.
“No,” the Pixie said back. “Not a word.”
I was content. I would go to the Widow Brawnlyn in seven days, as I had promised. The Pixie would not give me away… but I knew that I would eventually pay for her silence.
* * *
I left the castle while the Giant was out. The sun was climbing in the sky. The woods were cold but bright in the late morning light. I had some understanding of the Giant’s habits from the time I had spent with him in the woods and was thus fairly certain I knew how to miss him, both as I went out and as I returned. Nora was busy with the children as I left. Three had engaged her in an argument of sorts while a smaller one pulled on her skirt and begged for a drink. She barely had a harried nod to spare me when I announced that I was going hunting.
The crisp air greeted me, rife with adventure. I drank it in with every step I took, my old cudgel resting on my shoulder. I felt tremendously alive. Every sense was standing at readiness. The danger of meeting the Giant in the woods, and thus being forced to an explanation I did not want to give, only heightened my enjoyment of the day. The widow had recognized my worth. Her summons had told me that I was to be a hero at last, and I felt myself to be one—every inch of me.
I was out of the woods ere long. In the town where I had first met the Pixie, I found the blacksmith on his way to the great house of the Family Brawnlyn. I convinced him to take me along, and as we journeyed I sat beside him and drank in the countryside. It grew tamer as we neared the mansion. The woods were fewer; the fields broad and pastoral. The flat landscape made me think of the moors around my own home and reminded me once again that I was at last taking steps to fulfill my destiny. Why I put so much stock in the Widow’s summons I cannot now say; but then it seemed to me that she opened the door to the world.
The mansion itself was a dark grey edifice, veined with climbing vines that in the summer would burst into the green of ivy leaves, but which were now a dead brown. There were gardens all around the house, well-kept but full of strange, wild things, frozen in the twisted mien of winter. I learned later that it was the Widow’s taste to surround herself with that which was wild and dark; with that which suggested danger. A wide stone drive led through the weird gardens to a pair of high oak doors, above which the heads of gargoyles leered down. It was an old house and the stonework was grim and imposing.
There was activity about the place, but it was subdued. A flock of crows on a low stone wall flapped as someone disturbed them beyond the left side of the house. The blacksmith took himself away to the stables on the right. I walked alone, like a vagabond with my stick over my shoulder, up the drive to the oak doors.
Hardly had I knocked when the doors swung inward and a servant bid me enter. He led me across a polished floor of grey marble toward another set of doors. We had not yet reached them when I felt eyes on me. I turned to look around the sweeping greatness of the room. A magnificent staircase curved up toward the gloom of the upper stories like a road leading into the clouds, and on it stood a young woman: dark, stormy, and strikingly beautiful. My heart moved at the sight of her, and for a moment I couldn’t breathe. Her presence was commanding, yet there was something cold in the eyes as she descended the staircase, holding her hand out to me. I took the slender fingers and bent to kiss her hand. Even as I did, the Widow Brawnlyn stepped out of the shadows.
“My daughter, Lady Genevieve Brawnlyn,” she said.
I looked up at the beautiful face and said, “My lady.” Genevieve nodded in reply, and turned her eyes to her mother. I followed suit.
“I am glad to see you here,” the Widow said.
“I told you I would come,” I said.
“Yes,”she answered, holding out her hand that I might pay homage to her as I had to her daughter. “But not every young man is as good as his word. I thought you were. I am glad to see that I was correct.”
“Your judgement is fine,” I answered. The Widow seemed pleased. She gestured toward the sitting room from whence she had come, just off the grand hall. “Let us sit,” she said.
We entered the room together, the butler a shadow at our heels. He bore a silver tray with various delicacies. The Widow settled into a cushioned chair, its ornately carved arms glowing red and gold in the light of the oil lamps. The drapes were drawn; there was no natural light in the room. Genevieve sat beside her mother and did not say a word. There was another chair on the other side of the Widow, and here that grand lady indicated that I should sit. I did, and leaned forward, caught up in the mysterious aspect of the room and its inhabitants.
“Please, my lady,” I said. “Tell me why you have called me here. Your hospitality is gracious, but you said I could be of assistance to you.”
The Widow smiled, barely. She unfurled a fan of darkest red and fanned herself with it. “Yes,” she said. “Tell me, young man. Have you any experience at arms?”
I nodded. “As every young nobleman does. I can quit myself well in any contest.”
“And in leading men?” she asked. “You seem like a leader.”
I did not tell her that for nearly two seasons now I had been first a loner in the forest and then a water-carrier for a houseful of girls. I had, once or twice before I left home, been respected by other young men like myself who trained together in the ways of the higher classes. I affirmed her suspicion that I could indeed lead others.
“Tell me,” she said. “What do you know about this province of mine?”
I looked down at the rich carpet. “Very little, I’m afraid,” I said. “I have been confined to one small piece of it nearly since my arrival. It seems to me a very rich land. Very beautiful.”
Something flickered in the Widow’s eye. “Yes,” she said. “It is very beautiful. A magnificent inheritance. But it is also a wild place. We are not far from the outer reaches of our country, and across those borders people are uncivilized, treacherous. Much of their character has come across the border and infected my lands. We have always been known for the wealth of the land, but equally we are known for the vile things that transpire here. Other provinces have legendary heroes. Here, despite the work my husband and his fathers did to keep the land settled, we are plagued by legendary villains. Thieves. They haunt the forests and roam at night.”
She was not finished. I had grown uncomfortable; my hands clammy. I was not sure why.
“Since my husband died things have grown steadily worse,” the Widow said. “My daughter and I are in need of a man to help us tame the province again.”
“Have—have you had no one in all these years?” I stammered.
She looked at me shrewdly. “Oh, there are men,” she said. “But no one of noble birth. No one with the strength and resolve to make his mark here. No one we could welcome as… one of us.” Her eyes went to Genevieve, whose beauty was as distracting as it was cold.
I understood at once what she was getting at. Genevieve Brawnlyn was a beautiful young woman, but there were few prospects in this part of the world—few men who could be trusted to take lordship over the province. The Widow’s words swirled in my head. This was a place without heroes. And the Widow and her daughter, rulers over the land, were looking to me.
I swallowed, regaining my composure. “I will be of service to you,” I said, “in any way I can.” I looked up inadvertently, and my eyes locked with the stormy grey of Genevieve’s. Deliberately I turned back to the Widow, who was ready with a commission.
“There is, in the woods north of here, a band of robbers who have made the road notoriously dangerous for all travellers. I want you to take a band of my guards and rout them from the forest. Bring them back to my prisons or have done with them in some other way, but I want them driven from my land. They are bloodthirsty men; you need have no qualms about dealing with them. My spies can tell you precisely where to find them. Will you do this?”
I stood. “I will,” I said.
the widow’s daughter
I rode out at the head of the Widow’s men not two hours later. They were uniformed in grey: sharp, imposing figures. Before them I rode like a rogue warrior, without uniform to identify me with any cause but my own, flushed with all that the ride could mean to me. I bade the Widow—and her daughter—goodbye as the tall black horse they had lent me pranced impatiently beneath me. With a shout and a slap of the reins, I gave the horse its freedom. We were off. We vanquished the stone drive in mere minutes, and with the men whooping behind me and the hooves of their horses tearing up the road, we charged on the north woods.
I signalled for the men to quiet themselves as we approached the woodland border. When we plunged into the forest world we were as silent as a band of men on horseback can be. I knew where to go. Lady Brawnlyn’s spy had given me detailed directions, but even if he had not, I would have had no trouble finding the bandits. I could read the forest. I knew what tracks were man-made and which were the marks of beasts or the tricks of nature. I could see signs of the men’s presence everywhere.
The robbers had made their headquarters inside a cave, hewn out of a rock that rose from the ground like the head of a great serpent. My eyes caught sight of its dark opening. I signalled to the men to fan out behind me, that we might approach the cave mouth from every angle. I rode ahead, into the clearing alone. The strong odour of revelry washed out from the cave’s dark maw: wine, meat, and the stink of drunkenness. I reigned in my horse and called out in a loud voice, “Ho, there! Come out and face justice!”
I heard a shuffling and low muttering in the cave, and then a filthy man appeared in the opening. The hair he had hung long and scraggly down the back of his neck. He leaned on the side of the cave and eyed me with one yellow eye.
“And who might you be?” he asked.
“I am called Hawk,” I told him. “I am come in the name of the Lady Brawnlyn to see that your thievery is stopped.”
The man looked up at me with an indescribable sneer. “Is that so?” he asked. He half turned and called into the cave. “Come out, boys, and see the whelp the Widow has sent us!”
Even as he spoke, he drew a broadsword out from the darkness of the cave and lunged at me. He had given me little warning, yet it was as though I had already studied his every move. It was nothing to me to meet the sword, to disarm him, to ride on the others who came forth from the cave. I gave a battle cry as my men poured out of the forest. The fight was over almost before it had begun. I knew that I had acted swiftly; strongly. I knew that I looked in the eyes of every man there like a hero. When I look back now, I know that it was the Giant’s training that enabled me to fight as I did, but I spared no thought for him then.
We tied the robbers and threw them over the backs of our horses like so many sacks of grain. The filthy man who had come out to meet me at the mouth of the cave rode behind me with his arms tied behind his back, and all the way he spewed curses and accusations from his mouth. I sat straighter, prouder, as I thought of the life this man had led and the way I had ended it.
We entered the town. All the people gathered to gawk at us from the sides of the road. Someone recognized the bandits and shouted out news of what we had done. The townspeople cheered, and I thought that my heart could not beat more proudly. A small part of me whispered that the Giant and all his fair host should be here to see me, but at the same time I did not think they would be pleased. The Giant, I thought, cared only for his small world. Ah, but had I not protected that world also by doing away with the bandits? And might I not someday reign over that world, if in the years to come the Widow should look favourably on me?
The low voice of the filthy bandit intruded on my thoughts, audible under the cheers of the gathering crowd. “What did she promise you, eh?” he asked. “What? Money? Or that daughter of hers?” The man laughed, his laugh like gravel in my ears. “She did, didn’t she? Offered you the whole world, young fool. All for the cause of ridding the forest of me.”
We had reached the gaol. I had no more patience for the man. I dismounted and hauled him down roughly. Within the hour the bandits were locked safely away, and I was once more on horseback, headed again for the house of Widow Brawnlyn.
* * *
It was evening when I rode up the drive at the head of my small band of men. They dispersed behind me as I dismounted, and a boy came to lead my horse away. I patted its sleek black neck, my eyes all the time on the doors of the house. I was eager to give account for my actions.
The butler led me again to a well-furnished sitting room, where I was surprised to find, not two ladies waiting for me, but three. My surprise was doubled when I recognized in the third the face of the Pixie. She looked up at me, tea cup in her hand, without a trace of guilt on her smooth brow. She was seated next to Genevieve. They contrasted like fire and storm. I was not sure I had ever seen so much loveliness in one place.
The Widow greeted me with a nod of her aged head. “Reports have already reached me,” she said. “A rider came in from the town. I could not be more pleased.”
I nodded. A flush of colour stole into my cheeks. Genevieve had her strange grey eyes fixed on me, and I could not help but remember at what future her mother had hinted.
“I shall call for you again,” the Widow said. “Is this agreeable to you?”
I answered yes. I was flattered. Flattered that she treated me with deference; flattered that she considered me a help; flattered by the way her daughter looked at me. And I was inordinately pleased that it was all done in front of the Pixie, who had only seen me as laundry-toter and water boy before this—the Pixie! I glared at her. Flattered I was, but I would have liked to wring her neck. How on earth had she come to be there?
Lady Brawnlyn gestured the Pixie’s way. She had not asked me to sit, so I stood, hot and without any idea of what I would say if the Widow inquired after my friend’s audacity.
“You did not tell us that you had brought a young lady with you,” Lady Brawnlyn said. “A charming creature—utterly delightful. Next time you must not be so remiss in introducing your friends.”
What could I say? I stammered an apology and dutifully promised to bring her with me when next I came. We left together, the Pixie’s arm in mine as I escorted her over the drive. “How did you come here?” I hissed once we were out of earshot.
The Pixie smiled sweetly at me—well aware that we were not yet out of eyeshot. “I followed you,” she said. “Not a word to Nora or the Angel.”
“I’m not a fool,” I answered.
I looked back at the house then. Genevieve Brawnlyn was standing in the open doors, her dark hair stirred by the wind.
Her eyes haunted me all the way back to the Castle.
independence
I spoke with the Pixie as we walked the roads through the town together. It seemed she had not intended to present herself at the house: only to wander the grounds, and, if questioned, to explain that she had come with me. She was caught in short order, as only someone as vividly conspicuous as the Pixie could be, and stood almost immediately in the good graces of Widow Brawnlyn and her daughter. They had insisted that she come back to see them.
I allowed this information to flatter me. The Pixie had come in my name and been welcomed with open arms. I wondered how they would have welcomed her had she gone to them in the Giant’s name alone. I knew well enough that if the Pixie found herself a favourite of the noble family she had only her own charms to thank for it—but at least I had opened the door. We crept through the darkwood together, under the evening sky, lost in our own thoughts. The Pixie seemed apprehensive as we neared the Castle. As before, we had neatly avoided the Giant’s detection. I felt sorry for her. She was all but locked up in that castle, I thought—a flower trying to grow in a world without enough sun. We parted ways in the woods. She returned home in the fading light while I spent a few hours in the woods—hunting, as I had told Nora I would do. What the Pixie told Nora I never knew.
Over the next few days I became aware of an undercurrent of excitement in the Castle. The little girls were all a-twitter, and they had a way of scattering upon discovery like mice at play. Illyrica spent hours in her room. When she was out in the public rooms she was never without some gorgeous tapestry in needlepoint, which she shoved away under various cushions, lap blankets, and dishes when certain people entered the room. Even Nora always seemed to glow. Childhood memories began to greet me at every turn, bringing with them a strange mix of melancholy and joy. The reason for all of this was simple enough. Christmas was just around the corner.
I had not thought much about my home since I had left it. But we had had Christmases there; glorious ones and bittersweet; and I thought of it now. I thought of my parents, long since gone from this world, of my childless aunt and uncle, whose was the title of the lands, and of my younger sister, who I barely knew. I thought equally as much of the horses in the old stables and the sea cliffs where I had often gone for long rides, letting the wild wind carry my soul up with it over the wintry sea. On my last Christmas at home, I had gone to the cliffs and spent much of my day there in dreaming, until the tips of my fingers and toes were in danger of frostbite despite the warm clothes I wore.
Dreaming of adventure. Of strange lands. And now here I was, in a strange land, surrounded by innocents and beauties of mysterious origin, and still no closer to any answer concerning them. I had been in the Castle since the summer, and I had begun to believe that I would leave it as ignorant as I had come. In any case, I would not be a hero here. That destiny awaited me with the Widow Brawnlyn. Of all the Castle’s inhabitants, I fancied I might be of help to the Pixie alone. Nora had no need of me. The Giant seemed only to want to change me for his own purposes. I had grown tired of it.
Between my first visit to the Widow, when I routed the robbers from their forest den, and Christmas week, I had been back to the Brawnlyn House twice. Both times the Widow had given me work to do. Once she asked me for advice on how best to deal with a judicial matter; the second time, she sent me out to teach a notorious drunk a lesson. I did, and did it well. I saw more of Genevieve with each visit but knew her no better. The Pixie failed to escape the Castle on the first occasion, but on the second she accompanied me, and spent the whole of the day in the company of the noblewomen.
There was on the edge of the darkwood a hollow tree where the Widow took to sending messages for me. I checked it every day, often two or three times, and so it was that on the third day before Christmas I discovered an invitation, on fine ivory paper with a gilt edge, for the Pixie and I to attend a Christmas Eve ball at the Brawnlyn House.
The sun was setting as I passed through the cold woods to the Castle. The Pixie was in the front hall, helping direct a stream of little girls to the dining room, from whence came the smells of fresh-baked buns and a peculiar hot punch that only Nora could make. I pulled her aside and showed her the invitation. She flushed as she read it, and looked up at me with eyes so alive she almost took my breath away.
“We will go, Hawk?” she said. “We must!”
I frowned. “I will.”
“You can’t leave me behind!” she whispered. “You wouldn’t. Lady Brawnlyn would never forgive you and you know it. I would never forgive you!”
I looked out at the hall and the last of the long-haired little beauties disappearing through the dining hall door. Illyrica was standing there. She cast a quizzical glance in our direction before following the cascade. Nora’s voice could be heard over the chatter of the girls, giving directions.
“They’ll expect you to be here,” I said. “For Christmas Eve.”
“As they will expect you,” the Pixie said.
“That’s different,” I said. “You’re part of the family.”
The Pixie cocked her head a little. “So are you.”
I didn’t respond to the comment. “You can’t just sneak out, Pixie. It won’t work. You’d have to tell them.”
The Pixie’s demeanor grew quiet for a moment. She fingered the smoothness of the invitation in her hands.
“All right,” she said. “I’ll tell them.” She began to move toward the dining room, then stopped and looked back. “The Angel may not let me go,” she said.
I felt angry. “He cannot keep you,” I said. “You’re not a prisoner.”
She shook her head, agreeing with me. “No,” she said. Once more she looked down at the invitation, then resolutely tucked it away into a pocket in her skirt.
“Nora’s made punch, and you know there’s nothing else on earth like it,” she said. “Are you going to stand there stupidly all night, or are you coming?”
I followed her into the dining room.
* * *
On the second night before Christmas, the Giant came in from his vigil in the woods and joined us all in the soft room. He sat in his great chair, with children on his lap and shoulders and playing with his beard and his greying hair, while flames roared in the fireplaces and Nora read aloud from a storybook. The story was a romantic adventure in a magical, faraway land. I cast a glance at the Pixie now and then. She was sitting amidst the cushions near Nora, listening with a distracted entrancement that made me think she was writing her own story of nobility and far-off places. Illyrica sat near one of the fires, discreetly sewing and silently commanding any child who tried to peek at her work to pay attention to the story.
I sat in a corner of the room near Illyrica, looking neither at the Giant nor at Nora. If the Pixie made good on her threat, she would talk to the Giant tonight. I was not sure what I would do or say if they brought me into it—which I was nearly certain they would.
I must have looked as dark and gloomy as I felt, because I felt eyes on me. I looked up to find Illyrica watching me, her needle still, her head cocked in question. When she saw me looking at her she furrowed her brow, wordlessly asking what was wrong. I looked away.
Nora’s even cadences picked up urgency as the hero of the story faced off with a terrible dragon. All around me, the girls leaned forward in breathless anticipation. The fire snapped and crackled.
And then it was over. The hero slew the dragon and rode away to his castle with the heroine. The whole room seemed to sigh with relief and stretch out languidly. The Giant spoke from his throne.
“Bed,” he said. The children let up a wail of protest. The Giant smiled, gently taking a few down from his shoulders. “It is nearly Christmas,” he told them. “Tomorrow night I shall see you again.”
Isabelle spoke up. “We have made hundreds of paper chains for the Christmas Eve celebration,” she said. “And Nora is making popped corn for us to string tomorrow.”
The Giant smoothed back one of her curls. “I can hardly wait to see,” he said.
Another little one piped up from the Giant’s knee. “And Illyrica made something, but she won’t show us yet.”
Illyrica smiled at the little one, a beautiful, amused smile. The Giant looked gravely at the child. “I’m sure she will show us in her own good time,” he said. “Now, to bed with you. All of you.”
Obediently the children began to file out of the room, stopping on the way out to embrace some one or other of their elders. One seven year-old threw her arms around Nora’s neck and asked, “Nora, what happened to the people in the story?”
“I’m sure they lived happily ever after,” Nora answered.
“How do you know?” the little girl pressed.
Nora smiled. “They always do in stories,” she said.
Satisfied, the little girl let go of Nora and ran after the end of the long-haired procession, legs pumping under her lacy pink nightgown.
The fire near me was beginning to die down. I picked up a poker and stirred it up again.
Nora looked up to a small ledge that surrounded the walls of the room. “I have been saving the candles we made last summer,” she said. “Tomorrow night we’ll bring them in and line them up all around the room and light them all at once. Do you remember, Pixie? You and I talked about it. You said it would look like a choir of angels had come into the room to hear the Christmas story with us.”
The Pixie didn’t meet Nora’s eyes. She looked down and rubbed the back of her neck, drew a deep breath, and looked up at the Giant. “It will look beautiful,” she said, “but I won’t be here tomorrow night.”
Every eye in the room turned to the Pixie in shock, save mine. I was still poking at the fire.
“What do you mean?” Nora asked.
The Pixie tossed her head. “There is a ball at the Brawnlyn House,” she said. “Lady Brawnlyn has asked me to attend, and I am going.”
Nora could hardly find words. “Lady—?”
“I’ve been there several times,” the Pixie said. “Lady Brawnlyn and her daughter are very kind to me. They treat me like one of their own.”
“But you are one of us,” Nora said.
The Giant spoke for the first time. “It is better that you stay here,” he said.
I felt my hackles rise. Lady Brawnlyn and Genevieve seemed to me just what the Pixie needed to grow past this place. She would look like royalty at the ball. Perhaps, after all, she was. What sort of life had the Giant prevented the Pixie from living? And why should he stubbornly continue to prevent her now?
All of a sudden there were eyes on me. Nora’s eyes. “This has something to do with you, doesn’t it?” she demanded. “Sparrowhawk, what have you done?”
I stood and turned to face her and the Giant. “I have introduced her to the nobles of the land… of this land. What is wrong with that?”
“We have no friendship with the outside world,” the Giant said.
“You may not,” I shot back. “I do. And so does the Pixie.”
The Giant looked up at me. His eyes were full of quiet wrath. I was glad he was seated, for I was at eye-level with him. Had he towered over me, I did not know if I could have been so bold.
“You do not understand,” he said.
“I understand that you are making this place into a prison,” I answered. Nora’s eyes blazed back at me, but she said nothing.
The Pixie looked at the floor, but she stood her ground. “Angel,” she said, “I want to go.”
The Giant stood without warning and left the room. His absence left the air full of unsettled emotion. Nora followed him without a word. Illyrica stood and made her way out a moment later, her needlework limp in her hand. There was no anger on her sensitive face, only sadness.
I replaced the poker by the fireplace and turned to the last remaining figure in the room. “Pixie—” I began.
She turned on her heel and left the room without a word.
No one spoke another word to me that night.
brought low
Lights shone from every window of Brawnlyn House as we approached it through the wintry night. It seemed an aristocratic beacon in the darkness: shining the light of luxury and costly extravagance over the shadowy landscape. The Pixie caught her breath at the sight of it, and I turned to look at her. She wore a fur-trimmed cloak of deep red over a simple dress of wood-pine green trimmed with lace. Nora had made the dress, and Illyrica the lace, and there was as much love in it as there was frost in the air. The dress made the Pixie’s green eyes shine. She looked more like an innocent fairy fallen from some other, simpler world than she ever had before.
She looked at me, her eyes alight with the wonder of the house. “How can you look so dull?” she asked, with her old teasing smile made glorious by the rapture she felt. “Look at it! We’re standing on the doorstep of heaven, Hawk.”
She turned and tripped her way down the path toward the glowing house. I watched her go with the slightest of smiles. The unpleasant scene at the Castle was behind us now. The Pixie was right. Lit up as it was, Brawnlyn House looked like a celestial palace. Pride made me warm within. Through my own merits this place had become another home to me and to those who followed me.
They would be glad to see that we had come. The Pixie would be transformed—of course she could not wear the homespun dress to such an affair. Genevieve had promised to set aside one of her own gowns for her. The thought pleased me. I had for some time harboured a suspicion that the Pixie’s descent was from some royal line. The Brawnlyns’ treatment of her seemed almost to make this a fact; and tonight she would look every inch a queen.
Music greeted our ears as we approached the great doors. They stood open, spilling light and warmth out onto the stone drive and creating strange shadows in the gardens. I fell in step with the tune as I mounted the steps, and I smiled as the Pixie was spirited away from behind me by three of Genevieve’s personal maids. She would not make her appearance at the ball until she was ready.
I swept my cloak from my shoulders and stepped boldly into the hall, head high, chest swollen. Handsome couples fell back from my approach in the whirl of the dance, and I heard the doorman announce my name: my real name, with all its accompanying titles. And to the end of it he attached this: “The Lord Hawk, captain of the realm!”
All around me the honourable lords and ladies of the surrounding lands danced, laughed, and spun conversation; ornate as moving paintings, elite like the wine that flowed freely. The Lady Brawnlyn herself stood most grand and imposing of all in a black dress of silk. Her eyes lit on me as I entered the room, and she called to me with a slight movement of her head. Carried along by the lights and the music, I reached her side quickly. A few friends had refrained from the dance to speak with her: she placed them in waiting as she turned to me and, in a low voice, acquainted me with those young men in the room who would certainly compete with me for Genevieve’s attention in the festivities. I understood her well. She meant me to prevail in all such competitions.
“Acquit yourself well here,” the Widow said. “You are among your own.”
I bowed my head, smiling slightly. “Thank you, my lady.”
She brushed close to me and said, in a voice lower still, “You shall not leave until the night is well spent, I hope. I have a matter of great importance to discuss with you.”
“I will not leave until we have spoken to your satisfaction,” I answered. She nodded and sent me away with a flick of her fan.
Genevieve was not just then in the room. I guessed, correctly, that she was with the Pixie. But she appeared within ten minutes, and her presence stirred the room. As ever, her face was unreadable. Her dark hair fell in gorgeous curls around her white neck and shoulders. She entered into the celebration with practiced ease, speaking but rarely, commanding attention nevertheless with her beauty and bearing. When she spoke it was in low tones; when she danced it was with perfect grace; when she turned her grey eyes on me, my heart nearly stopped with the feeling that in their depths was a lowering sky about to break.
I took her hand and led her into a waltz. As we danced I tried to talk with her.
“You look lovely,” I told her as the room whirled past, but she did not respond. “Have you seen the Pixie?” I asked.
“I was with her a few moments ago,” Genevieve answered.
“Is she coming?” I asked—feeling stupid, for the answer to that was obvious.
“Soon,” Genevieve said, her lips curling up in what was almost a smile. “She is nearly presentable.”
“I have promised to speak with your mother again tonight,” I said. “I believe she has more work for me.”
Genevieve laughed, a laugh that was without colour: grey and white and edged with bitterness. “Work for the Lord Hawk,” she said. “I am sure you will prove yourself worthy yet again.”
The music ended. She pulled away from me, turning to face the entrance of the ballroom. The Pixie had arrived.
I had once thought the Pixie too much a child to fall in love with. I knew that she was still. But dressed in the opulence of Genevieve Brawnlyn, with her hair entwined with gold and swept up off her neck, with every eye in the room fastened on her, the Pixie was the better of any grand lady in the room.
She looked like a queen.
Genevieve moved to greet her. The young men Lady Brawnlyn had pointed out to me also moved her way, but I was stricken and could not move. I had brought the Pixie into the eye of the world of the nobility, and something deep within me whispered that I ought not to have done it.
I shook the feeling off as best I could and tried to get to her, but I could not reach her in time. She was caught up in the dance, courted by the men, admired by the ladies: she was beautiful, glorious, at the height of her bewitching powers. When she laughed gaily it brought the whole room to her feet.
The night grew long. The attendants began to leave, one by one, two by two. I tried to keep up my attentions to Genevieve while fending off those with similar intentions, aware all the time that Lady Brawnlyn was watching me. I still felt guilty when I looked at the Pixie, and so I tried to ignore her. I drank wine and danced and compared stories with the men, and just as it struck me that I could not see the Pixie anywhere, Widow Brawnlyn beckoned me to her drawing room. I looked around wildly for the Pixie, torn between my need to answer the Widow’s summons and my growing panic at my charge’s absence. But the Widow was insistent. I withdrew to the drawing room to attend upon her in firelit solitude.
She looked up at me with greater solemnity than I had ever seen before. After the festivities of the night, I was taken aback.
She wasted no time in getting to her subject. “It is late,” she said. “I will spare you lengthy introductions. How much do you know about the place you currently call home, Hawk?”
“It is a pleasant haven,” I said. “But secretive. I know its inner workings but little about its history.”
“Sit down,” the Widow said. I obliged.
“Not long ago, I became acquainted with a man whose story, in any other locality, would have seemed too wild to be believed,” she told me. “Indeed, I was inclined to doubt him. But he introduced me to his whole family, and they echoed his report in every particular. I think it is true.”
I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, wondering again where the Pixie had gone to. But the Widow’s next words chased every thought of her from my mind.
“They told me that many years ago, while they were passing through this country on business, their middle child—a daughter—was stolen from them in the dead of night. They sought her out in vain, even spreading word that they would give every penny they owned for her return. Perhaps because of the family’s relative poverty, the thief was not tempted. They never saw their child again. The nature of their business forced them to leave this land or starve, and ever since they have been trying to return. At last they have come back.”
I closed my eyes. Desperately I tried to erase the image that came unbidden to mind—that of the Giant taking a child from her home and family. But it could not be.
“There is no need to look so stricken,” the Widow said. “I am simply asking you to find the child if you can. I have reason to believe she may still be here in my lands.”
“How am I to find her?” I asked. “There are hundreds—”
“Not hundreds like this one,” the Widow said. “She should not be hard to recognize. The family, you see, had a specially strong attachment to her because she is afflicted—a mute, with a scar across her throat.”
If I had not been seated, the sick feeling in my stomach might have knocked me off balance. I knew who she was describing.
Illyrica.
Had the mystery of the Castle’s origins been solved for me by the Widow Brawnlyn? Could the Giant truly be a kidnapper—a thief, stealing children in the night as the rumours I’d once heard claimed?
I staggered out of the Widow’s drawing room, having made no commitments nor uttered a word of my suspicions. I knew that if it was true—if Illyrica had been taken by force from her family—then I had to return her to them. No other choice could even be entertained.
The celebration was nearly over. I followed the directions of a few servants and took myself to the kitchens, where at last I found the Pixie. She was sitting on an old crate, her red cloak wrapped tightly around her, fingering an old sack. She looked up at me with the saddest smile I have ever seen.
“Look, Hawk,” she said. “I found my royal seal.”
I took the sack from her, hardly knowing what I was looking at. And then I saw it, stitched into the material: the words R.S. Flour Co. The lettering was just the same as in the Pixie’s precious scrap of cloth.
She stood and dusted herself off, folding the sack. She was still wearing Genevieve’s gown, but she had taken her hair down. She pulled her hood over it. “Let’s go home,” she said. “I’m tired.”
We tramped through the snow and the darkness together, our thoughts holding us in separate worlds.
Finally the Pixie spoke. “I suppose there is some romance in being found in a flour sack,” she said.
I mumbled my reply. “Not so much as in Illyrica’s beginning.”
“True,” the Pixie said. “Kidnapping is very romantic.”
She looked at me curiously, but I did not say another word.
illyrica
It was not a happy Christmas. It almost seemed as though someone had died. The Pixie was moody and quiet. She took up her customary place among the daughters of the castle and led the celebrations dutifully, but all the heart had gone out of her. Both Nora and the Giant tried to act as though nothing was wrong, but I doubt that even the youngest child among us believed them. Once, for a moment, Nora let her guard down. She had just presented Isabelle with a beautiful handmade book of stories in Nora’s own exquisite handwriting, and the child threw her arms around Nora’s neck with the words, “I’ll read it every night! I know it’s full of happy endings!” I looked up at Nora’s face and saw that she was about to cry. She regained control of herself, but I could not look at her again.
As for me: I was tormented. I could not look on the Giant. I avoided Nora. The Pixie avoided me. The children taunted me without trying to. I could not see a smiling, pink little face without picturing some bereaved mother weeping in the dark of the night; without picturing a family torn apart. Illyrica, silent, smiling, and ghostly as ever, conjured up horrible visions that I could not vanquish. And through it all I was nearly overpowered by what I tried to deny was guilt.
The gift-giving was not yet finished when I rose and left the room, looking behind me briefly. I felt, rather than saw, that the Giant watched me leave—still studiously avoiding him, I could not have seen his eyes on me. I fled the Castle and the wood. I fled to the Widow Brawnlyn.
She might have been expecting me, so little surprised was she to see me. I was admitted into her drawing room, breathless and flushed. “She is there,” I said without preamble. “The kidnapped girl, the mute you told me about. She lives in the house in the darkwood north of here.”
The Widow nodded. “Thank you, Hawk,” she said. “What you are doing is right.”
I closed my eyes against her condescending expression. Genevieve sat in a dark corner, taking in the exchange. I hoped—desperately—that she saw something heroic in my actions. I did not know what else to do. The man whose hospitality I had accepted all these months was nothing more than a villain, and I had to do what I could to restore Illyrica to her family. Yet I felt as if I had taken hands with the devil.
“Hawk!” the Widow said sharply. “Look at me.”
I obeyed. Her face seemed softened, more understanding than it had ever been. “What you are doing is right,” she repeated. “I can see that this is hard for you. But the girl’s family had nearly given up hope. You have restored it.”
I had restored it. I had given a destitute family hope. Slowly I felt some of my burden melt away. Yes. I had done what was right. I knew that I had to respond to the Widow, though words were beyond me. I nodded, feeling my spirit relax. “Thank you,” I said.
Genevieve stood and abruptly left the room.
The Widow looked after her daughter with some displeasure. “Sit, Hawk,” she said. “Have tea with me.”
I shook my head. “No, my lady,” I said. “If you please, it is Christmas. I should go… home.”
“To the darkwood?” Widow Brawnlyn asked.
I hesitated. “Illyrica should be returned to her family,” I said. “But… in many ways, the darkwood is a good home. Perhaps…” I turned away. I did not know what I meant or what I wanted to say. The Widow nodded as if she understood everything.
The sky was overcast. Dusk came early. I trudged back to the Castle, my footprints in the snow seeming deeper or lighter depending on my mood: lighter as I meditated on the Widow’s reassurances, deeper as I thought of the place I was returning to.
Lights were bobbing in the Castle windows as I drew near. When I pushed open the heavy wooden doors, I was greeted by little girls in long nightgowns, holding small candles and bouncing eagerly on their toes. I smiled absently at them as they all chattered at me at once, something about a journey and looking for shelter. Then Nora’s voice rose above them all. My weary eyes went to her face, and I was surprised to see compassion there. Her voice brought sense out of the babble.
“We do this every Christmas,” she explained. “All together we journey through the house, knocking on every door. Looking for shelter, as the Christ child did long ago. And there is never a door opened to us. So all together we sleep in the soft room—”
“It is a stable,” one of the children informed me.
“On the floor, and we remember what happened once in a stable.” Nora looked down at the children and smiled. “Go,” she said. “You have nearly knocked down every door in the Castle. It is time to go to sleep now.”
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