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			Introduction

			Welcome to a world of enchantment, a place of eerie beauty and ever-present danger where anything can happen. In this world, a boy can defeat a dragon by making it dance with joy and a girl can weave a harp of bones and hair to enthrall a faery king. A cave guarded by a gnarled thorn tree could be a gateway to the hollow hills, where the faery folk dwell, or the home of the King of the Snakes. An owl might once have been a maiden conjured from flowers, and an empress a fox in disguise. Nothing is ever what it seems in the world of faery.

			To travel in this perilous realm, you might be equipped with a cloak of invisibility or your mother’s thimble or a little wooden doll who speaks words of wisdom when you feed it a crumb of bread and a sip of milk. A pot could waddle in filled to the brim with treasure, or your father’s old warhorse may suddenly speak. Your quest might be to find a blue rose or the golden bird that is stealing the king’s golden apples or to save your brothers who have been cursed to fly as ravens. Along the way, you will face traps and trials and tribulations, and discover that you are braver and wiser than you ever thought possible.

			For in the world of once upon a time, you are the hero of the tale and there is nothing you cannot do.

			Turn the key, open the gate, venture into the magical realm of fairy tales, a place where dreams can come true.

			Kate Forsyth
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			One wild stormy evening in the Scottish Highlands, two fishermen saw the crumpled figure of a fallen woman on the shore, lashed by rain and the spray of the wild sea. 

			‘’Tis a lass!’ said the younger of the two.

			‘Don’t even think of stopping for the girl,’ said the other, looking in fear at the sea crashing all about them. ‘Our boat will break to pieces!’

			‘But look – she’s like a fallen angel,’ said the first. ‘We cannot go home and have our dinner knowing we left her behind!’

			So, the two fishermen carefully brought their boat in to the cliffs and the younger one climbed up the wet slippery rocks to the lass. He lifted her over his shoulder and, with great difficulty, brought her down to the boat. 

			‘Is she still with us?’ he asked anxiously, bending over her.

			‘Aye,’ said the other, ‘but we’d best get her back to the village right quick.’

			They rowed home and carried her ashore, her wet hair hanging down like golden seaweed. The women of the village wrapped her in warm blankets and rubbed her cold limbs with linen towels. They lifted a cup of hot tea made from fern roots and honey to her white lips. The lass drank a little, coughed and, at last, opened her eyes. 

			‘My bairn,’ she murmured. ‘Where’s my bairn?’

			‘My dear,’ said one old woman, glancing worriedly at the other womenfolk. ‘You were found quite alone.’ 

			The lass sat up straight, surprising them all. ‘Nay! I bundled my bairn good and safe by the path while I went to fetch him water. I must have tripped and fallen down the cliff! My bairn must still be there!’ 

			With haste, the villagers formed a search team and returned to the cliffs. They searched all night and all day, looking behind every rock and bush, and climbing up and down the cliffs. But there was no sign of a lost baby.

			Nothing could comfort the poor young mother. She started up from her sickbed, a sob in her throat, and tried to dash out into the rain. The young fisherman who had carried her down the cliffs caught her hand. ‘Please don’t go! It’s not safe. Stay here with us.’ 

			The old woman looked at him shrewdly before adding, ‘This can be your home now. We have many a fine lad for you to marry. You’ll have another bairn before long, no doubt.’ 

			The lass – whose name was Rosemary – drew in her breath. 

			‘Thank you just the same, I know you mean well. But now I am going to go and find my bairn.’

			Rosemary travelled from croft to croft, from village to village, searching and asking everyone she met about her lost baby. With her hair blown about and a wild expression in her eyes, many thought her crazed. Perhaps she was, a little.

			One day, the forlorn lass wandered into a camp of Gypsies. A brightly coloured caravan was pulled close to a small fire, where a woman in a long, ragged skirt stood stirring an iron pot. Children sat whittling toys and tools out of wood, while a long-haired man sat fixing a pile of pots and pans. 

			‘Where is my bairn? I’ve lost my little boy. Can anyone help me?’ Rosemary begged, thin hands stretched out imploringly. ‘Have you seen my boy?’

			The woman laid down her long wooden spoon. 

			‘Alas, I have not,’ said the Gypsy. ‘But my grandmother is the wisest woman I know. If anyone can help you find your little one, it is she.’ 

			She led the lass towards the fire, where an old woman sat hunched upon a fallen log, her eyes misted over with blindness. She was dressed in layers of bright patched skirts, with tarnished coins hanging about her neck and sewn within the knots of her hair. Saying nothing, the grandmother clasped her hands upon the hands of the lass and there they sat, hour after hour, hand in hand, till darkness fell. 

			At midnight, the grandmother scattered a handful of herbs over the fire. The fire leapt up. Smoke swirled round the old Gypsy’s head. She closed her eyes and listened. When the fire died down, she took the lass’ hand again. 

			‘Give up your search, poor lass,’ she said sorrowfully, ‘for your baby has been stolen away by the Sidhe. Taken to live with the faeries, he was. It’s best that you accept it. The Sidhe are far more powerful than we mortals.’

			Rosemary was silent. Then she said darkly, ‘If I cannot get back my bairn, I might as well lay down and die.’

			‘No, child!’ urged the old Gypsy. ‘Perhaps there is a way …’

			‘What?’ whispered the lass. ‘A spell?’

			‘Ah, if only it were that easy!’ said the Gypsy. ‘The Sidhe love all things of beauty. If you take them a gift of rare and extraordinary loveliness, they will want it. Perhaps then you could bargain with them. But it would have to be something without equal anywhere in the world. And I’m afraid you would need two such treasures – one to gain entrance to the hollow hills where the Sidhe live, and another to bargain for your babe.’ 

			Tears filled the young mother’s eyes. She had nothing – not even shoes to protect her feet or a shawl to keep out the cold. How could she bargain for her baby’s life with nothing?

			The old woman sighed. ‘What’s more, the time for you to obtain two such treasures is short. If only you had ten years! But in ten days the people of the Sidhe gather together in their underground palace to choose a new ruler for the next hundred years. Your baby is sure to be among those that gather. After that, who knows where your babe might be?’

			Rosemary looked down at her white-clasped hands. Tears ran unchecked down her thin face. 

			‘There is one thing I can do for you,’ the Gypsy said. The old woman laid one gnarled hand upon her head and cast a spell to protect her from fire and earth, wind and water. ‘Now rest here with me,’ she said.

			The lass shook her head. 

			‘I will not rest till I have found my bairn.’

			‘Then know this,’ the old Gypsy said. ‘It is not easy to find a gateway into the Otherworld. You must look for a thorn tree by a narrow cave in a hill of perfect symmetry, or a tree with a doorway in its hollowed-out trunk, no matter how small. Look for a crossroad that leads into water, or a circle of old stones that faces the sun, or a faery ring of toadstools, or a grove of seven trees entwined.’

			Rosemary nodded, though her heart beast faster in fear. 

			‘And remember,’ the old woman said, ‘the gateways of the Sidhe are always set at the thresholds of worlds and can only be crossed at the times between times. At dawn or dusk, midnight or noon, moonrise or moonset, and the time between winter and summer.’ 

			The lass thanked the old Gypsy and went on through the woods, her head whirling. She had nothing but her own bare hands and feet, her own eyes and mouth, her own golden hair. How could she, penniless as a beggar, obtain a rare and wondrous treasure? How could she obtain two?

			Rosemary remembered the old stories her grandmother used to tell her, of the legendary wonders of the kings of yesteryear. Stories of the famous white cloak of King Nechtan and the golden stringed harp of King Wrad. Suddenly, the lass knew what she must do.

			She headed straight to the sea, to the shore where the eider ducks nested and left behind the soft down of their breasts. She clambered up and down the rocks, gathering the delicate white feathers. The rocks did not cut her. The sun did not burn her. The bushes did not scratch her. She was under the old Gypsy’s spell of protection, and she was filled with gratitude.

			When Rosemary had gathered all the eiderdown she could find, she wove a cloak so soft and thick it looked as if a cloud had been plucked from the sky. Then she wound her long golden hair about one hand. With her little knife, she chopped it all off. Setting aside one thick curling lock, she used the rest of her hair to embroider golden flowers and leaves all over the cloak. Day and night she worked, for there was not a moment to lose. 
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			After Rosemary had laid the final stitch, she carefully folded the soft white cloak, hid it under a shrub of gorse and returned to the seashore. Searching the beach, she looked for the right shape of bones to make a frame for a harp. The pebbles did not bruise her. The wind did not chill her. The waves did not sweep her away. Once again, the lass was grateful for the Gypsy’s spell which kept her safe from harm.

			Then she found an arch of bone that had been washed by the waves to such a smooth perfection that it resembled ivory. Taking the bone back to the shrub of gorse, she tied it together to make a frame for a harp. From the lock of hair she had set aside, the lass twisted several thin strands together to form strong, elegant strings for the harp. She stretched the strings tight and set them in tune, and when she plucked a note it was so full of longing and grief that even the birds winging their way to sea stopped to listen.

			The lass set her white cloak around her shoulders, held the golden harp to her chest, and set out to the Sidhean. As she travelled, villagers stepped aside for her to pass, according her the respect due a princess. But of this she noticed nothing. She walked the high road and the byroads, her eyes looking all about her for a secret gateway into the hollow hills. 

			At last, Rosemary found a narrow crack into a high mound of green grass, its way guarded by an ancient, gnarled thorn tree. The lass waited there for the sun to set and the moon to rise, her heart thudding in her chest.

			Before long, one of the faery folk rode towards her. Tall and slender, with skin so white it gleamed in the twilight, her dark hair tumbled down her back. She was dressed in a glimmering gown woven from spider silk and thistledown, and rode on the back of a huge black horse that reared when it scented the lass hiding in the shadows, showing sharp white fangs in its red mouth. 

			The Sidhe turned her narrow, pointed face and looked directly at the lass as if she was not hidden in shadows. ‘How dare you lurk at my gateway,’ she said, her voice sweet and yet somehow cruel. ‘Those of human blood are not permitted here.’

			‘I have brought you something wondrous fair,’ Rosemary replied, and stepped forward, swirling the cloak about her. ‘’Tis woven with my own bare hands, and embroidered with the gold of my own hair, and there is none like it anywhere else in the world.’ 

			A gleam of desire entered the Sidhe’s slanted eyes. ‘With a cloak like that, I shall look like a queen,’ she whispered. ‘Give it to me!’

			‘There is a price,’ the lass replied, drawing the cloak close about her. 

			‘There is always a price,’ the Sidhe answered with a sneer. ‘What is yours? Faery gold, I expect.’

			‘I have no need of gold,’ the lass replied, hoping the cloak hid the trembling of her limbs. ‘No, all I wish is for you to take me inside the hollow hill and down to the halls of the palace where the faery folk meet.’

			‘What a fool,’ the Sidhe answered. ‘They shall never let you leave.’ 

			But the lass was adamant, so the faery shrugged and took her by the hand. Together, they entered through the narrow gateway guarded by the ancient thorn tree. Inside, all was darkness. The lass clung to the faery’s cold hand. They seemed to walk for a very long time, and the lass felt icy winds blow upon her from other dark gaping holes and chasms. But she did not stumble, nor stub her bare toes on rocks, or bang her elbow against the walls. Nor did she shiver with cold, or tremble with fear. The lass was more grateful than ever that she was still protected by the old Gypsy’s spell. 

			Faint music spiralled up from somewhere far below. Down, down, down, the lass and the Sidhe walked, hand in hand. Soon, the darkness was lit by tiny dancing flames, as white as starshine. The Sidhe preceded her on to a wide staircase made of the entwining branches of polished golden wood. It led down to a vast, dark hall where faeries of all shapes and sizes danced and laughed and feasted. Some were short and squat and hideous. Some were tall and pale and lovely. Some were as tiny as a sycamore seed. Others were as huge and rough-pelted as a crag of rock. They all gazed in astonishment at the sight of the lass with her tangled hair and queenly white cloak. 

			‘I have brought you within. Now give me the cloak!’ The Sidhe snatched the soft white cloak from the lass’ shoulders, and Rosemary let it go with a smile. Glancing back, she saw the Sidhe showing off the cloak and a crowd of other tall, dark faeries surrounding her, touching it, begging to be allowed to try it on. 
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			Rosemary headed straight forward, harp in hand, until she spied a high throne at the far end of the cavernous hall. Like the staircase, it was made of entwining branches of some golden wood. Sitting upon it was a tall man with a frowning face and sharp-pointed ears. He must be the new King of the Sidhean, she thought.

			Fearlessly, she approached the throne.

			‘You dare to approach the Elder Throne!’ cried the king. ‘How did you – a human! – get inside the hollow hills?’ 

			‘I bring you something wondrous fair, my lord,’ Rosemary said, and she held out the harp. ‘’Tis made with my own bare hands and strung with my own golden hair and there’s none like it anywhere else in the world.’ 

			‘I have harps aplenty,’ shrugged the king.

			‘Not like this one,’ said the lass. She plucked a few chords, and the notes rang out so pure and transcendent that the king stared in wonder. His dark eyes lit with the flame of desire. 

			‘You offer this as a gift for me, the new King of the Sidhean?’ 

			‘There is a price,’ said the lass, holding the harp close to her. 

			‘Of course there is,’ the king answered. He snapped his fingers and called, ‘Faery gold for the human.’ 

			A procession of Sidhe carried armfuls of gold and jewels from the treasure chamber and piled them high around Rosemary’s bare ankles. ‘Surely,’ the king sneered, ‘that’s more than enough payment for a common harp.’ 

			‘I do not want gold,’ the lass said. ‘I do not want jewels. There is only one thing in this world that I want.’ 

			‘Indeed?’ The king arched an eyebrow. ‘What is that?’ 

			‘My bairn!’ she cried. ‘He was stolen by the Sidhe after I left him in his blankets by the black cliffs. Give me back my bairn, and the harp is yours!’

			The King of the Sidhean frowned and shook his head. ‘The child is ours now. You know that we live long lives, but few children are born to us. We need young ones to keep our world from dying. You cannot have him back.’ 

			‘He is mine!’ Rosemary declared. ‘You had no right to take him.’ 

			‘I am the King of the Sidhean. I will do whatever I please,’ he answered.

			‘Then you will not have my harp!’ She began to play a wild lament, so sad that all who listened felt tears burn their eyes. The king motioned to her to stop, but she defied him, her fingers flying over the golden strings spun from her own hair. 

			‘I’ll give you all the treasures of my kingdom,’ he cried, and clicked his fingers again. The Sidhe brought armfuls of diamonds and emeralds and rubies, worked in gleaming gold, and heaped them about her till she stood in jewels to her waist. 

			The lass kept on playing, however, and she sang in a voice that broke with tears: 

			‘All I want is my own son,

			for him I searched high and low,

			for him I suffered such woe,

			for him I have toiled and spun,

			all I want is my own son.’

			The king was so moved by her song that his eyes grew wet. He covered his face with his hand and murmured, ‘Indeed, a harp that plays such a lament is worth more than the life of a human babe.’ He raised his fierce dark face. ‘Bring me the child!’ 

			An old faery woman brought the baby forward. Although he was now swaddled in the finest silk, the lass knew his tuft of golden hair at once. ‘My bairn!’ she cried. 

			At once the little boy recognised his mother’s voice, and reached out. The lass took him in her arms and let the harp fall. The old woman caught it and took it to the king, who at once began to play. All the Sidhe gathered around, moved beyond words by the beauty of the music.

			Clutching her baby, the lass turned away from the king and went with swift, light steps up the curving staircase and through the dark passages till she reached the crack of light that would lead her back to the ordinary world. With every step, the sweet beguiling music grew fainter till at last – as the lass stepped out into a bright new dawn – she could hear it no longer. 

			She smiled and kissed her baby’s soft cheek. ‘I have you back again,’ she whispered. ‘What fools they were to think a cloak of feathers and a harp of bone and hair were worth more than you!’ 

			And she walked away, her bairn in her arms, back to the village of the kind fisherboy who had saved her. And the Gypsies always knew they would be welcome at her home. Together they would feast and dance and sing, even if the tune was played on a flute carved from driftwood and not a magical harp with golden strings. 

		

  
		

			[image: ]

			Kate says:

			I first heard about this story when Lorena and I connected online. I had just finished my Doctorate of Creative Arts in fairy tale studies and wanted to buy myself a beautiful piece of fairy tale-inspired art to celebrate. A writer friend of mine Tweeted about Lorena’s work and I went to her website and discovered her beautiful, eerie artworks. I particularly loved her illustration of the mother making the magical harp and contacted Lorena, asking if I could buy it. It now hangs in my hallway, enchanting all who see it.
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			Chosen by Lorena, who says:

			The Stolen Bairn and the Sidhe is one of my favourite tales, and the first I illustrated for this book. On the surface, it could be read as a simple quest story, but within it is the powerful magic borne of a mother’s love. The single mother takes on the hero’s role and, with intelligence and bravery, is steadfast in her determination to find her child. 

			I first came across the story in Kathleen Ragan’s Fearless Girls, Wise Women & Beloved Sisters and loved it immediately and completely, for its lack of fairy tale clichés, and for its focus on parental love. There are no knights in shining armour, no glass slippers or stolen kisses: just the ‘wild love and longing’ of a mother for her child. With its strong focus on female independence, it is a fairy tale I’m very glad to pass onto my daughters. 
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			More than a thousand years ago, in a country quite on the other side of the world, people had grown so polite that they hardly ever spoke to each other. 

			They never said more than ‘Just so’, ‘Yes indeed’, ‘Thank you’ and ‘If you please’. And it was thought to be the rudest thing in the world for anyone to say they liked or disliked, or loved or hated, or were happy or miserable. No-one ever laughed aloud, and if anyone was seen to cry, they would have caused much embarrassment.

			The king of this country married a princess from a neighbouring land. The people in her home were as unlike her husband’s people as it was possible to be. They laughed, and talked, and were merry when they were happy, and lamented if they were sad. In fact, whatever they felt they showed at once, and the princess was just like them.

			When she came to her new home, she could not at all understand why everyone was so distant and formal. She pined for her own old home, growing thinner and paler every day. When she knew her end was drawing near, the queen sent for her faery godmother, Taboret, and had a long talk with her alone. No-one knew what was said, but soon afterwards a little princess was born, and the queen died. 

			Of course, all the courtiers were sorry for the poor queen’s death, but it would have been thought rude to say so. So, although there was a grand funeral, nobody wept and nobody sighed. 

			Nobody, except for the newborn baby, who had been christened Ursula. She cried very loudly indeed, and nothing could stop her. All her ladies-in-waiting said they had never heard such a dreadful noise. ‘Be quiet,’ they told her. ‘Sit still. Be good. Children should be seen and not heard.’ 

			It was not long before Ursula learnt that she must be good and quiet at all times. 

			She was a pretty little girl, with a round face and merry blue eyes. But as she grew older, her eyes grew less merry and bright, and her face grew thin and pale. She was not allowed to play with any other children, lest she might learn bad manners; she was not taught any games or given any toys. Instead, she passed most of her time at her lessons, or looking out of the window at the birds flying against the sky.

			One day, the old faery Taboret flew over to the king’s palace to see how things were with the young princess. She saw Ursula sitting by the window, her head leaning on her hand. 

			‘Your Royal Highness’ dinner is now ready,’ said her lady-in-waiting.

			‘I don’t wish for anything,’ Ursula replied, without turning her head.

			‘I believe I have told Your Royal Highness before that it is not polite to speak of what you want or don’t want,’ said the lady-in-waiting. ‘We are waiting for Your Royal Highness.’

			So the princess did as she was told. 

			‘Sit up straight,’ the lady-in-waiting said. ‘Take only a morsel of food at a time. Do not talk with your mouth full. Do not clatter your knife against your plate in such a noisy fashion. Now nod and smile and say thank you to me.’

			‘Thank you,’ Ursula answered, trying hard not to forget anything she had been told.

			When Taboret saw how pale Ursula was and that there was no talking or laughing allowed, she frowned. She flew back to her own home and spent a long while thinking of what could be done.
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					The next day she paid a visit to the largest toyshop in Faeryland. It was a vast place, with shelves from floor to ceiling lined with the most extraordinary collection of toys you can imagine. Tin soldiers who marched up and down, crying ‘Left! Right!’ in high, tinny voices. A tiny lion that roared and shook its magnificent mane. A mechanical golden lark in a golden cage that sang the sweetest song. Rocking horses that could carry one for miles across the fields. Dolls whose eyes lit up and talked. A nutcracker in the shape of a red-coated trooper with a sword by his side. A toy dog who barked and a toy cat who purred. A golden harp that played its own strings. A wooden train that raced past on wooden tracks, puffing black smoke and whistling. A hut on chicken legs that strutted about, cock-a-doodle-dooing. 

			Taboret was well-known in the shop as a good customer, and the master of the shop came forward to meet her at once, bowing and begging to know what he could get for her.

			‘I want,’ said Taboret, ‘a princess.’

			‘A princess!’ said the shopman, who was really an old wizard. ‘What size do you want it? I have one or two in stock.’

			‘It should look about six years old now, but must grow.’

			‘I can make you one,’ said the wizard, ‘but it’ll come rather expensive.’

			‘I don’t mind that,’ said Taboret. ‘See! I want it to look exactly like this,’ and so saying she took a portrait of Ursula out of her bosom and gave it to the old man, who examined it carefully.

			‘I’ll get it for you,’ he said. ‘When will you want it?’

			‘As soon as possible,’ said Taboret. ‘By tomorrow evening if possible. How much will it cost?’

			‘It’ll cost you a fortune,’ the wizard said. ‘A walking talking princess doll is not cheap to create.’

			‘It need not be at all talkative,’ said Taboret, ‘so that won’t add much to the price. It need only say “If you please”, “No, thank you”, “Certainly” and “Just so”.’

			‘Well, under those circumstances,’ said the wizard, ‘I will do it for four cats’ footfalls, two fish’s screams and two swans’ songs.’

			‘It is too much,’ cried Taboret. ‘I’ll give you the footfalls and the screams, but to ask for swans’ songs!’ 

			‘I can’t do it for less,’ said the wizard, ‘and if you think it too much, you’d better try another shop.’

			Taboret sighed. ‘As I am really in a hurry for it, and cannot spend time searching about, I suppose I must have it, but I consider the price very high. When will it be ready?’

			‘By tomorrow evening.’

			‘Very well, then. Whatever you do, don’t make it at all noisy or rough in its ways,’ she said.

			The next evening the wizard showed her a pretty little girl so like Princess Ursula that no-one could have told them apart.

			‘Well,’ said Taboret, ‘it looks well enough. But are you sure that it’s a good piece of workmanship and won’t give way anywhere?’

			‘It’s as good a piece of work as ever was done,’ said the wizard, proudly. ‘There’s not one faery in twenty who could tell it from the real thing, and no mortal could.’

			‘It seems to be fairly made,’ said Taboret, as she turned the little girl around. ‘Now I’ll pay you.’ 

			Raising her wand in the air, she waved it three times. A series of strange sounds arose. The first was a low tramping, the second shrill and piercing screams, the third voices of wonderful beauty singing a sorrowful song. The wizard caught all the sounds and pocketed them at once, while Taboret picked up the toy princess, tucked her under her arm and flew away.

			At court that night, the real princess was curled up on the window-seat, looking wistfully at the moon. ‘I wonder if they let you laugh and play and dance up there, Moon so bright? If so, I’d like to go and live with you – I’m sure it would be nicer than being here.’

			‘Would you like to go away with me?’ 

			Looking up, Ursula saw an old woman in a red cloak. Though her nose was hooked and her chin long, the old woman had a kind smile and bright black eyes, and so Ursula was not frightened. 

			‘Where would you take me?’ said the little princess.

			‘I’d take you to the seashore, where you’d be able to play about on the sands, and where you’d have some little boys and girls to play with, and no-one to tell you not to make a noise.’

			‘I’ll go,’ cried Ursula, springing up at once.

			‘Come along,’ said the old woman, taking her tenderly in her arms and folding her in her warm red cloak. They rose up in the air and flew out the window, away over the spires of the castle and the steep rooftops of the town.

			The night air was sharp, and Ursula soon fell asleep; but still they kept flying on, on, over hill and dale, for miles and miles, away from the palace, towards the sea.

			Far away from the court and the palace was a hut in a tiny fishing village where a fisherman named Mark lived with his wife and three children. He was a poor man, but they were happy. The children, Oliver, Philip and little Bell, were rosy-cheeked and bright-eyed. They played all day long on the shore and shouted till they were hoarse. 

			It was to this village the faery bore the still-sleeping Ursula and gently placed her on the doorstep of Mark’s cottage. The fisherman and his wife were sitting quietly within. She was making the children clothes and he was mending his net, when without any noise the door opened and the cold night air blew in.

			‘Wife,’ said the fisherman, ‘see who’s at the door.’

			The wife got up and went to the door, and there lay Ursula, still sleeping soundly, in her white nightdress.

			‘Why, it’s a little girl!’ The wife carried her into the cottage. When she was brought into the warmth and light, Ursula awoke and stared about her in fright. She did not cry, as another child might have done, but she trembled very much and was almost too frightened to speak.

			‘Who are you? Where do you come from?’ the fisherman asked gently.

			‘I … I don’t know. I don’t remember,’ Ursula answered hesitantly. It felt strange to have no memory, and she looked about her in bewilderment.

			‘What is your name? Do you remember that?’ Mark asked.

			‘Ursula,’ the child answered, pleased that she had not forgotten everything.

			‘Are you hungry?’ the fisherman’s wife asked, and Ursula nodded eagerly.

			‘It’d be cruel to make her leave on such a cold night,’ the fisherman’s wife said to her husband in a low voice, as Ursula ate some bread and milk. ‘We will try and find her folks in the morning.’ 

			When the court ladies came to wake Princess Ursula, little did they think it was a toy princess placed there in her stead. Indeed, the ladies were much pleased; for when they said, ‘It is time for Your Royal Highness to arise,’ she only answered, ‘Certainly,’ and let herself be dressed without another word. As the time passed, and she scarcely ever spoke, all said the princess was vastly improved. 

			In the meantime, in the fisherman’s cottage far away, the real Ursula grew tall and straight as an alder and merry and lighthearted as a bird. She learnt to bake bread and sew on patches and turn cartwheels on the sand, and she was so happy she sang and laughed from sun-up to sundown. 

			Her old life was like a dream she barely remembered. But sometimes the mother would take out the little embroidered nightgown and show it to her, and wonder whence she came and to whom she belonged.

			‘I don’t care who I belong to,’ said Ursula, ‘as long as they don’t come and take me away.’ 

			*

			Years passed. The king was now an old man, and the toy princess was thought to be the most ladylike of all the women at court. Everyone admired her manners, though she never said anything but ‘If you please’, ‘No, thank you’, ‘Certainly’ and ‘Just so’. 

			Meanwhile, at the cottage, the real princess Ursula grew more womanly every day and the fisherman and his wife grew bent and grey. Most of the work was now done by their eldest son, Oliver, who was their great pride. Ursula waited on them, and cleaned the house, and did the needlework, and was so useful that they could not have done without her. The faery Taboret came to the cottage from time to time, unseen by anyone, and, always finding Ursula healthy and merry, was pleased to think of how she had saved her from a dreadful life. 

			But one evening when she paid them a visit, not having been there for some time, she saw something which made her reconsider. Oliver and Ursula were standing together watching the waves, hands entwined. 

			‘When we are married,’ said Oliver, softly, ‘we will live in that little cottage yonder, so that we can come and see them every day. But that will not be till little Bell is old enough to take your place, for how would my mother do without you?’

			‘And we had better not tell them,’ said Ursula, ‘that we mean to marry, or else the thought that they are preventing us will make them unhappy.’ 

			Taboret’s face became grave. She walked up and down for a long time, pondering what to do. At last she flew back to the royal court. She found the king in the middle of a state council. On seeing this, she at once made herself visible. 

			‘You find us,’ said His Majesty, ‘just about to resign our sceptre into younger and more vigorous hands. In fact, we think we are growing too old to reign, and mean to abdicate in favour of our dear daughter, who will reign in our stead.’

			‘Before you do any such thing,’ said Taboret, ‘let me have a little private conversation with you.’ Much to his surprise, she led the king into a corner.

			When he returned to the council, all the colour had drained from his face. 

			‘My lords,’ he faltered, ‘pray pardon this extraordinary behaviour. We have just received a dreadful blow. We hear on authority, which we cannot doubt, that our dear, dear daughter—’ sobs choked his voice, and he was almost unable to proceed, ‘—is … is … in fact, not our daughter at all. She is a toy princess. A sham.’ He sank back in his chair, overpowered with grief.

			The faery Taboret stepped to the front and told the courtiers the whole story – how she had stolen the real princess because she feared they were ruining her, and how she had placed a toy princess in her place. The courtiers looked from one to another in surprise, but it was evident they did not believe a word she said.

			‘The princess is a truly charming young lady,’ said the prime minister.

			‘Has Your Majesty any reason to complain of Her Royal Highness’ conduct?’ asked the old chancellor.

			‘None whatsoever,’ sobbed the king, ‘she was ever an excellent daughter.’

			‘Then I don’t see,’ said the chancellor, ‘what reason Your Majesty can have for paying any attention to what this—this person says.’

			‘If you don’t believe me, you old idiots,’ cried Taboret, ‘call the princess here, and I’ll soon prove my words.’

			‘By all means,’ they retorted.

			The king commanded that Her Royal Highness should be summoned. In a few minutes she came, attended by her ladies. She said nothing, but then she never did speak till she was spoken to. So she entered and stood in the middle of the room silently.

			Without any ceremony, Taboret advanced towards the toy princess and struck her lightly on the head with her wand. The head rolled on the floor, leaving the toy’s body standing motionless as before. All could see that she was but a metal shell, motored by all sorts of cogs and wheels and wires.

			‘Just so,’ said the head, as it rolled towards the king. He and the courtiers picked up their robes and scattered out of its way.

			When they were a little recovered, the king spoke again. ‘The faery tells me,’ he said, ‘that there is somewhere a real princess whom she wishes us to adopt as our daughter. And in the meantime, let Her Royal Highness be carefully placed in a cupboard, and a general mourning be proclaimed for this dire event.’

			He glanced tenderly at the toy princess’ mechanical body, and turned away weeping.

			That evening the faery flew to the fisherman’s cottage and told them the whole truth about Ursula.
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			‘A princess? Our Ursula?’ the fisherman said. 

			‘I always wondered,’ the fisherman’s wife said, clasping Ursula close. ‘That silken nightgown we found you in … I’d never seen the like.’

			‘I suppose you must return to your own folk now,’ the fisherman said sadly.

			‘Don’t go, don’t go!’ Bell burst into tears, while Oliver set his jaw and looked away. Poor Ursula sobbed bitterly. 

			‘Never mind,’ she cried after a time, ‘if I am really a princess, I will have you all to live with me. I am sure the king, my father, will wish it, when he hears how good you have all been to me.’

			On the appointed day, Taboret came for Ursula in a coach and four, and drove her away to the court. She stopped on the way and gave the princess a splendid white silk dress trimmed with gold and strung pearls round her neck and in her hair, that she might appear properly at court. The king and all the council were assembled with great pomp to greet their new princess, and all looked grave and anxious. At last the door opened and Taboret appeared, leading the young woman by the hand. 

			‘That is your father!’ she said to Ursula, pointing to the king; and on this, Ursula, needing no other bidding, ran at once to him and kissed him. 

			All the courtiers gasped with horror. 

			‘This is really!’ said one. 

			‘This is truly!’ said another. 

			‘What have I done?’ cried Ursula. ‘Have I kissed the wrong person?’ 

			Everyone groaned.

			‘Come now,’ cried Taboret, ‘if you don’t like her, I shall take her away to those who do. I’ll give you a week, and then I’ll come back and see how you’re treating her. She’s a great deal too good for any of you.’ 

			So saying, she flew away on her wand, leaving Ursula to get on with her new friends as best she might. 

			But it was no use. If she spoke or moved they looked shocked, and at last she was so frightened and troubled by them that she burst into tears, at which they were more shocked still.

			‘This is indeed a change after our sweet princess,’ said one lady to another.

			‘Yes, indeed,’ was the answer, ‘when one remembers how even after her head was struck off she behaved so beautifully, and only said “Just so”.’

			All the ladies disliked poor Ursula, and showed it. By the end of the week, she had grown quite thin and pale and seemed afraid of speaking above a whisper.

			‘Why, what is wrong?’ cried Taboret, when she returned. ‘Don’t you like being here? Aren’t they kind to you?’

			‘Take me back, dear Taboret,’ cried Ursula, weeping. ‘Take me back to Oliver and Philip and Bell. As for these people, I hate them.’

			Taboret only smiled and patted her head, and then went into the king and courtiers.

			‘Now, how is it,’ she cried, ‘I find Princess Ursula in tears? When you had that metal-and-leather princess, you could behave well enough to it, but now that you have a real flesh-and-blood woman, none of you care for her.’

			‘Our late dear daughter—’ began the king, when the faery interrupted him.

			‘I do believe,’ she said, ‘that you would like to have the doll back again. Now I will give you a choice. Which will you have – my Princess Ursula, the real one, or your Princess Ursula, the sham?’

			The king sank back into his chair. 

			‘I am not equal to this,’ he said. ‘Summon the council, and let them settle it by vote.’ 

			‘Let both princesses be fetched,’ the faery said. 

			The toy princess was brought from her cupboard and stood quietly, her head in the crook of her arm, showing all the metal coils and cogs hanging loose. The real princess rushed in with her eyes red and swollen, her hair dishevelled and her fine silk dress crushed.

			‘I should think there could be no doubt which one would prefer,’ said the prime minister to the chancellor.

			‘I should think not either,’ answered the chancellor.

			‘Then vote,’ said Taboret.

			Every vote was for the sham Ursula and not one for the real one. 

			Taboret laughed. ‘You’re a pack of sillies, but you shall have what you want.’

			She picked up the head, and with a wave of her wand, stuck it on to the body. 

			The toy princess moved around slowly and said, ‘Certainly,’ in its old voice. On hearing this, all the courtiers gave something as close to a cheer as they thought polite.

			‘We will,’ the king cried, ‘at once make our arrangements for abdicating and leaving the government in the hands of our dear daughter.’

			Taboret laughed scornfully. Taking up the real Ursula in her arms, she flew back with her to the fisherman’s cottage.

			At the royal court, there were great rejoicings at the recovery of the princess, who bowed her smooth head and said, ‘Just so.’

			But Ursula ran barefoot and laughing along the beach, hand-in-hand with Oliver. 
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			Chosen by Kate, who says:

			I discovered the literary fairy tales of Mary de Morgan quite by accident, while researching William Morris and the Pre-Raphaelites for my doctorate in fairy tale studies. I bought an old second-hand copy of her fairy tales and fell in love with them. I think it’s such a shame her work is not as widely celebrated as other literary fairy tale tellers such as Hans Christian Andersen and Oscar Wilde. The Toy Princess turns the conventional format of traditional tales upside-down, by having a princess transformed into just an ordinary girl. She learns to laugh and cry and work for her living, and is far happier than she ever was in the stifled world of the royal court. 
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			Lorena says:

			I wasn’t aware of The Toy Princess until Kate recommended we include it in this book. It took one read through the story for it to fill my mind with images. Especially the toy shop! If you look closely on the shelves, you’ll find creatures and elements from the other stories in the book. Count them and let me know how many you find! Be warned though, there are some red herrings … 

			What I love about this tale, as Kate mentions above, is how the princess story is inverted. She leaves the physical and emotional prison of court life to find liberation in hard work and a simpler existence. How tragic it is that she is rejected by her father for her ‘perfect’ automaton self, but how wonderful that she finds freedom and a family to truly love her for herself.
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			Dr Kate Forsyth is an award-winning author, poet and storyteller. Her most recent novel is The Crimson Thread, a reimagining of The Minotaur in the Labyrinth myth set in Crete during the Nazi invasion and occupation of World War II.

			Other historical novels include Beauty in Thorns, a reimagining of Sleeping Beauty told in the voices of four women of the Pre-Raphaelite circle of artists and poets; The Wild Girl, the story of the forbidden romance behind the Grimm brothers’ fairy tales which was named Most Memorable Love Story of 2013; and Bitter Greens, a retelling of Rapunzel which won the 2015 American Library Association award for Best Historical Fiction.
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			Kate has a BA in literature, a MA in creative writing and a Doctorate of Creative Arts in fairy tale studies, and is also an accredited master storyteller with the Australian Guild of Storytellers. She has taught writing retreats in Australia, Fiji, Greece and the United Kingdom. 
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			About Lorena

			Lorena Carrington is an illustrator and writer with a background in fine arts, photography and design. She is known for her work in fairy tales and children’s books, which have been published in Australia and overseas.

			She also exhibits regularly in galleries, presents at literary and arts festivals around Australia, and visits schools and libraries to give talks and hold workshops on illustration, books and story.

			Lorena won the 2020 Australian Fairy Tale Society award, for her ‘outstanding contribution to the field of Australian Fairy Tales’ and received a 2023 May Gibbs Creative Time Fellowship for her work in children’s literature.
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