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      Belina

      

      I am sure no child was ever as loved or wanted as I was, and if my parents ever wished to have a full-grown daughter, they never said a word of it to me. At some point, like all children, I asked where I came from.

      “I went to visit the village witch in the town where I grew up,” my mother said. “And I told her how much I wanted a baby. Your father and I wished so much for you! She gave me a barleycorn and told me to plant it, and I really didn’t see what good that would do, but of course I followed the directions anyway. It couldn’t hurt, could it? And when the first flower bloomed, you were inside! A perfect little baby small enough to fit in my hand.”

      “Were you sad I wasn’t big, Mama?” I asked, in the blunt way of children.

      “You were perfect, Belina. And we already have a very unusual family.”

      As a child, I accepted this without question. I didn’t know where else babies might come from. A flower sounded natural.

      While most ladies had a bedroom, one bedroom was the size of entire palace to me, and so they built me my own domain inside a single room.

      Grudo, the troll who was the protector of our family, constructed rooms and stairs and towers until my palace reached to the very top of the room’s tall windows and I could look out of my tower at the snowy world. My mother painted tiny, intricate wallpaper for every room and miniature portraits of the entire family to hang on my walls. My grandmother, who had trained as a warrior, strung me a tiny bow with tiny arrows, with which I learned to shoot insects and vermin who dared to invade my home.

      My father did everything he could to give me the tools to learn magic. He realized from the time I was born that the only way I could survive in such an enormous world, the only way I could take up more space, was with magic. Some children had toys that did nothing, but I had shards of powerful magic stones and dragon scale.

      "Luckily, on the budget of a lord, I can dress you like a princess, Belina," he would say, kissing his finger and gently touching it to my head.

      They all read books to me, over and over, since books were too big for me to turn the pages. The dear old maids, Gretchen and Sissel, rigged up the house with ropes and pulleys I could use to glide all over the great house, which otherwise would have been the size of an entire city in comparison to the length of my legs. It was great fun to zip around on them.

      When everyone had dinner, my small personal table would be set in the middle, where everyone could hear me. Still, I carried a horn along with my bow and arrows, blowing it for attention when their giant voices were too loud to hear mine.

      Once, a candle tipped over and set my dress on fire, and Mama quickly put it out by throwing an entire water glass on me. I was not burnt, thanks to her quick thinking, but I inhaled some water and felt such a rush of terror and embarrassment that I couldn't be consoled.

      My only friends besides my beloved family were my pet mice. They were the size of dogs to me, even at my full grown height. The mice were sweet and they liked to nest against me on the cold winter nights, but they didn't live as long as dogs, and I kept losing my only eye-to-eye companions all too soon.

      It was in the books they read to me that I first heard of the little folk, that I saw enchanting illustrations of small people dancing with mice and frogs, sipping from acorn cups and sewing flower petals into gowns for their balls.

      As my eighteenth birthday approached, I had made a secret plan—a wild and daring plan.

      Everyone gathered to celebrate my adulthood.

      But I could feel their own anxious mood. I knew what my parents were thinking now.

      What do we do with Belina? We can’t send her to school. We can’t send her to parties to find a husband.

      Like all loving parents, of course they would be happy if I stayed forever. Sort of.

      I had my birthday feast, which was one tiny shred of roasted chicken in wine sauce, the top of a single asparagus drenched in butter, a quarter of a slice of creamy potato, and one chocolate truffle I couldn’t finish.

      I opened my gifts.

      “Is this a pack?”

      “Yes! I thought you might like a good sturdy pack to carry things around and such,” Mama said.

      It was a sturdy bag made with a drawstring, fastened by a single hook and eye clasp from a ladies’ dress.

      “I wanted buckles but I just couldn’t get small ones,” she sighed. “It’s so frustrating how you can’t buy things smaller.”

      “But we make things when we can,” Grandmother said, and when I opened her present, I found a pair of boots, so carefully sewn with tiny stitches. Her eyes were going bad but she never gave up on anything. She had a strong pair of reading glasses and a magnifier she used to make things for me.

      Then I opened Father’s gift and found a tan cloak lined with red feathers.

      “Phoenix feathers,” he said. “For protection. If you should ever need it. It will keep you alive if you are stung or bitten by any venomous creature, spiders and such.”

      I swallowed back the lump in my throat.

      “‘And such’,” I said. “You and Mama keep saying that. I think I know what the such is.”

      “It’s—it’s anything you want it to be,” Mama said.

      “You knew what I was planning,” I murmured. “But I never said a word.”

      “We actually don’t really know,” Father said. “But we wanted you to know that this house is not your prison. Like all children, we’ve given you as many tools as we can to make your way in the world.”

      “I want to find the little folk,” I said. “Or, to my mind…the normal folk.” I laughed through tears that were threatening to overwhelm me. I hardly knew where they had come from.

      Mama said softly, “We hoped you would.”

      I reached for my hand-carved wine goblet and took a sip to steady my nerves. "I've had the most wonderful childhood you could ever give me...but I..."

      "You're a woman now," Mama said. "We knew this time would have to come. That is why we read you stories about the little folk. I knew that someday, you would need to find their realm...and have your own family." Her voice was steady until the end, and then she broke, wiping her eyes. "I'm so sorry..."

      "Sorry? No, don't be sorry at all! The only thing you could be sorry for is that I'm here in the first place, and I don't want you to be sorry for that!"

      "Of course I'm not sorry to have you, but...if I'd been able to have children...I mean, the normal way, and not by asking a witch..."

      "Well, I'm sure I have a destiny," I said, trying to be brave and resolute. "Just as I am. And you've all done everything you could to prepare me for it. Mama, you read the same books to me over and over and never sounded bored. Father, you've taught me to be a very competent witch myself. Grandmother, you made a hundred bows until you had it just right for my size and helped me take down my first big spider...even though you like spiders." I shivered.

      "Well, I understand why you don't," Grandmother said, with a grin. "If I ever meet one taller than I am, I'll do the same."

      "Gretchen and Sissel, you tried your best to show me how to cook and keep house, and you helped me to fly all over this one. And Grudo, you took me on your long walks and even hunts so I could see the world."

      "Still just a tiny bit of the world, maid," Grudo said, through tears. The old troll could be very sentimental and had fished out a handkerchief.

      "I...I wonder if I could beg you to take me on one more journey, to the edge of Tallmouse village, where the little folk are said to live..."

      "The people of Tallmouse won't welcome a troll. I'll have to take you myself, Tiny." Father sounded gentle, using the pet name Grudo had given me when I was a baby. Of course it still fit; I had grown and grown and still not outgrown the name. I yearned for a world with dining tables fit to my size. I so loved the pictures of the little folk's feasts that Mama replicated some of them for the walls of my palace. In my own dollhouse dining room, where I often ate breakfast by myself, nudged through my window every morning by Gretchen's finger, I looked at the people of my own size dancing around on the wall, and wondered if they could truly be real somewhere.

      I knew their faces like old friends, even though they were imaginary. The beautiful King and Queen of the little folk. The women who could be my friends. And that one handsome man, rendered just my size but a little taller, pleasingly so, with a quiver of arrows at his own back...

      A companion. With hands the size to touch my skin, a mouth the size to meet mine, the tender heat of his body...

      I tried not to torment myself too much. I just knew that someday I would find him.
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      Belina

      

      It was hard to leave, because if things went wrong, traveling home would never be easy. For me, a day’s travel was just the length of our house. Begging rides from strange humans and other tall folk was extremely risky. And the little folk lived in such a world of their own that the humans only had hints of their existence. I knew I couldn’t rely on messengers or mail services with any regularity. I wasn’t even sure the little folk would like me to write home and give them exposure, and I couldn’t entirely blame them; they must protect themselves.

      But that meant a goodbye felt terribly final, and incredibly cruel. I tried to never feel sorry for myself, but once I had finished my eighteenth birthday feast, as I made my final preparations, I let out my tears just once.

      Why, oh why, did I have to be born as I was, not a real woman at all but just a curious little bit of magic, born from a barleycorn and a witch’s spell and my mother’s fervent wish to have a child.

      “Oh, Tiny,” Father said, when I vented a little of this to him, in a much more composed and brave fashion, along the way. He scratched his dark blue beard. “You would have been lonely anyway. No one comes to visit us; haven’t you noticed? They don’t trust the lot of us when I’m half ice incubus with a troll servant and a string of dead wives. You still wouldn’t have had any suitors or friends and you would have properly hated your strange old parents.”

      I laughed. “I wouldn’t! I’m sure I never would. None of that is your fault either.” I knew the long, sad tale of my father’s magic and how he saved women from the dead—but never for long, until Mama came along and figured out how to save herself.

      “Well, I know something about being lonely, anyway,” he said softly. Sitting on his shoulder, I patted his neck. “I have a family now. And you’ll always be close to us, no matter how far you are physically. You’ll find a family of your own. I’m sure of that.”

      We traveled for two days, a distance so vast it was almost beyond my comprehension, but I knew that to tall folk and my father’s horses it was really nothing at all. We spent one more night at the outskirts of Tallmouse, a town we passed but did not enter, because an ice incubus like my father was not welcomed much more than a troll.

      From the north, the town was bracketed by clearings for crops and small glades of trees, but to the south, the forest was deep and high and thick, stretching as far as the eye could see. I had seen the maps and I knew in truth it stretched so far it might take me a year to reach the other edge. It was spring; the short and glorious spring of the north, and the morning sun was turning the leaves a brilliant green, the evergreens dark and the mossy rocks almost golden from the morning light.

      “I guess…this is where we say goodbye,” I said, picking up my sack, and touching my bow as if to be sure it was still with me, although I could feel its weight like it was a part of me. I always carried my bow except to dinner, and at night I slept with my hand upon it.

      He looked at the forest and he looked at me. “Are you…sure you don’t—“ He cut himself off. “Never mind me.”

      I looked at the vastness of the forest too. From his shoulder I could see distances I wouldn’t be able to cover for days. I wondered if this was truly where the little folk lived, and that was my only hesitation.

      If I’m wrong…

      No, I reminded myself. If I’m wrong it doesn’t matter. I know spells to hide myself from predators. I know spells to persuade humans to trust me. If I’m wrong I’ll hide from the owls and the foxes and everything else, and I’ll just turn back to the village and send a message home. I have prepared for this quest my entire life.

      I took a slow, steeled breath.

      “All right, then,” he said, carefully lifting me from his shoulder and putting my feet on the ground. He kissed his fingertip and put it to my head, as he always did. “Take up space the way we taught you…our dear Belina.” His voice was so ragged it barely made more sound than the cool wind that still blew from the north.

      I caught his finger in my arms and held him tight, shutting my eyes before I let him go. “I will, Father. Thank you.”

      And then I turned and slipped into the underbrush, before I could hesitate. I stepped into the golden-green tunnel between leaves, letting the light bathe me at the same time as the tears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Belina

      

      I walked, and kept walking, and at first I was numb with sadness, but soon I was focused on my task. I kept my footsteps quiet and my bow ready, as I searched for any sign of the little folk. Grudo had taught me to track, although in his own scale, but I figured it would be much the same. I was looking for any sign of life, whether it was a path worn by footsteps, the remains of a fire or a hunt, a dropped trinket, a print, a hair, or even a water source to follow.

      I expected it might take me beyond a day of travel to find them; they wouldn’t live too close to the humans, but I held out hope throughout the day.

      The forest was beautiful, with wildflowers springing up everywhere. I had a pack of food but I found so many wild strawberries growing that when I was hungry I just plucked one from the stem. I also found some nuts, but try as I might I couldn’t break their shells, even with my blade or by bashing it into a sharp rock.

      Occasionally I heard the rustle of an animal somewhere, slowing my progress, because when that happened I would find a good spot to conceal myself and cast a cloaking spell until they had moved on. A grasshopper sprung into my path and I nearly shot it down in a panic.

      The grasshopper saw me and sprang off, making a funny sound. I could have sworn it said, “Oh my.”

      “Great. I’m losing my mind in just one day in the forest,” I murmured.

      But I talked to myself a lot. A symptom of a solitary life, I suppose.

      It was all going well enough until the afternoon storm rolled in. It came on fast and I had to rush to find a large leaf to hide under before the drops pelted me. A torrent of water came down, and soon I was up to my calves in muddy water.

      I had never been outside in a rain storm like this before.

      It’s just water, I told myself. Look, it’s already slowing down a bit. I tried not to feel any fear, but it was a sobering reminder that for all my preparations, I had never been alone in the world before.

      The temperature cooled. Although it passed as quickly as it had come, my boots had to muck through its aftermath, and I was shivering in my wet clothes. Everything in my pack was wet, including the flint, and everything around me was so wet anyway, I was worried I wouldn’t be able to start any fire to dry out that night.

      I have to find a hollow log or cave or anywhere that’s dry…!

      I was following what I thought was a rabbit trail, and up ahead I heard a small rustle and a little pattering of rain drops falling off the leaves. It sounded like a mouse. I didn’t hide, but simply froze and watched the forest ahead, where ferns rose in towering plumes above me.

      A mouse rushed across the path far ahead on two feet. Like a person! Very curious, especially since I could have sworn it was carrying something. At a quick glance it looked like a basket, but I knew that couldn’t be. It must just be some materials for a nest.

      I crept along, following it. Maybe it had a dry den somewhere and would let me spend the night.

      I heard the mouse rustle ahead, moving faster. It seemed to have noticed my presence and was afraid of me. I rushed ahead, following what was obviously its well-trod trail, all the way to…

      A door. A solid, locked wooden door tucked under the roots of a tree.

      Since when did mice have doors?

      It was at this point when I began to wonder about the tales of the little folk, where the mice walked on two legs and birds wore scarves the little folk knitted for them, and rabbits carried the royal carriage. I thought that was all just some extra fancy on the part of the storytellers, but now I was staring at a mouse path that led right to a solid door, the snug frame and sturdy cross planks keeping me out.

      I peered around and noticed a window, tucked partially behind some tiny roots and dried grasses to conceal it. I tried to peer in to see if the mouse was there, but it was still too bright outside and too dark inside to tell.

      “Hello?” I called. “Can you speak too? Or did someone just build you this house?” My heart was beating faster. I felt I must be getting close to the little folk. “I won’t hurt you! I love mice! I have had many mouse friends at home!”

      There was no response.

      I went back to the door and pounded on it. “Hello?” Just then, clouds moved back over the sun. I looked up nervously through the trees, unable to tell with certainty through the thick leaf cover if they were more storm clouds. I didn’t want to take any chances. I was only barely drying out from the last rainfall, and soon the sun would be going down, bringing a miserable chill with it. “Please! I need shelter tonight! I won’t bother you!”

      No reply, and now I knew I must move on and find another place. I cursed under my breath. I would have dearly loved the warmth of a soft mouse. This weather was proving to be the worst of all possibilities. I knew I still had time to find a dry enough spot, and once I wrapped up in the wool blanket inside my pack, I’d certainly survive, but probably not with any actual sleep.

      Even as I let out my curse—something I’d heard my father
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