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In the beginning, fairy tales were all we had.

Tales to explain the unexplained, to impart morality, and culture. But more often than not, to warn.

From the editors of the From the Rock anthologies comes a new selection of stories, carefully curated from some of Newfoundland and Labrador’s favourite authors. Between these pages, old tales are revisited, familiar foes lurk, and fairy tales for the modern age are born.

Including the work of Bronwynn Erskine (By Reservation Only), Melissa Bishop (The Fairies of Foggy Island) and David James Lynch (All Things Broken).
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Once upon a time, fairy tales were all we had.

They were tales to explain the unexplained, to impart morality and culture, to share histories and truths; but more than not, to warn.

Fairy tales are so entangled with our concept of what makes us human that it is, perhaps, odd that so many stories are about the other: the fae, the monsters in the forest, princesses, and heroes. Magic and transformations are not unusual in fairy tales, although they are often terrible — not necessarily evil, but certainly awful. Wishes can come true in stories, although there may be a price to pay, and bravery and a kind heart are rewarded with happily-ever-afters. These are concepts that we still teach our children and even try to live by as adults. There is a simple kind of morality in these stories, despite the grey that exists in both worlds.

When choosing stories for this anthology, we tried to find readaptations or retellings, modernizations or even twists on the original fairy tales — even a handful of original fairy tales. Despite this, we wanted to keep to the heart of what fairy tales have always been, not only for nostalgia’s sake, but because the truths of fairy tales are still the truths of today. We wish to celebrate goodness, courage in the face of evil, embracing one’s true self, and choosing to be kind.

In this collection, we have a wide range of stories we are very excited to share with you. Stories about princesses who find their worth in how they can serve as opposed to be served, about accepting who you truly are and letting it change you (often literally, since these stories have a touch of magic), and about consciences that aren’t just a voice in your head or heart, but maybe an animal guide coaxing you down a path. Maybe true love isn’t a person, but freedom, maybe your history is your future, and those that are lost can still be found.

We are so pleased to lead you through truly excellent stories and hope they bring you as much warmth and enjoyment as they did to us. Enjoy rescues and hero’s quests and an abundance of kindness.

Erin Vance

Editor
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Ash Greening is an author from Eastern Newfoundland. Their fiction has appeared previously in Kit Sora: The Artobiography (Engen Books), Whisper Sweet Nothings (WANL), Folklore Next Door (WANL), and Sea Stories from the Rock.

Their first novel, Sea Change, is expected in late 2023 or early 2024 from Engen Books.

They brought with them the preceding poem, Fair Warning, arranged first for flow.
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Leave the world behind you and cross into the Green.

Come to see the Faerie Courts and watch the Dance Unseen.

Listen to the bargains stuck by word and blood and bone.

Come present your offering to the Regent on her throne.

Is it wealth you seek, my dear, your coins of petty gold?

Bits of metal that mean naught against winter’s biting cold.

Or is it love you’re chasing along the springtime breeze?

Swayed with little effort, for hearts are bent with ease.

Perhaps it’s vines of hatred that burn like summer’s sun.

We’ll grant your vengeance, darling, but you’ll pay us when it’s done.

Or is it autumn’s death that’s come knocking at your door?

Are you sure it’s worth the price to live a season more?

Come and share our bounty for an hour or a day;

Don’t forget that what we give, we can also take away.

Accept only what you’re offered, ask for nothing more,

Or when you go to leave, alas, you will not  find the door.

Always read the fine print in the writing on the wall;

And have your payment ready when we come to call.

Ask your favours, mortals, but do not slight the Queen,

Lest you wish to wander always, lost among the Green.
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Bronwynn Erskine is an Ontario native currently residing in Newfoundland. Erskine is an avid steampunk enthusiast and acrylic landscape painter.

Erskine made their publishing debut in 2018’s Chillers from the Rock with their chilling tale: “Scarlett Ribbons,” returned in 2019’s Flights from the Rock with “Feather and Bone,” with  “The Lindwyrm’s Bride” in Mythology from the Rock, and was featured with three stories in Acceptance: Stories at the Centre of Us.

In May 2023 they released their first novel, By Reservation Only.
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The sun rises on another beautiful day at the palace, and I wake from a restless slumber. Once I would not have dreamed of being up so early. But that was before. Now I’m grateful to escape the dreams that haunt me almost every night, and in any case, I have much to do.

Yesterday I taunted the hounds in their kennels to such a fervor that they snapped at the Duke of Carlisle when he attempted to gather the pack and take the Queen on a hunting excursion. His high-pitched squawk was quite satisfying. The hounds bayed all afternoon, and I heard one of the Queen’s ladies saying that Her Majesty had taken to her bed with a headache from all the noise. The hounds are tired from all their excitement now, and in any case, I don’t want to become too predictable. But there are plenty of other things for me to do.

I paddle out from among the reeds that surround the marshy islet where I’ve made my nest. I always loved the lake on the palace grounds. Sometimes, I try to put a brighter face on my situation by reminding myself of all the times my governesses denied me the opportunity to swim here. It helps a little, some days. Mostly I try to keep busy, to keep my mind on other things.

I stretch my wings up towards the paling blue of the sky and feel the wind caress my silky white feathers. There’s pleasure in this, even if it’s not a pleasure I’m long familiar with. My wings are strong and my neck is graceful, and I am lovely now where once I was rather plain. And no one dares tell me what I may not do.

Taking flight is a bit ungainly, a lot of flapping that still feels undignified, but once I’m in the air I feel at home. I love flying even more than I love swimming. I gain enough height to survey the grounds and circle slowly, watching the palace and its occupants wake for another day. Movement in the kitchen garden catches my eye. I would smirk if I still had a mouth that could perform such an action. Yes, that will do very nicely to start my day. I angle my wings and glide downward.

The cook’s assistant pauses just outside the door to yawn and adjust his hose. When he opens his eyes again, I am standing in the middle of the herb garden. Some of the more fragile plants have already been crushed by my careless wings, and others will be trampled beneath my webbed feet in the altercation to come. His eyes widen, and I glare back with beady black eyes and all the malice a swan can muster. Swans are very good at malice, I’ve learned, in spite of their graceful appearance.

He takes a cautious step, angling sideways. The fresh spinach leaves, plump tomatoes, and tender sprigs of basil that he came out here to gather for the Queen’s breakfast table are still intact, for now. I never knew they did that every morning, before. It’s amazing the things I didn’t know, in spite of living my entire life within these palace walls. He might think he can gather them and get out of here, and let me be someone else’s problem later in the day when they need carrots to be glazed for supper and the rosemary I’m standing in to season the venison roast. If that’s what he thinks, he’s going to be disappointed. He takes another step, and I narrow my eyes.

I spread my wings a bit, stretch out my long, long neck in his direction, and hiss.

He flinches and stumbles back with clumsy steps, treading carelessly on a squash vine that’s escaped the edge of its plot. Oh yes, he knows the malice a swan is capable of.

I honk and stomp aggressively forward, wings fanning wide now. They batter against the herbs, breaking stems and crushing delicate blossoms.

With a startled squeak, he drops his kitchen shears and bolts. Back to the door and the safety of the kitchen.

Through the open door, I can hear raised voices. The cook isn’t a particularly soft-spoken man, nor is he known among the staff for a sweet temper. There’s a part of me that feels guilty for getting the assistant in trouble. It’s only a small part though. There’s only so many things a swan is capable of, and most of them can’t touch the Queen directly.

Listening with one ear to the argument inside, I waddle in the direction the assistant cook was heading. Spinach and tomatoes with her breakfast are an important part of the Queen’s routine, and they’re well within the reach of a swan. I eat the spinach carelessly, ripping plants up by their roots and scattering them across the garden bed and the path. The tomatoes have an unsettling texture when my beak bites into them, but I can still rip them from their vines and stomp them into the dirt in order to deny them to her.

The voices from inside fall silent around the time I’m starting on the herbs. I hear footsteps. I look up, imperious with an entire thyme plant dangling from my beak, to see the cook’s assistant has returned. He’s not alone this time. I think the other two are kitchen boys. None of them look pleased to be here, but I’m certainly pleased to see them. My small, webbed feet can only do so much damage, but they’ve all got big, sturdy shoes perfect for trampling gardens.

I honk in challenge, letting the thyme fall, and rip off a beakful of savoury.

The gardens are laid out so that every part of them can be reached from the narrow paths between, but it’s hard for them to place their feet carefully when they’re running to try and catch me, or flailing backwards to try and avoid being bitten. Swans have a powerful bite when they choose to use it. The fair-haired kitchen boy howls as he learns this firsthand, and topples over backwards, flailing, into a bed of nearly ripe zucchini. Vines break beneath him and tangle around his limbs.

Evidently getting tired of the farce, the cook himself steps outside to take the situation in hand. He’s just in time to see his assistant trample through the strawberries, bent double as he tries to grab me. I quickly duck under the lowest rung of the trellis that supports the bean plants, but he can’t stop in time and crashes straight into it. The cook shouts something in a language I don’t know. I’m not sure if it’s aimed at me or the assistant, but I turn my head and honk anyway.

That’s when I see the big carving knife he’s got in one meaty hand. No one is supposed to harm the swans on the palace grounds, but maybe he doesn’t remember that. Maybe he’s angry enough that he doesn’t care right now.

Or maybe the Queen revoked her late husband’s edict protecting them. That’s a possibility I hadn’t thought of before, and it chills me more than the coldest winter night spent huddled down in my nest on the islet. The late King loved the swans more than anything except his daughter, but the Queen was never fond of them. And swan is considered good eating in many places. Maybe the cook is hoping a nice plump swan for the supper table will make up for the missing spinach and tomatoes, and whatever else we’ve managed to destroy.

I mantle my wings and give him my most defiant hiss, but all the joy has gone out of it now. I push myself back into the sky in search of something else that needs my attention. There must be something.
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It’s late and growing dark by the time I return to the lake. I chased the gardeners for much of the day. They had more self-preservation instincts than the kitchen staff, and I managed to get fairly free rein over their vaunted roses and rhododendrons. I made a point of eating the peony blossoms, which I know the Queen enjoys having in her dressing room, and of shitting on the rim of her favourite fountain.

I want to call it a day well spent, but I don’t know. The cook’s knife still has me rattled.

I paddle around the lake for a bit. I’m not hungry for water weeds, not after all the other things I ate while terrorising the gardens, but I dabble a bit just for the sensation of it. Sometimes, ducking my head under the water and reaching for the soft green depths is a comfort. Sometimes it lets me shut out the world and just be for a few moments. It doesn’t much help today.

When the sun is little more than a thin rim of gold on the horizon, I give in and swim to the decorative island in the middle of the lake. It’s a prettier, but less isolated spot than my own tiny islet. This one has carved stone benches like it was once meant for small, intimate moments away from the noise of garden parties, but it’s been abandoned to the swans for many years now. They nest there and raise their downy cygnets beneath the bowers once so carefully tended.

I don’t venture near very often. Maybe it makes no difference, maybe the denizens of the palace can’t tell one swan from another, but I don’t like to chance it. I don’t want any of the others to be blamed for my actions. But tonight, I can’t quite bear to retire to my solitary nest.

I climb out of the water, shake a few stray droplets from my feathers, and waddle up the slope. The wild swans watch me. They know I’m different from them, even if they can’t comprehend what the difference is, but they’re not exactly unfriendly. Just a little standoffish. I can hardly blame them for that, wild things that they are. They nest in twos and sometimes threes, each nest with its own defined space. The island is safer than the shore, even on a lake where no one has been allowed to hunt them for decades, and so they put up with each others’ proximity in order to have a spot here.

On the highest point of the island, at the crest of a decorative embankment where the feral rosebushes don’t offer enough cover to break the autumn winds when they come wailing down out of the mountains, there’s a spot not claimed by any nest. It’s still summer now, and this exposed spot is no great hardship. I nestle down into the tangled grasses and preen my feathers free of any lingering water.

The wild swans settle again when they see I’m only here to do swan things amongst them. They watch my campaign against the Queen and her court without understanding, but I’m pretty sure they do watch. I see them sometimes on the banks of the lake, peering up towards the palace and whatever ruckus I’m causing that day.

They aren’t my friends, but then I never had many of those to begin with. Not real friends who cared about me for my own sake. The wild swans, at least, make no pretense to fond feelings for me just to curry favour from my father. They tolerate me here on their island on the nights when my despair grows too overwhelming to face alone. It’s all the friendship they have to offer, perhaps. I am more grateful for it than I have the words to tell.
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Surrounded by the quiet presence of the wild swans, I sleep for once without dreams. It’s still early when I wake. I don’t move, my head still tucked under one wing, and listen to the world around me. If it wasn’t my nightmares that woke me, it was something else. I want to know what before I make any move that might betray my location, especially with the other swans dozing all around me.

Something splashes in the water. A high, feminine voice squeals with laughter. Several others shush and giggle.

If I had eyebrows, they would surely be rising. No one should be down by the lake at this hour, but someone clearly is. Whatever is a swan to do about that?

I unfold myself, not raising my head too high so I’ll remain hidden in the overgrown brush, and waddle down to the water on the far side of the island. I swim away first before circling back.

It’s not hard to spot them. Three beautiful maidens, all with the thick black hair and sun-kissed skin of the southern kingdoms, are playing in the shallows by an overhanging willow tree. They giggle and splash each other, the water sparking rainbows from the early morning sun and making their long hair gleam as slick and sleek as ravens’ feathers.

They must be guests at court because I would surely remember if I’d seen them before. Perhaps no one thought to warn them of the lake’s dangers. Or perhaps they went in spite of the warning. Either way their pretty white gowns lie discarded on the bank, as tempting a target as I’ve ever seen.

I climb up onto the bank some distance from them and sidle over. It’s almost too easy. I snatch one dress and waddle swiftly off into the underbrush with it, and they don’t even look up from their games. The second joins it. It’s only when I come back for the third dress that one of them catches sight of me. She points me out to her friends, and they exclaim, shushing each other again to avoid frightening me off. How charming that they think I might be so shy.

I walk closer, right up to the patch of grass where the third woman’s dress lies neatly folded. I meet their eyes, staring straight at them, bold and lovely as ever a swan has been. Then, in a single graceful movement, I dip my neck down, snatch up the dress, and whirl away.

Their cries of dismay follow me as I sprint across the grass, rising even higher when they leave the water and see the other two dresses are missing as well. They pull on their shifts (I may have malice in my lovely heart, but I am not so cruel as to leave them without any garments), and chase after me.

Swans can run surprisingly fast for short stretches, but we aren’t made for distance running. I have to dodge and weave to stay ahead of them. I could fly away, or even swim, but I find I don’t want to. There’s a pleasure to this chase that’s every bit as fierce as I felt chasing the gardeners.

I didn’t set out to join their games, but I realise belatedly that I have. The women laugh as they chase me. Their cheeks are flushed and their shifts cling to their damp skin, and they laugh as they try to trap me and trick me. If I could, I would laugh with them. I let them think they’ve got me, then dive between them at the last moment, and their reaching fingers brush the softness of my feathers as I pass. I would play this game forever, if I could.

Even as I think that, it all comes crashing down. One of the women gives a startled cry and they all fall silent. When I look back, I see a young lord from the Queen’s court has ridden up from the direction of the woods at the end of the lake, coming upon the scene with all of us unaware.

He looks over the women, all dressed in naught but their shifts, and I do not like the look of the smile that curls his lips. I think they must not either. They cluster together, clinging to each other, trying to draw themselves and each other away from his hungry gaze.

He swings down from the saddle with careless grace, still looking. His gaze would be unseemly even if they were fully clothed, and his smirk suggest he knows this. And more, he knows there’s nothing they can do about it.

They’re refined and noble ladies. They might allow themselves an occasional hint of mischief like sneaking out to play in the lake when no one will see, but they’re far too well-bred and well-mannered to have a hope of defending themselves against a man like him. I can see it all as clear as if it were laid out in front of me, how this will go.

I do not have lips, but even so I can almost feel them curl in disdain. All my life I was taught to sit quietly, eyes demurely lowered, while men like him looked their fill.

But I am not a princess any longer. I have spent the months of my exile exploring and embracing the malice of a swan’s heart, and I no longer care to be told what I may or must not do.

I lay the dress aside on the grass and return to where the maidens cower before the bold young lordling. Lowering my head and stretching out my long, long neck, I hiss with all the fury that burned within me under my stepmother’s stifling hand.

He startles at the sound.

The maidens do as well. They had heard my honk while I teased them, but not my hiss. The hiss of an angry swan had seemed too harsh when all I intended to offer them was alarm and inconvenience.

The lord recovers quickly, but his smirk has grown slightly hollow. I remember, vaguely, that he is one of Duke Carlisle’s hunting companions, though I still can’t recall his name. He knows enough of swans to be wary of me.

His gaze flicks past me to the maidens, and his expression firms. Not wary enough, it seems, to pass up what he thinks is a golden opportunity. The smirk turns cruel. Crueler, anyway. He draws a hunting knife that’s sheathed at his belt and takes a step towards me, teeth bared.

“Here, pretty birdy,” he croons, eyes sparkling with anticipation.

In the face of that hungry expression, I wonder suddenly about Carlisle and his rumoured relationship with the Queen. Whether it’s truly what I thought it was. Whether she is.

But there’s no time for that line of questioning right now. He takes another step, clearly expecting me to back off. He might know a little of swans, but not enough. Even a wild swan would hold her ground if she was already angry enough to posture the way I have been.

Instead, I rush him, wings flapping and honking my most aggressive honks. He knows to avoid a strike from my beak but forgets that my wings are the real danger. Swans are large and it takes a lot of muscle to carry us aloft. I bring all that muscle to bear now, slapping furiously at him with widely spread wings. The impacts jar through me, but from his startled yells I think they must be worse to him.

He scrambles back, stumbles, and falls to the ground. I can’t stop now. The maidens are still cowering like frightened cygnets behind me, too shocked and frightened to seize the opportunity I’ve created for them and run. I don’t entirely mind. Continuing to buffet the lord with my powerful wings is no hardship. Until it is.

I forgot to keep track of the knife. That was careless of me, I know. But even yesterday, when the cook’s cleaver shocked me so, I suppose I had not truly lost my trust in the edict against harming the swans.

Now the pain is a bright, sharp thing with a life of its own inside my breast.

My hiss is as much a gasp. A breathy sound, defiant but without much strength remaining.

His grin is triumphant in spite of the rising bruises. I bite his face. He shrieks and flings me back with more strength than I expect, so I bounce on the trampled turf. The pain jars through me, rattles my breath and my bones.

I manage to raise my head, just a little, and give him my best remaining glare.

He’s breathing hard, clothing smeared with dirt and blood. Several fingers bend at the wrong angle and it looks like there’s something wrong with one leg. None of that compares to his face.

I’ve never bitten anyone before, for all the trouble I’ve caused. I knew I could do damage. There’s something like little teeth on the inside of my beak and the edges of my tongue, and I can put a lot of force behind them. The wound is worse than I expected though. It’s hard to make out through the blood, but it looks ragged.

And he’s still shrieking. He tries to clutch at it, but can’t seem to decide between the hand with the probably-broken fingers and the one still clutching the bloody knife.

I should do something, but I don’t know what.

Then something touches my sprawled wing. I flinch, try to jerk away but the pain in my chest is too big. It’s one of the maidens. She has a birthmark peeking out from the neckline of her shift, and blue, blue eyes like summer twilight. I stop struggling as she folds my uncoordinated wings in close to my body and gathers me up. There are worse places to die than the arms of a beautiful woman.

“We’ve got to bind up the wound,” she says. I don’t think she’s talking to me, but it doesn’t matter. I couldn’t answer even if she was.

“We’ve got to get away,” one of her companions says, clutching at her shoulder and pulling her along. “Someone will hear him, and come, and we can’t be here when they do.”

“Do you think he won’t tell everyone what he saw?” the woman carrying me asks. Her voice is sharp and angry, but her hands are still gentle.

“I think he will have other things to worry about, at least for a time,” says the third girl. She’s holding the reins of a horse, a placid gray mare, not the hunter’s high-strung bay. “Quickly, my lady. You cannot be found here.”

The other two shepherd her into the mare’s saddle, still in her shift and cradling me to her chest, then press handkerchiefs into her hands to hold against my wound.

“Ride quickly, my lady,” one of the other maidens says sternly. “We will follow when we’ve found our gowns, so there is no trace of us here.”

I manage to lift me head from the lady’s shoulder and honk quietly. She tries to shush me, but I point with my beak towards the bushes where I hid the first two stolen dresses. A hint of white fabric is just visible through the leaves.

The lady laughs, but the sound breaks halfway into a sob. “You are incorrigible,” she whispers, and leans down to kiss my bloody beak. “You are the most ridiculous creature.”

The kiss makes me feel strange. Or maybe it’s the wound in my chest. I feel lighter, light as a bit of down carried on the wind, with none of the ungainly flapping to get myself aloft.

The mare may be a placid lady’s mount, but she has a good gait. She runs swift and sure, and I feel as if I’m flying again, one last time, even as I leave a trail of unravelling white feathers behind us. I don’t know why my feathers are falling off. I stare up at them, lifting into the air above us, each one trimmed with sunrise gold as it dissolves. At this rate I will have no feathers left by the time we reach the guesthouse.

The lady’s staff have been watching for her. A groom is waiting to take the horse’s reins before she’s even stopped. Another moves close to help her down but draws back with a strangled cry when he sees me.

“Hurry,” she tells them. “There is no time for delicacy. Help me get her down and send for my nurse.”

I don’t understand what’s going on. Surely they’ve seen a swan before. I’m not making a fuss now, so I don’t know why the grooms are so ginger about handling me. Someone brings a blanket to wrap me up in. They must think I’ll bite someone else. That must be it.

They hurry me inside and the lady rushes after me even as they try to fuss over her state of undress.

Another woman appears, older and darker complexioned, with skin that smells of herbs when she brushes my hair back from my face. “Bring her into the kitchen. It’s closer,” she orders imperiously.

“Will she be alright?” the lady asks, hovering uncertainly when her servants lay me on the big, smooth wooden counter. “She saved us.”

The nurse’s hands are already moving, pushing back the blanket and wiping blood from my chest. “You wouldn’t have needed saving if you hadn’t gone out unescorted,” she replies distractedly.

“I don’t want to live in a pretty golden cage,” the lady says. It has the feel of an old argument, worn smooth with repetition where the two have had it many times before. She clasps my hand between hers and rubs her thumb over the bones of my wrist. “And I wouldn’t have found her, if I hadn’t gone out. Do you think she’s the missing princess?”

There’s a new flurry of activity as the other two maidens come in, and I lose the thread of the conversation going on above me. Why should the lady think a swan is the missing princess? Even if she’s right.
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My human body, feeling strangely heavy and ungainly after so many months, is dressed in a gown borrowed from one of Countess Basira’s ladies by the time someone from the palace proper arrives. Basira is still fretting about the dress, a plain one of dove grey linen, and wishing one of her own more elaborate ones could have fit me. But I’ve nearly a head of height on her, if I could gather the strength to stand, and it simply isn’t happening.

She sits next to me on the settee in the parlour, trying not to fuss, but I can see the wanting to in her expression. In the way she tugs her lip between her teeth, and the marks it leaves in the paint her ladies applied there. I’m staring too long, looking at her lips and thinking things I shouldn’t. Things that were the reason my stepmother took the drastic measures she did in the first place. But in my defence, they’re very nice lips.

I make myself look away, towards the door, so I see the palace guard when he enters. I see his carefully neutral expression crumble into shock as he recognises me.

He drops the helm tucked neatly under his arm and stands there, open mouthed.

“I do appreciate your timely arrival,” I tell him, when I think he’s had enough time to gape. “Please inform Her Highness of my return. I will be staying here for a time before I rejoin the court. I expect there will be no difficulty in having my affects delivered. Thank you.”

Still unable to speak, the guard makes a shaky bow and departs. Halfway out the door, he obviously remembers about the helm. He turns again, grabs it off the floor, bows again, and hurries out.

Beside me, Basira giggles prettily behind a fan. Her eyes gleam wickedly above the painted silk.
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