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To Anne Hoppe




Prologue

SOMETHING COMES. High above the great forest, a full moon spills its lambent light on an ocean of treetops.Some premonition borne on the wind inspires the sea of leafy limbs to dance and sway, murmuring softly to one another of signs and portents. Massive oaks and chestnuts, a thousand years old, catch the whispers on the wind and feel their sap rise. They sigh to their neighbors, passing on the sibilant message: Something comes. Small silver birches, glowing white in the moonlight, slap their round leaves together in excitement while the towering beech trees, the sentinels, watch and wait.

Something comes. Something in the arc of blue-black sky, in the array of stars, in the music of the celestial spheres. It plays at the edges of consciousness. It is there, in the hoot of the tawny owl and the churring trill of the nightjar. It disturbs the hunt of the wild creatures prowling far below the forest canopy—​the wolf, the fox, and the pine marten. They pause and listen. It cools the savage temperament of the badger and the wild boar. It rouses the diminutive roe deer from their sleep, tantalizes the moths, and bestirs the crickets. Even the mice and the moles, tunneling away beneath the earth, feel it: Something comes.

Looming in the west above the Enchanted Forest, a great mountain ascends to a permanent ring of clouds, but none of the birds or beasts go near it.

Far to the east of the mountain, rising from a glittering moat, the dark silhouette of a castle stands out against a flash of summer lightning. In the sudden light one can barely see where the outer wall has been repaired after being knocked down by a marauding giant. Now a plucky red pennant flies from its topmost spire. Narrow window slots glow with yellow candlelight, for all the castle is awake, waiting and listening in an expectant hush. There is only the sound of the wind in the trees, the occasional birdcall, and, though only a few can hear it, an inexpressible harmony in the air.

Until a scream splits the night.

High in the keep, a king paces impatiently. His seven counselors stand clustered together, as if to consolidate their power. Chief among them is the bishop, for he is the head of the church, and in this land and time the church wields nearly as much power as the king himself. But even the bishop has no answers on this night. The counselors all consult among themselves with charts and diagrams, trying to conceal their puzzlement, for the signs are contradictory. King Warrick has ordered his counselors out and called them back a dozen times. He relies on their predictions but has no patience with their present confusion. He is accustomed to having his wishes granted with speed and deference. Nature, however, is impervious to kings. It defers to no one, and it keeps its own time.

Within the lord’s chamber, Queen Merewyn lies abed, great with child. Unlike the king, she is infinitely patient. She has spent her life discharging, with a practiced smile, such tedious royal duties as are given her, but her heart is not in it. All she has ever wanted is to create something truly beautiful, and her wise woman has seen that it will come to pass in the birth of this long-awaited child. It is Queen Merewyn who screams, for it is the time of her travail, but between her pains, her lovely, tired face is serene; her most cherished dream is about to come true.

Only one woman is allowed to attend the queen, an unsightly crone named Hilde. She is part wise woman, part midwife, and some say part fairy, though she wields only a few pedestrian magic tricks. She has been with the queen through many a barren year and has used all her skills and wisdom to bring Queen Merewyn to this moment.

The time is at hand. Outside the chamber, King Warrick hears a lusty little cry announcing the presence of a new life. He stops his pacing and listens, triumph in his face.

“At last!” cries the king. “An heir!”

His counselors gather round and congratulate him on his virility and good fortune, foretelling a bright future for what must surely be the perfect child. But within the chamber, Hilde trembles as she bathes the newborn and wraps it in an embroidered blanket, feeling a surging sympathy for the infant even as her heart sinks within her. She places the baby in Queen Merewyn’s arms, and the queen looks down upon it with all the love she has saved for this moment.

“A girl, Your Highness,” Hilde says, her voice quavering.

The queen draws back the blanket, and she gasps. The infant has a heavy, protruding brow, a sagging eyelid, and coarse, asymmetrical features. The queen is speechless. This is not the beautiful creation she was promised. But something happens. Though it is said that a newborn cannot really see and cannot really smile, the baby’s eyes seem to look directly into hers, and the ugly little face breaks into a smile. The queen is charmed. “Ahh,” she croons, “the sweet little thing!” and she holds the baby closer.

Hilde draws a deep breath, relieved that the queen has accepted the child. But the moment is cut short. The queen is racked by another pain.

A second baby is coming.

Outside the chamber door, King Warrick waits irritably for news of his offspring. Is it a boy or a girl? Why does the woman Hilde not come to give him news? Is there some calamity with his lady wife? Only a deep fear of women’s mysteries keeps him from barging through the door. That and a will to avoid the displeasure of Hilde, for whom he holds a grudging respect. An exhausted scream from within the chamber reassures him that the queen is alive, but as time drags by, the king and his seven counselors brace themselves for some misfortune. At last there is silence within, and after what seems like an eternity, the door opens. The king is invited in. A baby is placed in his arms.

“Your daughter, Your Highness,” says Hilde.

The king looks down on an infant’s face so perfect it might have been sculpted by a master miniaturist, with a fuzz of silky golden hair, skin like fine porcelain, long, curly lashes, and lips as red as cherries.

“Is she not beautiful,” demands the king, “even for a baby?” He holds out one finger for the infant to grasp in her little fist.

“She is, Your Highness, surely the most beautiful baby in the Kingdom of Wildwick, or beyond. And your lady wife has given you twins.”

“Twins!”

“Yes,” Hilde answers nervously. “You have another daughter. Your firstborn.”

“Where is the other? Let me see!”

Hilde moves her short, squat frame from where she stands in front of the cradle, which she has been blocking. The king hands her the beautiful baby and bends over the cradle, pulling back the blanket from the other infant’s face.

“What?” he exclaims, straightening suddenly. “What’s this?” Turning to his weary wife, he cries, “We can’t have this! What have you done?”

Calmly the queen replies, “I have done nothing amiss. If I had, surely both babies would be affected! She is our daughter!”

In a panic, King Warrick calls in the seven counselors. He says nothing while the bishop, who is the chief counselor, views the babies. The king only waits for his reaction, hoping it is not as bad as he fears. But then the bishop pronounces his judgment. Bishop Simon has dedicated his life to seeking after perfection, but his own wicked heart has twisted his quest into something terrible: he has come to hate and fear all imperfections as evil—​except his own blatant imperfections, which he readily excuses. And so, shocked by the baby’s malformed face, he blurts out in fear and loathing, “It is a demon! A changeling! Surely no royal infant could be so hideous! Its outward appearance can only be a reflection of the evil within. This child shall never be fit to rule, and your subjects will never tolerate it. You must hide it before the populace catches wind of the occurrence and loses all faith in the royal line!”

Then, one by one, the other six counselors bend over the cradle where the two infants lie; they gasp, then straighten, muttering and shaking their heads. One of them, the king’s steward, says, “This child will never be accepted!”

Another, his best knight, says, “The people will never fight for her!”

Several others, the king’s wise men and scholars, tell him, “The bishop is right. It’s hopeless.”

The king, his worst fears confirmed, dismisses all his counselors with a curt gesture.

“What are you going to do?” asks the queen, her panic rising.

“We shall see!” King Warrick replies, and follows after them.

Queen Merewyn’s head falls back onto the pillows. She realizes that, exhausted as she is, she cannot rest yet. There is still a battle to be fought, for her firstborn daughter. She begins to think.

The moon is setting when the king returns. With some hesitation, trying to put on his best kingly manner, he announces to Queen Merewyn that it simply won’t do to acknowledge such an imperfect baby as their daughter and heir. “You heard what Bishop Simon said! The people will believe she is a changeling, or worse—​a sign of heaven’s judgment, or even that she brings some kind of curse. She must go!” he spouts. “We’ll send her away, to be raised quietly in obscurity, and no one will be the wiser. The other child will be the heir!”

This was as the queen anticipated. “Of course you know best, dear,” she answers with her sweetest smile. “I’m sure you wouldn’t have taken it lightly to disown your own child.”

The king is nonplussed, having expected strong resistance. “Yes—​well,” he blusters, “it was a very difficult decision to make.”

“Of course it was. And I’m sure you had a struggle to keep your counselors in their place. They’re so clever and ambitious, and probably jealous besides. Not every man can sire twins, you know.”

King Warrick harrumphs. “I can handle my counselors,” he says, though this is not strictly true. The bishop in particular exercises a strong hold over the king by making him fear for the welfare of his kingdom, and for his immortal soul. But after half an hour of the queen’s gentle flattery, casual leading comments, and skillful sowing of doubts, the king has reached the conclusion, all on his own, that despite what his scheming counselors have said, it is really wisest to keep the firstborn at court, where they can watch over her. They will raise and educate her as they would the orphan of some far-off noble family, and her identity will remain secret, even from her.

“And what of your counselors? Can you trust them?”

“They will keep silent on pain of death!”

Queen Merewyn, knowing she has done the best she can for her firstborn daughter, praises the king for his wise plan. Then she lays her heavy head down to rest.

“You can’t sleep yet,” the king says. “We must give them names!”

“Yes, of course,” the queen agrees. “I had thought of only one name for a girl: Briar Rose.”

“Perfect. Then we shall name the first one Briar, and the lovely one Rose.”

The queen would like to object, but having already won her most important point, she thinks better of it.

King Warrick walks over to peer down once again at the two babies, now snuggled together, almost clinging to each other. He grins and muses aloud as to whether King Edgar’s baby daughter can hold a candle to his perfect Rose. He decides to put on a great feast and invite all the nobility, and all the fairies in the kingdom, and everybody who is anybody, and show her off. The queen does not object, for she is already sleeping.

Sitting forgotten in a dark corner, the crone Hilde has heard it all. She knows, without being told, that to reveal the identity of the firstborn princess after this would be to forfeit her own life, but she feels a great sympathy for the child, who is as ugly as she is herself. As she sits there watching over the tiny figure in the cradle, a lifetime of injustice and cruelty rises unbidden in her memory. She can see the child’s future as no one else can. When dawn sends its first pale rays through the window, a resolve forms in her battle-scarred heart; she will be the nurturer and protector of this child as far as it is within her limited power. And she begins to think.

 


It is the day of the king’s feast. Jugglers practice in the great hall. Acrobats rehearse their tumbling. The minstrels tune their lutes and lyres. Fresh rushes and fragrant herbs have been strewn about the floor, white linen spread on the trestle tables. Servants rush hither and yon in confusion, hustling to obey the orders of the temperamental cook and his assistants, who rule the day. Three whole oxen are roasting in the castle’s kitchen as food is prepared for two hundred guests: trays of succulent venison, fish, quail, turtledoves, and a whole roasted peacock decorated with its own resplendent tail; vegetables, picked fresh from the garden; baked apples, peaches, and pears; nuts and cheeses; and the cook’s masterpiece, a cake sculpted to look like a full-size unicorn. King Warrick has decreed that this will be a day to remember, though the predations of the local giant have left him in straitened circumstances and the royal coffers can barely withstand the expense. This beautiful daughter, he tells his wife, is a sign of a turnabout in their fortunes. His counselors, in fact, have already consulted the stars and calculated the beautiful child’s ultimate value to the kingdom down to the last silver penny.

As the sun grows closer to the horizon, the guests begin to arrive. Wine, mead, and ale being plentiful, no one goes thirsty. The people commence their drinking, which will be prodigious, and promenade about the hall, showing off their finery. The king’s counselors, noblemen, and knights escort bejeweled ladies. Merchants and craftsmen, even the peasants, will all be served, though the pickings will be thinner farther down the table from the king.

Suddenly the hall buzzes with tiny winged creatures that look like hummingbirds. The fairies have arrived, eight of them, though they will each change into their full human size for the festivities. Their places are set on either side of the king and queen, to honor them, for the fairies’ goodwill is greatly esteemed. Alas, there is still one more fairy in the kingdom, the gray fairy, but she is demented and universally disliked for her ferocious temper. On this blessed occasion, with everyone of consequence invited, no one wants to risk her disrupting the festivities with her hateful behavior. The king and queen have solved the problem by the simple expedient of neglecting to invite her. And so she, alone of all the fairies, has been excluded from this glorious event, an understandable but potentially disastrous decision.

The evening is perfect. Six courses are served, each more elaborate than the last, and between the courses the jugglers and the jester and minstrels perform. Then the king orders that the magical singing harp be brought forth, its enchanting music filling the guests’ hearts with wonder and good cheer.

In a small antechamber behind the hall, Hilde has brought the infant Briar to be near baby Rose, who is tended by her own nursemaid, Lady Beatrice. It was the work of less than a minute for Hilde to obtain from Queen Merewyn the office of Briar’s godmother, and then to volunteer to be her nursemaid. True to the king’s instructions, no one knows the real identity of the child. Fortuitously, the reclusive Duke of Wentmoor, having recently died of some rheumatic complaint, had been followed by his widow in less than six months. The story given out about Briar is that she is the orphaned daughter and only child of the late Duke and Duchess of Wentmoor, and no one questions it.

The babies have just been fed and are sated and sleepy. Hilde waits nervously for the king to summon Lady Beatrice forth with little Rose, to display the beautiful baby in her gilded cradle, which has been placed on the dais between the royal thrones.

Only a short while now until the gift-giving will commence. Hilde’s hands tremble at the thought of what she will attempt to do. When the eight fairies begin to bestow their blessings, she must work fast and well if little Briar is to have any share of them. Hilde is desperate enough to take the chance, even if her ruse might be discovered. The minutes pass with agonizing slowness. She feels cold sweat on her forehead and down her back. But she does not waver in her purpose.

The king’s summons comes. Hilde prods Lady Beatrice to wrap baby Rose securely in her blanket and sends her out into the great hall. Then, stabbed by a sudden fear of her own ineptness, she feels that she must practice her magic trick one more time. She has rehearsed it at length, but it seldom goes the same way twice. Hastily she looks about her and chooses two objects on opposite sides of the room, a carved box and a pitcher. With a muttered incantation and a deft movement of her hand, she calls upon the power of all the saints to switch the objects. Both objects vanish into thin air, leaving a slight smell of smoke. “God’s thumb!” she mutters. Beginning to question her ability to pull this trick off, she shakes her hand as if to loosen its powers and tries again.

Something goes awry. The objects are back, but each has taken on some characteristics of the other. The pitcher has square corners now, and the box has a spout!

This has never happened before. What if the baby princesses are affected in this way? She has never tried this trick with actual people, only with dogs and cats. What if they were stuck so, half of one princess and half the other? She quickly decides that it would not be so bad. Making a determined effort, she closes her eyes and draws inward to a still, quiet place within herself. Casting the spell again, she manages to return both objects to their original states and to switch their places as she had intended. As she stands wondering what she did differently this time, she listens closely to the goings-on out in the great hall. The gift-giving has started! She hears a fairy’s tinkling voice reciting an insipid little poem, as they always do when presenting their gifts. Quickly now! She must switch the babies! Standing over little Briar, she rolls up her sleeves and pronounces the spell along with making the hand movements.

Nothing happens. Hilde can hear the fairy out in the great hall saying, “I bestow the gift of beauty!”

“No!” Hilde cries. That was the gift she most wished to secure for little Briar, and now it is too late! “Why is that always the first gift?” she moans, banging her head against the wall. “Baby Rose is already beautiful! What a waste! What a waste!” Lost in bitter regret, she has developed a sizable lump on her forehead, but then she remembers herself. Now another fairy’s voice can be heard in the hall. Quickly Hilde casts the switching spell again, watching the baby anxiously for the result, but again, there is none. Now she can hear the second fairy bestow the gift of riches on baby Rose. Another gift lost!

Hilde resists the urge to bang her head again. She tries the spell once more, adding an elaborate motion, this time with both hands. Nothing. Frantically, she goes to the door to see what is happening without. There is vicious jostling among the group of fairies, for they are excitable creatures and sometimes waspish, and each is anxious to give the best gift. Finally, a determined fairy clad in pink elbows her way to the fore, spitting savage epithets. She bends over the royal cradle, wand in hand, rhyming trite nonsense in perfect meter while mayhem goes on behind her. “I give you sweetness!” she finally cries with a flourish of her wand, but one of the other fairies jolts her arm, and she drops the wand. Gasps are heard all around, and she gives the offending fairy a kick. Everyone watches as sparks spurt out of the end of the wand, then sputter and die, and the wand turns a cold gray color, like ash. The pink fairy picks up her wand and waves it at the baby again for good measure, but the tip falls off, and she storms away.

“Bah! Sweetness!” mutters Hilde. “She’s better off without it!”

Gratified that at least she did not secure the gift of sweetness for Briar, she calms herself, closes her eyes, and draws herself inward, performing the spell yet again. This time, when she opens her eyes, there is baby Rose, exactly where Briar had been a moment before. Restraining her glee, Hilde hastily goes to the door and flicks her wrist, casting a spell of confusion over the gilded cradle in the hall. Of all the spells, confusion is the easiest to cast, and she knows from experience that a little confusion is all it will require for people to see whatever they expect to see. She feels a surge of excitement as the fourth fairy winds up her mawkish poem with a giving of the gift of wit. Wit! A lovely gift! A perfect gift! Trembling with excitement now, Hilde waits to see what will happen.

One by one, the fairies come to the cradle and recite their little poems, always ending with a gift. The fifth fairy, an ethereal sprite dressed all in green, curtsies to the king and queen and approaches the cradle.


“She’ll move with beauty, like the swan

With elegance and grace, anon.

Light of foot and born to dance,

All who see, she will entrance.”



Hilde growls her disapproval and whispers bitterly to herself, “Dance! When will she ever get to dance? Still, every gift is a boon. One mustn’t be hasty.”

The sixth fairy, clothed in white sparkles, says in a high soprano voice,


“I give the music of the spheres;

May heavenly harmony fill her ears,

Inspiring her voice to lovely song,

And giving her pleasure all life long.”



“Very well. Very well,” Hilde mutters. “Give something of practical use!”

A regular melee breaks out among the fairies, with several turning the others into various farm animals, but such is their power that no one dares chastise them. Some revert to their hummingbird size and harry one another with their buzzing and their needle-thin wands. One flies over the others, making her way to the fore, saying, “Me! I’m next!” She changes to human size, swatting the tiny ones away. Altering her demeanor to one of grave dignity, she proceeds to give the princess the gift of strength. Hilde is gratified. This is not a gift she had anticipated, but it could come in handy. She mentally counts the number of fairies who have given their gifts and counts how many are left. Three gave their gifts to baby Rose: beauty, riches, and perhaps sweetness—​only time will tell. Four have given gifts to Briar: wit, dancing, song, and strength. One more remains. Anxiously, Hilde argues with herself as to when to switch the babies back. To be fair, she should let Rose have the last gift; then they would each have four. But what is fair about the hand Briar has been dealt? Rose has already been made the heir and will inherit the entire kingdom. Hilde thinks she will see that Briar gets everything she can.

As she ponders this, there is a lightning strike and the earsplitting boom of thunder in the hall. People are screaming and stampeding, and there is the sound of furniture crashing to the floor. Hilde peers cautiously out the doorway and beholds another fairy. She is dressed in dark, muddy gray and has a face full of iniquity. Hilde knows immediately who she is: the other one, the ninth fairy, the one who was left out. She notices a fluttering below the dark fairy’s sleeves and, looking closer, sees that the fairy has tied together the feet of small sparrows and hung them upside down from her wrists to flap and worry themselves to death. The fairy wears them like jewelry. She steps toward the cradle and looks down on the baby princess with an expression of overflowing malice. Quickly, Hilde makes a choice. She will switch the babies back and keep Briar safe. She is about to try when another possibility occurs to her. If she can make the two babies disappear, as she did the bowl and the pitcher, and do it at the crucial moment, she may be able to save them both from the dark fairy’s wrath. She racks her brain. Exactly what were her words, and what order did she say them in? And her hands, did she use one or two?

Out in the hall, the evil one spews her contempt on the king and queen, who have jumped to their feet. She freezes them in their places. Everyone else is held in thrall by their fear of her. “So you hate me, do you?” she cries. “Why else would you exclude me when you’ve invited everyone of any importance whatsoever? Why else would you spurn me when you’ve invited every other fairy in the kingdom—​gold, red, purple, yellow, blue, pink, white, green—​to come and give their gifts to this mewling infant? But you don’t want mine?

“Well . . . I can be generous too. I’ll give my gift anyway! I’ll return hate with more hate! I’ll make sure you will feel my hatred for the rest of your lives. I have only to take away that which you love most. I’ll stretch it out, so you’ll know every day as she grows that you will lose her, lose her just as she comes into full flower!”

“No! Please!” begs the queen. “Not the princess! She’s innocent!”

“I care not for her innocence! She is merely the means to an end—​my revenge upon you all!”

Standing in the doorway of the little room, Hilde has made herself ready. She listens for the exact moment to act.

“On the princess’s sixteenth birthday—”

Hilde pronounces her spell.

“—​she will prick her finger on the spindle of a spinning wheel—”

Hilde makes the motions with her trembling hands as well as she can.


  “—​and die!”


There is a soft pop. Hilde looks down and beholds a baby with porcelain skin and lips as red as cherries—​and a heavy brow and a sagging eyelid. Which baby is it? And which baby has been cursed? Briar or Rose? Both? Neither? She hears the insane laughter of the gray fairy as the entire assembly screams in horror at her pronouncement. Hilde looks out into the hall just in time to see the fairy vanish in a miasma of sickly yellow smoke. Frantic now to switch the babies back to themselves, she is about to pronounce the magic words when Lady Beatrice comes barreling in the door, throwing herself on Hilde and crying hysterically. Hilde puts her arm around Beatrice and comforts her, holding the young woman’s head down on her shoulder so that she can’t see what’s in the cradle as Hilde quickly casts the confusion spell over it. She forces herself to pat Lady Beatrice’s back, telling her that the worst is over and urging her to collect her wits and return to her post.

Meanwhile, out in the hall, the pink fairy shouts out, “Bertana! Bertana has not given her gift yet! Maybe she can help!” and the last few fairies begin rounding up the frightened farm animals, turning them back into fairies, searching for Bertana. Finally, a donkey is turned back into an elderly fairy dressed in gold. Standing erect, she smooths white wisps of hair that have come loose from her tidy bun. Her dignity has been severely wounded, but she steps forward and offers herself to the distraught king and queen.

“Your Majesties, my power is not equal to that of the gray fairy, but perhaps I can soften her spell.” She goes to the cradle and pauses a moment, aware that this is the supreme challenge, the apogee of her career, the moment she has been building toward for all her two hundred years. She paces back and forth and whispers, “Hmm. Ahh. Yes.”

Hilde drags Lady Beatrice to the door, desperate to know what is going on without, and sees the gold fairy approach the gilded cradle. Is there another gift to be given? Is there hope, then? She covers Lady Beatrice’s mouth tightly with one hand. “Shh!” she hisses, and startled, the girl stops her noise. Hilde hears the strong chanting of the gold fairy, condemning hatred, defying death with the quiet power of love, and softening the curse with a promise of peaceful slumber, to be awakened by true love’s kiss. It brings tears to Hilde’s eyes, and she prays that whichever princess was touched by the curse, this gift will touch her too. Only a moment does she ponder these things, and then she sees the face of the gold fairy looking down at the baby in the gilded cradle with shock and puzzlement. The fairy must be seeing glimpses of the baby’s mixed-up face! The confusion spell is fading! She must switch the babies back immediately, before the gold fairy sees too clearly.

Fighting panic, Hilde shoves Lady Beatrice out the door and leans back against the wall. She takes a deep breath, forcing herself to close her eyes and search for that inner stillness, the way she did before. That must be the key. Fear threatens to overcome her until, with an effort requiring all the strength and wisdom she can summon, calm at last wins out. She exhales slowly, casts the spell, and opens her eyes. There is no baby in the cradle. Where is she? Are they both gone? She looks out at the fairy’s face and sees her shake her head, as if seeing double. Agonizing moments pass, and then, with a little pop, Briar appears in the cradle in front of Hilde, completely herself, and Hilde sees the gold fairy bend over the gilded cradle in the hall, crooning affectionate nonsense to little Rose.

The king and queen rush to the cradle’s side, and the queen grasps baby Rose to her, as if by holding her close she can undo what has been done. She turns to King Warrick. “The child can’t grow up with everyone telling her she’s been cursed. Do something!” The king looks about the great hall, and he signals the buglers to call for attention. Soon every eye in the room is upon him.

“This day,” he announces, “a terrible conjuration has come upon us. I proclaim that every spinning wheel in the kingdom shall be burned! Furthermore, the princess Rose shall remain innocent and unaware of this curse until after her sixteenth birthday. Therefore I pronounce that on pain of death, no word shall be spoken, sung, or written concerning the gray fairy’s curse. It must be as if it never happened. All of you who have witnessed this day, mark my words well. Remember! On pain of death!”

All around the hall, people look at one another with raised eyebrows—​and closed mouths. But such is their sympathy for the poor wee baby that the king’s proclamation is unnecessary. No one present would add to the harm done to the child for the world.

Hilde, meanwhile, who has held herself in limbo, feels the blood rushing in her veins again with relief. She picks up baby Briar and embraces her lovingly, the sleepy little one seemingly unaffected by what has taken place. Still trembling, Hilde contemplates the future with a mixture of hope and dread unequaled by anyone present, for none knows how she has tempted and cheated the fates this day. Only time will tell whether her machinations were for good or for ill. She pats baby Briar’s back and softly croons a little lullaby.


Part One

Nine Years Later


[image: ] Chapter One [image: ]

It is a hot summer morning in the kingdom of Wildwick. In the distance, the sun hovers over the cloud-covered mountain. Sunlight shimmers in the hazy air, kisses the sleepy earth, and sparkles on the surface of the castle moat. Even the stony walls of the stronghold grow warm in the sultry dawn. Yet despite the glowing sun and pastoral setting, the years have not been kind to the little kingdom. The village outside the castle walls has grown shabby. The villagers themselves wearily tend the fields; the crops are plentiful, but there is not much to eat. The village baker has barely enough flour to make his bread.

Why should this be, one wonders, when their crops are so abundant? It is because of this: every year at harvest time, for many years now, a greedy giant has come stomping down from the cloud-covered mountain, demanding gold and cattle and most of their crops. Then, with one blow of his mighty cudgel, he knocks a hole in the castle wall just to show that he can. What can King Warrick do? His counselors compel him to go forth and negotiate with the great bully. So he tries, with his voice as steady as he can make it, to remind the giant that if the villagers all starve, there will be no one to raise the crops. But the giant is immune to logic, and the king always ends by giving up more of his kingdom’s wealth and harvests, looking on as the giant stomps away with his plunder, back to the cloud-topped mountain. When it is over, the people are left destitute, some injured, even some dead. The castle, really a fortress, is left defenseless, its wall ruptured. By order of the king, all the able-bodied men gather at the broken wall and painstakingly rebuild it while the king levies the Giant Tax to replenish the treasury. Then he sells off more land to the filthy goblins, who pay him in gold from their underground lairs. This is a terrible choice, as goblins despoil any land they inhabit as well as everything for miles around. But despite the kingdom’s poverty, the king makes sure that he and his nobles still have the best of everything for themselves, and he keeps his own secret cache of food and treasure. The poor peasants, ignorant of the king’s thievery, simply sigh and make do with what is left to them.

In the light of this summer morning, however, the repaired wall looks strong and solid, almost indistinguishable from the older parts of the structure. Within the wall, the castle keep rises up, towering over the courtyard, and the early morning sun tints the masonry a ruddy gold. It filters through the window of an attic room high in the keep, where two girls lie sleeping, one dark head and one light. Lady Briar, the dark-haired one, opens her drowsy eyes, still emerging from her dreams. She rolls over into Princess Rose and gives her a poke on the shoulder. “Wake up, lazybones!” she says, and Rose’s eyes flutter open. They proceed to greet the dawn with all the buoyancy and optimism natural to healthy young humans. The morning routine becomes a giggling competition to see who can get dressed and downstairs first. They perform their minimal ablutions—​a few ill-aimed splashes from the water basin—​and dress quickly in their linen shifts and full-length tunics, tying long belts below their waists and attaching small leather pouches for carrying odds and ends.

Briar is first out the door, but they race down the stairs to the castle chapel as the bell rings Prime. Rose skips to a halt as she sees Bishop Simon standing in the doorway of the chapel, looking accusatory and grim. His large belly takes up so much space that they must pass single file through the doorway. Rose hastily folds her hands in front of her, straightening her spine and lifting her chin in a practiced imitation of her mother’s royal bearing, while Briar, who fears the clergyman’s sharp tongue, does her best to remain invisible in Rose’s shadow. “I win!” whispers Rose over her shoulder to Briar.

The girls enter the chapel for morning mass soberly, for they have known it all their lives as a place of power and mysteries. As the family gathers, the girls take in the carved altar, the rich paintings, and the statuary. They listen to the service silently, but their solemnity does not last. Rose signals Briar with a set of complex hand gestures, subtle nods, and eye rolls that serve as a private language between them, especially during daily services. She draws Briar’s attention to young Bosley, the altar boy, whose voice cracks and changes whenever he sings the responses in the service. The bishop gives the lad a scathing look, as if the boy is deliberately ruining what is supposed to be a perfect ritual. Bosley turns crimson with shame. Rose affects a cough to hide her smirk, but Briar blushes in sympathy with him and circumspectly casts down her eyes, pretending not to have witnessed his embarrassment.

Their attention next turns to Bishop Simon. Pompous and aloof, he holds himself exempt from the most basic tenet of his religion. That is, he fails to love others as he loves himself. Indeed, his hatred of others’ imperfections makes him look down on every imperfect being around him. Even the king and queen are not exempt from his judgments, though he takes care that they don’t know it. The girls make fine sport of him in their private language. They look haughtily down their noses at each other while sticking their stomachs out and stifling their giggles.

They are halfway through the doxology when, standing directly behind them, Lord Henry, the king’s twelve-year-old nephew, yanks Briar’s hair to get her attention. She turns to find him making a gruesome face, pulling down one eyelid in imitation of her sagging eye. Briar instantly responds with an even more grotesque face, pulling both her eyes down and sticking out her tongue. The nearest adult cuffs her for her trouble, and her only satisfaction is in seeing Henry receive the same treatment. She is comforted by Rose, who links an arm with hers and turns to give Henry a look poisonous enough to wither him into oblivion. The liturgy goes on, Briar measuring the passing time by the candles on the altar burning slowly down. Yet despite the bishop’s boring monotone as he reads the long scripture lesson, a few moments of curiosity, confusion, and even wonder flicker over Briar’s thoughtful face as she listens to the ancient words of wisdom. She goes leaping after meanings like a young otter, pondering the imponderables. This lasts until her stomach starts growling for breakfast, and then her thoughts become more earthbound. In due time, the service is over, and only then does the family sit down for a breakfast of white bread sopped in wine.

After the morning meal, the girls report to the anteroom, which serves as the schoolroom for the small gathering of nobles’ children who are being educated at great expense. At Hilde’s inducement, Queen Merewyn has insisted that Princess Rose and Lady Briar be educated as well, though this is unusual for girls. Along with the handful of nobles’ and knights’ sons and altar boys, the queen has decreed that three other girls should be included in the class, so that Princess Rose and Lady Briar will not be the only females in the group.

Lady Arabella, the oldest of the three girls, is a distant relative of the princess’s, and the assumed leader of the three. Quite conscious of her dignity, she strives for correctness and insists on being addressed as Lady Arabella at all times. Elizabeth, the steward’s daughter, is less confident, but generally advances herself by tattling on the infractions of others. Jane, the head knight’s daughter, goes along. Whatever the other girls do, whatever the situation, Jane follows like a lost puppy. Though all the girls in the class sit on one side of the room, Briar and Rose seldom pay the others much mind, being happily preoccupied with each other.

Meanwhile, Hilde and the queen watch over Rose’s and Briar’s progress closely. Reports of Rose are full of praise, but Briar’s quick wit makes her a constant challenge for the uninspired bishop, who doubles as their tutor. Bishop Simon’s reports of Briar are full of condemnation, for he has abhorred her since her birth. He sees in Briar’s face a profound evil in the royal line and therefore a curse on the entire kingdom. It only makes matters worse that she associates herself with the otherwise perfect princess Rose. In his fanatic pursuit of perfection, the bishop has lost sight of his religion’s teachings about love and compassion. He even preaches from the pulpit his mistaken belief that any deformity is a judgment passed on the wicked. Some gentlefolk realize how wrong he is, but he is a powerful man and they are afraid to contradict him.

Many suffer his condemnation, but it is actually Briar’s innocent tendency to correct the cleric’s Latin that has spawned the foulest hatred in his hypocritical soul. Such presumption from one so far below him is simply not to be borne! He looks for opportunities for petty cruelty to her, and where there are none, he creates them.

“Lady Briar,” he suddenly thunders, hoping to startle her into a mistake, “what is the sum of thirty-two, forty-six, and fifty-three?” He speaks loudly and slowly to her, as if she were dimwitted.

Briar pauses for a moment and, without using her abacus, totals the figures in her head and answers. “One hundred thirty-one?”

The old bully closes in and barks, “Stand up when you speak to me! Look at me! Are you sure? Think again. Are you asking me or telling me?” He thrusts his face almost nose to nose with Briar’s, and his eyes bore into hers. “Hurry now!”

As so often happens, Briar begins to suffer agonies of self-doubt and decides she must be in the wrong. She is only nine, after all, and the bishop seems all-knowing. She tries again. “One hundred forty-one?” she squeaks.

Bishop Simon turns his back on her while he subtly works with his abacus, then whirls to face her. “Aha!” the cleric cries, all but pouncing on the frightened child. “You are wrong! You will stand in the corner with the donkey ears on.” The appearance of this leather headdress in the likeness of a donkey on Briar’s head excites a general laugh and an especial sneer from Lord Henry. The other boys in the class follow his lead in calling her names, and the bishop allows them to exercise their full creativity in this before bringing them to order and continuing with the lesson. Rose sits silently helpless, but signs her comradeship to Briar in their private language. She signals with two fingers up to indicate donkey ears and rolls her eyes toward Henry. Briar signs with her thumb up in the affirmative, somewhat comforted, though she dares not alter her outward expression of woe. She stands in her corner wearing the ignominious ears as the bishop calls upon Jane. Though she is plodding, she is always an obedient girl, and because of this the bishop favors her. “Jane, the total of thirty-two, forty-six, and fifty-three?”

Jane slowly counts the beads of her abacus, starting over again several times as the bishop beams benignly at her. At last she comes up with the answer, “One hundred thirty-one!”

“That is correct!” cries the bishop, giving Jane a sweetmeat from his private supply and patting her on the head.

Briar stares at the ceiling, burning with the injustice. That was her own first answer. She pretends indifference, but she feels her eyes well up. Despite the bishop’s beastly treatment of her, her sharp wit and love of learning are immutable. So as she listens to the problems the bishop poses to his other students, she does the sums in her head, and she has the satisfaction of hearing that she is correct every time.

When the students are finally released for the midday meal, Briar and Rose meet by habit on the circular stairway and wait until they are sure no one is near to hear their plans. These by no means include attendance at the afternoon-long session of instruction in manners and needlepoint that the women of the court regularly attempt to impose on them. The girls go on to the great hall, where they confer over their shared trencher, but they soon realize that Lady Arabella, Elizabeth, and Jane are listening in from across the table. Caught in the act, Lady Arabella tosses her head and says, “I declare, if you two keep skipping out on your afternoon lessons, you’ll never learn courtly manners, and my mother says that in a few years, Princess, it won’t matter how pretty you are if you don’t know how to behave!”

This fails to have the desired effect, and in fact results in Rose and Briar meeting each other’s gaze, laughing, then continuing their conversation by means of whispering into each other’s ears.

“How rude!” Jane says.

“I’m telling!” Elizabeth says.

“Go ahead and tell! We’re not doing anything without permission,” Rose says slyly.

She and Briar excuse themselves before the nuts and cheese are served, and as a diversion to mislead the other girls, they head in the opposite direction from where they want to go. Once out of sight, they double back by another route and so avoid being forced to join the adults in the solar, the embroidery and weaving room. They have decided to go see Hilde, whose wry observations and herbs and potions are ever so much more interesting than manners and needlepoint. Hilde does not do needlepoint, so they make their way to the topmost room of the north tower, where she resides apart from the other women.

“You knock,” urges Rose.

“Why don’t you knock?” Briar asks.

“I’m never quite sure what to expect.”

“Well, she’s my godmother. I’ll knock.” Briar raises her hand and gives a sharp rap on the door.

From behind the door they hear, “Rats! Spoiled again!” and footsteps stomping toward them. It opens to reveal Hilde wielding a large, drippy spoon and looking none too happy. “Oh, it’s you two. Well, come in at your own peril. I’m busy right now with a new spell. It could save the kingdom—​if it works!”

The girls eagerly approach her worktable to see what she’s doing. Everywhere is the debris of countless experiments gone wrong. The table is covered with glass jars and containers of every shape and kind, some spouting foul-colored steam, some bubbling and fizzing ominously. Some are lined up on racks and are filled with various hues of liquids and powders and dried herbs. They spill over onto the tabletop amid little piles of ashes and assorted animal droppings. And in the center of the table, in a large stone bowl, lies a handful of straw in a puddle of melted butter.

“It’s missing something, but I’m not sure what. Maybe something sweet,” Hilde ponders, grabbing a sweetmeat from a small container and plunking it into the center of the bowl. “Now more yellow—​ah! Marigolds! Perfect!” From a potted plant at her window she picks a fistful of marigolds, whereupon she crushes them with a mortar and pestle and scrapes the result into her mix of yellow goo. “Now! Maybe one more thing. Something liquid. Liquid gold. Ah! I have it.”

Behind her is a complicated cupboard with many small compartments and drawers. Among other things in it are a number of eggs of all different sizes, some white, some brown, some speckled.

“Now which is which?” she wonders aloud. She picks up a smallish brown egg and puts it up to her ear. “Hello? Hello in there. Anybody home?” She listens carefully for a minute, then says, “Oh, this will do nicely.” Tapping the egg sharply on the edge of the bowl, she opens the shell and lets the thick yellow yolk drop into the brew.

“Now, for the proper conjuration. Let’s see . . . We must mix it and change it and make lots of it.


“Abracadabra and behold:

Turn this mishmash into gold

And multiply it sevenfold!”



Hilde watches carefully for any signs of a transformation, but other than the egg yolk spreading thick and yellow in the disgusting mess, nothing happens. Hilde’s face falls.

“It needs something else!” she cries. “Something to give it a little oomph! A handful of pepper ought to do it.” She pours a healthy helping of the spice out of a jar into her palm, while the girls back away. Then, throwing it into the middle of the mixture, Hilde opens her mouth to repeat the incantation just as the mess rises up in a small mountain of goo and erupts in an enormous exploding bubble. Yellow slime flies everywhere, but mostly onto Hilde, who is now spotted from the waist up with bits of straw and marigold stuck to her here and there. Briar and Rose are only lightly speckled.

Hilde shakes herself like a wet dog, then says, “Drat. I guess the pepper was a bad idea. You two had best get along. I have quite a cleaning job here.”

“Can’t we help? We want something to do.”

“No. You mustn’t touch anything. I might be able to scrape up enough of the brew to try again. Here,” says Hilde, picking a few spilled sweetmeats
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