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The falls splashed off to one side, softly this late in summer, and the pine trees grew thickly about, muffling the sound.  Here at her pool, ferns crowded to the brink of the perfectly circular and perfectly still pool.  In the quiet, it showed a far distant scene.

The Fairy of the Pine Tree Falls knelt among the ferns to study it.  A king and queen might enjoy a fine banquet, with every delicious item they could have cooked or roasted, baked or brewed, but the guests who enjoyed this feast were uncommon.

Indeed, one would expect them only at christenings.

A golden cloud of sparkles arose about one fairy.  As if they were not dazzling enough in their finery.  Then, the royalty and nobility gleamed in gold, jewels, and silk.  To outdo them, fairies had to do what they could not.  Giving gifts to the child was not enough.

If you could call them gifts.  Sometimes you could, to be sure.

A fairy laughed, but all she heard, of course, was the light splashing of the falls.

Her gaze went over the guests.  They had not invited her.  She breathed deeply.  The scent of pine was calming, but this was no time for peace.

Her eyes narrowed, and she dismissed the enchantment.  Once again the pool showed only the reflections of pines and ferns, and she did not look on them.  Someone had machinations in play.  They were likely to be perilous for the mountain kingdom and its subjects, and might be for the princess.

She stood and shook out her skirt.  It was better when you disguised yourself as an old woman and took offense at the rude princes and princesses, and rewarded the courteous, but when the other fairies became godmothers, she had no choice if she wanted the land to be safe.  Fortunately, it was known that fairies took offense at not being invited to christenings as godmothers.

#
[image: ]


As she swept down the castle path, past late blooming roses, the banqueting hall came into a view.  A sweet voice rose from it.  They had already started the gifts, she could not count and know that she arrived after all the others had given theirs.  Though the Fairy of Golden Waterlily Lake gave her gift now, still, others might have before her.

She had to curse wisely.  Wisely enough that if every other fairy gave after, they could not undo it.

Up the stairs and through the door, and into the gathering.

Everyone at court had worn their finest.  Gold and rubies, and silk and pearls, were everywhere.  The Fairy of Pine Tree Falls smiled sourly and pressed forward.  It took many courtiers a moment to realize that she did not glitter and gleam and yet was not a servant.  They parted enough for her to approach the crib.

There, the queen saw her, and started.

If you wanted me in greens as brilliant as emeralds and beryls, thought the Fairy of Pine Tree Falls, you should have invited me.  Nothing like having me appear in dark shades to warn that I noticed the insult.

The other, invited fairies had not stinted on colors, looking as brilliant as wildflowers in a summer meadow.

Neither had the royalty.  Her eyes narrowed as she looked at the guests in royal scarlet, adorned with gold.  King Henry.  His son Prince Henry, young for these events, but still looking sour.  They must have sent many couriers back and forth discussing this, and King Henry must have great intentions for this visit.  He would never visit for less, and to bring his son as well meant even more.

A royal match.  King Henry had to believe that Princess Rosaleen would inherit the throne.  And such a match would mean only trouble for the lands all about.

She had come to give the innocent princess a christening gift, she reminded herself.  Perhaps the only innocent in the room.  She walked forward.  The other fairies were already rustling and whispering among themselves.

It was just as well she had not stopped to change her clothes.  To sweep up in dark green and blue, without a bit of jewelry, underscored her wrath, and she had the time to think, and even to compose her face into a mask of calm.

Rosaleen cooed.

From the corner of the rooms, soldiers moved, recognizable by their blue coats.  For a moment, she fancied that they were clockwork soldiers, fantastical in nature and capable of acting perfectly as long as they were wound up, but their pale, sweating faces showed they were men.  And courageous ones, she conceded, if perhaps foolish.

King Ian gestured to them, and they paused.  Obedient soldiers, and a prudent king.

She walked forward with measured pace.  Even the other fairies could not act until she did.  They knew the weakness of their enchantments when they had failed to invite her.

The Fairy of Pine Tree Falls looked down into the cradle, and the princess looked back.  She would have green eyes, the fairy thought.  And, no doubt, be beautiful, since that was always the first gift.

All about her, silence reigned.

She drew out her wand and waved it.  Dark violet and dark blue hung in the air over the cradle.

"You, o Princess Rosaleen, will fall into an enchanted sleep before you turn eighteen, and from it you will only awaken from the kiss of a prince whom you will marry, and you twain shall live happily ever after."

Rosaleen cooed again.  The silence, if anything, was deeper after that.  The Fairy of Pine Tree Falls looked up and about the glittering hall.  The soldiers looked relieved—the courtiers, less so—and both kings and Prince Henry, furious.

Being, thought the Fairy of Pine Tree Falls, already aware that Prince Henry could never make his bride happy.

The other fairies were clustered together in silence, as if whispering would betray their plots.

One stepped forward.  The Fairy of Cherry Blossom Hill, all delicate in pink, her wand in hand, left the group and drew all gazes.  Her face was calm enough.

The Fairy of Pine Trees Falls kept her own face equally calm, even placid, but she could not keep her breath from catching.  She had not had days and weeks and months to ponder the significance of her gift, which meant that whatever flaw this fairy found in her gift—or curse—would not astound her.  There was always a flaw.

The Fairy of Cherry Blossom Hill waved her wand over the cradle.  Pink sparks flew.

"She will not wake while the prince is there, and not until a month and a day after he leaves, and she will not sleep alone, the castle will fall asleep about her, and—"

A fairy in blue kicked her in the ankle, and with a startled cry, the Fairy of Cherry Blossom Hill fell silent.  The Fairy of Pine Tree Falls let her breath out and hoped that her relief did not show.  Nothing in that gift would harm the princess, or, for that matter, the prince.

Moments inched by.  Her gaze went over the set faces.  Many were growing pale.  King Henry's was growing red.  Slowly, it dawned on her that the Fairy of Cherry Blossom Hill had been the last.  They could not put forth another fairy to foil her.

The Fairy of Sapphire Bay did not look pleased.  Neither did the others.

Then, they wouldn't, thought the Fairy of Pine Tree Falls.  She turned and swept from the room.  The crowd opened much more easily this time.

"You idiot," whispered one fairy, when the Fairy of Pine Tree Falls had not quite escaped earshot, "were you trying to put the kingdom asleep?"

That would have improved the matter, thought the Fairy of Pine Tree Falls.  No amount of diplomacy would alleviate that, and King Henry, or Prince Henry, could do little to the kingdom while it slept.  Alas, it would not be.

Sunlight shone over the late roses, blooming in deep red before her, and all abuzz with bees.  Princess Rosaleen would just have to manage with no more than the castle.
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A side room in the castle, where commonly the scribes worked, indeed held a scribe, scribbling at a desk by such daylight as the cloudy sky gave through the windows.  Also a few grave officials, and the king.

The huntsmen bowed.  Their leader straightened and remembered the courtesy drummed into him.  King Ian must speak first.

"Ah, Ronald Greenlane," he said.  "Have my commands been fulfilled?"

Reynold Greenleaf said, "The castle is ready for Her Royal Highness."  And held his tongue that it was, in truth, a small castle that King Jehan used for a hunting lodge.  No doubt the king knew that.  And if he did not, it did not matter in the slightest.

King Ian nodded.  "It will do.  Take my daughter with all speed."  He waved at a doorway where a lady with graying hair held a tiny child who stared about, and a maidservant wrung her hands.  Both women were dressed for travel.

"I will send more servants as needed."

Reynold started to reckon.  At least a cook and a washing woman.  With the child so young, little more would be needed, for a time.  They would be fortunate to gain more, though.  The king and queen could forget the princess more easily with her in the mountains—and her newborn brother with them.

He bowed again and gestured for the women to follow before the hair-splitting retreat from the room without turning his back on the king.  As if anyone would want to.

Grooms already readied the horses, including the gentle nags that looked ready to hold the lady and the child, and the maidservant.  He eyed the clouds.

David said, "There's a place we can stop within an hour, if we make good time."  He eyed the nags.  The lady spoke with the nursemaid in a low voice.

"The sooner we leave," said Reynold, "the better time it will be."
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After the rain, and the mud the next days, they had traveled swiftly enough.

With her nag moving easily enough along the path, however narrow, Gilliane looked up at the mountains.  The birches, white as snow, had enough of a gap that she could see the peaks, some of which did not have trees.  They were deep in the mountains.  She had known companies with nobles and even royalty that did not move so swiftly.

The breeze rustled the leaves and tugged at her sleeve.

"So much cooler here," said Gilliane.  

The huntsmen did not speak.  Even Reynold merely nodded.  Then, they knew that winter was coming.  So did she, but it had been years since she had lived in the mountains.

The sunlight turned green by passing through birch leaves and fell on the road. Princess Rosaleen chortled and waved her arms.  The maidservant Kate kept her grip as they went around another bend, this one about a rocky slope.  Beyond, the mountainside fell, and they could see the whole valley.  The village stood ahead, close enough that Gilliane could see the villagers peering at the company.  The castle stood a little back, half-hidden by the trees.  Her eyebrows went up.  She had known it was barely a castle, but she had never before seen a castle less prominent than the village.

Voices echoed, oddly clear.  Someone asked if it were true that the queen had borne a son.

Princess Rosaleen crowed and leaned forward, toward some wildflowers growing in the ditch.  Gilliane's mouth drew into a line.  It was, of course, true.  Princess Rosaleen had to be exiled to a place—any place—where she could not put her brother to sleep.

Gilliane forced her breath out.  King Ian justly did not want Prince Giovanni to sleep.  Had the fairies given the prince some protection against the curse, at his christening, perhaps the princess could have stayed at her father's castle.  But she, and all the rest, had listened so attentively to each fairy and heard nothing.

Perhaps the Fairy of Cherry Blossom Hill had not found adding her curse to that of the Fairy of Pine Tree Falls enough, and they had refrained for fear of thwarting her.

Princess Rosaleen grabbed at a red blossom.

Even though they had taken care that the Fairy of Cherry Blossom Hill had gone first.

She looked back at the village.  Many villagers had come out to gawk, it seemed.

Reynold cleared his throat.  "We can shout over to them.  Getting there's a bit more of a bear."

Princess Rosaleen grumbled at the petals in her fingers.
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In all this journey, they had never arrived so late at their destination.  Gilliane tried again and again to reckon the road, but then a new twist would render all her guesses moot.  Princess Rosaleen grew truly fretful in the last hours, as the sky turned fiery red.  Then, as it darkened, she started to nod in Kate's arms.

The moon rose, a sullen orange, but the twists of the road meant the mountains and trees often blocked it from view even as it rose, and paled through yellow to white.

When Kate yawned, Reynold took Rosaleen from her arms, and let the princess rest against his chest.  As they rode the last stretch—the road went to the castle, not the village—servants emerged with lanterns, to Gilliane's relief.  Moonlight might, perhaps, have sufficed, but the dancing orange torchlight, for all the shadows it cast, brightened the way.

Grooms came to take horses, Reynold came to give the sleeping princess into her arms, and maids led her and Kate to the crib already ready, so that Rosaleen could just be laid down and covered with a blanket.  She slept there as if she were already under the cursed sleep.  Gilliane let out her breath.  The maid had pointed out their rooms, of course, but the bustle of the arrival left her tired, indeed, but not ready for sleep.

Kate sat.

"I will look about," said Gilliane, taking up a candle.

Kate shrugged and did not say she would find nothing out of the ordinary.

Gilliane, suspecting she would find nothing out of the ordinary, looked about.  The corridors, if not long compared to the palace's, were still long enough by candlelight.  The servants answered frankly whenever she spoke to them.  None of them pulled back, or fled from her sight.  They were fortunate to get the princess, thought Gilliane, who had not yet grown accustomed to court.  The king and queen would expect to be served as if by invisible hands.

Then, were the king and queen to come here, they would have brought their own servants and not been content with peasants hired on the mountain.

She tried a door.  It opened on a library.

She blinked.  Shelves of books.  Not so many as in the castle where the king and queen—and little prince—lived now, but more than she had ever seen in a lord's home.

She bit her lip.  A governess would find it useful, if they ever sent one.  Slowly, she walked in and looked about as the shadows and candlelight played over the shelves.  If.

She told herself not to be a fool.  They would think a just punishment of the prince the fairy had promised, that his bride, however happy she made him, was ill-educated to be a queen.

She drew in her breath and let it out again.  At the very least, she could teach Rosaleen her letters.

She could teach her dancing as well.  Teaching her how to manage a household, with this hunting lodge being all that she knew, would be more difficult.
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In great swathes along the mountainside, leaves had turned golden.  Some of the green trees were pine and fir, Gilliane noted.  Behind her, Rosaleen squealed as she ran in the garden, not caring about the want of flowers.

Footsteps sounded on the path behind her, and she turned.  Reynold Greenleaf had his cap off, and he bowed.

"News, my lady.  It's about Kate."

Gilliane blinked.  She had seen little of Kate even since they arrived.  The mountain girls had done more of the nursery work.

He cleared his throat.  "She ran off.  The other servants wondered if she had gotten lost, but a lad saw her go.  With the last merchants."

Gilliane's breath gusted out.  "Well.  May God speed her journey."

Reynold hesitated.  "Should we send word to the king?"

"We have nursemaids enough here.  What good would it do?"  She spread her hands.  "If fall frightened her, what would winter do to the one who came after?"

Reynold snorted.
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Snow swirled about outside the window in a manner that three years had made familiar, and Rosaleen danced about the room in her shift.  Her steps would not, thought Gilliane, pass muster in a ballroom, but they kept her out of the hands of her nursemaid. 

She bounced up on her toes before a dresser, and peered into the mirror there.  "Mirror, mirror, on the wall!  Who's the fairest of them all?"

Then she squeaked, "Look, it's me!"

The nursemaid rolled her eyes.

"It doesn't do to listen to half the lesson," said Gilliane.

"Story!" squealed Rosaleen and ran across the room to Gilliane.

"Once you know how to read," said Gilliane, "you will be able to read whenever you wish.  You could read, for yourself, all the stories."

Rosaleen looked brightly up at her.  "Story!"
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Lady Gilliane walked briskly into the brilliant sunlight.  Rosaleen scurried after.  A princess who had to walk to the next kingdom would not stand about.  Still less one who might have to walk past thrice ten kingdoms.

They walked into the cool shade, and then the sunlight broke in again, on a spread of grass where a peasant woman greeted Lady Gilliane, and half a dozen little girls turned to look at the princess.

Rosaleen looked back.

"Why do you sit all those hours in the room with all those books?" said one of the younger ones, and one of the others whispered, "Briony!"

"I'm supposed to learn all the stories," said Rosaleen.

An older girl's nose wrinkled.  "How many are there?"

"Lots and lots!"  Rosaleen's arms threw out to either side.  "I learned about Maid Maleen today."

"Who's Maid Maleen?" said Briony.

"She was a princess," said Rosaleen.  "Like me."

"Then she's be Princess Maleen," said a boy, sullenly.

"The story called her Maid," said Rosaleen.

The boy opened his mouth, and Lady Gilliane said, firmly, "You hinder the princess in her tale.  And thus hearing how she came to be called that."

The boy pouted, and Rosaleen looked at the girls before going on.

"But she and a prince wanted to marry each other, and her father didn't want her to marry him.

"So-o-o—"  She spread her arms.  "He locked her in a tower with a maidservant and food for seven years, to teach her a lesson.  But when the years were nearly up, Maleen realized that no one was chiseling at the tower to get them out again.  So she and the maidservant pried their way out."

"How?" said one girl, her nose wrinkling.

"Stuff they had about."  Rosaleen waved her hands about and tried not to scowl.  They had gotten out, so there must have been something.

"That wouldn't work well," said one older girl, red-haired.

"Why didn't they do it earlier?" said a third.

"Because," said the red-haired girl, "it would just make her father mad."

Rosaleen shrugged.  "They got out.  And when they got out, no one was there.  All the land was laid waste by war.  They had to leave the kingdom entirely, and they ate thistles on the way.  Raw."

The appalled looks from the girls made her hesitate, but she went on.

"They got to the kingdom of the prince who had wanted to marry her, and they looked for work.  They finally got to work as maids at the royal castle.  But the prince had accepted his father's plea to marry, because he thought Maid Maleen was dead."

Some girls grimaced at that.

"So, his bride arrived, but she was very ugly, and she told Maid Maleen that she had to take her place at the wedding, so that no one would see how ugly she was."  Rosaleen lowered her voice.  "She didn't say that.  She said it was because she sprained her ankle."

The girls giggled.

"So Maid Maleen put on the wedding gown and went, and the prince thought that if he had not known his beloved had died in the war in her father's lands, he would have thought that the bride was Maid Maleen.  But he took her by the hand and led her to the church.

"On the path there, a thistle plant grew, and she murmured that once she had eaten it unbroiled, and she had eaten it unroasted, and the prince asked what she said, and she said she was thinking of Maid Maleen.  Then they came to a bridge and she murmured, asking it to not break, she was not the true bride.  The prince asked her what she said, and she said she was thinking of Maid Maleen.  Then they came to the church door, and she murmured, asking it to not break, she was not the true bride.  The prince asked her what she said, and she said she was thinking of Maid Maleen.

"So, they married.  Maid Maleen went back to the bride, and the bride came out, veiled, for the wedding feast, but the prince questioned her about what she had said, and she had to go back to Maid Maleen to find out.  Finally, she was so afraid that the prince would find out that she ordered Maid Maleen killed, and the prince found out.  So he had her head cut off, and he married Maid Maleen."

Girls nodded, or smiled, or objected that he had already married her.

"If," said Briony, "she had just let Maid Maleen take her place forever, there wouldn't have been a problem.  They wouldn't have cut her head off."

"Would they?" said a little girl.

"Oh no," said Rosaleen.  "Sometimes the first bride gets there in the nick of time, and they don't cut off the head of the second bride.  Sometimes she gets to marry someone else."

The little girl scowled.

"I think, Briony," said the tallest girl, brown-haired, "that it was more than she tried to kill Maid Maleen."  A chorus of voices rose in discussion of it.  One said that she couldn't have been a princess, or the king would have been angry.

"He's lucky he didn't marry her, she was probably part ogre," said the red-haired girl, and the other girls rolled their eyes, and one said, "An ogre wouldn't let them cut her head off, Polly."

"We didn't come here to tell stories," said one of the oldest girls.

"Really?" said Rosaleen.

"She's right," said Polly, confidingly.  "Our mothers wanted us out of the way while they made soap."

The other girl looked sullen
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