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Prologue: The Tale

	Isabel began the tale: “Once upon a time there was a brave clever girl, and her name was Mairi.”

	“No, not me, you.”

	Isabel looked down at her sister, distraught yellow curls damp on her pillow.

	“But you are a brave clever girl.”

	Mairi shook her head. “No, you.” 

	“All right. Once upon a time there was a brave clever girl, and her name was Isabel.”

	Mairi closed her eyes. Isabel reached out her hand and touched her sister’s glistening forehead. It felt terribly hot, despite the cooling breeze that came in through the tower window from the bright day outside. 

	She began: “Isabel sat in the tower room, sewing flowers on the sleeves of her wedding dress.”

	“Was she beautiful?”

	“Not specially. A pleasant face. A trim figure, fit for dancing. But no great beauty.”

	“Make her beautiful.”

	“Then it would have to be you, darling.” If Isabel had the mettle of a princess, it was Mairi who had the beauty. 

	“No, you,” the child insisted.

	“All right then. As Isabel sat, pulling her needle by the light of the window, she heard a horn blowing from afar in the greenwood.”

	“Whose horn was it?”

	“You know.”

	A small voice: “The Elf Knight.”

	“Yes,” Isabel said, “‘Come to me, Elf Knight,’ Isabel cried. ‘Come and lay your head on my bosom and sleep.’ At once, the Elf Knight leapt in at the window.”

	“Was it very high?”

	“It was this very window in this very room, up here where the wind is sweet.”

	“Then what happened?”

	“‘This is very strange matter, fair maiden,’ said he. ‘I cannot blow my horn but you call on me. But will you go to the greenwood side? If you can’t go, I will cause you to ride.’”

	“She shouldn’t go.”

	Isabel rose and went to the window. She looked out over the rich fields that girt the castle, and the great wild wood beyond. “Oh, but wouldn’t it be glorious to go?” she said. “Aren’t you sick of being cooped up like this? Wouldn’t you love to go wandering through the woods together, me with an elf knight for my lover, and you with a pixie for a friend?” 

	“They would steal us away!” Mairi cried, her small voice trembling. “They would steal us away and kill us.”

	“Not if we were brave and clever. You know how the story ends. You know we could defeat them if they turned against us. And think what grand company they would be, while they were our friends! Oh, the wild lands and the palaces of faerie! Riding on dragons and diving with whales! And the dancing! Can you imagine the dancing?”

	Isabel spun from the window, her skirts whirling around her, until she collapsed on the end of the bed, careful, even in her madness, not to land where she would jostle her sister. 

	“I don’t want to go!” Mairi cried. 

	“Do you like being cooped up in this room all day?” Isabel said, gazing gloomily upward at the vaulted stone of the ceiling. “Don’t you want to be outside where the sun is bright, and the sky is gay, and dreamy white clouds are dancing high? Oh, my brave clever girl, don’t you want to run and dance and shout at the wind?”

	“I’m so tired. I’m too tired to be brave or clever.”  

	“Can’t I go then?” Isabel cried, though her words were addressed more to the walls than to the occupant of the bed. She rose and went to the window again. “Can’t I cry to the wind, ‘Come Elf Knight, come in by my window, and lay your head on my bosom!’ Can’t I go with him to the greenwood, and dance and laugh and be his lover? His lover, his deceiver, and his death?” 

	At that moment there came the sound of a hunting horn, far off beyond the castle walls. Mairi uttered a small cry of fear.

	Isabel turned and addressed the bed once more. “I am so sick of this confinement, I would chance anything to go!”

	“No,” Mairi whispered, and by the horror in her eyes, Isabel knew that she had filled her sister not with that delicious story fear that is the handmaid of delight, but with the grim dread of things real and implacable.

	“Oh, no, no, no,” she cried, running to the bed and kneeling beside it, reaching under the blankets to grasp Mairi’s small cold hand. “Don’t be afraid, darling. It is just a fairy tale. That horn is just men out hunting. I’m sorry I scared you with my silliness. You know I can’t go anywhere, even if I wanted to. And I won’t leave you. Besides, you are a brave clever girl, and you know that the Elf Knight is not real.”

	“Horrocks says that he is real.” The voice from the bed was very soft and frightened.

	“Horrocks is just a gardener. He is full of superstition. It is just a story, I promise. Do you want me to finish it, or should I tell you a different one?”

	“Finish it.”

	“All right. Where was I?”

	“He said he would make her ride.”

	“Oh yes. I remember. He leapt on his horse, and she on another, and they rode on to the greenwood together. And when they got there, there was a great feast laid out on a cloth of green and gold. There were tiny cakes full of spice and luscious fruit, canapes heaped with melting foie gras and sharp salty caviar, and velvety creamed ices and more cake, and sweet wine. And there were oranges. Can you imagine! And they danced! Oh, how they danced! It was like flying. And oh, the warmth of him, and the strength of him, and the bold sweet scent of him! And when they had danced till they could dance no more, he said, ‘Fair maiden, will you marry me?’”

	“No, no,” Mairi protested, shaking her head in feeble protest. “That’s not how it goes.”

	“But this is better, darling. Nicer for you.”

	“No,” the child insisted. “That’s not how it is.” And then she continued the tale in a half whisper, “‘Get down, get down, Lady Isabel,’ said he, ‘We are come to the place where you are to die.’” 

	The place where you are to die. Isabel turned so that her sister would not see the tears that had suddenly come into her eyes. The small hand she held was cold as ice. They were already in the place where Mairi was to die. She squeezed that little hand, as gently as she could. “Go on,” she said.

	“I can’t. I’m too tired. You tell it.”

	 Isabel sighed and took up the tale again: “‘Have mercy, have mercy, kind sir, on me, till once more my dear father and mother I see.’ And then the Elf Knight spoke. ‘Seven king’s daughters here have I slain, and you shall be the eighth of them.’”

	“She must be brave and clever now,” Mairi said, her words so faint that Isabel could hardly catch them. 

	“Oh, yes, darling,” Isabel said. “She is brave and clever. She says, ‘O sit down a while, lay your head on my knee, that we may have some rest before I am to die.’”

	“And then?” The child’s eyes were rimmed dark though her cheeks were pale. Her chest seemed hardly to rise and fall.

	“You should rest awhile.”

	“No, tell me. It is nearly finished.”

	“She stroked him so gently,” Isabel continued, stroking Mairi’s cheeks as she spoke. “With a portion of herbs she lulled him fast asleep. With his own sword-belt so fast she bound him. With his own sword so sore she stabbed him.”

	“Because she was brave and clever.” The words were hardly a whisper, but there was a sigh within them, as if of contentment. 

	“And she said, ‘If seven king’s daughters here you have slain, lie you here, a husband to them all.’ There, that is the end. Rest now.”

	She bent to kiss the child, but there was no response. Behind Mairi’s pale forget-me-not eyes, a soul no longer dwelt. Isabel held her sister’s hand in hers and wept. 

	Far out in the greenwood there came the sound of a horn, distant, aching, sad with longing, sweet with hope, and in her mouth there was a taste as of wild honey.  

	 

	
1. The Maidens

	In the middle of the elf-glade, the bones of seven maidens lay in a half circle, staring at the sky. The first of them was yellow-boned. Saplings grew through the sockets of her eyes. Grass and wild heather clothed her nakedness. But the last of them lay fresh and white upon the forest floor, unadorned, a virgin expectant on her marriage bed. Between them, like the fading hours marked upon a clock face, lay the rest, each more consumed than the last by her slow vegetable grave. 

	Isabel stood regarding them, the Elf Knight’s sword bloody in her hand.

	“Silly girls,” she said. “Didn’t you listen when the tale was told to you? Or did you not have the grace to lull him, the art to drug him, the nerve to bind him, the strength to stab him? I had them all. I have killed the Elf Knight. I am a brave clever girl!”

	She held the sword up. The hilt might have been made for her small hand. The sun played along the blade like the dazzle of light on a river. A smile played upon her lips. “Oh, Isabel,” she breathed, “you are a brave clever girl, and mighty.”

	She turned again to the maidens. They lay almost as sleepers who, if disturbed, might wake and cry out in distress to find themselves robbed of their flesh.

	“Shall I take revenge for you?” she asked them. “Shall I strike the blows you had not the wit or the belly to strike yourselves? See” —she turned back to where the corpse of the Elf Knight lay, already breeding flies into the light air— “this is where I struck his eye. No mean feat, that, to strike an eye so square, and to do it while still half enchanted. Ha! I am a brave clever girl! And here is the second blow, between the ribs and straight to the heart. Two for me, for I am mistress here. But I shall strike one for each of you, for revenge is honey on the tongue.”

	She held out the sword once more, showing the maidens the instrument of their avenging.

	“For you,” she said, addressing the eldest of them, “the eye that looked upon your purity.” 

	She placed the sword point over the Elf Knight’s remaining eye and pressed down, bursting the eyeball and crunching into the skull. Fierce joy ran through her at the sound. 

	“The nose that stole the perfume of your hair,” she said to the next. She placed the point in his right nostril, slit it open, and then pushed the point through, up the sinus and into the brain. Her mouth was filled with honey. 

	“The ear that would not listen to your pleas.” She did a pirouette, and in a single movement of power and grace thrust the sword straight into the ear canal. Could any lover’s whispering breath bring such enthrallment?

	“The hand that pawed at your bosom.” She leapt, clearing the corpse in one easy arc, stabbing downwards as she flew, slicing tendon from bone on every finger. What marriage bed could bring such quivering anticipation?

	“The bowels that nurtured his gross appetites.” She closed her eyes, leapt, span, and made a great angry slash across the belly, spilling stink and viscera. Her feet touched down. Release. 

	“The instrument of his violation.” A backward somersault, the blade flashing through a perfect arc and into the groin. Castration. Extasy. 

	She gave an exultant shout, spread her arms wide, and made a bow to the maidens. 

	“There,” she said, “I have done the service I promised. Now I must collect my fee.” 

	She thrust the sword into the earth to clean it and drew it out gleaming. She went to the youngest of the maidens, the whitest-boned. With the sword point she searched among the bones and the grass for any jewel or trinket that might have escaped the general decay. Between the narrow ribs, she saw a hint of gold. She reached out her hand to take it but as she did so her fingers brushed against a rib. The bone was smooth, light, bare, and cold, yet strangely touched with divinity. It sent a shock through her. She pulled back her hand, convulsively, and for a moment she felt cold. 

	But still the gold glinted in the sunshine. She reached out again, sliding her fingers carefully between the ribs to avoid touching bone. From the maiden’s empty breast she drew forth a golden chain and a pendant that bore the arms of Sussex. And then she was cold again, and flooded with memory, for this was a pendant she had known, that she had held and admired, that bore the dent of her childish tooth where she had sought to prove something she had overheard about the softness of gold. These were the bones of Winifrid of Sussex, a woman she had known, a woman she had loved once, when they were children. 

	Recognition brought awakening. She felt like one who wakes from a dream to find that all the blankets have fallen from the bed on a winter’s night, leaving them shivering and stiff as the grave. The breeze tore through the light dress she wore. Her slippered feet were sore and bruised from the rough ground, and her legs were scratched to the knee. Her hair was bedraggled and sticky with sweat. Her tongue was parched and her belly pinched. She looked at the sword in her hand and was appalled by it. She opened her hand to drop it, but it would not fall. Though there was no loop or strap about the hilt, it seemed to cling to her, like ivy entwined about a gatepost. She shook her hand, but still it clung to her. “Get off! Get off!” she cried, as if it were a black spider, suddenly seen from the corner of the eye. At the command it fell away. 

	“Oh, Winifrid,” she said. “Oh, Winifrid, not you?”

	She knew then that Mairi’s fear had been true, the just fear of a true thing. Many times since her sister died, she had sat in that same room, by the empty bed, and sung their last song, for memory. And many times she had heard a horn blowing through the greenwood and felt a honeyed sweetness on her tongue. But never since, until today, had she again made a play of calling for the Elf Knight. But today, full of melancholy from days of awkward dancing and tedious conversation with the man she was to marry, she had answered the call of the horn, summoning the Elf Knight to come and rest his head on her bosom. But unlike the first time, there had been in her summons just a touch—oh how slight a touch—a tinge, a minim of sincerity. 

	“Oh, Winifrid,” she said. “They said you had run off with the blacksmith’s son! And I laughed at you. ‘Foolish girl,’ I said! Why would you give up your jewels and horses to live in a hut behind the forge? And all because my brother slighted you—the oaf. But I was wrong to laugh. You should have chosen the blacksmith’s son. You should have let yourself be seduced by the sound of the hammer, the broad back, the huge hands, the florid face, the hair, wild and damp with sweat as he hammers, and the fire and the dark beauty of the forge, the close warm air, and the heat on your skin, and the smell and hiss of iron plunged in water. Forgive me for my laughter. I was as foolish as you, when I heard that elf horn blowing.”  

	“Oh! Do not call me foolish. I was enchanted.”

	“So was I,” Isabel replied.

	“But you broke his enchantment. You are a brave clever girl. Not silly and thoughtless like me. You remembered all you were taught. You killed the Elf Knight, and now you are free.”

	She remembered what she had been taught. She spat out the soggy ball of leaves that was in her cheek, their potency long spent. She bent and plucked leaves of Angelica, Gentian, and Yarrow. She placed them in her mouth and bitterness flooded her tongue. At once she was overcome with a longing for home and hearth and company: for the maid who would bring her wash water and bind her hair in ribbons and help her dress; for the cook who would hover in the door of the dining hall, anxious to see that all she had set out was eaten and enjoyed, and pursing her lips huffily at any morsel that was laid down half eaten; for her father, who would enter, kiss her on the top of her head, pick up a loaf and some small beer and disappear into the war room without a word; for her mother, full of cheerless gossip; for her brother, loud, dressed for the day’s sport, knocking into things; for the old hound who would come and lay his nose across her feet and snap up anything she let fall while her mother and the cook were not looking. 

	And then tears began to stream down Isabel’s face, and she reached out her hand to smooth Winifrid’s already smooth, white, sun-bleached forehead and she wondered by what small neglect of tending, by what incongruities of character, her childhood friendship with Winifrid had withered as they grew older. 

	And then it came into her head to wonder if she had known any of the other women who now lay here. She went and knelt down beside the bones of the maiden next to Winifrid. Whoever she was, she had lain here longer, and the grass and herbs had grown up around her. She hunted around for some sign of a locket or a brooch that might bear her family arms. At last she found a brooch. It had slipped down between two ribs and been buried by a patch of lily-of-the-valley. She would not have discovered it at all had she not felt the scratch of its dulled pin as she ran her fingers through the leaves. She pulled it out. It was a simple ring brooch—a circle crossed by a pin that was used to hold a dress or a cloak in place—but it was of fine gold, inset with alternating rubies and emeralds. It bore no crest or any other mark of chivalry, but as she gazed on it, polishing its gold and its stones back to brightness with her thumb, there came another rush of memory, like a curtain pulled aside to show a scene beyond a window. 

	Seven years ago, her father had given a dance in the great hall, and the flower of the young women in attendance had been Madeline of Wessex. Isabel had not been old enough then to dance with the young men, though she had danced with uncles and with her father, and even demanded that one of the butlers dance with her, before both of them were scolded by her mother. But Madeline had been in her glory that night, adored by all the men, envied by all the women. Isabel had been too young to envy her. She had doted on her, been charmed by her, and had chattered to her endlessly whenever Madeline was not twirling in some young man’s arms. And Madeline had been kind to her, treated her as she might have treated a little sister—for Madeline had no sisters, only older brothers, and having a sister for the evening had charmed her as much as having thirty suitors. 

	When Isabel had expressed an interest in the brooch that Madeline was wearing, Madeline had taken it off and handed it to her, holding her dress closed with her fingers while Isabel examined it. This minor act of disrobing had attracted the attention of several of the young men, though not an inch of flesh had been exposed as a result. The mere unfastening of a single restraint had been enough to enchant them. And so Madeline had been forced to quickly take it back and fasten it up again—an operation that excited the young men almost as much as seeing it undone. And then Madeline had been away, twirling in the arms of he who had made the most gallant, least oafish, quip over the whole affair, and Isabel had been left watching, and wondering how soon it would be she who would excite such ardent interest in the young men. 

	And now here was that same brooch in her hands again. 

	“Oh, Madeline,” she said. “Was he there that night? Did you dance with him? Oh! He was such a dancer! I think I will never dance again, for how could any man not seem clumsy after him? Was it he that said that clever thing that I can’t remember that made you dance with him?”

	Had she ever seen Madeline again after that night? She could not think of any occasion when she had. Had she heard any news of her going missing? She could recall none. But then she remembered that there had been much whispering and many lowered faces in the days following that dance. She had asked why everyone was so sad, and had been told not to fret about it but be merry. 

	“Oh, if only they had told me,” she cried. “If only I had known, I might not have called him when I heard the note of his horn.” 

	But Madeline’s staring sockets rebuked her. “No, Isabel, you were as foolish as I, as headstrong as I, as heedless as I.”

	“I was enchanted!”

	“Foolish to be snared by his enchantment. As was I. And I could not have kept you from it had I come to you from the grave.” 

	“Come to me from the grave?” Isabel said, wiping the tears from her eyes with the sleeve of her dress. “How could you come to me from the grave when you have no grave, but lie in the open like this? If I get home I will send a party of men with carts and spades and pruning shears, and they will free your bones from the earth, all seven of you, and carry you back to your families where you can have proper graves with your ancestors.”

	But no voice spoke gratitude for this promise, only the wind.

	Isabel looked at the next woman in the circle and saw at once that the bones had lain there too long for it to be anyone that she could ever have met or remembered. She turned slowly round, taking in the whole of the glade. In the Elf Knight’s arms it had seemed a palace without walls. Now it seemed an ordinary woodland glade. When they had danced, the ground had seemed like marble carpeted with silk. Now the earth was rough beneath the simple slippers she wore, sharp with stones, knarled roots, and twigs, tangled with old growth and with new. Clouds drifted across the sky. Birds called in the surrounding trees. And yet it was not entirely ordinary. Looking again, she saw that it was an arboretum to rival any planted and nurtured by Horrocks, the castle gardener. The glade grew as many plants and more as could be found in the castle gardens, their scents wild and sweet on the wind. They grew in riotous disorder and abundance rather than the careful rows and squares of Horrocks’ arranging. There were plants virtuous, plants decorous, and plants murderous. It was in the murderous, in particular, that the glade surpassed Horrocks’ garden. Horrocks had shown them to her, gathered in his woodland rambles, and then burnt them when the lesson was done. He would not let them take root in the castle gardens where the children played. The glade had provided both the bitter plants that had kept her wakeful and the dream-bringers with which she had lulled the Elf Knight to sleep. 

	What sort of place was this, and where?

	They had ridden here together, the Elf Knight on his grey stallion and she on her brown mare. Her mare had been waiting for her beneath the window, eager for the run, though she had not sent for her grooms to fetch and saddle her. It had been a ride as in a dream, like flying. She remembered the great galloping heart of the beast, beating through her legs and loins and chest, her hair streaming loose in the wind, and the sun and sky all adazzle in her eyes. 

	But of the journey itself, its roads, its turnings, its landmarks, its duration, she remembered not a thing. 

	As she stood wondering, there came a sound of something heavy moving through the wood. 

	“What’s that, Madeline?” she asked, startled, turning back to Madeline’s bones. “Have you heard it before? Have you heard it, Winifrid?”

	She listened attentively, but the sound had stopped. Was the beast gone? Or had it paused in its passage when the scent of her came to it on the wind? 

	“But what beast would leave you all laid out like this?”

	She had seen a sheep once that had been killed by wolves. Its bones had been scattered, scored with the marks of strong teeth, cracked for their marrow. The bones of the seven maidens lay neatly in a half circle. Not one bone had been disturbed. 

	 “Have the beasts no taste for maiden’s flesh?” she asked.

	“This glade is an enchanted place.”

	“Enchanted still, now he is dead?”

	“I do not know.”

	The sword lay where she had let it fall. A deep rumbling growl came from the forest and echoed around the glade. Convulsively, she bent and snatched up the sword. 

	 “I am a brave, clever girl,” she breathed, turning the sword in the light. The sun played along the blade like the reflection of a lamp in a cup of wine. All fears of the beast in the wood left her. She smiled. A quiet confidence had come over her. 

	“Come then,” she commanded. 

	But the only sound now was the chirping of birds and a breeze rustling the tops of the trees. 

	Something deep within her stirred that longed for blood and battle. “Come beast,” she cried, like a knight in the lists challenging a timorous foe. “Come and waste your courage on my blade.”

	Again silence. Her challenge went unmet. 

	The bitterness on her tongue reminded her of her thirst. Away to her right she heard a stream burbling through the wood. She turned and walked towards the sound. But as she came close to the trees, she remembered. 

	She had fled from him once. But as she had neared the boundary of the glade, her mouth had filled with the taste of gall. She had staggered onward, but with each step the taste in her mouth had grown ranker, until her stomach turned, her head swam, and her eyes were blinded with tears. Then her mouth had begun to fill with everything vile and putrid, welling up more quickly than she could spit it out. It had run down her cheeks, it had flowed from her nostrils and forced itself into the passages of her ears, deafening her. Unable to bear it, she had turned back. As soon as she had faced him again, the vileness had gone. Her breath had come freely, and the taste of honey had been in her mouth, and he had stood, smiling, beautiful, welcoming her, as any lover welcomes his beloved.  

	Was that same power in the glade still, though he lay dead? Do the locks fly open when the goaler dies? If not, she would never be able to leave, and would soon lie bleach-boned among the bright blossoms and bitter herbs, like the seven who had come before her. 

	“No,” she said, aloud, the word sounding sharp and brittle in the aching silence. She looked down at the sword that was still in her hand. With the bitter herbs in her cheek, she felt herself its master. “No, I will not be the eighth of them.” 

	She held the sword before her and took a step onward. She passed between the trees, and the gall did not come into her mouth again. 

	As she carried the sword before her, the birds lost all appetite for song. At her passage, small things hid their faces, stopped their noses, and shivered, praying that they should go unnoticed as she passed. 

	“Oh, little things, little things,” she whispered as she went, “pity me. I am no horror, though I was touched by one. Pity me.” 

	But the small things kept their silence. 

	She found the stream, a small brown lively thing, shaded by ferns, tumbling over stones. It cooled and sweetened the air all about itself, and, though all around seemed hushed, it burbled on merrily like a careless chattering friend who does not notice when all the rest of the company grows still with grief. Oh how she ached for such a friend! 

	She knelt and scooped up water in her hand, but then hesitated. She sniffed the water, but it seemed clear and sweet. There was no hint of any human habitation that might have fouled it. Some human taint would actually have been welcome. She would happily have gone thirsty awhile as she followed it back to the habitation of men. But there was nothing to give her hope of that, and so she stooped and drank. When she had quenched her thirst, she looked up and saw an old grey he-wolf standing on the opposite bank, regarding her. 

	
2. The Wolf

	“Is this your place?” she asked him, lifting the sword so that he should see it plain. The wolf bristled, but bowed to her, and then lay down on the ground, still regarding her. 

	“Was it you I heard moving in the wood? You gave me quite a fright!”

	The wolf made no response.

	“Have you met other girls like me in this place?” 

	Again the wolf remained silent, regarding her coolly.

	“No, I suppose not,” she said. “I suppose I am the first to leave the glade once I came to it. But you know who is master of this glade? You know who this sword belongs to? You are his servant, maybe? Or his friend?”

	The wolf licked his lips and showed his teeth, but there was no menace in the gesture. For the moment, at least, he offered no challenge. 

	“If you were his servant, you are free,” she said. “If you were his friend, you must mourn for him, for I have robbed you of him.”

	The wolf rose, but kept his head low and his tail between his legs. He turned and slunk off into the forest.

	“Wait,” she cried after him, for she craved the presence of any living thing. As much as there was safety in her possession of the sword, there was a terrible loneliness in it also, and she would have welcomed the wolf to come to her and lay his great grey head in her lap and let her stroke his ears.

	“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Isabel,” she said, scolding herself for the thought, “he would rather eat you than put his head in your lap.” 

	All the same, she missed him terribly the moment he was gone. She heard the rustle as he pushed through the undergrowth without turning. And then, again, there was silence.

	She went back to the glade, all nature growing still at her passage. She walked into the middle, passing the bones of the maidens. In the dead center, as far as she could reckon it, she stuck the sword into the ground by its point, so that anything that might enter the glade to harm her would see it and draw back. She needed its protection, she knew, but she did not want it in her hand anymore, for she had come to feel it as an instrument of loneliness. Even so, she found herself very reluctant to release it, and when she did finally force her fingers to uncurl from round the hilt, she felt a shiver go through her, even though the day was growing warm as the sun climbed.  

	She felt hungry then. He had laid out a great feast for her, on silver plates on a cloth of green and gold. While he ate and drank, she had slipped soporific herbs into his wine. But she had not touched a morsel herself, afraid to dull the bitterness of the herbs she had placed in her own mouth that had kept her half wakeful. And of this feast, no sign remained.

	She looked around the grove for anything that she could eat. She ventured right out to the forest edge, keeping alert for any sound, for she was uncertain how far the sword’s circle of protection might extend. She hunted for fruits, for edible mushrooms, for roots or tubers, but found nothing that she could eat with confidence or delight. The glade, it seemed, had plants and trees of every virtue except that of providing ordinary human sustenance. She had no bow, for the Elf Knight had not carried one. The stream had not been wide or deep enough to hold any edible fish. She had some knowledge of the making of snares, but without flint and steel she had no means of making a fire to cook any meat she might catch. 

	“No, Isabel,” she said to herself aloud, after she had wearied herself with fruitless searching, “If you want something to eat, you must go home for it.” But then she stood and looked all around her and said—again aloud, for she felt a desperate need to hear a human voice, even if it were her own— “But which way is it, Isabel? Which way did we come from? Did you pay attention? For I did not!”

	Her mare might be able to find her way home. Horses always seemed to know the way to their stables. But the mare was gone. She might not have gone far. She might answer to a whistle, as she had often done before. Isabel put her fingers between her lips and blew. The sound echoed around the glade. But the mare did not show herself. Had she, perhaps, already found her way home? 

	Why hadn’t she tied the mare’s head when she dismounted? But then, it seemed she had ridden without saddle or bridle, and so there would have been no rein to tie her with. And there had been no time to think of it, for he had had her dancing before she could think of anything. They had danced as no mortal feet could dance, and her mouth had been filled with mead and honey at his touch.

	She turned and looked at the sword, standing upright where she had left it, glittering in the sunlight. Creatures great and small had fled from it. Even the plants of the forest floor seemed to have drawn back at its passing. Perhaps the mare did not answer her whistle because she feared the sword. 

	She walked back toward the place where the sword stood, longing for it, yet wary of its seduction. It had been light and agile in her hand, as if made for her and for her joy, and yet she felt a great deceit in it. It’s hilt seemed like a hand, like Mairi’s hand, thrust upward from the chasm of death, pleading to be grasped and pulled back into the world of the living. 

	Oh false, false thing! 

	And yet, if she was to have her mare again, she must find a way to mute its influence. 

	Water dulls enchantment. She remembered that from some fairy tale that Horrocks had told while she and Mairi had played at his feet by the bench under the old oak in the castle garden. But now she knew that fairy tales could be wise. 

	She closed her eyes to block out the vision of her sister’s hand. She reached out and the hilt came into her hand. She felt calmer the moment the sword was in her grasp, strong, wise, capable. But the herbs were bitter on her tongue and she was not utterly deceived. She opened her eyes and gazed on its glistening steel. “Yes, you are beautiful and strong but I have to eat, too.” 

	She carried the sword back to the stream. Nature once again grew silent and retreated from her path as she walked. She laid the sword carefully down on the rocky bed beneath the flowing water. This time her hand slipped easily from the hilt, without entanglement. Yet without it half her courage was gone and for a moment she was overcome with a great reluctance to leave it there and almost pulled it back. But, though she was afraid, a sense of lightness had come over her as the water had covered the sword. She felt perilous, yet free. 

	Lying beneath the water, the sword looked a very small and feeble thing, like something her brother might have played with as a boy. She laughed.

	“What a toy you are,” she said to the sword. “The beasts must be fools to fear you.”

	Still, she was aware that however foolish the beast’s fear might be, that fear would now be removed. She was now a lone and footsore maiden in the dominion of the bears and wolves. Slowly she made her way back to the glade, stepping as silently as she knew how, though her skirts rustled as she pushed through the stems and fronds that crowded across the narrow way. Small things rustled impatiently in the undergrowth, indignant at their errands being disrupted by the passage of her feet. 

	Into the glade she stepped. Past the body of the Elf Knight, past the bones of the slain maidens, into the very center of the glade, quiet as a mouse among the hedgerows when it knows a fox is near.

	There was a breeze blowing through the glade and she knew that silence alone would not conceal her. The wind already carried the savor of her fear to every nose that might attend and wonder. She placed her fingers between her lips, and let forth the loudest whistle that she knew how to make. The echo of it rang and rang around the glade, so that she wondered where the echoes came from, for she was unable to see any mountain or cliff face that might echo such a sound so boldly. 

	The echoes of the whistle faded into a terrible silence, and she stood, listening intently. After a moment, she heard the rustle of something large moving through the undergrowth.

	“Come on horse,” she said, gazing in the direction of the sound. “Be a horse. Be a horse.”

	And then the rustling ceased and from the undergrowth, a head appeared. 

	It was not the head of her mare.

	It was the head of the wolf. 

	Isabel’s heart grew still. “You remember me,” she said, trying to make her voice sound calm and confident. “You know whose sword I carry.”

	The wolf made her no acknowledgment, but sniffed the wind suspiciously. 

	“I don’t suppose you have seen my horse out there, have you?” she asked him. “I hope you were nice to her if you did.” And then she knew in her heart that she would not see her mare again. 

	The wolf stepped out of the undergrowth and into the clearing. Isabel shuddered at the mere size of him. He was old and grey and shaggy, scarred from many battles, yet still lithe, still strong, still confident in his strength. He looked at her and showed her his teeth. “I have shown you my weapons,” he seemed to say. “Now show me yours.”

	Isabel saw then that, while the wolf still had a deep caution in him, he had sensed weakness in her, and he would not be put off without some show of force. She began to back away from the center of the glade, back towards the path to the stream. 

	“Did you come alone?” she asked the wolf, “or do your brothers wait in the woods?”

	He made no answer but took a few loping steps toward her. He did not close the gap, keeping as far from her as he had been when he first emerged from the forest, but nor would he allow her to put distance between them.

	“I am going for a walk,” she said to him, keeping her voice as steady and confident as she could. “You may follow if you wish, but keep your distance, like a good wolf.”

	She turned her back on him then, knowing that she could not keep fear from her face if she continued to look into his eyes. She walked at a steady, confident pace toward the path to the stream. He followed. He moved too silently for her to know if he was closing the distance, but she could not bring herself to glance back, in part to avoid showing weakness, in part because she was afraid of what she would see. 

	As soon as she passed out of the glade and onto the woodland path, she heard his pace quicken behind her. She broke into a run, and heard him howl and give chase. The undergrowth tore at her skirts as she ran, as if it conspired to impede her progress. She could hear the wolf’s breath coming hard as she came in sight of the stream. She tripped on a root. She sprawled forward, hands outstretched to break her fall. Her right hand entered the stream and fell around the hilt of the sword, almost as if she had called it to her and it had answered. She rolled onto her back, holding the sword before her to protect her throat. The wolf’s jaws were inches from closing on the blade. She felt the heat and stench of his breath, looked with horror into his cold eyes. But the sword stopped him. He cowered away from it, whimpering. She scrambled to her feet. She thrust the point toward him. He turned and ran, pausing only when well out of range, to give a howl of hollow bravado. 

	She walked slowly back to the glade along a path that was once again clear and easy, trembling and trying to slow the hammering of her heart. But when she reached the edge of the trees once more, her heart lifted, for there in the center of the glade, calmly champing the grass, was the Elf Knight’s magnificent grey horse. 

	
3. The Horse

	The grey horse was huge, heavy, muscular, and there was something about him that looked infinitely wild. He was a beast larger and more terrible than the wolf. One slash of his hooves would crush her head like a beetle under the thumb of a cruel boy. And yet she had no fear of him. He looked up at her as she approached. She showed him the sword. He gave a small contented whinny and went back to champing the grass.

	“Have you come to take me home?” she asked him. 

	The horse nickered noncommittally and returned to hunting for the sweetest morsels of grass.

	“Did he never feed you anything but grass?” Isabel asked, walking over to him. She watched him carefully for any sign of skittishness, but he let her come to him as if she had raised and trained him from a foal. She reached out a careful hand to stroke his neck. A great gush of warmth and comfort flowed into her from his vital flesh. He became at once a most intimate companion, loved and trusted without question. All fear and doubt left her, all taint of the horrors she had seen. The bitter herbs were irksome in her cheek and she spat them onto the floor of the glade. At once their taste was gone from her tongue and in its place the taste of sweet wild-honey mead. 

	“He must have given you oats and hot mash to keep your coat so shiny and your limbs so strong?” she said, laying her cheek affectionately against his shoulder. “But where did he get it from? Do you have a stable? Did he have a hall? Surely this is not his dwelling place?”

	The horse nuzzled her fingers, as if hoping to be fed an apple.

	“Poor darling, I’ve nothing for you,” she said, stroking him, “I’ve nothing for me either. But if you will let me ride you and take me home, you will have a proper rubdown and a blanket and hot mash when we get there. My brother will want you for his own, for his destrier. But I shan’t give you up. You are my prize. Won in battle. My brother has not killed so stern a foe as I, or any foe at all, for that matter, and so my claim is far greater than his. My father will agree. My mother won’t, but my father will bring her round. You wait and see that he does.”

	The horse nudged her affectionately, as if to consent to the arrangement. 

	“Do you have a saddle or a bridle?” she asked him. “If you do, I suppose they must be in that stable I can’t find. But did he ever use one? I can’t remember! Did I have a saddle when I rode with him?”

	The horse seemed to shake his head. 

	“I don’t think I did! Who would have saddled him for me? Who would have fitted the bridle? Did I ride bareback? Oh, I was never taught to do that! My mother would have a fit! Well, I shall have to ride you bareback, I suppose. You won’t toss me off will you?”

	Again she was assured by an affectionate nudge.

	She looked up at his high side. At home she had a stirrup for her foot and a groom to assist her to mount. How was she to mount the grey who towered so high above her? 

	“So how do I get up?” she asked the horse. 

	The horse made no answer, but he looked dubiously at the sword in her hand, as if he had no mind to have her try mounting him with that vicious blade whipping freely in her grasp. 

	Isabel took his meaning. She went over and stood beside the corpse of the Elf Knight, which continued to breed flies from fresh wounds. As she gazed on the one she had slain, she could see none of the fairy-tale glamour that had enchanted her. Was this the same creature who had leapt in at the tower window in answer to her foolish call? Was this he who had danced her around the glade? His masculine loveliness was gone, and what remained had no more glamour than a tramp found dead in a ditch. The woodenness of death dulls all, but in him every form and feature seemed diminished. Those slender arms that had bound like iron now looked merely spindly; those dancer’s legs like feeble sticks, and slightly bowed. His chest seemed sunken; his belly neither robust nor slender; his face long and sallow; his jaw both weak and mournful. His cheeks were pale, his teeth crooked and becoming yellow. Grey whiskers grew sparce across his pockmarked cheeks and chin. 

	She put her hand over her mouth. How could she have wished so ardently to lay with such a man as this? How could she have allowed her lips to brush against that yellow mouth? How could her hand have caressed that mottled chest? Some part of her had known that there must be a monster behind the mask, but she had never thought that beast could be such a common hedgerow vagabond as this. 

	His arms were still bound with his sword belt. She bent to untie the belt, but at the touch of his cold flesh some part of her comfort fled. She quailed at the thought of unbinding him, fearing somehow that it was the belt that bound him to death, and that to unbind his arms would unbind his life and restore him. And yet, if she did not have the belt, she would have to give up either the sword or the horse, and she felt that she needed both if she were to get safely home. 

	“Stay dead, you,” she said, pressing the point of the sword against his chest as she bent to unfasten the belt. His arms flopped lifelessly to his sides as the restraining belt was loosed, a motion so lifeless it mocked life’s empty form. 

	“Were you ever an elf,” she asked the corpse, taking the sword point away from his silent chest, “or just a lecherous old man?” 

	She placed the belt around her waist and buckled it, astonished to find that with the pin in the only worn belt hole, it sat perfectly around her slender waist. Had he really been as slender as she? He did not look it! Or was it only the bloat of death that seemed to distend his belly? 

	No matter. All that had been his was hers now. The belt fit as if it had been made for her alone, and hanging from it she found his horn. No, her horn now. She raised it toward her lips and blew. She had never coaxed a note from a hunting horn before, but with this horn, her horn, it seemed she had only to think the note to hear it play. At its call she was filled with utter joy, and joy rebounded from the trees, sounded in the song of the birds and the deep eternal bellow of the wind. She let the horn fall to her side and still its note rang in the air. She held her sword aloft in the light, rejoicing in its beauty and its power. All thoughts of him and his corruption fell away from her. She felt as if she had been picnicking with genial companions on some soft bright summer’s day, and her heart was filled with happiness and peace. She sheathed the sword, ran to the horse, and, without thinking, leapt with effortless grace upon his back. 

	She turned to look one last time upon the Elf Knight’s dominion. Her eyes fell on the bones of the maidens and for a moment her jubilant mood abated, for she had made to them a solemn oath. “I am a brave clever girl,” she said, “and I will return and give you burial.” Satisfied in this, she turned and urged the grey away from the Elf Knight’s glade.

	*** 

	Isabel had never ridden bareback before, except under enchantment, and she was pleased to discover that even now that she was her own mistress once again, she felt perfectly at ease in that posture, as if it were quite impossible that she should be unseated, even if she were to urge the grey into a mad steeplechase against the boldest riders in the kingdom. Without stirrup or bridal she had no means of directing the horse, though this was not a great handicap as she had no idea which way to go to find home or human habitation. The horse, she was certain, knew her whole mind and her desire, and so she let him take her where he would. 

	The dress she was wearing was not cut for riding. It bunched up around her and her legs dangled bare to the knee. But there were no men to lust or mothers to scold or priests to avert their eyes, and so she enjoyed the sensation of her bare legs against the horse’s silky hide, and of the air flowing around her calves in the growing warmth of the day. 

	After a couple of hours’ ride, they came to a break in the forest where a few fields had been cleared beside a small stream. Above the level of a spring flood was a peasant farmhouse with a pigpen, a chicken coop, and a small lean-to shed against one wall. 

	Here the horse came to a stop. 

	Isabel nudged him with her heels to get him moving again, but he ignored her, putting his head down to crop the grass. 

	“Why have you stopped here?” she asked him. “Take me to my father’s castle. Or if that is too far, take me to any castle or manor house. They will know me there and you will get a warm stable and some hot mash.”

	Again she nudged the horse with her heels, but this time she seemed somehow to unbalance herself and she found herself sliding down his silky hide to the ground. She walked round to his head and looked him in the eye. 

	“I can’t ask them for luncheon here,” she said. “I don’t know how to talk to peasants. They are not like castle servants, you know. Mother says they are rude and don’t know how to behave.”

	The horse responded by lowering his head, placing his nose on her chest, and giving her a gentle nudge in the direction of the farmhouse. 

	She turned and looked at it. It was the simplest of structures, a square formed by four posts, with walls that looked like wattle and daub, and a low rough-shingled roof. There was a wisp of smoke rising through the smoke hole from a fire within. 

	“I wouldn’t know what to say,” she said. 

	The horse lowered his head and breathed into her nostrils. At once she was blithe as a lark, and cared for nothing but to be out in the world without care or obligation, free to drink in all that creation held to delight and entertain her. She turned and looked at the farm house, feeling as a pilgrim feels when first they sight the high walls of Jerusalem. The horse put his nose against her back and again nudged her toward the house. 

	She took a glad step towards it, but then an excited dog ran out from the farmhouse, barking furiously. It scampered across the ground between them, but as it approached her, it suddenly ceased barking, and stopped dead in its tracks a few feet in front of her. The dog, small and shaggy and of no breed that would have been permitted within a mile of her father’s kennels, started to wag its tail and stared at her with adoring
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