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The door opened to the dim room, sending out a gust that made cloth flutter.  In the gloom, things glinted, gold and silver.

Will gawked.  Then he shouted, "Look at this!"

Holding grimly to the railing, Beth climbed down the rickety stairs—no one should own a house this big without money enough to maintain it—to the room.  The only light filtered through one window and turned as grimy as its glass, but she gawked, too.  "I thought the family did amateur theatricals?"

She found the cord and yanked.  A light bulb's unshaded light fell on racks and shelves.  To catalogue all this. . . .

"They should have sold it," Will said.  "For the taxes."

The society had gotten the house by paying the taxes, but Beth smiled.  "The family left.  Hard to pay taxes in absentia."

"When was that?" said Will.

Beth hesitated.  They left.  She knew they had left.  They had been the Wiseman family, and this the Wiseman house. . . .

"The taxes?" she finally said.  "A couple years ago."  She started through the clothing.  Behind her, Will rummaged.  Her hair caught, and she freed it from a hanger.  Vicky had been right; she should have braided it before they came.  She would earn her hours of public service here.  This room would probably exhaust her requirement and have more left over.

At least, it was not covered with dust and cobwebs, she told herself.

Will swirled a green cape.  It unfurled dramatically, and he revealed a sword, held in one hand, that glinted, a little, in the dim light.  Beth raised an eyebrow.  Past him, shelves stood, laden with fans, bottles of make-up, masks, and other props.  Cataloguing would take long enough if they did not play with the toys.

"Where did they get all this?" she said.

"What did they get?"  Vicky's voice echoed cheerfully in the stairwell.  Then she and Rod walked in, and stared.

"No wonder they vanished," said Vicky.  "Spent all their money here."

"On the bright side," said Beth, "the society'll get good money for this."  The rack before her held one empty hanger, but all the rest bore regal garments, in brilliant colors.  She pulled a gown from it.  The blue fabric had been smocked and embroidered in white and gold.  She held it to herself.  "The lovely princess—Elisabetta."

"The simpering princess, more likely," said Vicky.  "Like a piece of clockwork.  You've got the hair at least, long and golden and curly."  

"Automata would be an odd hobby for a princess," said Beth, dryly, "but I might do clockwork."

Vicky took up a green gown that went with her red hair.  "But here we can all chose the parts we wish to play.  The formidable enchantress—Vittoria, who orders all things to her will, on her own, without commanding someone else do it.  Who won her way with her own spellcraft, against the forces arrayed to stop her."

"How often did the princess need to stop your enchantments?" said Beth.  Vicky glared at her.

"Hail, enchantress!" said Will.  "I am the great captain, the master of the sword."  He flourished the sword with enough ease to reveal it as a stage prop—not that any of this was real, thought Beth.  "Stalwart, brave-hearted—not a fop whose noble blood or full purse win him a place—a master of the blade!"

"And of an empty purse, no doubt," said Beth, as dryly as to Vicky.

"I gained the king's favor," said Will.  "Because of my sword and my skill!"

"Ah," said Beth, "but will you keep it?"  She drew back with the gown.  She could take a moment.

In a back corner, a screen stood, with a mirror and small table behind it.  A door, too, but for now. . . .

The dress smelled of neither must nor mothballs, and went on with ridiculous ease.  Beth glanced in the mirror and blinked.  The gown made her face glow like pearl, and her eyes seem large and luminous.  Her hair spread past her shoulders in loose curls, not even disarrayed by the dress, and seemed golden against the blueness.

"For amateur theatricals," she said.

Her hand went to her hair.  She should tie it back; she would—just, not yet.  She could hardly inventory in this dress, either, but first, she came out.

"Vicky's right," said Rod.  "The simpering princess."  He shrugged.  "It's not like heroines, or heroes, get good parts."

"How true," said Will, stabbing the air.

Rod held up a doublet in scarlet and a half-mask in black.  "Behold the exquisitely subtle courtier, whose cunning and craft exceed that of the plain swordsman."

Will snorted.

"Why not go for king?" said Beth, dryly.

"Too much work," said Rod.

That, thought Beth, would depend on how much the play resembled a fairy tale.

They still eyed the clothing, and other things needed to be inventoried, too.  They did not even know if this room exhausted the collection.  Beth walked back to the screen and tried the door.  The bronze knob was dingy with age, but turned easily.

On the other side, the room held light enough to let her see, but Beth could not tell where it fell from.  She inched out, onto what had to be the stage set.  With its massed rows of deep green, spangled with bright flowers, the backdrop had not been done idly, but the standing trees must have taken even more work.  Rough brown trunks, showing moss, with dark leaves clustered overhead.  The roots almost seemed to grow into the boards.

Beth walked over the stage, under the trees, but could not find where the audience sat.  She said, "They had to. . . ."  Her voice echoed oddly.

"Ah, the dainty princess in the woodland!" said Will.

Beth whirled.  Her skirts swished about her.

"Do you fear the gallant Captain Guillaume, Princess—Elisabetta?"
Beth snorted.  "I filled out the paperwork, Will.  I really am Elisabetta, but you are William."
"Not like this—ah, lady with hair of golden foam—"

"You studied the sword, Captain Guillaume, at the expense of rhetoric."

"Rhetoric?"  His hand went to the sword hilt.  "Do you prefer some courtly fop who sweetens his tongue?"

"Which one?"  She tried to ease away, but he shifted forward.  "There are many young men who can speak fair in the court—"

"Any of them!" he snapped.  "To prefer any of them—to an honest, hard-fighting soldier, Princess Elisabetta?"

"Hair of golden foam?  Do you talk like that on the battlefield?"  But her breath came light and fast.

"I am far more worthy of you than those courtiers are."  He stalked toward her.

She grabbed her skirts and fled through the trees.  Her heart hammered, and her breath grew so harsh as to drown out her heart.  The dim light hid her footing; she tripped over a tree's roots.  The moss on the forest floor did not protect her from a scrape on her hand, but she heard Guillaume running after her.  Elisabetta scrambled up and ran on through thickets of brush.  Branches caught at her hair or skirts, but the few tugs did not hinder her, and then she heard a burst of profanity behind her.  Despite herself, she looked.  Guillaume wrestled with a bush for his sword.  She giggled, but the sound was feeble for the want of breath.

She ran on.  She would have worn better shoes if she had known that she would flee through the forest, but the moss underfoot eased the way.

A stream babbled over stones before her—a stream too broad to leap, and the clear water showed how deep it ran.  Elisabetta looked up and down it.  Downstream, white and yellow irises gleamed in the shadows, and she fled toward them and the shallow water.

The flowers nodded as the stream rippled about them.  Elisabetta bared her feet, gathered her skirts and dropped the shoes and stockings in the folds, and stepped carefully into the waters, stretching her leg out.  The chill made her gasp, but she could not leave footprints on the muddy shore.  She waded across.  The flowers brushed at her arms, and the streambed squished and yielded underfoot.  More than once, her heart caught, and she wondered if irises really grew only in shallow water, but the streambed rose again, before she suffered more than muddy feet and wet legs.  She climbed out the other side, taking care again to avoid the mud.

She took her shoes and stockings in hand and let her skirts fall.  The bush could not have held Guillaume long, and her gown did not aid in hiding, but the forest's ancient trees stood wider than any castle's pillar.  She hid behind one.  Bell flowers grew there, silver and gold on their stalks, and she moved with care; one ring of those tiny bells might draw Guillaume.  For a moment, she thought of her shoes, but the moss was pleasant underfoot.  She waited.

Profanity burst out over the water.  Slowly, Elisabetta turned.  Guillaume glared at the stream.  "She wouldn't cross, the simpering ninny."  He eyed the muddy ground, and then a lupine grin spread across his face, and he loped downstream.  Elisabetta held her breath, but Guillaume strode past where she had forded, and the sound of his footfalls faded with distance.

Far off, a bird called.  She waited, to give him time enough.

* * *
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"Look at the jewelry."  Rod pulled out a box.  Even in the grimy light, the polished pieces gleamed:  gold and silver, red, blue and green stones, or more likely glass.

"Better you than me," said Vicky.  "After all—Roderick, the courtier must fit the fashion."  She gestured over dried bottles of make-up.  "The poor, hard-working enchantress—"  

He laughed, putting the costume jewelry away.  "As if, Mistress Vittoria, you needed such props.  You could conjure them from the minds of your admirers struck dumb by your beauty."

"You flatter, Sir Roderick.  It is not an enchantress's lot to be lovely, however she looks.  Princesses alone hold that prerogative."

"Princesses?  Mistress Vittoria, you know of the princess we—rejoice in."  He hooked his thumbs in his belt.  "The glorious Princess Elisabetta, who should suffer and grow humble.  A proud princess brings grief to her kingdom."  His eyes narrowed as if staring through the walls.  "She mortifies too many of her father's courtiers."

The courtiers left themselves open to mortification, thought Vittoria.  Still, like the other courtiers, Roderick thought nothing of commoners, he scorned her enchantments and her knowledge as a trade, tainting all
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