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Rosewyn

This is another story about the small kingdom of Bracken, and about the young Princess who would someday come to rule it. Her name was Rosewyn, which  means "rose of the stars." The Queen, Rosalynn, was her mother, and her father's name was Herron. They  were the same Rosalynn and Herron who, years before, had delivered Bracken by destroying the enormous Bridge on which their enemies had planned to march and bring conquest.

As in most stories, the Queen was very queenly, and the King was very kingly, and then there was the Princess. Nobody was quite sure what she was, nor what to do with her. For one thing, she would take almost any risk that she could think of. In one short week she had been thrown from a colt, then from a three-quarters grown calf. Then at last she made history by being the first princess ever to ride a full-grown pig. 

Ride him she did—out of the pigpen, down the flagstone path, through the roses, and almost out of the castle gates themselves. The pig beneath her was squealing and squealing while she hung on to its ears, her teeth clenched in horror and her eyes as big as coins. She was at last rescued when one of the squires roped her and pulled her off. The pig went tearing out the gate and has not been seen since.

She was soundly scolded and punished for being unkind to animals, though she had protested that she had not known the pig wouldn’t like it. Then she was made to read one of her books of good manners for a solid hour, which she did not like either. Princesses were supposed to know manners and proper etiquette before they were admitted to public banquets. And at the rate Rosewyn was learning manners and proper etiquette, her first attendance at a public banquet would occur at the next solar eclipse—twenty years distant.

To cheer her, then, the Queen sat down and told her stories about her parents, the old King and Queen.

The old King had been dead many years, having lived to a good old age. As to the old Queen, nobody was very sure. She had nursed her husband faithfully through a long illness with all her considerable skill. After his death, the Old Queen had visited her home in the faraway Diamond Isles which lay over the sea and hundreds of leagues to the east of Bracken. Those who lived at court knew that she had returned and that she had even attended the wedding of Rosalynn and Herron years ago.

She had taken many journeys, each longer than the previous one. And where she went nobody knew, and none dared ask her except the King and Queen themselves, and they did not care to. For they knew that the woman did much good wherever she went, and they were content.

At last the woman went away and did not return, and King Herron sent out search parties and posted notices for her and waited expectantly for some news. At first he expected hopeful tidings, but as the messengers and couriers began to come back with nothing, his heart grew sad. When he felt that hope was gone, he tenderly told his wife that he feared the woman was dead. At this the Queen looked thoughtful. She did not think it was so.

And soon she and the King had other things to think of, for Rosewyn was born to them, their first and only child. Any sorrows the Queen had were comforted in the child. She was unusually beautiful as an infant, and not only that, she was, from birth, both jolly and contented, loving to be held and talked to. 

As the Princess grew, however, she became more restless and spirited, which shocked her mother at times. As a little girl, the Queen had loved stitching on her sampler and reading her lessons and playing at good manners. But Rosewyn had once climbed out the drawing room window and shinnied down a drain spout to get away from stitching her sampler. 

Of course in doing that she ruined her frock and might have killed herself, so she was suitably disciplined for her escapade and sternly lectured by her father, her mother, her governess, and her nurse. 

These admonitions did not stop her from knocking over Huey Blackroot—Lord Blackroot’s son—and giving him a bloody nose when he laughed at her for her unsuccessful escape. She was then made to read her etiquette books again. The etiquette books were dreadful. They had titles like Simple Lessons on Gracious Manners for Little Majesties, or The Sweets of Beauteous Deportment Made Delicate for Tender Wits. Then she had to apologize to Huey, which was not so very bad, because she knew that if he laughed at her anymore she could knock him down again.

She also looked more ordinary as she grew older. She was delighted when her blond hair turned light brown, the color of a chestnut horse. She detested having her hair curled into long gold ringlets and always fussed when it had to be done.

Rosewyn's other trials included having to learn to curtsy and be curtsied to and having to listen to long compliments without yawning. For, after all, she was a princess, and she had to wear gorgeous clothes and be called Her Majesty and eat off gold plates with silver forks. 

But worst of all, there was no one among the castle children to play with. It was true that she could have joined them at any time in their games, for nobody would dare say no to the Princess, but at the same time they were all much older than she was. And being older, they were half a head taller, too, with longer legs. She knew that whenever she showed up, a kind of quietness fell over everybody, as though they were thinking, "Now we have to play with her, and we can't be rough or we'll catch it, and she can't keep up with us because she's too young, so we'll have to change to another game." 

Of course nobody was ever rude enough to say anything, but she knew it just the same. And sometimes to oblige them she wouldn't join in or let anybody see how much she was watching and wishing that she could play. 

One day it was just too hard to sit and watch the others from her window in the sewing room, and Rosewyn knew that she had to do something or burst. So she skulked up the great central staircase toward the library, with half a plan to find a big book full of those kind of color pictures called Plates, and draw mustaches all over the dressed-up people on them. Perhaps that way she would get into a thoroughly decent amount of trouble, and the others would realize the Princess was just like them after all. 

The idea was tempting, and Rosewyn was almost to the library, when another idea struck her: there was no one to stop her from exploring the attics! 

Rosewyn was unfortunate enough to have a nurse and a governess who watched over her and kept her from certain expeditions. They were too fond of clean clothes and starched pinafores to let her wander through the woods on rainy days or even to hear of letting her explore the castle cellars where the cheeses and pickles were stored. 
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Wisely then, she had resolved never to even suggest going through the attics where all the old clothes and jewels were kept. But that very day the nurse had left for a fortnight's visit to her family, and the governess was in bed ill. 
It was a perfect time to find the attics and explore them! Rosewyn ran to her room and secured some old candle stumps and put them in the pockets of her dress. Then she lighted one from the fire in the nursery study and went to find some back stairs. 

The castle was huge, and there were several sets of steps leading everywhere. It took some searching in the unused west wing to find a staircase that was decently deserted, and when she did, she was glad of her lighted candle. For one thing, the hallways echoed terribly. And the few windows in this old section of the castle made it gloomy. Cobwebs hung like silken streamers from the corners of the beams. 

To tell the truth, her resolve to explore almost failed her, but then she thought of her alternatives: ruining everybody's game on the lawn or being punished for drawing mustaches in books—and she decided to go up.

[image: ]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​2

[image: ]


2
Up The Stairs

Rosewyn set one careful foot after another on her way up that narrow, dim staircase. The top of the steps was lost in gloominess, and even where she stood, it was none too light. She began to wish again that she had gone out on the lawn with the others. But she knew that when her nurse came back from her trip, she might never get another chance to go exploring. This thought kept her going.

Not only that, she kept telling herself, as she cautiously climbed step after step, that if she only got past the dark hallway, there would be hallways above with windows cut in them—bright hallways at the very top of the castle, closest to the sky.

About three quarters of the way up, with her eyes fixed on the gloomy shadows above her, Rosewyn stepped on a stair that had been patched with a board. It creaked, and the sound made her jump. Up above her, one of the shadows suddenly moved with unexpected swiftness and then disappeared!

Her first thought was that someone was lurking up there and had leaped behind a corner at the noise. She nearly turned and fled back to safety and people and sunlight, but she caught herself. It had to be a tree, she told herself, just a tree outside, whose shadow was cast at the top of the hail, and the wind had blown it at the exact moment the board had creaked. 

And then another thought struck her—what a story it would make, this adventure of hers! She stood stock-still on the steps and pondered this with a heart still pounding from fright. If only she could get up the steps, she would have something to tell the other children, something they would want to hear and talk about, and maybe they would organize an exploration, too, before the nurse came back or the governess got better. And they would pack up thick slices of bread and cheese and pickles and cakes and let her lead the way and perhaps play kings and queens and knights and ladies when they got up to the top halls and discovered all the old chests of robes and cloaks that must be up there. 

It was too tempting a thought. She resolved that the shadow had been just a tree, but—oh! —what a scary story it would make. Especially when she took them up to se the long, dark stairs and the silken cobwebs. 

Telling herself she was not trembling, she set one foot up on the next step, and the next, and so on, all the way up into the gloom. Her stump of a candle shone like a weak and tiny star as she held it high. 

All the way up, Rosewyn's heart was beating, and her teeth were unconsciously clenched together as she watched the candle flame wavering. Then at last she stood at the top and looked down. How narrow the stairs were, and how long! Standing in the light below and looking up at the gloom had been frightening, but standing in the gloom and seeing what she had passed through made it even worse. She congratulated herself on her courage. 

The staircase had run along a wall on one side, and she stood at the top of the steps with the comfortable, solid wall at her back and faced the long and wide hallway of this upper floor. She raised her candle, saw shadows jump and dance, and almost screamed; then she caught herself. This hallway did indeed run down the length of the wing, and there were probably storerooms along it, but this place at the top of the stairs was just a landing. Another set of steps began just a pace away from her. Her candlelight had thrown weird shadows through the faded and worn bars of the railing. 

Rosewyn did not want to climb those dark steps. For one thing, there were no windows at all up here, and the darkness was much worse. She decided that exploring dark steps was a good deal worse than riding pigs or climbing down drain spouts in the friendly sunlight. 

But she didn't want to go back to being bored and lonely, either. So after a moment's pause she stopped to light a fresh stump of candle from her present one, and she blew out the old one. It would never do to become careless with her lights, for the next flight of steps was darker than the first, and she couldn't bear the thought of foolishly letting her candle go out. Neither could she bear to think herself cowardly, either, so she set out again. 

With hand held high to shed light, she advanced up the next flight of steps, and this time she went a little faster, and things went better. She was almost at the top when another board squeaked—but from the hallway above her! She stood stock still again and listened. This time she thought she heard stealthy footsteps softly wending away to some hiding place. Now she was in a tremble, and she realized that her earlier theory about the shadow of the tree had proved wrong, for there had been no window on the landing below her.

She stood as though turned to stone, and her heart was begging her to turn back. She even got as far as turning to retreat, but then she saw the dark way down that she must go, down to a dark hallway, the end of which she could not even see, where anybody could be waiting for her. And worse, she would have to turn her back to the darkness above. 

So she decided to go on and told herself that there would surely be windows up on this floor, and she could rest in the bright and lovely sunlight and then find her way down some bright hallway to a better, more central set of steps closer to the lived-in part of the castle. She convinced herself that this was best and went on. 

At last, she stood swathed in shadows at the top of the steps. She saw no windows, only more and worse gloom, and yet another flight of steps going up. She could not bear to go up it, nor could she bear to go down again. Rosewyn looked up the hallway and thought that it was lighter at the other end. She decided to walk through it and see. 

Carefully she moved, ears straining. She glanced at the stump of a candle in her hand, and couldn't help noticing how bright the flame was—and how dark the space around it. She tried not to think about the fact that nobody knew where she was. 

As she moved further and further along the hall, she realized that she hadn't imagined the grayness at the other end. There was a doorway on the right side, and through it a pale block of light was thrown onto the opposite wall. Was it from a sunlit room? 

Yes! With a little sob of joy she ran toward it. Ah, carelessness! In running she hadn't taken thought about the candle, and the  flame suddenly winked out as air rushed past it past it. Her dismay lasted only a moment as she continued with even better speed toward the room that was light.

Yes—there was a big block of window there, undraped and dusty, and on the floor were several chests and trunks with cloth spilling from the cracks in them. She sat on top of one and just looked and looked at the sunlight, too relieved and thankful to move anywhere or even worry about going back through the dark.

At last she roused herself. The afternoon was on the wane, and that could only mean that these dark hallways would get even darker. If there were mice or bats or ­worse—rats up here, they would be more active and give her plenty of noises to think about. She was just about to get up and go, when she very definitely heard a squeak out in the hallway, followed by another. It was a man's treading footfall—no, two men's footsteps!

Rosewyn cast a quick eye around the room. She saw an old closet with its door partly opened. She did not bother to inspect it, only backed into it, pushing against a weighty cloak hanging there, and swung the door almost closed, leaving a crack to peek through. She leaned her shoulders against the cloak behind her. It felt warm and heavy. Rosewyn's heart was now beating harder than ever.

Two men entered, men she had never seen before, both heavily bearded with thick, long hair almost down to their shoulders. They spoke to each other in heavy voices, and she wondered why she couldn't hear them better, but in a second or so she realized that they were speaking another language. It sounded like a cruel and horrible language, and she didn't like it. She decided that the best thing to do was to keep very still and wait for them to go away.

It was a terrible time to have an itch, but just then Rosewyn felt her shoulder itch a little, as though some threads from the cloak were resting on it. Something from the cloak had probably dropped onto her when she leaned against it.

But she didn't know if she dared lift a hand to scratch it. The more she saw these two men, the less she liked them. She glanced at her shoulder and saw, not just the fold of a heavy cloak hanging behind her and overlapping her shoulder, but four very definite fingers and a thumb resting on her shoulder.

She realized that she had pushed against—not a hanging cloak—but somebody dressed in a cloak who had entered the closet before her! She was in the very hands of an enemy! Brave thoughts fled at once. She knew she had been a fool to come up here alone.

She nearly screamed and meant to bolt for it, but suddenly the other hand clamped over her mouth, and the hand on her shoulder tightened with a grip that pinned  her close.

There was one terrible moment when everything in her tried to push away and could not, and then suddenly—either because the hand on her mouth held a sleeping drug
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