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        Come away, O human child!

        To the waters and the wild

        With a faery, hand in hand,

        For the world's more full of weeping than you can understand.

        —William Butler Yeats, “The Stolen Child”
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      Fairy tales were my gateway into the realms of fantasy, and for that alone, they remain close to my heart. And what other genre offers so many opportunities for retellings and variations? And different perspectives. As a child-reader, I was all about the fairy-tale heroes and heroines. Now, I find myself intrigued by the helpers, by the magical guardians and godmothers who guide our heroes along the path to their happy endings.

      The Lilac Fairy—best known for her role in Tchaikovsky’s ballet, Sleeping Beauty—is among the most notable fairy-tale helpers. My version of the character debuted in the epilogue to Every Goose A Swan, and has appeared in several other stories set within the Tales Retold universe. One day, I started wondering what her origins might be—and Come Away, O Human Child is the result.
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      Lilac woke to the sound of weeping: a gusty, high-pitched sobbing that reminded her of nothing so much as an overtired child. Frowning, she sat upright on her leaf and scanned the forest for the source of the sound.

      The sobbing continued, seemed to be growing louder… and closer, accompanied by the sound of rustling undergrowth and at least two sets of footsteps.

      “Don’t cry, Jane!” a young voice pleaded. “Don’t cry! We’ll find something to eat soon, I promise!”

      The sobbing broke off, changed to an equally tearful wail. “Want to go home!”

      “So do I.” The other voice trembled slightly. “But we don’t know the way. We should find someplace to rest, try to keep warm for the night.”

      The little girl—Jane?—gave a pitiful hiccup. “’M scared, John. Don’t like these woods…”

      “I’ll protect you. Papa left me his pocketknife, see? Just stay close, and we’ll be all right.”

      Children—very young children, to judge from their voices—lost in the woods. Lilac’s heart went out to them at once. Her elders often cautioned her about getting too involved in the affairs of mortals, but surely there could be no harm in trying to help these two, who could scarcely be more than babes.

      More rustling… and then a small hand thrust aside a thick swath of branches, and the children half-stepped, half-stumbled into the clearing.

      Two of them: a boy of perhaps six, and a girl who looked no older than three or four, her round face streaked with tears. Frowning, Lilac studied them more closely. Not cottagers’ children, these two, and certainly not beggars’ brats! Their clothes might be stained and torn in places, but they were of fine quality, the fabric costly, the stitches small and even. The shoes on their feet were similarly well-made.

      Gently born, to judge from their garb and their speech. And the resemblance between them marked them as brother and sister. Had they run away from home, perhaps? Or—Lilac’s blood ran cold at the thought—had they been stolen away from it? Where was home for them, in any case?

      “Look, Jane!” the boy exclaimed suddenly. “Berries—on that bush over there! We can eat those!”

      To Lilac’s horror, they descended upon the bush, little hands eagerly plucking at the shiny black globules.

      “No!” She surged upright, transforming to her full size at once.

      Startled, they dropped the berries and stared open-mouthed at her: a short, dark-haired woman with translucent wings growing out of her back. Jane promptly burst into tears, and burrowed against her brother for protection.

      Lilac sighed, banishing the wings. “Pardon me—I didn’t mean to frighten you. But you mustn’t eat those berries. They are poisonous and would make you very sick.”

      “Who—who are you?” John quavered, holding up the knife he had mentioned earlier.

      Lilac hesitated. Had either child heard of the Fae, even in nursery tales? This realm was a Tier Five, so the odds were about even. “I am—a spirit of the woodland,” she replied at last, which was accurate enough. “So I know which plants here are wholesome and which are dangerous. Those are deadly nightshade berries.”

      “D-deadly nightshade?” John eyed the berries mistrustfully, even as his mouth drooped in disappointment.

      “Yes. The name should be warning enough.”

      “But we were so hungry—and Jane was crying.” The boy sounded close to tears himself.

      “Put away your knife, and I will fetch something that you can eat safely.” Sitting down opposite the children, Lilac closed her eyes and opened her remaining senses to the woods, searching, searching…

      Ah, there! Wild brambles, with some blackberries still left upon them. It remained only to Summon the fruit, which she did at once, along with a clean cloth for them to rest upon.

      The children’s eyes widened as the bounty appeared before them: plump, purplish-black berries full to bursting with juice. Jane stretched out an eager hand, but her brother pulled her back, just a little.

      “Are they really safe?” he blurted out.

      For answer, Lilac picked up one of the smaller berries and popped it in her mouth, chewing and then swallowing. Not as sweet, perhaps, as it would have been during high summer, but pleasant enough and not too tart. She spared a moment to be thankful that it was only early autumn here, and the barrenness of winter still far off.

      “Perfectly safe,” she assured the children. “Now, go on and help yourselves.”

      Jane scooped up some berries at once, staining her lips and chin purple in her haste. John picked up a handful and ate more cautiously, though his expression lightened after he’d swallowed several without ill effect.

      “So,” Lilac began, once the heap of berries had been demolished, “how did you come to be in these woods?”

      “We got lost!” Jane volunteered.

      “Yes, I had gathered that much,” Lilac told her. “But what were you doing here, to begin with? Won’t your parents be looking for you?”

      John shook his head. “Our parents died last year. We’ve been living with our uncle and aunt in the country, ever since.”

      “They’re our gardens!” Jane piped up.

      “Guardians,” John corrected. “Father and Uncle were brothers, and Father made him promise to take good care of us when he and Mother got sick.”

      “But they sent us away,” Jane added, lower lip trembling. “‘Cause Auntie got sick too.”

      “Not sick,” John corrected her again. “Uncle said she was going to have a baby. And that we should go and stay in town with some friends of his, until it was born.”

      Jane pouted. “Didn’t want to go!”

      “Hush! Uncle said it was for the best, that Auntie mustn’t be disturbed. He said we could start our schooling in town too.”

      Lilac frowned. “Did your uncle accompany you? Surely he couldn’t have meant you to make the journey alone.”

      “He said he was too busy to go himself,” John explained. “But he hired two men to take us. He said it wasn’t too long a journey on horseback, and they’d get us there safe and sound.”

      Lilac’s uneasiness grew. “These two men—where are they now? Why aren’t they with you?”

      John bit his lip.  “I don’t know, Miss—?”

      “Lilac,” she said almost absently. “You may call me Lilac. Did something happen to your companions?”

      “I don’t know,” he said again. “But we had to stop on the road. Tom—that’s one of them—said his horse had gone lame and needed to rest. Dick—the other one—said the horses needed food and water, and we could find both in the woods, so we went there.” He shivered suddenly. “Then it started getting dark, and Tom said we should make camp for the night, and set out again in the morning.”

      Jane shivered too. “Wanted my bed! Don’t like camping!”

      “They built a fire in a clearing, and told us to go to sleep,” John continued. “I s’pose we must have, though the ground was awfully hard. But the next day, Tom was gone!”

      “And his horse too!” Jane added.

      “Gone?” Lilac echoed, dismayed. “Did he leave word with his friend?”

      “Dick said Tom went to look for a blacksmith for his horse,” John explained. “But he didn’t know when he’d be back. He sounded angry about
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