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  Dedication


This book is for all of you who are fighting to make the world a better place and defend what is right…

even when you don’t know how.










  
  Series Compass

Where am I in the series, what am I reading, and does this book stand alone?


The Squire & His Magical Library  comes 4th in this series of interconnected fairy tales. However, time-wise it is the first and earliest book. Therefore, the characters have no knowledge of anything that happens in any of the other books, so you don’t need to know either. 
Rian returns as an adult in The White Deer of Kildare, “The Knight & His Magical Armlet,” and a yet-to-be-released novel about making a princess smile three times. Therefore, this is the first of Rian’s books.







  
  Reading Notes


Rian = Ryan 

The Milesians (like Nessa) are the people we now call the Celts. 

The Fir Bolg (like Rian) are an earlier race, who came from the Middle East to Ireland.

I know that some readers will look for romantic storylines everywhere…but you might be more satisfied with this book if you note that this was never meant to be Rian’s love story.







  
  Content Warning


I try to write uplifting stories about hope and love, but this one is set among the warriors of a society that was engaged in constant warfare. There are no battles on the page, but characters do mention injury and killing without any graphic detail. The only fight scene involves a wild boar. 
The mythological story of Nessa involves some ugly moments around her sexuality. Again, this is not on the page, but it is implied. 
There is, on the page, a non-detailed description of childbirth. It goes smoothly and everyone is fine.
Also, in this society it was normal to foster out children, including babies. In this time, this was not abandonment but a practical way to care for children, who were considered very precious.







  
  11 YEARS OLD









  
  Chapter One


My face is squashed into the mud and there’s a rock jutting into my hip, but at least it’s quiet now. I stretch out my fingers, relieved to feel the hilt of my sword. Ache. Cold. Will just stay right here. 
Today worked just the way I planned, but it hurts worse than I expected. 
It’s awfully cold down here in the mud.
Someone shoves me with their foot, and I bite back a groan. Maybe if I stay still, they’ll just go away and leave me alone.
They kick me. Just lightly, against my leather backplate. If I weren’t so bruised, it wouldn’t hurt.
Another kick. “Get up, you worm. Come on!”
The voice surprises me enough that I half-roll so I can look at her directly. I expected the training master, or one of the servants come to take pity on me, but certainly not one of the other students—let alone one in the upper division, training to be a knight. Nessa mac Eochaid is a tall shadow, glowering down at me, her blond hair glowing against the sunset.
“Up!” She swings back her foot, enough for a proper kick, so I scramble—
Well, not anywhere, really. I’m stuck in the mud, and my too-large armor has slid around uncomfortably, and my left shoulder won’t do what I tell it to. But I wriggle and struggle towards being upright, and apparently that’s enough for Nessa, because she doesn’t kick me again.
I don’t know why she came all the way out here, or why she would care about me. She’s high-born enough to dine with the Family, and practically an adult at fourteen.
I manage to get to my knees before I have to stop, panting. I think I need to get the breastplates off, so I yank at the cords. 
“Up,” Nessa snaps again, but this time she reaches both hands for me. 
I hesitate.
“C’mon, what, you afraid to get a girl dirty?” she mocks. “Grab on.”
Of course I know Nessa doesn’t mind getting dirty, or bloody either, but normally I’d no more grab her with my muddy hands than I’d bother Prince Ardgal. He’s also one of us, technically. Almost a full warrior. But he’s royalty and I’m… me. 
Knowing there’s no help for it, I put out my hands and let Nessa haul me out of the mud. She’s none too gentle about it.
“You’re bleeding.” She twists my elbow to look at my shoulder. 
I yelp. I don’t care if someone thinks I’m a coward, and that hurt!
“You’re stupid! You know what can happen with an open wound? There’s no point to it, bleeding on a Trial day. You idiot. Come on.” She heads back towards the castle, picking her way to the edge of the field, which is churned to muck.
“Where are we going?” I yank my wooden sword out of the mud and follow.
“Well, do you want to get that cleaned up and live to fight another day? Or are you going to get a fever and die, right now, at only eleven years old.”
I slog after her, not answering. I don’t like either of those options. I sure don’t want to die, but I don’t want to be a fighter, either. I never did, I never chose this life, and it’s really no good. I want to go home. Lacking that, I want the other boys to stop bothering me.
Once we reach the back courtyard, Nessa works off my breastplate, then dumps buckets of water over me. Six months of training have done their job, I guess, because it hurts real bad but I stand tall and don’t make a squeak. 
Nessa points to the bin. “Leave your clothes there. The blood in them will go sour and make you sick.”
In my village, men didn’t take off their léines around women, but here we are all supposed to treat each other like warriors, not men and women. I strip down, feeling like a bug under Nessa’s unblinking glare. She’s elegant and important and the best fighter in our entire training program, and I wish she would leave me alone. I don’t know what I did wrong. I don’t know why she cares.
She grabs my good elbow and hauls me into the castle, naked and leaving wet footprints, down a few stairs and around a corner and a corner again. Before I came here, I’d never even seen a building with more than one room. It would make a fine story for my brothers and sisters around the evening fire; trying to tell them all the rooms in this place, and what each one is for. 
Several turns later, Nessa leads me through a door. Mother would like this room. I inch towards the fire, trying to remember every detail for her, while Nessa bangs jars and bowls onto the counter. 
She swings to me, hands full of bandages and a strong-smelling bowl. “Well? What’s it going to be?”
“What is what going to be?” Is it me being muddle-headed, or does her conversation jump more than a pond frog?
“Your choice.”
“What? I don’t understand!!”
I didn’t mean to snap, but a grin spreads across her face. 
“There, that’s a bit of spunk. Do you want to live or die, Rian of Kilkirk?”
“Live, of course!” I can’t get home if I die. 
Nessa dips the wooden spatula in the bowl, coming up with a glistening glob. “Then you have to promise to never do that again.”
“But—”
“No conditions. You must promise.”
I drop my head, discouraged. That’s what it’s like, here—I was just going to say I didn’t understand what she’s saying, but no one cares. They all want me to jump and swing and promise, no explanations. “I promise,” I tell her.
“Do you vow it on the graves of your ancestors?”
 “I vow it on the faerie meadow where my youngest sister was born.” My people don’t bury their dead.
“Fine then.” 
Without warning, I’m hit with a splash of cool ointment, and Nessa’s fingers press against my shoulder. I grit my teeth, refusing to wince or cry out again. 
Well, I try not to. From the way she’s working it, I can tell this is messier than my usual wounds. We were using wooden weapons today.
I know the weapons wasn’t the biggest part. I know—
“They took advantage of you, didn’t they?” Nessa demands. 
“Harrr.” It’s all I can manage.
“Four against one?”
I squeeze my eyes closed. So she was watching.
She glares at my wound. “This is a mess! I’m putting in extra moss, the kind that keeps away the fever. But it will soak through. Come and find me again tomorrow so I can do it again. Don’t go to the training master! He won’t be careful enough. Come to me.” She gives the bandage a final tug.
Nessa probably won’t remember me tomorrow. I’ll just go to the master; he does just fine—
“Don’t disobey me now!” Nessa puts fists on her hips, blocking my way to the door. “You’ve sworn loyalty to me now.”
I don’t recall doing any such thing. She really does jump about. “I’m too young,” I answer, instead of arguing.
“Not fealty. Just…” She furrows her brow. “Well, I guess you didn’t. So. Rian of Kilkirk, swear loyalty to me!”
I’m about to say I won’t, but she puts out her hand, two fingers tucked in. It’s the symbol of fighting together. 
Of equals.
She’s offering something too.
I tuck my two fingers and clasp her hand. “Nessa mac Eochaid, I swear loyalty to you.” I don’t know what happens now, but I don’t understand anything around here, so what’s one more thing.
Nessa nods, sharp. “And I swear loyalty to you, Rian of Kilkirk—as long as you never do anything stupid like that again.”
I shiver. “What did I do?” How can I fix it if I don’t know why she’s mad?
Nessa sighs, a gust of winter wind. She unpins her own cloak, wraps it around me, and shoves me onto a stool by the fire. 
“I didn’t even know this room was here.” What I mean is that I’m not sure I can find it again.
Nessa goes to tidy the counter. “It was just another storeroom. I moved everything in, and I barter for the herbs and oils. We’re allowed to take all the firewood we want. So now…” She shrugs, smiling like she’s pleased with herself.
She’s made it cozy. It’s a little space, earth on one side and the rough palisade logs for the other wall, with an actual door that opens and closes. The fireplace is only knee-high, but the stone hearth radiates warmth. She’s even decorated it—there’s a worn cowhide underfoot, a faded tapestry on the wall across from her workbench, and a cheerful red earthenware vase with only a few chips out of it.
“It’s really nice here.”
Nessa must hear the admiration in my voice, because she turns and grins at me. Something flashes between us, and I feel a little bit…good.
Nessa starts humming, and I join in. I prop my feet on the warm stones while she ladles water into a dented kettle, props it in the fire, and settles herself on the other stool. 
Sensation tingles into my muscles along with the warmth, and that hurts. But I’m a little giddy, since I’ve been dreading today. And I might be injured, but I did what I planned. Lugaid and his buddies won’t care about me any more. Maybe I can make it through the training program after all, and then I’ll be able to go back home and lead our village defenses. I’ll fulfill what the druids predicted, and my mother will be pleased.
The kettle boils, and Nessa pours water into two mugs. The tangy smell of herbs fills the room.
“What did I do wrong?” I finally work up the courage to ask.
Nessa stirs the teas and narrows her eyes at me. “Today? On the battlefield? You tell me.”
“It wasn’t a real battle.”
Nessa snorts.
“Fine, I know we’re supposed to act like it is. But it’s just the other boys. Our swords weren’t even real.”
“It’s establishing your order for the entire year! Even among the youngest cohort, the best warrior must be the leader. That’s the way it works!”
Despite her anger, I flush with pleasure. That’s right; Lugaid is our new captain, and he’s the biggest and has the highest rank from home. The other boys are happy to follow Lugaid, and I can stay quiet in the back, out of their way.
“You should have been awarded the Squire’s Trumpet today.” Nessa speaks with so much venom that I hunch away from her, pulling her cloak tight across my chest. 
“But I’m from a village! And a Fir Bolg! And—just a no one.” And all the other boys hate me enough already.
“But you’re smarter and quicker than any of them.”
“They ganged up on me.”
“You could have defeated them all four at once!”
“But they’re bigger!”
“They’re clumsy louts!” 
“I tried but—”
“You did not!” Nessa half-screams. “This is what I mean! You did not fight with honor!”
“You know what?” I rub my eyes with a fist, like a stupid child. I’m so tired and angry, not to mention naked and sore and bleeding, and it’s worse to be yelled at when it’s the one person who has been friendly to me. In months. “I’m tired of hearing about honor! I’m tired of bravery and valor! Do you know what really matters?”
I’m braced for Nessa to yell again, or punch me onto the ground—I’ve hit it plenty today.
She cocks her head. “What? What matters to you, Rian? And drink your tea.”
Startled by her change in mood, I slurp the brew. It soothes my throat, and I drink again, breathing in the bright and woodsy smell.
“This.” I lift the mug, thanking her. “The blessings of the earth. Being together. Do you know what spring means?” I start to cry for real now. “My father and all my uncles are plowing the fields. My mother is sorting the seeds from the storeroom, and my brothers and sisters are gathering the fresh new sprouts in the woods.”
“And fish in the streams,” Nessa says.
“Yes.” I put aside my empty mug and wipe my nose. “Honor and bravery are just words. Just a reason to hit someone. What really matters is sitting together. And family. And telling stories. And”—I hiccup a bigger sob than I meant—“Mother is having a new baby this spring, and it’s the first one I won’t get to hold. My brother Euchu is old enough to set snares, and I could be teaching him. Everything is green, except the Fair Valley is full of yellow blossoms, and the Shy Mountain glows purple with all the heather. And it’s beautiful and the farms and the people and that is what matters, not who gets the silly Squire’s Trumpet!” I gulp a breath and sit back, waiting for her to scold. Here in the lowlands, warriors are more important than new babies or spring planting or beautiful sunsets. They’ve been trying to beat that into my head all these months.
“Oh, Rian.” Nessa just shakes her head. She takes a breath, and it shudders a little. “How many brothers and sisters do you have?”
“Eight, with the new one. I am the eldest.” Of course, there is no way to send word unless a traveler passes through Kilkirk and here, and the back of my mind prickles with fear that something could have gone wrong this time. But Mother has always birthed a healthy baby. I have to trust that they’re all there, and I will go back some day.
“You must be very proud.” 
It’s not the lecture I expected, but Nessa sounds sad, even though that doesn’t match the words she is saying.
So I wait.
“But Rian…” Finally, she looks up, and her eyes are haunted. “Don’t you see, that’s why all this matters? And that’s why you must never hide your true strength and be any less than you are.”
“I don’t see.” I bury my mouth in the cloak, and finally burst out with the truth. “And I don’t want to be a warrior at all!”
“But you are one. And everything you said—don’t you love it? Don’t you want your father to have his fields and your mother to rock her babies?”
“Of course!”
“Then it takes warriors. Good warriors. The best warriors to protect them!”
“The raiding bands don’t come up so far into the hills. The kings don’t care about where we are.” But even as I say it, I remember that my aunt’s village was burned when I was little. It’s in one of our story-songs, and sometimes when I was hunting I came across the ruins, charred beams sinking into the vivid green woods. 
“Then do you not care about anyone else’s farms and families?” Nessa asks. 
That blow strikes my heart. I turn away, pressing my mouth together. Already, I care about people in the Theastír village, the vast sprawling castle with all its maids and guards and lords and laughter. It’s beautiful here, too. I don’t want this land to be lost to blood and fire.
“Rian, sooner or later the raiders come. The clans start another feud, or the war-boats come from across the sea. That, or there are simply…bad men.”
I turn back, curious. Nessa has her own story here. “What bad men?”
“Evil men. Who want evil, nasty, bad”—Nessa gasps, tangled in her own words—“evil things. Like…Cathbad the Evil.”
I suspect this is not his real name, but I’m intrigued. “What did he do?”
Nessa shakes her head, coming back to herself. “Never you mind. It’s a story for another day. But the point is, if you can be a warrior, you have to be a warrior. That’s the only way to keep the rest of it! The farms and the babies and the tapestries and the harps and the flowers and…all of it.”
I really want the story, especially since now it’s got harps in it. I definitely didn’t mention harps. 
“No—stop looking at me like that!” Nessa laughs. “I’ll tell you more later.”
She’s a little confusing, the way she is so caught up in one thing but then a moment later she’s totally different. But it’s fine. Talking with her is kind of fun, especially compared to all the boys who just want to bash people with swords. And I bet she’s got lots of good stories, being a high-born woman enrolled in warrior training and all. That’s probably even trickier than being a Fir Bolg boy in the lowlands.
“But listen. Here’s the point. And then we’ve got to get supper and get to bed. But the thing you’ve got to remember is that the evil men might come for us at any moment. And they’ll come for your baby sister and your mother and Euchu and his snares, don’t think they won’t! And you never know when the moment is going to come, and what if Lugaid is the leader of the squires and he makes a mistake and does something wrong that you would have done better?”
“The invaders aren’t going to worry about the squires—we’re not warriors yet!”
 “Don’t you know the tales?” Nessa shakes her head, and her shoulders crumple. “You never know when one person could have saved everything. If only he knew what to do. If only he were doing his best.”
I don’t think I’m that important. I don’t think the adult warriors would falter and let the castle’s defense rest on the squires, but…
My mind leaps through a thousand possible stories.
But if it happened, Lugaid would make a mistake. He’s far too predictable, which I proved in the trials today. Nessa is right; I could have beat all of them and not gotten hurt, either. I could lead them better.
If they listened to me.
If I dared. 







  
  Chapter Two


Nessa goes to the feast, but I just eat in the kitchen and creep up the stairs. All of us squires are assigned to sleep in a big room on the top level, fifteen or twenty of us. I don’t like being so far from the heartbeat of the earth, the way my mother taught me to listen and love it with my breath and my feet. People are not squirrels. We are not meant to sleep up in the treetops. 
Tonight, everything is aching, so I pause at the top of the stairs to catch my breath. Around the corner, I hear the boys teasing and laughing, and I don’t want to go in there. 
Aw, drat. They’re talking through the girls at the castle. I hate listening to this even more than when they tease me directly. They say I’m too young to understand, but I know what it feels like to be attracted to a woman, I just don’t think it’s very nice to want to grab a girl and take what you want. In my village, any man who forces a woman has a worse punishment than an adulterer, and that’s painful. Once I finally get a wife, I’m not going to do anything that would mean she’s allowed to choose a new man. 
“The king had his little daughter right next to him at the high table. Did you see her, Lugaid?”
The words catch my attention. I’d forgotten that she made her first appearance at the feast tonight and I was curious about her.
“Yeah, she’s going to be quite the catch,” Lugaid answers. “The king thinks the sun rises and sets on her.”
“Is she pretty?” asks one of the other boys.
“Not yet,” Lugaid answers. “But she’s been sick for months.”
I’m suspicious that he’s not making fun of her, like he does everyone else.
“Is it weird? Now that she’s blind?” 
“Yeah. She just sat there. Barely ate.”
My heart goes out to the little girl, trying to eat in front of everyone when you can’t see your food.
“Did you know her before?” asks a lower voice, eager.
“My uncle is one of Cuaodh’s lords,” Lugaid brags. “I practically grew up in the castle.”
There’s a flurry of questions, and Lugaid starts in his usual stuff about how important his uncle is. This time it’s about what a great marriage prospects he’s going to be. I figure that will distract him from thinking about me, and start to sneak towards my bed, when Nessa’s name catches my ear.
“I’d want a woman with bigger tits,” Lugaid says.
I freeze and my blood pounds in my ears, so I can’t hear the boys’ replies. 
“Well, fine.” Lugaid laughs. “I’d take her for a wife, but I’d need someone else to warm my bed.”
“She can warm me up,” says one of the older boys, and goes into detail. 
I should go in there and fight. Nessa and I swore loyalty, so I should defend her. I should remind them of our training rules, and how we are to treat the women warriors as our comrades. I should challenge anyone who speaks of my friend’s body parts to a fist-fight in the training yard, all properly witnessed, so no one would ever do it again.
But my shoulder hurts, and my ribs, and my knee.
And if I did beat him, everyone would know I was faking it at the Trials.
Besides, I’m not high born. My uncles aren’t anyone important.
I guess I’m not a good friend or a good warrior either, because I creep back down the stairs and away. I’ll find somewhere else to sleep tonight.
The servants and guards are settled in various big rooms on the main floor. Sometimes when the boys are teasing me, I’ve pulled out an extra palette and joined them. No one minds, but I don’t really belong. But tonight, I feel guilty and shameful. Leaving the squires’ room because the boys are teasing my partner is much worse than because they are teasing me.
I pass one of the stairs down to the cellars and pause. I went this way with Nessa, and of course I would not dare go into her private space without permission, but now I know the chimney system goes all the way down here. She said her room was just a storeroom at first. Maybe I can find another storeroom and curl up there. 
I turn through one narrow corridor and another, letting myself get a little lost. It’s completely dark, but my fingertips trail the walls, wattle in some places, thick bases of logs in others.
Wait.
Here’s a door, fashioned from scraps of wood, like Nessa’s. Firelight glimmers between the cracks between the unfinished boards.
“Hello? Excuse me?”
No one answers.
For some reason, it just feels like the room ahead of me is empty. It’s so quiet and otherwise dark, I think I would know if there is another human here. 
Perhaps someone was working here and they finished before the fire went out. I don’t have my blanket or palette, and my injuries will heal better if I can stay warm.
What if I get in trouble?
I shiver, and my shoulder throbs.
I guess I can’t get much more lonely and shameful than I already am.
The door swings smoothly at my touch, and warmth hits me as the light makes me blink.
No one’s here. And it still feels welcoming.
I hobble to the fire and sink onto the soft chair. Whoever owns it isn’t using it, and I’ll leave soon. After a long moment, I open my eyes. At my fingertips is a steaming cup and a jar of salve. 
I sniff them both. The castle policy is that anyone is allowed appropriate supplies. I’m a warrior, even a junior one. I am definitely allowed to take medicine.
I rub the salve on the worst of my injuries. It works even faster than usual, the pain fading right away. 
So by the time I drink the tea, I’m feeling well enough to look around. Carefully. 
My first impression was of luxury and beauty, so naturally I thought this room belonged to one of the women of the Family. Perhaps King Cuaodh created a room for his wife, and keeps returning to remember her? But I know the deceased queen’s family crest, and it is not anywhere here. 
It doesn’t have the king’s crest either, and he is always busy with the warriors, not worrying about magic and the dead. So he wouldn’t keep a room down here.
Prince Ardgal has a room upstairs just like the other knight trainees, and he has no taste for beauty. The three younger princes are all fostered out. The only princess is Barrdhubh—the one who was very ill, lost her sight, and only went from her private rooms to the dining hall for the first time tonight. This wouldn’t be hers.
Besides, this elegance is…different. I warm my hands against my tea, feeling more alert with each sip. The patterns on the rugs seem familiar, but the construction is softer and denser than anything else in the castle. I understand what the furniture is for, but the shapes and materials are like nothing I’ve ever seen. The mantle is constructed of absolutely smooth stone, gray and red veins swirling against the white, and the ironwork for the fireplace is more delicate and complicated than anything the king’s smithy could produce. On top there is a line of colorful decorations, all soothing to the eye. The light is coming from tall vases with colored glass hats, and the hats are glowing. I examine one closely, and find a little toggle that makes the flame go on and off. Definitely magic. Besides, even a king couldn’t afford that much glass, and he wouldn’t put it in the basement if he did.
I’m not sure if that’s better or worse. Are there fae living underneath the castle? 
Well, I’m here now, and I’ve already drank and used their medicine—so if it’s a magical trap, I’m already caught. I finish my tea, letting my gaze wander up the walls, which are covered with some sort of thin cloth with a pattern of dark red diamonds. I like it. Instead of tapestries, the art is flat and trapped within swirly gold rectangles. I think it’s painted, but again, it is more delicate than anything I’ve ever seen. I savor each view of beautiful flowers and streams and—
It can’t be.
It is. The longer I look, the more I am sure that is not just any mountain. That is Shy Mountain, the exact view I could see from my favorite meadow. Where I meant to build my house.
Not caring about the pain, I hobble closer to the painting, and then another one. It’s true! It’s not just any meadow or any stream! That is the particular twist of Grandfather Oak! These are all around my home! Mine, mine—and I am the only person in the entire palace who knows these places. Even the druids who brought me here were travelers, passing through and telling fates, and I have never seen them again.
If this is my home…
…if every detail appeals to my heart…
…then this magic is for me. This is my room.
I don’t know why, but the Fae give rewards and punishments where they will. Maybe I’ve been chosen for tonight. I prostrate myself and give thanks to all four directions.
Then I explore in earnest.
On one wall is a bed with a real wood frame, so the person can sleep up off the floor and behind curtains too. The curtains are my favorite colors, more red and gold with vibrant blue. I squash the bed, which feels soft and comfortable. And there, a close-stool in the corner. 
There’s a cabinet and a table on the wall by the door. I recognize the things on the cabinet: basin and jug, basket with—little breads, I think, but unfamiliar shapes. I test—one is sweet with dried fruits in it. I open each jar sitting in a row, sniffing. Tea for every mood. Salve for cuts. Here’s honey. And something white, but not salt. Tentative, I dip in a finger.
Oh my! It’s like….powdered honey! The sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted!
Skipping past the little table, I lean back to study the stuff that covers the entire last wall. It’s like a cupboard with no doors, the shelves made of gleaming dark wood going from the floor to the ceiling. And on the shelves are…little boxes? Lots of narrow tall boxes—hundreds. I run my finger across them, and lean close to smell. There’s leather, and something else. 
In the middle of the wall, the cupboards stop for the big painting of Shy Mountain. Under that, there is a flat shelf with a basket of shells, one of the magical light-makers, and one colorful box sitting on a pretty cloth.
It’s a very nice box. 
I lean closer, still not touching. It’s quite flat, with a little painting on top. Unlike the realistic pictures on the wall, this is just a few strokes. A boy. His hair is yellow and his skin is light, so he is not me, but the expression on his face…it is something like how I feel inside. Waiting. Lonely. Quiet. He is looking at stars, like I look at the stars and miss my family.
Finally, I touch it.
Nothing bad happens, so I might as well open the box. Perhaps there is an answer from one lonely boy to another.
In my hands, it does not feel like a box at all. It falls open on one side, but instead of a cavity, there are…many things. Like crisp silk. Or big square leaves from a white tree. I slide my finger across one, and it slides and crinkles through my hands, until the lid of the box is laying flat against my left hand and one leaf is on top of all the others on my right hand. 
If it’s a painting, it’s a very boring one. Just wiggles of black.
I turn the leaf to the left side, hoping the next painting might be my home, or perhaps the boy again. It is not, but this is better. There’s more of the black marks but also a snake, wrapped around some sort of creature with its mouth wide open. That’s interesting! I bring it closer to my face.
And the black dots—do something. My eyes move down to them, and it is like there are words inside my head. “When I was six years old…” It is like I am hearing a story, but it is all inside my head and makes no noise.
Horrified, I drop the box. 
But…are the other boxes the same? 
I pull out a blue one, tucked next to a big shell. This one is heavier and the edges are pretty gold. I am not surprised when it opens to one side, and this time—aha! It is a painting! This is a little girl, pale skin and dark hair, going into a house which is the same size as a mushroom. Now that looks like a good story. Intrigued, I move the box closer to the light and study all the details.
What happens to the girl? Are there paintings with more of her story? I flip it over. 
This one has a little drawing of the girl running, and lots of black marks all around. I look carefully at the girl and—
The story goes into my head again. But this time, I hear the word “petticoat” and I know exactly what it means! It’s the white thing under the girl’s skirt, and in their world, only girls wear skirts and petticoats—I know all that!
This is very strange. Glowing vases are one thing, but I’m not sure I like magic that goes into my head. 
I go back to tend the fire and make a cup of tea, showing the fae that I appreciate their gifts. All except the boxes.
I sip my tea and hum a song of praise.
But what happens to the little girl? Does she want to be the size of a mushroom?
My little sister would like that story, but she is not here. I have no one to share stories with.
I scowl at the fire. When I was six years old… That is the boy in the box talking to me, Rian. One thoughtful boy to another. Am I supposed to talk back to the box?
My sister would like the story about the girl and the mushroom, and what about the little princess who can no longer see? Maybe she’d like it too. If I told the story to the sad princess, then I would be doing some good in the world, right?
So I go back to the shiny smooth counter and I fetch the blue and gold box to the squashy chair. I look at it all ways, and touch it and smell it and admire the shiny gold edges. When I open it, the girl and the mushroom are gone, but I figure out how to turn the—the pages. The word comes to me. 
I brace my teeth, scared of the magic. But I want the story.
I find her again. I study the painting, then the black marks. After careful consideration, I figure out how to turn pages back to big black marks, where the story begins, although they do not use the traditional words. The girl and the mushroom only take a few pages, and then I recognize the ending words.
I look at all the black dots, and I can hear the whole story in my head. A story! If I don’t think about how weird this is, it’s pretty amazing. I look-listen to the story all the way through twice, and then I put everything away carefully. I glance back at the boy, and this time I look-hear the words at the top of the painting.
“I will come back to you, Little Prince,” I say out loud—then realize what I have done.
I have made a promise to the fae.
I look around, startled, but I’m alone. Right? I just explored everything and—
That’s definitely a noise! I’m already on my feet, my eating knife in my hand.
It’s over by the cupboard with the bread and tea. I slink closer. If this room belongs to someone else, I will beg forgiveness, but this sounds more like an animal. Or a burglar! This is really rich stuff down here. 
The door is still closed. Here’s the food cupboard, and a little table next to it, lit by a covered torch—aha!
There’s a tiny being sitting on the edge of the sconce. She is as green as a leaf with bird wings instead of arms, and the only thing she is wearing is clouds of her own green hair. She doesn’t look very dangerous, but it’s always best to respect the fae, so I sweep into a low bow, tucking my knife away as I move. What’s the proper form of address for the fae? Should I—
“Don’t you want to see what’s inside?” she chirps. 
What? I’m startled out of my bow.
“I thought you were the curious type.” She flutters her wings, rising slightly above the sconce and settling back down. She looks…excited? Eager? Why would she care?
“I—I am always curious,” I say, partly because I don’t want to disappoint her and partly because it’s true.
She claps her hands in delight. “Well, then open the table, young Rian!”
Her smile is adorable, and also filled with needle-like teeth. I don’t want those teeth on me, nor a spell either—how does she know my name?—so I stumble around with the front of the table. It lift smoothly, revealing an inner compartment lined with dark blue velvet, more fine and delicate than any I have seen. Resting in the center is a gold armlet. 
I glance at the wren-faerie, nervous. 
She twitters in excitement, leaning forward to watch me. “What do you think? 
As I study it, I realize it is not quite finished. The layers of gold twist together, cleverly making the eye believe they are silken threads. The ends of the spiral flatten, and when I lean close I can see intricate etching of leaves. But there are rough open places where jewels would be inlaid, and the tips are just tiny screws, as though they are waiting for the terminal to be put on.
I don’t think I am a greedy person. I admit I’ve gotten jealous of the other boys’ friendships, or when it felt like my mother loved a different sibling best, but I’ve never been tempted to steal a thing that someone has. So I don’t understand this craving inside myself, the need to pick up the armlet, to hold it and wear it. It’s like I am starving and only this one thing can fill me. 
Before I can even blink, the armlet is in my hands. I slide it up and over my left wrist, twisting the spiral slightly so it goes over my upper arm. It’s far too big for me, but—there! I hold out my arm to admire and show the fae.
It falls off, clattering to the velvet.
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have…” I retrieve it, mortified. Good, it isn’t hurt. I check for a clasp I missed or something.
“Of course you should! It’s yours, and no one else’s.”
“Mine?” I touch my chest, amazed. I’ve never had anything that is mine alone.
“Yours, Rian of Kilkirk.” She smiles, her needle-like teeth glimmering. “But be careful, for once you put it on you are bound into it forever.”
“But it fell off.” So it must not be mine after all. Not that I want to be bound forever, but something about it—
But the fae just laughs. “Of course it did. That is a man’s fate, and you are just a
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