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Dedication

For Bill, as always, and frolicsome mermaids everywhere. 


By Signe Kopps

Queen of Incense

Anthra’s Moon

Mermaid’s Gold


Chapter One

“My friends, you came back, you came back!” Horace flung open his arms, shouting with happiness as Daniel and Ysabel emerged from the trees of the North Woods. Soleigh circled overhead, cawing loudly. 

The giant man bent over and shook Daniel by the shoulder, causing the old man’s hat to fly off his head, and then turned to Ysabel, swooped her up in his arms and hugged her tight. 

After he set her on the ground, Ysabel retied her cloak strings, laughing as she tilted her head to gaze up at her friend. How tall he was! Though standing at more than twice her height, she had stopped noticing his size while they traveled together. After a night apart, she realized anew that he truly was an enormous man. 

“I’m pleased to see you, Horace,” she said. “I missed you last night. I was worried that you would be lonely in the woods without us.” 

The giant scratched his thick neck that was fiery red and lumpy with bug bites. “It was hard getting to sleep. Soleigh would not settle. She woke at every sound. I didn’t close my eyes once.” 

Ysabel smiled at his words. His sore neck told her that he had lain awake in the night, plagued by small biting creatures. 

Soleigh cawed at the sound of her name and dropped down, landing on Horace’s shoulder. Soleigh had grown from a down-covered hatchling to a black-winged bird the size of a young goose. A few remaining tufts of grey down poked out among her feathers. Her curved yellow beak was longer and sharper, not the stubby little point she had when she hatched four days ago. Soleigh was growing fast. In another few weeks, Ysabel thought, she would be as big as her mother, the great Anthra.

Daniel picked up his hat and smoothed his short grey hair before setting his hat on his head. “We believed you would be far from here by now.” 

Horace hung his head. “You said I should stay away from King Jeramin’s lands, but I wanted to see the castle where you and Ysabel live. I waited in the woods last night until it was dark and all the villagers had gone home from the fields. There was no one on the road when I approached the castle.”

“You left your footmark in the mud, my friend, and that was dangerous. We’ve come to warn you. Ysabel and I overheard two of the guards saying King Jeramin is returning to Liridian today from his long hunt. The king was gored by a wild boar a few days ago, but he wasn’t badly hurt and his guards wager he’ll be up early tomorrow, ready to come after you with his men and dogs.”

“I’ll leave now.” Horace twisted a few beard hairs, a sign to Ysabel that he felt anxious. He looked down at his friends. “I wish you and Ysabel would come with me. I don't like to travel alone.”

Ysabel gazed at her friend as she thought about his quest. Horace was searching for a golden tree that grew on an island in the middle of the Northfast Sea. He had heard the story of the tree from his giantess mother when he was a boy. Only grown giants could find it, she had said, and only by following a golden light that shone from the leaves. The light appeared in winter, during the night of the dark moon after the Northfast Sea turned to ice. 

To Ysabel, this was a story told to giant children to entertain them and at the same time, keep them from leaving the village to seek the golden tree. For the tale ended with the caution that adult giants were so big they would break through the ice and drown in the Northfast Sea. 

Horace believed he could reach the island. He was a grown man, but he was small and not as heavy as the other giants in his village; he would not crack the ice when he walked upon it. Horace planned to find the island, fill his satchel with leaves and return to his village with enough gold to persuade the father of Solmay, the girl he loved, to allow them to marry. 

Daniel shook his head. “I'm sorry my friend, but we would slow you down. I looked at the map on the wall of the king’s great hall last night. After you leave the North Woods, you must travel a long way through the White Woods until you reach the Northfast Sea.” 

Ysabel thought about the painted map that showed the four corners of the land and the surrounding seas. At the east sat King Jeramin’s land of Liridian and the green waters of the Drandelon Sea. The warm lands of the giants were to the south, bordered by the Ashlon Sea. Along the western edge, the deep canyons where the great Anthras nested ended at the swirling waters of the Sefrit Sea. The Northfast Sea and the frozen White Woods stretched across the north. Packs of long-legged ice wolves roamed the woods. A few villages, indicated by groups of tiny cottages, were scattered among the white trees. Horace would have a lonely and dangerous trek through the snowy wood before he reached the ice-bound sea. 

“Couldn’t you come with me for a short way?” Horace said. “I’ll walk faster after you leave me.” 

Daniel was silent for a moment, and then nodded. “I will. No one will miss me if I’m gone for a few hours.” At Horace’s smile, he added, “I’ll come with you until midday. You’ll be close to the White Woods by then. You’ll be safe there. The king does not hunt so far north; I have heard his men say that the stags in the woods are few and puny from the cold.“ 

He opened his cloak and patted a leather bag buckled to his chest. “I brought food for you. You have enough barley, flour, potatoes, sausages, and bread to feed you for a few days.” 

“I haven’t eaten this morning,” Horace said. “I’m so hungry I could eat a whole pig.”

“Take this.” Daniel pulled out a round of bread. “We’ll make a better meal when we stop at midday.”

While Horace ate his bread, Ysabel thought about her sister who she had left sleeping in their cottage in Liridian. Olenna would have awakened by now and found her gone. She would scold Ysabel after she returned home, saying she had too much work to do to be visiting Daniel at the castle. Ysabel hoped her sister would be too busy during the day to worry about her absence. 

Olenna’s first task would be to tidy their cottage they had left empty for three months while she and Ysabel lived and worked in King Jeramin’s castle. Olenna had served as wet nurse for baby Princess Lira, while her four-year-old son, Blane, had been companion to young Prince Rowen. Ysabel had found work in the embroiderers’ room, learning to adorn Queen Ceradona’s silk dresses with jeweled flowers. 

Ysabel glanced at Daniel. He had appeared before Queen Ceradona and her court the night before, after he and Ysabel returned with Princess Lira. Daniel said the ladies of the court had sat spellbound when he told them of Ysabel rescuing the baby princess from the nest of the great Anthra, of traveling with a giant who had become their friend, and of caring for a baby Anthra who hatched from an egg Ysabel had taken from the nest. 

The story would have spread quickly throughout the castle and on to the villages. Olenna’s neighbors would distract her further by stopping at the cottage, eager to hear more about Ysabel’s adventures. Ysabel thought Olenna would not have a moment in the day to worry about her. 

“I want to stay a little longer,” she said. “Horace will be gone soon. I don’t know when I’ll see him again.” 

“No,” said Daniel. “We’ll travel easier without you.”

“I can walk faster than you,” she said. “You have a bad leg.”

“My knee doesn’t hurt, Ysabel. Quit stalling.”

Horace held up his hand to stop their arguing. “Let Ysabel come with us until midday,” he said in his deep voice. “We’ll eat together before she leaves.” 

Ysabel smiled at the giant. Daniel shrugged, admitting defeat. 

Soleigh flew from tree to tree as they hurried along the bank of a narrow river winding through the North Woods. The woods changed rapidly, as though they were heading into winter as they followed the giant through the trees. Leaves whirled from bushes as they walked past, scattering bits of orange, yellow, and red at their feet.

Sunlight dimmed as clouds gathered overhead. The air grew colder. Ysabel tucked her hands inside her cloak, wishing she had worn her woolen gloves. “It’s still warm in Liridian,” she said to Daniel. “Why is it so cold here?”

“We’re not far from the White Woods. Hunters say winter comes early there and spreads into these woods.”  

Rain fell, a few chilly drops at first. Ysabel drew her hood over her head as the rain became a constant drizzle, turning the woods dark and gloomy. 

Soleigh landed on Horace’s shoulder and hunched her back against the rain. The giant looked at the sky. “I can’t tell if it’s midday or not, but I’m too hungry to keep walking.”

Daniel tipped his head to let rainwater slide off the felted brim of his hat. He pointed to a thin band of ice along the river’s edge. “The water is starting to freeze; we’re close to the White Woods.” 

They stood under a tall tree whose thickly needled branches provided shelter from the rain. Daniel pulled out two rounds of bread from the leather bag, handed one to Horace and split the second with Ysabel. Soleigh shook her head at Horace’s offer of bread. She jumped down from the giant’s shoulder and hopped after a fat red beetle scuttling away from her jabbing beak.

Ysabel gazed at the river while she chewed her bread, watching the stream of water flowing between the icebound banks toward the White Woods. She wondered if the trees really were white or if the snow gave the woods its name. She ate another bite of bread and thought about the work ahead to make her cottage ready for winter. She and Blane would gather firewood from the woods near the village until it was piled high against the side of the cottage. They would pick the apple tree clean of fruit and dig up turnips and potatoes from the garden to store in the root cellar. Olenna’s hands would not be still; she would render tallow to make candles for the dark winter days and cook down blackberries and wild cherries that Ysabel foraged in the woods to make a sweet jam for their morning bread. 

In the evening, Ysabel and Olenna would sit in the kitchen, mending the family’s clothing by candlelight or open their door to neighbors who wished to hear Ysabel tell her story again about rescuing Princess Lira. While she talked about her adventure, Ysabel thought her sister would be looking over the villagers, searching for a suitable boy for Ysabel to wed. She was almost fifteen years of age; it was time for her to think about getting married. 

She glanced at Horace, who was brushing breadcrumbs from his beard. There was no boy in her village she liked well enough to marry. Instead, she wanted to travel with the giant to the White Woods. She would not rest easy until she knew he was safe from King Jeramin. Her eyes prickled with tears as she thought of her kind friend, surrounded by the king and his men with their spears and arrows aimed at his throat, while he fumbled in his satchel, eager to offer food to gain their friendship. 

She looked up at Horace. “How far out on the Northfast Sea is your island?” 

“It cannot be far from land. My mother said a giant can see the golden light from the shore.” 

Daniel shook rain from his cloak and turned to Ysabel. “My girl, it’s time for you to go home. I’ll take you back to the edge of the forest.” 

“What about you?” she said. “Aren’t you coming with me?”

“No, I’m staying with Horace until he’s inside the White Woods. I’ll return to the castle tomorrow morning. My work in the armory is finished until King Jeramin and his men give me more of their leather armor to repair.” 

“How about your pastry cook? Won’t she miss you?”

“She’ll fuss if I'm not on my bench in the morning.” He patted his round belly. “I’ll tell her I wasn’t feeling well. She’ll feed me extra when I return to restore my strength.”

Ysabel flicked crumbs off the front of her cloak. Why did she have to leave now? Why couldn’t she keep going with Daniel and Horace? Olenna would be anxious if she didn’t return home before nightfall, but what if Horace’s story about the golden tree were true? It would take maybe two days of fast walking to get through the White Woods and reach the Northfast Sea, another day or so for Horace to find the golden tree and harvest his gold leaves, and several days more for them to return home. She would be gone seven days at the most, one day longer than the six days it had taken for her to rescue Lira and bring the baby back to Queen Ceradona. Olenna had worried about Ysabel while she was gone, but she had returned unharmed from her dangerous journey. Olenna would assume Ysabel would come home again safely. 

She envisioned waiting on the shore with Daniel while Horace followed the golden light across the frozen sea to the island. She would make a big pot of rabbit stew to welcome him when he came back with his satchel filled to bursting with gold leaves. He would give her a handful, enough for her and Olenna to live in comfort for the rest of their lives. She remembered Horace saying the golden light would appear only on the moonless night. They were four days past the full moon; the dark night wouldn’t occur for ten more days. She shrugged. It didn’t matter how long it took, surely the wealth she would bring home was worth Olenna worrying about her whereabouts. 

Daniel’s voice jolted her from her thoughts. “Come on, Ysabel. We have to leave.” 

“I’m coming with you to the White Woods,” she said. 

“No arguing. Your sister will be upset if you do not return today.” 

Ysabel let out a breath as her dream of traveling with Horace faded. Olenna was still sick from her imprisonment in the tower where Queen Ceradona had kept her until Princess Lira was recovered. Worrying about Ysabel would make her sister feel worse. 

“Send Daniel to fetch me when you return,” Ysabel said. “I want to hear the story about the golden tree from your lips.”

Horace reached down and placed his warm, heavy hand on her head. “I will bring you a big bag of gold leaves.”

Daniel unbuckled the leather bag of food and handed it to Horace. “Keep this while I take Ysabel to the edge of the forest. Watch for me when the moon is up.”

The giant nodded. “I’ll make barley soup and keep a fire hot for you. Soleigh will let me know when you are near.”

Ysabel looked for the bird. She could stroke Soleigh’s wings in farewell while she was still a chick, but soon she would be a full-grown Anthra. Ysabel thought of the moment Soleigh’s mother had seized her and the baby princess. She shivered in the cold rain, remembering the roar of the Anthra’s enormous wings as she flew overhead and the iron-hard grip of her talons around her waist when the giant bird carried her away. She recalled the terror she felt when the Anthra had dropped her in a wheat field and flown off with Princess Lira in her claws. 

She heard squawking as Soleigh glided through the trees. Her wings were dusted with snow that melted as she flew toward them in the rain. 

"Soleigh has been in the White Woods,” Ysabel said. “It must be close.” She didn’t want to leave now. Just a little farther and she would enter the woods. No one in her village had traveled so far north. She would step inside the white trees for a quick look, and then run home and be back in the cottage before sunset. 

Her scar from the snakebite started throbbing. Ysabel scratched it. A snake had bitten her wrist when she and Daniel were traveling to the Anthra’s canyons. The snakebite somehow had gained power and itched a warning when the Anthra appeared after Ysabel had taken Princess Lira from the nest. She wondered what had set it off when she heard the far-off barking of a dog. After a moment, she heard the blare of a hunting horn. 

Daniel looked back at the woods, then at Horace and Ysabel. “The king didn’t wait. He and his hunters are coming.” 


Chapter Two

Horace stuffed Daniel’s food bag into his satchel. “We have to leave. I don’t want the king to find me.” 

A dog howled behind them in the distance: a fierce, deep-throated growl that made the hair stand up on the back of Ysabel’s neck. 

“They’ve brought the boarhounds,” Daniel said. “We’ve got to run!”

Ysabel rushed after Horace, her heart hammering at the thought of the ferocious boarhounds racing after them through the woods. The muddy ground churned under her feet as she ran. Rain drummed against the hood of her cloak and flew into her eyes. She heard dogs barking again, turned her head to look for them and slammed into Horace. 

“Ow,” Ysabel yelled. It felt like running into a tree. She pushed away from Horace’s huge leg and stood still, staring at the scene before them. 

They were standing on the edge of a sheer cliff. Water from the river poured over a rocky ledge, forming a long waterfall that plunged into a river far below. Across the precipice, a row of white pine trees, their branches laden with snow, lined the edge of the cliff. The trees shone against the backdrop of dark clouds. 

Daniel shouted above the noise of the waterfall. “It’s the White Woods.” 

Horace pointed to the wide gap separating them from the white trees. “There’s no way to cross over.”

The sound of the barking dogs grew louder. “What do we do?” Ysabel cried. “We’re trapped.” 

Horace looked at the long drop to the river and the trees behind them. “We’ll push a tree over and make a bridge.” He strode over to the tallest tree and put his shoulder against the wide trunk.

“How do we keep the king from following us?” Ysabel said. 

“Make the bridge first,” said Daniel as they ran after Horace. “Then we’ll worry about the hunters.”

They stood next to the giant, and pushed against the tree trunk. Soleigh flew overhead, cawing in quick bursts as if sounding an alarm. 

The tree stood rock hard. Ysabel heard men shouting above the barking dogs. “Push harder,“ she panted. “The king is close.” 

Horace yelled that he felt the trunk move a little. They shoved and pulled, working the tree back and forth, trying to break its grip in the stony soil. Ysabel’s shoulder hurt, her legs ached as she pushed the enormous tree. Finally, the first long roots broke through the dirt. Horace shouted at them to move and gave the trunk a mighty shove. 

Daniel and Ysabel jumped back as the muddy root ball tore out of the ground. Fistfuls of dirt were flung into the air, dropping thick and heavy on their heads. The tree fell in a long arc across the precipice and smashed into the white trees on the far side, sending up a flurry of snow. 

Horace put a foot on the fallen tree. “Wait.” Ysabel wiped her dirty hands on her cloak and looked at the giant. “I’m coming with you. The king will catch me if I stay. He’ll throw me to his dogs for helping you.” 

Daniel said, “He won’t harm you if you tell him we made you come with us.” 

Ysabel knew the king would believe the giant and the leathermaker had forced a helpless young girl to accompany them. She could be back with Olenna before nightfall, instead of darting past Daniel as she now was doing and scrambling up the rough bark of the felled tree. She grabbed a branch, prickly with pine needles, and took a few steps along the log. 

The trunk felt solid under her feet. She remembered her walk across a chasm on a rope bridge to the Anthra’s nest. She had been terrified, but she had kept going until she retrieved Princess Lira. Now as then, she took a deep breath and didn’t look down. She seized another branch and walked along the log, keeping her eyes on the white trees at the far end. 

Daniel shouted at her to come back. The log bridge swayed slightly under her feet. She took a firmer grip on a branch and looked back. Daniel had climbed onto the tree. His felted hat had fallen off into the snow near Horace. Daniel scowled and waved his hand at her to keep moving. Ysabel reached the cliff edge and hopped off the log, sinking ankle deep into snow. 

After a moment, Daniel slid off behind her. “Why did you come?” he said. “You’ve slowed us down. Now we have to wait until the king leaves before we can cross the bridge again to take you home.”

“Let me come with you, I can help Horace in his quest.” She didn’t want to go home yet. Her adventure was just beginning. 

She gazed at Horace. The tree trunk bent under his weight as he neared the middle of the crossing. A wind had come up, blowing his cloak behind his big shoulders. Soleigh flew overhead, keeping pace with the giant man. 

“I'm a summoner,” Ysabel whispered to herself. Horace and Daniel had named her summoner after she called magic from an old woman’s hairs to weave a rope bridge to the Anthra’s nest. She touched the sawblade tucked into her waistband. Daniel had made it for her from the snout of sawfish. The blade was jagged along the edge with bony teeth that should have broken easily, but her ability to call magic had turned it into a blade that never broke, never dulled, and could cut through anything. 

Ysabel felt the gold coin in the bottom of her waistbag. The coin was printed with a sheaf of wheat on one side and an image of King Jeramin holding a sword on the other. Queen Ceradona had given her and Daniel a reward of two coins each for bringing Princess Lira back
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